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– To my Mother





Introduction


It seems that no linguistic discipline of contemporary linguistics has ever experienced such ups and downs as the doctrine of linguistic relativity (further LR, referred traditionally also as Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis) suffered, and even during the research boom of LR from the mid-1950s through the early 1970s, marked by «Language, Thought and Reality: Selected Writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf» (edited by Carroll, 1956) and Chicago Conference in 1953 as its milestone, the arguments which could support this hypothesis seemed far less than questions and criticism addressed to it. LR, as a counter flow in linguistic studies, was almost struck out from the list of justifiable linguistic disciplines after New York Conference in 1975 by not a few influential scholars, e.g. “As a matter of fact, most of the evidence goes in the opposite direction[…] contra Whorf: all the evidence runs against Whorf”( Permack, quoted from Harnad et al, 1976:606, italic original); “Whorf's own views in particular became the butt of extensive criticism” (Gumperz et al., 1996:6); “ (Whorf’s hypothesis) wrong, all wrong” (Pinker, 1994:57); the research on the “Whorfian” question is pseudoscience (e.g. Pullum 1991).


With the rise of cognitive sciences, whose strong position of fundamental universals of concepts coming beyond language began to dominate almost all research areas concerning the language-thought-reality relationship, LR became still more “uninteresting: it is either just plain false, or if true, the weakest and most disappointing of hypotheses one could imagine” (Levinson 1996d: 177). For almost two decades, when LR was in serious disrepute, any sympathy for this hypothesis, or even curiosity about it was “tantamount to declaring oneself to be either a simpleton or a lunatic” (Gentner et al. 2003), because LR is “a doctrine that science has proved to be false” due to its essential claim that “there is NOT just one world ‘out there’” (Gellner: 1988, emphasis original). It is therefore not only “impossible to mention Whorf’s thesis without quick acknowledgement of its empirical disconfirmation” (Hardin et al., 1993:279), but also “[…] most ‘responsible’ scholars have steered clear of relativism. It has become a bête noir, identified with scholarly irresponsibility, fuzzy thinking, lack of rigor, and even immorality” (Lakoff 1987: 304). Lakoff’s censure seems to be grounded on the situation that, for instance, in most circles of experimental psychology everyone was trying to evade mentioning Whorf's hypothesis (e.g. Anderson, 1985; Zimbardo, 1985; Darley et al., 1988; Bernstein et al., 1991; Matlin, 1992).


Nevertheless, some optimists believe that LR, gone through ebbs and flows over the decades and faded out from the research framework since 1960s, has been stably coming into sight of researchers again (Pae, 2012). The “renaissance” of this doctrine can be observed since 1990s in research fields of anthropology, psychology and cognitive science, various approaches and experiments have been introduced to test the influence of language on human perception, cognition and particular non-linguistic behaviors (Langacker, 1976; Lucy et al., 1979, 1987, 2003; Kay et al., 1984; Lucy, 1985, 1988, 1992,1993, 1994, 1997a, 1998, 2004, 2010, 2011; Friedrich, 1986; Glucksberg, 1988; Franzen,1990; Schulz, 1990; Ellis,1993; Levinson, 1996a, 1996c; Elffers, 1998; Milner et al., 1998; Boroditsky, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2009, 2011; Miller et al, 2000; Roberson et al., 2000, 2002, 2005,2007, 2010; Spelke et al., 2001; Li et al., 2002; Winawer, et al., 2007; Casasanto et al., 2004; Gelman et al., 2004; Gordon, 2004; Majid et al., 2004; Pica et al., 2004; Gilbert et al, 2006; Núñez & Sweetser, 2006; Núñez et al., 2006; Chen, 2007; Davies, 2007; January et al., 2007, Sidnell et al., 2012, inter alia).


Besides commendable persistence of perseverant advocates and proponents of LR who did not give up even when LR was in its low tide, one of the important factors sustaining researchers’ faith during the disrepute of LR is that, in my opinion, there is no evidence confirming “all the evidence runs against Whorf”, including Berlin and Kay’s sensational study of basic color terms which was once hailed as an ultimate evidence which “effectively terminated” the tradition of investigations into Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, albeit proponents of LR cannot yet find credible arguments favoring Whorf’s idea. However, this awkward state is not peculiar plight puzzling solely LR study; all linguistic disciplines studying I-language cannot eliminate suspense in this regard due to absence of intuitive experimental data and tenable intermediate theory revealing the essence of nervous activities in human brain during speech-thinking activity, provided by pertinent neurosciences for the ultimate resolution of all disputes over the relation between language and thought.


In all fairness, if the language-thought-reality relationship is defined as a theme of philosophical speculation, then Whorf was preceded by numerous philosophers and linguists even since ancient Greece, among them are well known Parmenides, St. Augustine, R. Bacon, J. Herder, Humboldt etc. However, with his principle of relativity, Whorf was the first who has earned a “notorious” reputation, for, in my opinion, Whorf developed the traditional philosophical theme from a pure speculation to an empirical scientific topic, which should but very difficult, even impossible at contemporary stage of human knowledge, be experimentally and thoroughly tested. It seems that, due to its currently untestable state, LR turned to be in the eyes of scholars a “fascinating irony that it began in a spirit of strong relativism and linguistic determinism and has now come to a position of cultural universalism and linguistic insignificance” (Brown1976:152), and thus is quietly renounced by researchers whose works more or less touch upon LR. Instead of carefully pondering the language-thought-reality relation, they prefer to neglect LR and confidently claim that “the primary function of language is to convey meaning” (Lakoff, 1987:583) even without scruple about the existence of a research doctrine holding the completely opposite position.


Sometimes the overall contemptuousness could go so far even to deny certain self-evident fact. Jackendoff, for instance, a committed opponent of LR, refusing even to regard language as a “container” because it hints at least some dependence between language and thinking, insists that (2002:273-274) “an important aspect of the present view is that thought is independent of language and can take place in the absence of language. This goes against the common intuition that thought takes place ‘in a language’.” I wonder if Jackendoff has himself realized the constraint of English on his mode of thinking when he makes this statement, for, were he a native Russian, German or Chinese speaker, he himself would not associate language with a “container” due to absence of metaphoric expression “in language” in those languages.


It is not the purpose of this volume to comprehensively survey the history and current state of LR study, yet I suppose that a glance at possible cause of negligence of LR even by linguistic circle could give a cue to another, more perspective approach in LR study which I attempt to introduce in my works.


To begin with, I would point out that lacking systematic ideology of LR is the weakest link of this doctrine, which is manifested in two aspects:


I. There are numerous separate or interlinked speculations and proposals concerning Whorf’s principle of LR, yet a widely accepted theoretic system which can lay the foundation of LR doctrine as a linguistic discipline is not established. The first and main task for researchers who are engaged in systematizing LR study is thus to clarify those basic notions which perplex both proponents and opponents of LR and remain to date puzzle. These basic notions are now seldom mentioned in particular studies as if researchers come to a tacit agreement not to touch them due to limited space of a single paper. These notions can be clarified in details only in an exhaustive and comprehensive discussion, they are: the expository scope of LR hypothesis, relativity vs. determinism, relativity vs. universalism, and the comparative approach. I will try to clarify these notions one by one in following chapters.


II. The range of arguments for LR hypothesis is also not properly sorted out. Following Whorf ’s observation and comparison of language phenomena of Hopi and SAE, the researchers of LR has been engaging in seeking, comparing and analysing scattered serendipitous phenomena in various ethnolinguistic environments, for example, color term (e.g. Gleason, 1952; Ray, 1952; Conklin, 1955; Lenneberg et al., 1956; Bohannan,1963; Berlin & Kay, 1969; Lucy, 1997b; Boroditsky,2000, 2007; Roberson et al., 2010 ), time concept (e.g. Whorf, 1936a;1939a; Gipper, 1972,1999; Boroditsky, 2007), spatial orientation (e.g. Carlson- Radvansky et al., 1993; Bowerman, 1996; Levinson, 1996c,1996d, 1997), number and digital cognition (e.g. Miller et al, 1987; Miura et.al., 1989; Brysbaert et al., 1998; Miller et al, 2000; Spelke et al., 2001;Barner et al., 2007; Rips et al., 2006; Barner et al., 2009a; Gordon, 2004, 2010; Casasanto,2016), certain individual lexical or grammatical items (e.g. Bloom, 1981, 1984; Salminen & Hiltunen, 1993, 1995; Johansson et al., 1995; Salminen & Johansson , 1996; Slobin, 1996; Kousta et al. 2008; Imai et al., 2010), emotion, kin relations, and mental states (e.g. Wierzbicka, 1992; Goddard, 2010), and recently intensive discussion in Russian linguistic circle on the linguistic world vision (e.g. Уфимцева, 1977; Серебренников, et al., 1988; Чесноков, 1989, 2001; Баранов et al.,1990; Арутюнова et al.,1992; Булыгина et al., 1997; Радченко, 1997; Гачев, 1998; Даниленко,2002; Корнилов, 2003; Погосова, 2006; Чулкина, 2007; Зализняк, 2008) and so on. Lucy (1997a) suggested arranging arguments according three approaches and thus seems to put objects of LR study in certain order. Yet to arrange arguments in this way could not be viewed as to systematize them because these arguments, even being proven to instantiate LR principle, can demonstrate effect only of certain linguistic categories of individual verbal items, but not of human language as a complete system on the whole.


As a consequence of the scatter of observed phenomena, LR will face serious challenge to its consistence, for, on the one hand, against almost every known argument favoring LR opponents can find (and have already found) counter-argument which seems no less plausible as the former. Moreover, based on separate language items or categories, one might suspect that “a single language hold income-patible, inconsistent conceptualizations of the world” (Kay, 1996: 97-98): When, for instance, a tool in German is called “Schraubenzieher” (screw-puller) instead of “screwdriver” in English – and there is considerable amount of similar items in English and in German (or in any other languages) – , then none of the two languages could be considered to adequately conceive reality (in later discussion readers might be persuaded that Kay’s worry is just due to the effect of linguistic relativity).


