 “The moment we begin scientific, unbiased RESEARCH into language we find, in people and cultures with the most unprepossessing exteriors, beautiful, effective, and scientific devices of expression unknown to western Indo- European tongues or mentalities” (Whorf, 1956: 265)
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Language and culture are what distinguish humans from all other living creatures.   Within the study of the broader arena of language and culture there are many contradicting theories about the relationship between these two entities but most theorists would agree that language and culture are inseparable.  In this paper I will briefly examine how the theories of Sapir and Whorf have been the impetus for studies into the relationship between language, thought, and culture, and how their theories are still inspiring inquiry and debate in several disciplines.

Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf were linguistic anthropologists who rejected the thinking of their time. Most research and inquiry during this time period was grounded in the study of phonemics and the classification of languages.  Whorf, Sapir’s student, hypothesized something new.  He believed that there was more to language than syntax, sounds and meaning; he viewed language as a vehicle for human thinking. Whorf wrote:

…the background linguistic system (in other words, the grammar) of each language is not merely a reproducing instrument for voicing ideas but rather is itself the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for the individual’s mental activity….Formulation of ideas is not an independent process, strictly rational in the old sense, but is part of a particular grammar, and differs, slightly or greatly, between different languages (Whorf, 1940)

This new interpretation of languages potential and the relationship between language and thought spurred a debate that to this day is ongoing among linguists, philosophers, anthropologists and psychologists.  However it appears that this debate in many ways was, and is, based on a misinterpretation of Whorf’s ideas.  Whorf hypothesized that the particular language a person speaks will strongly influence how the person thinks. But many scholars have added an extra causal step that is not part of Whorf’s writings.  This misreading or misunderstand has been perpetuated mostly because scholars have not gone back to carefully read Whorf’s original text.  Whorf didn’t believe that there was a causal relationship between these two entities, he believed that language has a constitutive relationship with thinking, something now referred to as “linguistic thinking” (Enfield 2000, Ellis 1993, Lee 1996:65-83).  In other words, Whorf was not saying that the relationship between language and thought was one in which one caused the other rather that the two were intertwined; using language is a form of thought. (Whorf, 1956)
Given that for Whorf thinking and language are intertwined, the question then to ask is not necessarily how much does language influence thinking but rather how does the process of linguistic thinking differ from language to language?  It was with this question in mind (or something like it) that many scholars have recently reexamined the larger issues of language and thought across cultures.  These inquiries have taken several general forms but interestingly there really hasn’t been that much empirical research considering the amount of theoretical attention that has been paid to this idea.
 

One general area of inquiry that explores this theory, is comparative research examining the relationship between language, behavior, and thought.  These types of studies look at variation in language usage and their connection to individual or group identity and “world views”.  This kind of investigation is epitomized by the work of Shirley Brice Heath.  Heath lived for 10 years in two working class communities in the Piedmont Carolinas, one black and one white.  While living in these communities Heath documented how children learned language and how the uses of language defined people as individuals and as members of their particular community.    Heath’s work was particularly thought provoking as she was studying these groups during the early days of desegregation. Her work documented quite distinctive ways each of these subcultures used language and learned language.  She made a connection then to the relationship of the style of language use in both the white and black community and how that differed from the language norms used in the schools.
  “Heath stunned the world with her conclusions; the African-American youth exhibited far more sophisticated grasp of language than the Caucasian youth” (Kellam, 1999).  But interestingly, the “black” English was less similar to the way the language was used in the schools!  Heath’s work implies that the language one speaks affects a fundamental aspect of cognition, the way one constitutes a self. Her work is far reaching in its empirical link to the idea that the way one learns how to use a particular language affects every interaction within a person’s larger environment or culture.  Many other studies of this type have been conducted but most focus on comparative vocabulary and do not have the rich ethnographic detail that makes Heath’s stand apart.
Another general area of inquiry that uses the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis as its backbone is the investigation of cognition and its representation in language.  To put it simply, these investigations are seeking the answer to the question, is the mind a blank slate or are there cognitive categories that are universal?  This area of study is extremely problematic because it is difficult to examine ideas without using language. If one uses language then one presupposes the ideas and categories inherent in the words of a particular language. Some scholars such as Anna Wierzvicka have gone so far as to encourage a new universal language be developed based on known empirical universals of language so that scholars can investigate language universals and cognition without the cultural associations involved in existing languages (2005). 
One innovative approach to cognitive universals compares the way in which deaf children from two different cultures convey the idea of motion.  Deaf children from China and the U.S were observed both before and after learning sign language in their respective countries.  The study found that prior to learning sign language the children indicated motion with exactly the same gestures. After learning sign language, the idea of motion was expressed within the constructs of that particular culture’s (and language’s) representation of motion (Zheng 2002).  This indicates a potential cognitive universal of communication and thought.
From these examples we can see that scholars have been trying to decipher the relationship between cognition, language and culture from many different angles.  The problem with comparative studies of language like those mentioned above is that they have a hard time really sorting out all the variables that may contribute to the results.  Studies that look at cognition before a person is old enough or given the communication tools to describe thinking are limited by the immaturity of the person (cognitively and communicatively) and the ways in which they can measure the constructs or schemas in the brain.  So one set of investigations is in a sense too big and the other is too small.  There is, however, another avenue of investigation into the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that is somewhere in the middle and perhaps on the track to being “just right”.
Many scholars, including Whorf himself, believed the key to examining “linguistic thinking” was to look at how a culture categorizes objects and ideas.  Studies that use the idea of categories seem to try and discover either what constitutes a category, or how certain items are related to each other within a category. Studying categories seems at first like an excellent mechanism for  investigating the differences in cognition and language between cultures (Nisbett, Ji, Zhang, 2004).  However, this assumes that language and thought in all cultures are indeed based on categories.