On the other hand, if only certain part (s) of language, but not the language on the whole will be observed and investigated from the perspective of LR, arguments found in favor of LR would lead to – opponents and sceptics of LR might subconsciously regard these arguments just in this way – a fallacy: LR principle does not account for entire language, but only for certain parts of language; or in other words, human language constrains/influences only part (s) of mode of thinking, shape human worldview of certain parts of reality. But which part (s)?


Therefore, to establish a coherent and systematized LR doctrine we must consider language a complete system and investigate how ALL aspects of language will jointly influence on human thinking, re-construe reality and thus shape human worldview. In this regard the purpose of my works is to further elaborate Whorfian thesis and to prove, though perhaps preliminarily and inaccurately, that LR is not an arbitrary assembly of speculations based on bundles of scattered linguistic data, but a systematic theory; it might be a better philosophical theory of language which is able to more plausibly explain the relation between language and human thinking at current stage of linguistic studies, when there is no intuitive experimental data provided by neurological and psychological sciences revealing the real state of nervous activities in human brain underlying apparent speech-thinking action.


No doubt LR is now a topic of multidisciplinary investigation, yet one might think that, since this doctrine is called “linguistic relativity”, it should be first of all attract attention of linguists who are seemingly destined to make more contribution to this area of research. Regrettable however: NO. The list of big names of linguists mentioned when talking about LR, besides Humboldt, Sapir and Whorf, is extremely limited. It seems that the postulated by LR language-thought-reality relationship interests researchers most of all in two academic circles, they are, on the one hand, anthropologists who are engaged in investigation of this issue with focus on the “reality (society, culture) ”, and the approach of anthropologists might be characterized as “reality-oriented.” On the other hand, psychologists who are engaged in investigation of this issue with focus on the “thought” and regard LR as “a psychological hypothesis about language performance and not as a linguistic hypothesis about language competence ”(Hunt et al., 1991), the approach of psychologists thus might be characterized as “thought-oriented”.


Yet the “language-oriented” approach which one might expected from linguistic circles is somehow inconspicuous, even the “renaissance” of LR since 1990s has unlikely excited and inspired linguists. I do not agree with some scholars (Gumperz et al., 1996:7) that the desolated state of LR could be ascribed to integration of investigation of unconscious nature of nearly all systematic information processing, submerging distinctive character of Whorf's habitual thought, for, in my opinion, all linguistic disciplines studying I-language are in principle about the same process, they are nevertheless not “submerged”. Leaving aside the factor of personal academic interest, I suppose that the indifferent attitude of linguists to LR might basically be caused by two factors, the overall atmosphere in academic circles (the “external” factor) and the researchers’ subjective preference (the “internal” factor).


I begin with the external one. LR, to my knowledge, has never been the mainstream in linguistic circles even in the period of its upsurge; its further marginalization along with the rise of generative linguistics (GL) in early 1960s is thus not only coincidence of timing when “the intellectual milieu entirely changed” (Gumperz et al., 1996: 6), but seems to be the natural consequence of the development of things. As a hypothesis, LR can hardly be even mentioned in the same breath with GL, the leading stream of contemporary linguistics, all the more so confront them. It seems that, based on the postulation of “universal innate language facility of human being”, advocated by generative linguists and widely accepted in linguistic circles, GL is allegedly considered by opponents of LR the representative of linguistic universalism (LU); in such a atmosphere the promotion of ideology of GL has thus further destroyed the faith of proponents of LR who apparently rely on the diversity of languages, but now are not able to further stick to their position.


Nevertheless, researchers, counterposing LR to GL without sufficient evidences, may have an inadequate and even lopsided understanding of Chomskyan theory. Briefly, the universal innate language facility of human being is considered by GL the generic traits of human beings, serving as the neurobiological basis of human (infant’s) ability to acquire language in a relatively short period; the opposition of GL is rather the reinforcement theory (stimulus-response theory) of the behaviorism. At this standpoint both Chomskyan theory and behaviorist linguistic theory deal with the universal human language mechanism, but not, or mainly not, with the relation between language and other functions of the central nervous system of human brain, e.g. thinking activities, conceptualization etc. Hence, if one can counterpose LR to Chomskyan linguistics on the basis of the hypothetic “universal innate language facility of human being”, he can in the similar manner and with likely achievement counterpose LR to the reinforcement theory of behaviorism on the basis of “universal stimulus-response mechanism of language learning”; yet none of opponents of LR will attempt to propagate this antithesis.


Furthermore, the fictitious opposition of LR vs. GL, the alleged representative of LU, might be due to the almost overall, even among proponents of LR, misinterpretation of “relativity” on the basis of comparative approach to LR study. The authentic and adequate interpretation of LR is that the principle of LR itself is universal for all human languages. I will elaborate this position in details in chapter 4.


Another alleged attack on LR comes from contemporary cognitive sciences. Cognitivists, postulating the universal cognitive ability of mankind, seem also to provide reliable counter-arguments to disaffirm the language-construed human knowledge of the world (worldview), proposed by LR, because human knowledge of the world is based on cognitive ability which is said to be universal for all members of mankind, no matter which language they speak.


It goes without doubt that cognitive sciences are a significant milestone of scientific investigation of human beings themselves; nevertheless, applying the discoveries and conclusions of cognitive investigation as counter-arguments against LR is ungrounded. The human cognition – the mental actions or processes of acquiring knowledge and understanding of the world through thinking, experience and senses – can certainly not be limited merely to human abstract thinking and be influenced thoroughly by human language; yet when talking about language-thought- reality relationship from the perspective of LR, we are concerning just with human abstract thinking, but not human cognition on the whole. It is intriguing to attend to that some researchers (e.g. Pyers et al., 2009), testing the false-belief understanding of deaf children that demonstrates the impact of learning an incomplete language on human cognition, argue that any cognitive advantages can be attributed to the language advantage. Meanwhile other researchers (e.g. Tomasello, 2003), on the contrary, intend to refute LR principle, claiming that “language does not affect cognition; it is one form than cognition can take”.


Cognitivist postulations have no less hypothetical characteristics than LR does, when arguing various levels of human cognition, e.g. physiological level, representational level and symbol manipulation level of thought (e.g. Hunt et al., 1974; Hunt, 1978, 1980; Pylyshyn, 1984; Holland et al., 1986; Newell, 1990), insofar human brain remains a black box for all researchers who are engaged in investigation of I-language, human thinking activity and the relation between language and thought. Cognitivists or researchers of all relevant scientific disciplines could confidently claim that LR hypothesis is ultimately falsified only when they, based on the intuitive experimental data provided by neurosciences, are able to confidently deny the claim that “language can play a central role in the restructuring of human cognition” (Majid et al.,2004) by pointing at a bunch of brain waves or synapses displayed on certain instrument (e.g. a display) and saying: look, this is a such-and-such thought beyond language. No wonder therefore, talking about human cognitive abilities in respect to human speech-thinking actions, cognitivists can suggest no more than “assumptions”, “proposals”, “inferences”, “conjectures” etc. Therefore, if language is viewed as a uniquely arbitrary symbolic system, transformative of internal mental operations and largely responsible for the specific features of unique human cognition, then LR has also to be taken by cognitivists in all seriousness.


About the “internal” cause of researchers' unconfident or indifferent attitude regarding LR, I would say that such attitude of linguists to LR indicates rather their value orientation, but not their awareness of any serious theoretical flaws or insufficiency and deficiency of arguments for the study of LR as a philosophical issue of language. However, it is not certain attitude of linguists especially to LR; it is the “normal behavior” of linguists. Some linguists are soberly aware of this situation. J. Katz (1972), for instance, carrying out a general evaluation of current state of semantic research, commended the perseverance of physics’ circle where generations of researchers unremittingly keep concentrating on any hypothetical theory until gain a successful and satisfactory explanation of phenomenon in question; whereas linguists, on the contrary, putting forward a novel theory or hypothesis, will soon come to a standstill after some effort and leave their innovation aside, few researches can keep studying it in persistent and consistent way until it will be finally verified or falsified.


Taking the studies of grammar for instance, we see that, following Chomsky’s generative grammar which has aroused widespread interest in linguistics, grammatical theories of various types have been rapidly sprung up: Case grammar, Montage grammar, Functional grammar, Lexical-Functional grammar, Cognitive grammar, Valence grammar, Three dimensional grammar, Construction grammar, Phrase structure grammar and so on. One cannot but agree that their theme and scope of study are original, yet, except Chomskyan theory, few of those grammars were studied thoroughly and persistently. The fancy grammatical theories may freshen up a bit dull atmosphere of linguistic circle, but only for a short while, soon there will be hardly someone showing any further serious interest in them.


No linguist is demanded to enclose himself in “the thick darkness of the language (Whorf)” and to face with a conundrum which remains unsolved during more than a half-century and gives few hope of being resolved in foreseeable future. Understandable that for most linguists it is easy or preferably to follow the trend or, even better, to sensationally invent a trend and to lead it, than to be completely unknown to or unrecognized by academic circle, and to accompany one neglected and seemingly unpromising linguistic paradigm lifelong. Therefore, I would say that LR is indifferently left aside in linguistic circle not because it is already studied thoroughly and there cannot be any unknown phenomena to be explored further, but because, exactly the opposite, there are too many unsolved issues and unknown domains in this linguistic-philosophical doctrine to promise any quick and easily expected success. Researchers thus beat a retreat in the face of difficulties, when they could have made significant contribution to LR study which is currently invigorated but, regrettable, not, or mainly not in linguistic area.


The discussion in this work consists of three parts,


– In chapters 1-4 I will review certain crucial notions mentioned above for LR study and attempt to clarify these notion with my own position.


– In chapters 5-11 I will assess certain theories, opinions, arguments and conclusions in the area of LR study, and on this basis set forth my own views on these issues.


– In chapters 12 I will attempt to prove the principle of LR by systematically surveying and discussing certain well-known linguistic data and thus demonstrate, how linguists might elaborate an appropriate approach and seek adequate arguments for evidencing LR merely in the scope of language itself.




1 The Expository scope of the doctrine of LR


All current objections to LR and suspicion of it might approximately be summed up to three sets of questions (Nauta, 2006):


1) What exactly does one understand by the phrase “a formative influence of language?” Does it mean that language fully determines thought or only that it exerts some influence on it? Moreover, “formative” suggests a causal connection between language and thought, but does language play indeed a causal role in establishing thought patterns or is it merely an external verbalization of an independent mental content, or something in between these views?


2) Next, we may ask: a formative influence on what precisely? Do linguistic categories determine our concepts with which we categorize the world or do they also shape our visual perception of the world? Do they influence our beliefs and feelings? Or do they bring about all of these?


3) Further, which linguistic features are held responsible for shaping our thought? The vocabulary of a language or also its morphological and syntactical features, e.g. whether it makes use of number, gender and case tense? What about style and genre?


The questions in (2) could be simplified as: if language has formative influence on mode of human thinking, then which (linguistic or nonlinguistic) facts can vividly reveal this influence, i.e. the causal relation between language and thought? This issue concerns the expository scope of LR. We cannot expect, for instance, that the doctrine of LR might explain us how people sensorially or emotionally experiences certain situation of reality with or without language, what they are inclined or are able to do with their language skills in their everyday life, which themes will interest them when they communicate or think. Therefore, under the notion of the expository scope of LR I mean the adequate determination of human phenomena which are indeed relevant to LR, i.e. those human mental activities which could be involved in the scope of thought influenced and constrained by language.


Researchers have been launching into to this issue from various points of view. The most common approach is to survey linguistic data in which might be embodied LR principle at the layers of morphemes, words and sentences, e.g. grammatical gender, grammatical number; verb tense, etc. (Brown et al., 1961; Brown, 1967, 1976, 1986; Slobin, 1996; Malt et al., 1999; Sera et al., 2002; Даниленко, 2003; Barner et al., 2007; Lupyan et al., 2007; Погосова, 2006; Dessalegn et al., 2008; Boroditsky, 2009; Clark, 2010; Imai et al., 2010; Malt et al., 2010; Li et al., 2011, inter alia). Lucy (1996) has defined the expository scope of LR in his consideration by suggesting a general approach of LR study by extending the observation to all possibly relevant language phenomena and dividing LR into semiotic relativity, linguistic (or structural) relativity and discursive (or functional) relativity. Ideas of these researchers might be justified for their purpose and intention of research, I will not discuss them further. My discussion is on account of certain objections, addressed to LR unreasonably just due to distorted understanding of the expository scope of LR.


Even if one intends to disprove LR, the starting point of his attempt should be clarification of the range of phenomena LR should account for with respect to the language-thought-reality relation, only then he can further question about the adequacy of postulations of LR and unfold his critique of LR. As any other linguistic theories, LR does not set a purpose to observe and to explain all human phenomena concerning with the language-thought-reality relation, it cannot a fortiori account for issues of other scientific areas, e.g. psychology, neuropsychology, cognitive science etc., whose topics of research include also speech actions and human mental behaviors which might be beyond the authentic language-thought-reality relation, explainable from the point of view of relativity effect. Discussing LR, scholars, especially opponents of LR, usually neglect the proper scope as a precondition of their discussion, or even might not be aware of such scope; consequently, their critique on LR in many cases appears to be irrelevant and aimless, as Lucy pointed out that (2014) cognitivist position of language-thinking-reality is “another form of violate the expository scope of LR”, because “they require instead evidence for effects on ‘non-linguistic representations’” such as perceptual processes, simple memory, and elementary cause-effect reasoning which LR cannot and ought not explain. Hence, a rational definition of the expository scope of LR is premised by drawing at least two clear demarcation lines between research field of LR and that of other scientific researches.


1.1 The demarcation line between linguistics and biological-physiological research


The first demarcation line should be drawn between the linguistics and scientific disciplines, e.g. neurobiology, neurophysiology etc., investigating biological-physiological traits of central nervous system of human brain which perceives and processes sensory information from the environment. The distinction between such neural activities and speech-thinking activity seems to be self-evident, some researchers, however, tried to attack LR from this position, neglecting this distinction.


Researchers (e.g. Keller et al., 1996; Турчин, 2000), criticizing the postulation of LR, argue that the flux of impression from the outside world is not arranged directly and exclusively by language. The information from the environment is organized first of all by neurons of relevant sensory organs; the nervous system responsible for speech activity can receive the “semiproducts” afterwards from sensory neuronal systems and process them further. In other words, the physical stimuli from outside enter into central nervous system of human brain via neuronal systems, but not via language; all that language is and can be responsible for is to deal with the “second-level information”, the output of neuronal systems. Hence we cannot dissect reality directly in virtue of language; the role of language in information processing is merely to package (to encode) the ready information about reality processed previously by sensory organs and neuronal systems.


The description of the entire procedure of information processing from physical stimuli to sensory organs and neuronal system prior to speech-thinking activity might be appropriate from the perspective of neurosciences. However, from such description one cannot draw any conclusion, serving as argument for either proving or refuting the formative influence of language on mode of thinking postulated by LR, for, on the one hand, certainly we cannot deny that the perception of information from outside by means of sensory organs occurs in neuronal systems, yet the neurobiological- neurophysiological traits and their function are not uniqueness of human species. This kind of information can also be perceived and stored by animals who have the same or similar sensory organs and neuronal systems as human beings do, thus even if one insists on including the phenomena at neuronal level in the discussion of the language-thinking- reality relation, he can achieve little, because the mentioned procedure will turn to totally different direction when language is involved, unless relevant science can prove that human and animal experience the outside world in the same manner. Hence, the demarcation line between linguistics and biological-physiological researches is to certain extent the gap between human and animal.


On the other hand, even in line with the viewpoint that human speech-thinking mechanism can only receive and further process “semi products” from neuronal systems, one thing is clear according to contemporary neuroanatomy: sensory neuronal systems and speech-thinking mechanism are separate functional systems in human brain. LR, as other linguistic disciplines, can concern only with those issues which are related to language, yet not all human neurobiological-neurophysiological activities are related to language. Even those kinds of neurobiological-neurophysiological activities which are to certain extent related to speech-thinking activity, will not necessarily be the objects of linguistic study because no linguistic discipline ought to account for the biological and physiological process at the level of sensory neuronal systems, occurring prior to the activation of speech-thinking mechanism. Some researchers have properly pointed out (e.g. Barner et al., 2010) in this case that “languages differ in how they express thought without affecting how the world is perceived non-linguistically.”


Discussing issues of color terms, Wierzbicka criticizes researchers who confuse the topic of neurobiological-neurophysiological research and the topic of linguistics; she opposes to “study our concepts (of color) using conception and terminology of physiology” (Вежбицкая, 1996b). The function of human brain, according to Wierzbicka, might (indirectly) reflect these properties (color discrimination, color memory, etc.), yet the conceptualization should concern only such function of human brain which deals with the formation of thoughts. Wierzbicka’s assertion seems to be echoed by researchers studying and demonstrating recently that there could even be converse causality: the language is able to overlay the output of neuronal systems processing the sensory information from the outside world (for discussion see also Cole et al, 1974; Wierzbicka, 1990; Goldstone, 1998; Roberson et al, 2002; Roberson et al, 2005; Roberson et al., 2007; Regier et al., 2008, Regier & Kay, 2008; Li et al., 2009).


How human speech-thinking mechanism is connected to human sensory neuronal systems, what is the visual, auditory, gustatory etc. information perceived via sensory organs and transferred from neuronal systems to speech-thinking mechanism after preliminary processing, how human brain can deal with this kind of information without language (e.g. the most possible reaction of a hungry man, seeing food, should be immediately rushing to eat without any delayed reaction on the stimulus) and so on – are unrelated with LR hypothesis. The doctrine of LR is not to deal with human cognitive abilities at the level below human language faculties.


Experiments, carried out by neurophysiologists and experimental psychologists with respect to the cognition of color and the formation of color category, revealed that there is no immediate causal link between the output of neuronal systems processing the sensory information from the environment and the concept as the result of speech-thinking activity, the outputs at the level of visual nerve cells (neurons) processing light waves is not the colors we are able to see. Investigations of neurophysiological process of discriminating spectrum and rainbow (e.g. Gage, 1978, 1993; Campbell, 1983; Duck, 1987; Kidder, 1989), for instance, have explained and confirmed one scientific fact that visual nerve cells are not able to resolve unique hues, although it seems that we are capable to separately see single color. Experimental reports (Paritsis et al., 1983:109) claim that the vision and discrimination of colors is not a neurophysiological process carried out solely at the level of neurons, “at the cortical level colours are classified into seven classes of cells is nonsense.” Ordinary people believe that they are able to distinguish a colored rainbow into seven (or several) colors and can see each of them separately only due to the conception preconceived by the language, i.e. from theoretical presuppositions and prejudices diagrams, “[…]in current textbooks depicting the opponent pairs as red/green and yellow/blue must also be considered rhetorical.”


The categorical perception, an active topic of recent investigation , is another argument revealing the possible “overlaying effect” of language on human perception. Although the “overlaying effect” is still to be tested and proven, such experiments and observation might at least convinces us that the human speech-thinking action is not merely and totally dependent of “semiproducts” processed by sensory organs and neuronal systems.


Further, the proposed “overlaying effect” does not mean that LR would profess the dominance of language over human biological and physiological traits. Undoubtedly we cannot abandon a fundamental and self-evident fact of human knowledge of physical world, i.e. sensory organs and corresponding neuronal systems are the “first gateway” via which human physically contacts the environment and obtains primary perception of reality. LR does not suggest any refutation of this scientifically confirmed empirical fact, does not impose any proposals and opinions on investigation and explanation of phenomena at neurobiological-neurophysiological level; all that LR postulates is that human beings, as “linguistic species” (as to “linguistic species”, I do not think that LR study should anf could go so far as some researchers suggesting that language is organisms of nature such as human being’s shape of nose or color of hair (e.g. Schleicher,1863; Alter, 1999), or the components of language would be the equivalent to genes, “a unit of linguistic structure, as embodied in particular utterances, that can be inherited in replication” (Croft 2000: 239; see also Lightfoot,1999; Mufwene, 2002)), do not experience the world merely physically and physiologically as other animals do. Language cannot block or release human sensory organs and neuronal systems, but language can affect human sensory perception and, beyond human consciousness, make human experience of reality other than pure sensory perception.


The dominance of language over biological basis of human mental activities might be thus appropriately understood as pointed out by Whorf himself (1942): “There is a yogic mastery in the power of language to remain independent of lower-psyche facts, to override them, now point them up, now toss them out of the picture, to mode the nuances of words to its own rule, whether the psychic ring of the sounds fits or not.” Also (Whorf, 1936b) ‘‘Thinking may be said to be language’s own ground, whereas feeling deals in feeling values which language indeed possesses but which lie rather on its boundaries. These are Jung’s two rational functions, and by contrast his two irrational functions, sensation and intuition, may fairly be termed non-linguistic’’


To put Whorf’s idea more “modernly” we might be sure that how native speakers of a language will grasp and describe their sensory experience is independent either of biological-physiological traits, preconditioning their ability to physiologically sense reality, or of thinking activities in the form of electro-chemical process in the human cerebral cortex, universal for all human beings.


There is another suspicion we have to face when excluding the phenomena of biological level out of the expository scope of LR. This suspicion can be in short attributed to a discourse of Russell (Russell, 1983:85): this kind of relation (the daughter calls her mother “mama”) is not created by the language, it exists prior to language. The role of language in this relation is limited to making it transmissible.


No doubt it is not language that stipulates us to call the one who has given us life father or mother; however, it is an inappropriate expansion of the expository scope of LR if Russell’s statement will be used for critique on LR. This type of human kinship is certainly not created or determined by language, it is a relation based on biological feature of any animals. Nevertheless, Russell’s statement cannot provide any counter-argument against the proposed formative influence of the language on the mode of thinking: Although this type of kinship is not created by the language, but the knowledge of such relation one can obtain only by means of language, no matter he is or is not in this kinship. It seems that we could not take it for granted that an infant, seeking mother’s nipple in hunger or throwing himself into father’s arms in fear, has the concept of “mama/papa”. He knows “mama” is mama and “papa” is papa only when he has acquired these words. What LR should account for is the role of language in formation of such concepts of kinship, but not the biological sense of blood relationship. In this sense I would even say that in Russell’s statement is actually included a viewpoint which LR attempts to prove: If the role of language is limited to expressing kinship and to conveying it to other people, then we should not forget that only the thought (of certain relation including kinship, but not any relation itself) can be explicitly conveyed to other people in the normal daily communication. There is thus no any “thought-out” relation beyond language, because the thought, but not feeling of blood kinship or emotional experience of this relationship, does not come from anywhere beyond language.


1.2 The demarcation line between language phenomena and human spiritual activities


To begin with, it is worth mentioning certain distinctive proposals of LR study. Clark (1996:324-325) claimed that Whorf’s principle of LR cannot cover all aspects of language and language use, “What about other aspects of thought, such as mental imagery, social skills, technical know-how, and memory of music, poetry, places, or faces?” In this regard “linguistic relativity and linguistic determinism are not two monolithic theories, but rather two families of hypotheses about particular aspects of language and thought. It is not the doctrines per se that are true or false, but only the member hypotheses, some of which may be true and others false without contradiction.” In this sense it would unsurprising, according to Clark, that LR, by its very nature, can currently be neither admitted nor refuted, because any supports or objections might be concerned with only certain parts of this doctrine, meanwhile LR, as a collection of hypotheses, cannot be verified or falsified in its whole.


Levinson (1996b:139. See also Enfield, 2015) holds a similar opinion, suggesting that LR can be seen as “a corollary of a more general attitude to the study of different social and cultural system, namely cultural relativity,” because a social system is a complex interacting whole, where the role of each part, e.g. each social institution, can only be understood on the background of culture in whole.


Similar view is held even by some unyielding advocates of LR, although in favor of the hypothesis. Boroditsky (2009), for instance, proposed that LR study should concern how languages shape the way we think about space, time, colors, and objects; and the way people construe events, reason about causality, keep track of number, understand material substance, perceive and experience emotion, reason about other people's minds, choose to take risks, and even in the way they choose professions and spouses.


This position can even be traced to Sapir’s claim that (1949: 162) “[…] language is a guide to ‘social reality’ [...] [That] powerfully conditions of all our thinking about social problems and processes.”


It might be interesting to point out that Clark’s definition of LR – though it is in principle a critique on Whorfian postulation – seems to accidentally dispel the attempt to refute LR in its common-accepted interpretation. Nevertheless, this “collateral benefit” of his definition cannot acquit a groundless expansion of expository scope of LR, for, to consider LR as a collection of a set of scientific disciplines, studying the relation of language to all areas of human mental activities is at risk of depriving LR of its own status of a scientific discipline with its clearly defined objects of study. Therefore, for LR to be treated as a scientific discipline with its clearly defined area of research, it is also necessary to make it clear that LR does not concern with entire human mental activities, namely, it does not concern with those areas of human cognitive and spiritual activities which are higher than the level of “language-related thinking”. “Higher” means that in these areas people reflect on – but not “dissect” – the reality including their own mental states, i.e. they express and convey the results of their cognitive and spiritual activities by means of language.


This demarcation line, loosely speaking, distinguishes the mode of human thinking and the content of thinking. The concept “mode of thinking” could be understood as how human grasps the object of thinking, or how human intelligent behavior or mental activity is connected with reality. In other words, for ordinary people’s observing, understanding and describing reality, how the central nervous system of human brain processes the physical information perceived by means of sensory organs, and generates thoughts in conveyable form. This mode of thinking is constrained by language.


The content of thinking is what human reflects on, ponder, suppose etc. It might be, e.g. the physical, metaphysical and logical structure of the world, the process and results of human spiritual activities such as the social-interpersonal relationships, moral evaluation, religious faith, scientific investigations and so on – summarily they could all be attributed to so-called “nonlinguistic processes”. It would be hard to clarify the distinction between “reflect on the reality” and “dissect nature” with any simplified definition; I would try to explain it as following: the language cuts up the reality and construes it by means of so-called “linguistic intermediate world” (LIW), through which a naïve linguistic world vision (LWV) of reality is conceived for ordinary people. However, the capability of human brain is not limited to this kind of intelligent activity only; it is capable to perform more complex thinking operations. “To reflect on the reality” is not only to observe and understand the reality via LIW, but to think, to analyse and to judge what the world is and why it is such by using language as the carrier of human spiritual activities. At this level the language cannot affect the process and the result of thinking, analysis and judgment, it is merely one kind of instrument – and not the unique one – which fixes the process and the result of various mental activities in the materialized, i.e. verbal form. The systematic features of human language will impose little constraint on these kinds of human mental activities; LR principle is thus irrelevant with any phenomenon at this level of human intellectual behaviors.


The foregoing discourse might be instantiated by the following consideration: Why native speakers of different languages will regard rainbow as a bundle of these or other colors is an issue of worldview shaped by language and should be involved in the scope LR study; meanwhile how is the rainbow formed as a natural phenomenon, why the rainbow can cause the visual impression of variety of colors on the retina, what the rainbow can be associated with by human imagination, which cultural features of certain linguistic-cultural community can be related to the rainbow, etc. are beyond the scope of LR study.


The sentence below can also illustrate the expository scope of LR:


1, it is unmoral if one does not help up an old man fallen down near him.


LR should explain what we actually describe by means of a negative sentence when we do not and can physically not see any “negative” scene; meanwhile the thought and appraisal of one’s behavior described in this sentence with consideration of ethics and morality is excluded from the expository scope of LR.


A typical overstepping the expository scope of LR is to ascribe the role of language in influencing the mode of thinking and in shaping human worldview to a fact that “the area of ideology or theoretical work in general, where concepts largely acquire their meaning through their being embedded in explanatory verbal networks” (Cole et al., 1974: 59). It seems that, expanding the expository scope of LR to research fields of ideology and (scientific) theories, proponents of LR could regain confidence in LR study among numerous censuring voices and find new objects of research. However, the inappropriate expansion of the expository scope will readily cause criticism to those quasi-postulations of LR, elaborated in this spirit, and this kind of criticism is in fact motivated reasonably and adequately.


Based on some experiments, researchers (e.g. Kemmelmeier et al., 2004) suggest that language can serve as a cognitive cueing system that prompts to define self-perception according to the language used at the moment of specific situational demands. When Chinese-English bilinguals, for instance, described themselves in English, the bilingual students showed a more independent self-construal, whereas their self-construal was skewed toward a more interdependent scale when their description is in Chinese. Other researchers (e.g. Lee, 1997) tried to explain the LR hypothesis in terms of the role of language in teaching and thinking in order to improve pedagogical practice by reflecting on the language-mind-experience relationship. Speakers are said to become linguistically conditioned through a consistent and continuous usage of a speech pattern, because persistent language use contributes to the organization of an experiential reality in a certain way.


It would be inappropriate to include such observations and conclusions in the expository scope of LR, since they have in fact offered opponents a number of breakthrough points for disproving LR and thus put themselves and the entire doctrine of LR in a tight spot. Even if one insists on truthfulness of the conclusion of his observation and analysis of data without consideration of the expository scope of LR and defends the principle of LR in this way, his argument seems to be ill-founded. It is of course unreasonable to complain that LR has turned into a target of criticism due to mentioned suggestion and proposals, nevertheless, if the formative influence of language on human thinking would be interpreted as the overall impact of language on human mental life and intelligent behaviors, and if to consider this interpretation the starting point of debate on LR, it should be inevitable for defenders of LR to face an embarrassing plight, because they are thus almost unable to resist any criticism, the target of which they themselves have provided.


A meaningful fact is that the inappropriate expansion of the expository scope of LR will sometimes not only make proponents of LR defenseless, but also confuse the critics on the same issue, because both justification and critique are in this case directed to fictitious objects. Enthusiasts of LR (e.g. Harvey, 1996), on the one hand, attempting to explain the difference between traditional Western philosophical schools in the light of LR, proposes that the emergence of philosophical schools of idealism in Germany, dualism and rationalism – in France, materialist skepticism – in England is conditioned by lexical and syntactic features of German, French and English languages. This unreasonable expansion of the expository scope of LR will immediately fall into a predicament when it is incapable to deal with a lot of simple questions, for, according to this proposal, the emergence and development of German classical idealist philosophy were not the result of philosophical pondering of Kant, Fecht, Hegel, Feuerbach etc., but due to an accidental event that they were all native speakers of German; or in other words, the classical idealist philosophy was already doomed to rise in Germany, but not in any other countries, when German was formed as a language. Inferring on this basis, we have to believe that were Kant a native French speaker, he would not be able to ponder as a classical-idealist philosopher. I cannot deny that similar proposals remain to be unverifiable assumptions, yet the conclusion they could lead to is an obvious fallacy: the ideological system of classical idealist philosophy – at least the bud of this philosophical ideology – had arisen together with formation of German language.


Opponents (e.g. Pan, 1995), on the other hand, criticize LR with the argument that the grammatical category of gender of German nouns is absent in English, but this difference does not mean that German nouns cause more sexism in Germany than English nouns do in England. The grammatical category of number in English differs from that in Chinese, i.e. in English nouns can be singular or plural, whereas in Chinese there is no grammatical forms marking either singular or plural nouns, yet the absence of grammatical category of number does not hinder Chinese people from achieving in the research area of mathematics. Yet to consider the sexism and the mathematical ability the LR-related phenomena and to refute formative influence on the mode of thinking in this way is, euphemistically speaking, an “aimless shooting”.


The “aimless shooting”, alas, is going on further. Critics (e.g. McWhorter, 2014:112-127) argue on the basis of similar observation that, if the language has formative influence on thinking, then the different connotative sense of one and the same word and its different understanding in different regions or different social-cultural groups, speaking the same language, will cause violation in areas of humanistic environment, politics, society, ethics, education, medical treatments or even human mentalities. Researchers of social linguistics are readily able to find their arguments which could confirm that it is not the language which shapes human worldview (Stubbs, 1997): The usage of words with racist shades, for instance, might manifest the morality of a racist, but we cannot attribute the cause of such morality (worldview) to the impact of words; or, the lexicon and the grammatical structure of sentence might affect one’s reasoning in court, but they (words and sentences) cannot be the main arguments for judge’s judgments. Similar position is held even by firm proponents of LR, e.g. Boroditsky (2009) believes that LR study have important implications for politics, law, and religion.


Notable is that even Chomsky, a figure of great influence in contemporary linguistics, holds alike view of the language-thought relation , though his statement has nothing to do with LR hypothesis (1976:6, my italic): “[…]an essential properties of language is that it provides the means for expressing indefinitely many thoughts and for reaction appropriately in an indefinite range of new situations.”


Jackendoff’s (1994:186-187) counter-argument against LR seems to be another kind of “aimless shooting” when he argues that “sense, or nonsense, is independent of the linguistic form” by citing Chomsky’s famous nonsense sentence “Colorless green ideas sleep furiously”. This way Jackendoff claim that “this discrepancy between the grammar and the meaning is only possible because language and thought are separate systems of representation.” I would not penetrate Jackendoff’s position deeply, but will be limited to attending two facts which can persuade that his criticism cannot be aimed at LR: with respect to grammar no doubt that native speaker of whichever language cannot unconsciously produce grammatical nonsense; with respect to logic also no doubt that none can unconsciously produce meaningful nonsense. Yet Jackendoff’s argument concern just with human conscious intelligent activities as every literary creation does, only in different scale. This argument could, I would say, rather reveal the fallacy of criticism on LR without necessary cautiousness about its expository scope; it cannot evidence the independence of thought of language if the notion of “thought” will be strictly understood in the expository scope of LR.


Incidentally I would attend to Jackendoff's proposal (1996, 2007) that the influence of language on human thinking (reasoning) lies in that language makes thought conscious which is otherwise unconsciously carried out. It is hard to imagine that we are able to think unconsciously, unless the thinking would be reduced to human (and our nonverbal cousins) instinctive behaviors following the natural causality, e.g. not to put the hand into fire without consciously reasoning the possible connection between the action and its consequence. Jackendoff’s proposal might be the topic of certain scientific disciplines where such instinctive behaviours could be treated as “unconscious thinking”, yet it cannot anyway be appealed to as argument for discussing on the language-thinking relation in the expository scope of LR.


Some researchers, citing human stable or random mental characteristics established in virtue of his social status, professional features or random situation of communication etc. as counterargument of LR, insist on that human speech-thinking actions expressing these mental characteristics in verbal form is carried out on his own will, i.e. the meaning and usage of certain verbal forms are consciously arranged by human, but not vice versa. Clark (1996), for instance, claims that, depending on their usage in different societies or in different communications, words of common lexicon can obtain various connotative sense; different societies and communities intentionally use their own jargon and slang which are known only within every particular circle of people; people of one particular society or community can random create extraordinary forms and meanings of habitual words for expressing concepts which only they understand and only in a particular situation of communication. Such creation and usage are controllable human speech-thinking action based on the speaker’s own will. These facts, according to Clark, have thus confirmed that Whorf’s postulation of that the language forcibly dissects the nature is groundless.


I cannot say whether Clark hit the nail on the head of Whorfian thesis, yet his criticism is not without cause, because Whorf did indeed not, regrettably, definitively clarified the demarcation between the relativity effect and human mental activities in general when claimed (1940a: 212) that language “is itself the shaper of idea, the program and guide for the individual’s mental activity, for his analysis of impressions, for his synthesis of mental stock in trade.” Whorf’s misstep might be noticed in his argument of “empty” gasoline which is a typical case of inappropriate expansion of the expository scope of LR. For this reason some researchers (e.g. Gumperz, 1996b; Ochs, 1996) are inclined to include in the research area of LR certain phenomena of so-called language socialization, e.g. contextualization for conversational inference through emotion, intonation, word usage and so on.


The inappropriate expansion of the expository scope of LR can also be caused by overemphasizing the significance of comparative study of languages and cultures. The culture consists of all areas of human life including spiritual activities, production activities and social behaviors of a nation; the national language is, admittedly, the constituent of the ethnic culture, yet it is not the foundation of all cultural phenomena and cannot affect all areas of culture. In this relation Sapir’s position (1921:221-235) might supply a better foothold to LR study: the language must not be directly tied to ethnic features and culture, there is no necessary causal relation between language and culture (although Sapir had here mainly referred to the linguistic evidence that the language pedigree lines do not coincide with geographical boundaries of nations).


Citing Sapir’s opinion, I would argue that achievements of human spiritual activities, fixed in material (verbal) forms, are closely related to language, since the national language is the main carrier of spiritual achievements of any ethnic culture. However the particularities of national language are not dependently and causally tied to the ethnic culture as an entirety of spiritual activities, production activities and social behaviors, unless we are to exploit certain particular lexicon which express the exotic custom of ethnic groups as arguments for testing the postulation of LR (yet this is actually not the indispensable argument for testing and proving LR). Hence the demarcation line discussed here should be drawn also between language and culture.


To maintain stringently the study of LR in its expository scope means that we can test and explain LR principle only within the range of language-related phenomena, pertinent to human speech-thinking mechanism. In this sense the purpose and the approach of LR study might be neatly specified as: LR study should and could explain why and how human language construes reality by building a LIW; how language conceives a linguistic vision of reality and thus shapes the human (prescientific) worldview, so that ordinary people will believe that they talk/think about the same objective world that they experience physically in everyday life; to which extent linguistic factors can influence on the mode of thinking, or even affect certain patterns of human behaviors.


1.3 Formative influence of language on thinking


About the expository scope of RL we should still face a crucial question: what is the thinking (thought) that LR attempt to deal with in its expository scope. This question has become even more pressing when the cognition is involved in debate on LR, since some researchers suspect whether we can differentiate “thought” from “conceptual structures (beyond language)” when discussing the relativity effect (Imai et al., 2010). Certainly it is not the task for LR study to give a general definition of thinking, nor to deal with all issues of human cognition; LR attempts only to explain: what we are talking about from the epistemological point of view, when advocating the language-shaped worldview and the formative influence of language on the mode of thinking?


It seems necessary to give even though an otherwise very loose and commonsensical understanding of human thinking (thought) prior to further discussion – I emphasize “human” for excluding from my work the position of some researchers who are inclined to include so-called “animal think” into the scope of study of the language-thinking relation from the perspective of LR (Kuczaj et al., 2003. About the “animal think” see also Morris, 2005; Whiten et al., 1988; Rendell et al., 2001). Not penetrating deeply into psychological or philosophical theories, we might define the thinking as the form of highest stage of the development of human cognition differing from those cognitive abilities obtained not only by human, but also by nonhuman animals, such as to represent objects as bodies occupying places in spatiotemporally continuity. In terms of language-thought-reality relation studied in the doctrine of LR we say that one thinks, when he consciously understands or tries to understand his perceptual experience of reality he experiences, and when he describes his or others’ experience of reality for purpose of conveying information. The thinking process is thus based on two fundamentally different physiological- psychological mechanisms:


– Continuous formation and enrichment of human conception store.


– Continuous output of new judgment and reasoning.


The thinking enables human to obtain knowledge of objects, attributes and relationships in the objective world which cannot be directly perceived via the first signal system; the process of thinking should be detected by means of inner or external speech, or via interpretable behaviors or action.


Obviously, LR study must not account for such defined thinking (thought) in the whole. Yet it seems that neither proponents nor opponents take seriously on elaborating the definition of thought in LR study, and this could be seen in Gumperz &Levinson’s claim (Gumperz et al., 1996:22) that “language influences unconscious habitual thought, rather than limiting thought potential.” While appropriately defining the “unconscious habitual thought” as the object of LR study, Gumperz &Levinson – and they are not alone, I think – may not have paid adequate attention to the confusion of the two notions: the “thought potential” is obviously not the “habitual thought” studied within the expository scope of LR. The “thought potential” is a broad concept since it concerns with all human intelligent behaviors, including their spiritual activities which should not be involved in the expository scope of LR, as I discussed in previous section. In this sense the claim (ibid.) “what cannot be said cannot be thought,” considered by Gumperz & Levinson an ungrounded position, is quite the proper assertion of the authentic language-thinking relationship, if the “language” will not be inappropriately understood as vocal utterance only, and the “thought” will be correctly understood as habitual thought in ordinary people’s everyday life.


It seems that psychologists typically understand “language” in this way and thus suspect the formative influence of language on thinking, because it is hard to believe “how being speakers of Hebrew, of Navajo, of Mandarin, or of Spanish will affect how people think about the world at large when they are not using language” (Clark, 2003:22, italic original). It is intriguing to attend to the introspective characteristics of mentioned psychologist definitions of thinking (thought), since we can parallelly find quite contrary psychologist definition of thinking (thought). Vygotsky (2012), for instance, believed that thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into existence through them.


It is also worthwhile to point out the ambiguity of the statement and its inappropriateness for LR study that language “determine aspects of individual thinking” (Levinson, 1996b:133, my italic), since the “individual thinking” could be understood as “everyone’s each speech-thinking action”. Yet, according to the postulation of LR, the constraints of language should affect all actual and possible speech-thinking actions of all native speakers of a language in the same way; no individual could particularly be constrained by language in his own way, unless he is conscious that he thinks about certain things otherwise than the rest of his tribesmen do. In the latter case such individual thinking action is by definition the conscious spiritual activity beyond the expository scope of LR.


Slobin (1996:75) attempted to approach this issue under a specific angle of view by putting forward the “thinking for speaking” version to avoid seemingly far-fetched generalization in LR study. His version suggests “a special kind of thinking that is intimately tied to language - namely, the thinking that is carried out, on-line, in the process of speaking.” According to Slobin, when one intends to utter something, he must think about what to say. In this case his attention is directed by obligatory grammatical categories to certain perceptual features or to certain ways of construing scenes, the mode of human thinking is in this case shaped by language. Slobin’s “cautious” version and his observations may surely be regarded as an instance of the principle of LR which putatively reveals the formative influence of language on the thinking, so far so good. Nevertheless, talking about the “on-line process of converting thoughts into words”, Slobin was unavoidably involved in natural logic (NL, Whorf’s definition1), since his statement implies the existence of thoughts beyond language which are not yet converted into words if one does not plan to “broadcast” his thought, i.e. to say anything.


Moreover, if the existence of such still non-converted thoughts could be experimentally examined and proven, and they are ready to be converted into words in an on-line process, how can the one who plans to say something first consciously captures these thoughts, and then converts them into words? Hence, if we cannot agree that human, either ordinary person or scientist, is able to aware of any thought on the level of electrochemical reactions of brain cells – even if the existence of such thoughts is proven –, to capture them and then to convert them into words, and if it cannot be revealed that human has another type of thinking which is not ready to be spoken out, Slobin’s version would also fall into suspense.


Insofar there is no univocal and overall accepted definition of the notion of “thinking (thought)” in philosophy, psychology and linguistics, it is not an easy task to unambiguously define the “thinking” when we talk about the formative influence of language on the mode of thinking from the perspective of LR. Moreover, insofar relevant scientific disciplines are not able to demonstrate the material form of human thought, independent of language or constrained by language, by means of intuitive experimental data, all inferences and conclusions with their arguments and counter-argument about the language-thinking relation remain on the level of introspective speculation. However, for LR study in linguistic area we have possibility to examine the linguistic system thoroughly and ponder the relativity effect via contemplation and introspection, i.e. what mental (intelligent) action we can carry out with language but cannot without it. We could thus at least plausibly point out the possible manifestations of the formative influence of language on thinking, until the postulated by LR the language-thinking relation will be ultimately verified or falsified by intuitive neuroscientific experimental data.


For this purpose I would suggest some breakthrough points which, bunched together, may lead to a closer and more adequate understanding of what is the “thinking” concerned in the expository scope of LR, though could not yet be accepted as its explicit definition.


I. First of all we should keep in mind Saussure’s statement (1972:111-112) that, on the one hand, “[…] without language, thought is a vague, uncharted nebula. There are no pre-existing ideas, and nothing is distinct before the appearance of language;” on the other hand, “[…] philosophers and linguists have already agreed in recognizing that without the help of signs we would be unable to make a clear-cut, consistent distinction between two ideas.” Comparing Saussure’s statement with Slobin’s one, I would say that Saussure, though he might not have LR in mind, was closer to the true meaning of “thinking” discussed in LR study; moreover, the language-thinking relation was expounded in Saussure’s system in practically the same way as in Whorf’s thesis, the principle of LR proposed by Whorf seems therefore to be traceable via Saussure' linguistic theory to linguistic and philosophic traditions of Parmenides, Bacon, Locke, Hamann, Herder, Humboldt and others.


Notable is that without awareness or acknowledgment of the dominance of language the language-thought relation cannot be plausibly expressed even by such big scholar as Saussure who was not able to avoid contradiction when stating “there are no pre-existing ideas” vs. impossible “distinction between two ideas” without language. For an adequate explanation of the language-thinking relation from the perspective of LR we have to agree that it is not the case that the thought might be “a vague, uncharted nebula” without language, there could not be any thought at all prior to the appearance of language. The “uncharted nebula” is no more than a mixture of desire, impulse, impression and other emotional conditions which can be experienced not only by human, but also by animals. What LR postulates can thus be understood as that language processes these emotional conditions for formation of thoughts.


II. The thinking is viewed by LR as ordinary people’s “particular interpretation of reality”, including “specialized contexts or of ideational tradition” (Lucy, 2004). “[…] language which guides thought, although not to a higher level of development but to a culturally specific interpretation of experience” (Lucy et al., 1987). Important for LR study is that, in addition to Lucy’s statements, this doctrine, on the one hand, does not account for what ordinary people think about reality, but how they think – the way ordinary people think under the constraint of language. On the other hand, if the notion of “think” is readily associated with the intelligent action such as “contemplate, reflect on, consider”, then in LR we might rather conditionally equate “thinking” with ordinary people’s mental state of experiencing reality in the form language construes it. Or in other words, constrained by language, ordinary people believe (=think) that the reality they experience physically IS in fact the same reality they talk/think about.


III. The human intelligent action of “thinking” should be considered in LR study an automatic and unconscious processing of particular kinds of sensory information, e.g. visual, auditory, haptic, and so on. The unconsciousness is a crucial nuance in the postulation of LR regarding the formative influence of language on the thinking (the “unconsciousness” might be still debatable even among proponents of LR, for further discussion cf. Lucy (2015) ascribing the source of LR to children’s ability of reconciling language-external reality and with language-internal structural patterns in case of conflict by reshaping their view of external reality; or cf. Slobin (1985) suggesting that children have an innate capacity both for structuring linguistic stimuli and for structuring the extra-linguistic world). Talking about “unconsciousness”, we distinguish this kind of thinking from those forms of human thinking activities, such as problem-solving, inductive and deductive reasoning etc., not carried out unconsciously under the constraint of language, and thus cannot be involved in the range of “thinking” concerned in LR study. The unconsciousness certainly does not mean that one is unaware of his speech-thinking action, what he is unaware of is that he cannot but think in the mode shaped by language.


The formative influence of language on the mode of thinking can be exemplified by linguistic data of two layers.


Lexical-semantic layer


The exemplification of LR effect on lexical-semantic layer might be rooted in the tradition of early structuralist linguistics grounded by Saussure. The ontological commitment of Saussure’s school is the symbolic system of language, corresponding to the assembly of entities in the world. Certain elements of LR was already implicitly involved in Saussure’s system, e.g. “Psychologically our thought － apart from its expression in words － is only a shapeless and indistinct mass” (1972:112, my italic). Neo-Humboldtian, the “European school of LR”, held the position of LR just on the lexical-semantic layer of language, e.g. the idea of “Worten the Welt” (Weisgerber, 1950, 1951, 1962, 1964), the theory of lexical-semantic fields (Trier, 1931, 1934). This tradition continues also in recent researches concerning LR, though from other angel of view than Neo-Humboldtian (Gleitman et al., 2005; Imai et al., 2010; Majid, 2010; Malt et al., 2010; Senghas, 2010; Wolff & Malt, 2010; Wolff et al., 2010). Some recent researchers (e.g. Pylyshyn, 1984) attend to two sources of information said to be particularly important to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis: Lexically identified concepts that serve as the primitive elements of the discourse structure and culturally developed schema that serve as blueprints to guide the comprehender in building the structure.


A question could be raised immediately: how could people unconsciously name things in reality, especially in remote antiquity when the protolanguage “began to sprout” and human being had to create protowords. Denomination is really a serious issue of LR, if we intend to link words to human worldview; this issue should be further investigated even from the perspective of the origin and evolution of human language. By now we might rest on Saussure’s precondition of studying contemporary language (1972:72): “No society, in fact, knows or has ever known language other than as a product inherited from preceding generations, and one to be accepted as such. That is why the question of the origin of speech is not as important as it is generally assumed to be.”


We cannot, however, shy away thoroughly from the troublesome issue even relying on Saussure’s attitude to linguistic study; the question seems to be inevitable when we are talking about how the language “cuts up” the reality by means of lexical-semantic items: Along with the development of human societies, the world we can recognize, or more accurately, we can perceive through our perception or our extended perceptual abilities by means of scientific equipment and instruments, has been continuously expanding, we will therefore cut up the reality further and further by means of language. Hence, if it is plausible that (a) the speech-thinking action of naming is to be carried out at any time when something new appears in reality or is recognized by human; and (b) the name of any new appearing or being recognized thing is initially not the result of an agreement by all members of a society, but a creation of someone in this society and then can be accepted (say it for the time being) by the society and become conventional word, could these conditions provide us with sufficient ground for claiming that those who create new word are to certain extent free of the constraint of language when they invent the name of things?


It seems to be an impasse for LR study, but I would say “no”, because a crucial aspect is neglected in the case of “creation”: So-called “freedom” in this kind of speech-thinking action is in fact only a fiction. Creating new word, ordinary person cannot be aware of the constraint of language on his thinking, he cannot even realize that the name he created will confirm the LR effect regarding the inequality of the LIW and the objective world. At the contemporary stage of development of human language one can no more create a common noun as the name of that thing he perceives as an individual entity at the moment of his speech action. The creator of the name of something cannot be aware that the output of his speech action is initially a name of category, because there exists something which is beyond human conscious and dominates the naming action, and this “something” is the language system: no human sensory organ is capable to perceive the category as “segment” of reality, since category is not any physical entity in the world; whereas the language stipulates that any common noun (verb and adjective) emerging in its lexical-semantic subsystem must only be the name of category. This is, of course, a mediocre linguistic fact, yet it could supply a breakthrough point for linguists engaging in LR study.


It seems to be also a bog-standard discourse in LR study that lexical-semantic system forms a so-called “lens”, that the reality we are observe, understand and describe through this lens is no more a kaleidoscopic flux of physical impressions, but a relative vision of the world, created and arranged by language, and that the language, though cannot affect reality itself, can stipulate the way human observes and grasps the reality. Nevertheless, these seeming run-of-the-mill language-related facts could serve as arguments in favor of LR from the perspective of linguistics. It is in this sense we are talking about the formative influence of language on the thinking in human naming action.


My observation below could exemplify the constraint of language on the naming process, and thus could to certain extent illustrate the formative influence of language on mode of thinking on the lexical-semantic layer.


When EU had decided to launch the European unified currency, there was a discussion about the name of “Euro” in German where the common nouns are gender-specific. The focus of discussion is not the name itself, but the grammatical gender of the noun “Euro”. To clarify this issue, television reporters had carried out random sampling of public opinion in several cities of Germany, everyone who was inquired could freely express his own view about the grammatical gender of this noun. The naming seems to be a conscious action of everyone who had taken part into this discussion, and the grammatical gender of the German noun “Euro” was finally defined by native German speakers consciously and freely. However, participants of this discussion (and all native German speakers, respectively) were not aware of a fact that when they debate the grammatical gender of this noun, their mode of thinking is a priori shaped by their mother tongue: the grammatical gender of noun is a mandatory grammatical category, thus no native German speaker is able to free himself from this constraint when he want to name a thing in reality. The relevancy to LR in this case does not lie in variety of public opinions on the grammatical gender of the noun “Euro”, but in the fact that each native German speaker was able to answer the inquiry only in the frame “every noun is gender-specific, thus the noun ‘Euro’ must have its grammatical gender”, which they are not able to break away, no matter he would intend to choose the article “der”, “die” or “das”. In other words, constrained by language (German grammar), every native German speaker is obligated to consider the grammatical category “gender” in his naming action


The debate around German noun ‘Euro’ is incomprehensible, for instance, for native Chinese speakers, and such considerations is unnecessary at all for naming things in Chinese. Native Chinese speakers do not even think about the grammatical gender of nouns when they try to name something, because the mode of thinking of native Chinese speakers is shaped by their mother tongue in which the noun is not gender-specific. Native Russian speakers might have another response to such debate: the Russian noun is also gender-specific, yet the grammatical gender of Russian noun is defined in accordance with the suffix (ending) of the noun, therefore, were ‘Евро (Euro)’ a native Russian word, but not a loanword (the grammatical gender of a loanword is an particular topic of Russian linguistics), it would be in Russian incontrovertibly a neuter noun, native Russian speakers would not dispute the grammatical gender of the noun ‘Euro’ as native German speakers do.


Syntactic layer


It seems that, when dealing with LR on the lexical-semantic layer, we talk about a fixed static world vision we view through LIW; whereas the objective world we experience in everyday life keeps moving and changing, it is full of not only things, but also events which we describe by means of sentences. Therefore, the “Worten die Welt” seems no more the single and sufficient object of LR study, for a comprehensive and persuasive explanation of the LR effect it is indispensable to include the grammatical (syntactic) layer of language in LR study. Nevertheless, I do not find that the distinction between things and events has any decisive impact on LR study which purports to explain how language will affect ordinary people’s observation and understanding of reality and shape their worldview, no matter such effect will be realized by means of words or sentences.


A major issue which I intend to attend to and to clarify from the perspective of syntax is how we can account for the formative influence of language on thinking when ordinary people describe certain events by uttering sentences; or more precisely, whether a scene physically occurring in reality such that it can be sensorially perceived (seen, heard etc.) will coincide with the event which one describes by means of language. This is one of the main themes I will discuss in chapter 12. Preliminarily, leaving aside temporarily the grammatical category of verb tense which has been investigated regularly within and outside the doctrine of LR, I would try to explain my viewpoint briefly in consideration of only two factors which must be involved in whichever event, i.e. the space and the time.


It is almost a common sense that any event must occur in certain place and at certain time, therefore ordinary people, when seeing a scene in reality and then describing it as an event occurring in certain place and at certain time, will have no doubt about the identity of the scene they see and the event they describe because they believe that, first of all, the place and the time exist in reality exactly in the way language describes them.


Yet a closer observation would convince us of the contrary. One of essential properties of the four-dimensional space-time in which we exist is that no segment of the reality can be “seen” by two or more people in the same space-time; none can “see” the same segment of the reality in two different space-times. As an analogue of above discussed naming action where language forces us to consider all objects which we give the same name to as absolute identical individual things, in the sentence-generating process language forces us to consider all events, occurring in different space-time, but being described by means of one and the same sentence, as absolute identical events, although such identicalness does not exist in reality.


When linguists claim that at the lexical-semantic layer the reality is described by language as a static existence (the world is an aggregate of things), whereas at the syntactic layer the reality is described by language as a dynamic existence (the world is an aggregate of events), they hold actually, though maybe unwillingly, the position of LR, because for our sensory perception there is only one reality which is not composed of stationary things on the one side and things in motion on the other as two constituents with clear-cut demarcation line between them. The distinction between stationary things and things in motion is the consideration of linguistic research, but not ordinary people’s sensory-perceptual experience of reality; furthermore, for the daily speech-thinking actions of ordinary people the language cannot be divided into lexical-semantic layer and syntactic layer which ordinary people are not aware of. The condition “words → stationary things vs. sentences → things in motion (events)” could be considered only in the description of reality by means of language in spirit of LR.


1.4 Language: what it creates, what it conceals?


Discussing on relativity effect, the starting point of both opponents and proponents of LR mostly is how we can think under the constraint of the language. This understanding of LR can be traced to Whorf’s thesis (1940a) that “categories and types that we isolate from the world of phenomena we do not find there because they stare every observer in the face.” Currently some researchers have expressed the same idea from grammatical perspective (Slobin, 2001: 442): “[…] grammaticizable notions have a role in structuring language-specific mental spaces, rather than being there at the beginning, waiting for an input language to turn them on.”


Lucy (1985) interpreted Whorf’s thesis as “because of the transparent, background nature of language, speakers do not understand that the associations they ‘see’ are from language, but not rather assume that they are ‘in’ the external situation and patently obvious to all.” Developing his train of thought, Lucy (1993) further pointed out that “speakers will even imagine the existence of certain tangible entities that don’t exist because their language structure implies they must exist.” Maintaining this position, researchers approach to the doctrine of LR by revealing what the language can “create” for us when we observe, grasp and describe reality.


The “creation” of language might be instantiated by means of a traditional topic of LR study about the notion of time. Speakers of many languages (SAE, Russian, Chinese etc.) consider the time as certain physical substance which can be counted by means of a kind of units of measurement (hour, day, month etc.), like other physical substances; units of time can be counted separately or put together; any homogeneous ones can be added or removed from this set; the units of time can also be submitted and received, etc.; whereas the time itself does not possess these properties. To consider the time a set of specific units is barely the mode of thinking in which ordinary people are forced to recognize and to describe the time as such. Ordinary people cannot at all be aware of the fact that the essence of the time is physically inaccessible for them; they are also unconscious that they cannot think and describe the time otherwise than in the mode of thinking constrained by language


Yet it is noteworthy that, advocating or refuting that language constrains our observation, understanding and description of reality by means of selectively processing sensory-perceptual information from the environment, researchers may overlook “another side of the coin”, i.e. language construes reality not merely by creating imaginarily “tangible entities” in our linguistic vision of reality, it can “conceal” the reality so that we will not aware of what cannot even come to our mind under the constraint of language, and thus close our eyes on certain physical entities in reality.


We can certainly not claim that it is language that blinds us to some obvious segments of reality; language can do nothing if the “blindness” would be understood in physiological sense, yet language can really cause us to “turn a blind eye” to sensorially obvious reality. In this consideration LR effect should be exposed also from its “back side”, i.e. when our mode of thinking and certain patterns of behaviors are restricted by language, we will even be unaware that we cannot think about such-and-such or act so-and-so.


Native Chinese-speaker, for instance, is not able to “see” and thus will not talk/think about two different kinds of spatial motion when observe the locomotion, occurring one time and towards a certain destination, and the locomotion, occurring repeatedly or without determined destination, because there is no appropriate words (verbs) differentiating these kinds of spatial locomotion and thus guiding Chinese-speakers’ attention when they observe, talk/think about spatial locomotion so, as Russian verbs do with native Russian-speakers.


Another known LR-related phenomenon is the insensitivity of native English-speakers to tightly-fitted vs. loosely-fitted states when talking/thinking about the spatial location of one objects put in/on another object, whereas native Korean-speakers will clearly differentiate these two spatial relations (Choi et al., 1991; Choi et al., 1999). We cannot infer that English-speakers are not able to see nor to be aware of such different spatial locations, it is only because there is no appropriate English words paying native speakers’ attention to it (language conceals such spatial relation!), as Korean verbs kkita vs. nohta do with native Korean-speakers.


Hence I would suggest that we might approach to this issue from two aspects: on the one hand, it is language that makes some “things” which do not physically exist in reality “tangible” for our observation; on the other hand, it is also language that makes some things which do physically exist in reality imperceptible for our sensory perception. It is in this sense LR postulate the constraint of language making ordinary people unconscious that their true sensory experience of reality does not coincide with what they believe they experience.


Appositely, the constraint of language on the mode of thinking might be associated with so-called “tyranny of language” reminding the scientific fantasy of the domination of robot over human who has created robot: human race now cannot but live by language they created. It would thus be no surprise that some researchers (Fishman: 1960), worrying about the “extreme nature of Whorf and Sapir’s claims”, claim that if their hypothesis could be verified, “the theory promotes two horrors, the horror of hopelessness, that people are trapped by their language, and the horror of helplessness, that there is no hope for the communication across cultures.”


Fishman’s statement might represent an extreme opposition which is anxious of refuting the LR hypothesis so that even disregards the basic logic of their criticism. If, on the one hand, such horrors really exist, then these horrors themselves and causes of them should have appeared at the moment when the human language emerged, but cannot arise by virtue of a linguistic theory proposed less than one hundred years ago. Yet the fact is that we have to date no experimental reports of any scientific investigations or result of public questionnaire which could tell us that such horrors have been accompanied human beings since the emergence of human language.


On the other hand, if the certainty of LR would arouse horrors Fishman worries about, then the development of any scientific discipline and any expansion of human horizons will do the same as LR does. One of scientific hypotheses of cosmogony, for instance, is that the existence of the universe is a cyclical process, beginning from the Big Bang, then expanding, contracting, collapsing and finally returning to the stillness, the status before Big Bang. If the scientific knowledge about the fate of the cosmos has caused some people to fall into fear of the destruction of the Earth, the living environment of mankind, can we ascribe this fear to the study of astrophysics? If we can be aware of possible dangers due to the scientific knowledge, would we prefer an everlasting state of ignorance without science, thus we could be “fearless because of ignorance?”


Nevertheless, advocating LR is not merely by pointing out logical paradoxes in such accusations, it should rely on logical inference and verification based on observed facts and experimental data.





1 Whorf himself refers to his opponents – not without mockery – as “old school logicians” or “Mr Everyman, the natural logician” (1941a: 233). According to the natural logic, “talking, or the use of languages, is supposed only to “express” what is essentially already formulated nonlinguistically” 1940a:211). Whorf’s position is sustained by Sapir claiming that “the feeling entertained by so many that they can think, or even reason, without language is an illusion” (1949:15). In further discussion I will conditionally use the term “natural logic (NL)” for all opposite camps against the doctrine of LR.




2 On the comparative approach


2.1 Inchoation of comparative approach


Lucy (1997a) proposes the following criteria to define the topics of LR:


C1. LR is not the same as linguistic diversity. Without the relation to thought more generally (i.e. beyond that necessary for the act of speaking itself), it is merely linguistic diversity.


C2. LR is not the same as any influence of language on thought. Without the relation to differences among languages, we just have a common psychological mechanism shared by all (an effect at the semiotic level).


C3. LR is not the same as cultural relativity, which encompasses the full range of patterned, historically transmitted differences among communities.


In regard to C3 it seems that Lucy has been faithfully maintaining his criterion in his succeeding study, e.g. the study of English and Yucates Maya from the perspective of LR, one of the main topics of his recent study (1996, 2005, 2011a, 2014, 2015). However, it seems that Lucy himself is eventually not free of so ingrained tradition of anthropological linguistics, admitting (Lucy, 2004, my italic): “[…]comparative work on language diversity will be essential in understanding the interaction of language, culture, and mind” where the original object “reality” is replaced with “culture”.


No wonder that the comparative approach is so ingrained in LR study, for its outset is usually traced to American anthropology and anthropological linguistic, but not European philosophical tradition where the relation between language and thought has been attracting the attention of generations of scholars. Both Whorf and Sapir held ambiguous attitude to the culture in their theories. Whorf, for instance, stated on the one hand that (1939) “The idea of ‘correlation’ between language and culture, in the generally accepted sense of correlation, is certainly a mistaken one,” because “language is a system, not just an assemblage of norms.” But on the other hand, (1936b) “[…] the problem of thought and thinking in the native community is not purely and simply a psychological problem. It is quite largely cultural. It is moreover largely a matter of one especially cohesive aggregate of cultural phenomena that we call a language.”


Sapir denied interpretation of the idea of LR as the correlation between language and culture because his investigation of American Indian aboriginal peoples shows that peoples of different Indian tribes, belonging to the same cultural group, speak very different languages. Sapir’s idea can be precisely tracked to his predecessor Boas (1911:67): “there is any direct relation between the culture of a tribe and the language they speak, except in so far as the form of the language will be moulded by the state of culture, but not in so far as a certain state of culture is conditioned by morphological traits of the language.” Yet Sapir (1949: 162, my italic) also held that the language-culture correlation should be investigated in LR study, since “human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular language which has become the medium of expression for their society.”


The stereotype of comparative study seems to be elaborated by Brown (Brown, 1967) who had explicitly defined LR as comparative study of languages and cultures by introducing (a) LR study as comparative study and (b) the culture as an inseparable part of LR study. Brown’s definition then has become the mindset of researchers engaging in LR, most of them, either proponents or opponents, have been following this stereotype of thinking when trying to find arguments in favor or against LR.


Resonating with Brown’s, researchers claimed that the idea of LR, proposed by Whorf, is a principle which advocates that the thought is related to culture and depends on the grammar of the language used in the environment of this culture (Gentner, 2003). Some scholars are inclined to involve LR study in scope of observation and analysis of cultural patterns, persuading that (Gumperz et al, 1996:1) “[…]student of language or society should be familiar with the essential idea of linguistic relativity, the idea that culture, through language, effects the way we think, especially perhaps our classification of the experienced world.” There is even certain interpretation of LR effect from the point of view of culturology (Sinha et al., 2000) asserting that the meaning of language is rooted in cultural-social practice and experience and is included in human worldview which is shaped by cultural-cognitive schemas, but not by the language as Whorf postulated.


The comparison now seems already to become the conformist and dominant trend in LR study, insofar some researchers assert that LR study is impossible at all without linking language to culture. Levinson (1996b:139, my italic), for instance, has so defined LR that “linguistic relativity can be seen as close to the heart of cultural relativity.” Still extreme emphasis of the role of culture in LR study is Hanks’ (1996: 244) claim that the studies of meaning of verbal expressions in communicative context “have consistently challenged the ideal that language form can be analyzed apart from its social and historical context.” Such opinion seems to be preceded already by earlier researchers holding that “linguistic patterns cannot limit sensory perceptions and thought” (Hoijer, 1953:567) without cultural patterns which “direct perception and thinking into certain habitual channels” (Hoijer, 1954:104), and that language and culture are thus deemed two sources of information which are particularly important to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (Pylyshyn, 1984).


Summarizing the current state of LR study, Kramsch (1998) identifies three ways how language and culture are bound together regarding LR postulation: (a) language expresses cultural reality (with words people express facts and ideas but also reflect their attitudes); (b) language embodies cultural reality (people give meaning to their experience through the means of communication); and (c) language symbolizes cultural reality (people view their language as a symbol of their social identity). She points out that Sapir-Whorf’s hypothesis was somewhat radical, yet admits that it has in turn shed much light on the understanding of the relations between culture and language, thus “there are cultural differences in the semantic associations evoked by seemingly common concepts” (ibid, 13) and “language, as code, reflects cultural preoccupations and constraints the way people think.”(14)
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