 Whorf attempted to tap into categories when he looked at the Hopi  category and concept of time (date).   Others have attempted the analysis of various kinds of categories notably color categories.  The problem inherent in these studies though, is that language can be seen as an organizer of language (Hamers & Blanc, 2000). In other words, the items placed in a category may have as much to do with the relationship of the items as it does to the way that culture create categories in general.  For example, Markman and Hutchinson in 1984 suggested that languages play a direct role in making the categories.  They showed that American children after hearing a noun would shift from thematic categorization to taxonomic. 
If we take a step back and try to think about the ways that the human experience is universal, the idea of time and space move to the forefront.  These two constructs are, in some ways, what constitutes reality in human experience – people exist in space and time.  Reality though, as we have seen, is categorized and organized by culture or society. Could something as fundamental, as universally experienced, as space and time really be that variable across cultures?  Many scholars in many disciplines have focused their attention on cross-cultural perceptions of time or space (including Whorf) in hopes of discovering either cognitive universals or variation.  Until recently, however,  have shown within these domains any real promise of unlocking languages relationship to cognition.  Perhaps it is because the majority of studies to date have been focusing (i.e. the more behavior oriented studies like Heath’s) on meaning.  In other words the focus has been on cosmologies, symbols and collective representations not actually on the day to day basics of describing spatial arrangements.  
Enter the Nijmegen research team directed by Stephen Levinson, whose 2003 book Space in Language and Cognition : Explorations in Cognitive Diversity has more than any other scholarly attempt, empirically demonstrated that the way a culture uses language has direct impact on cognition, schema or “cognitive grooves” (Sapir’s term).  The Nijmegen group, in an extremely consistent and methodical way has examined how people from various cultures (with varied languages) describe spatial arrangements.  His work is very convincing and is supported by work going on right now in both the cognitive sciences (particularly brain sciences) as well as linguistics (the so-called “Neo-Worfian” work).

The Nijmegen groups work is complicated but, suffice it to say, that they disprove two existing commonly believed notions about the world.  The first notion that they contradict is that learning spatial language involves mapping local expressions onto a presupposed largely innate, stock of spatial concepts. In other words, he disproves the idea that our cognitive categories determine our linguistic categories. They show to the contrary that languages do not use the same or even similar spatial concepts:

 …children can be shown to be oriented from their earliest language comprehension to the local culture specific semantic distinctions. Where languages encode spatial concepts different from our familiar ones, speakers of those languages can be shown to use correspondingly different spatial concepts in nonlinguistic reasoning: in short, language may determine the cognitive categories rather than the other way around (1996: 356).
 
They also dispel our conceptions of space that suppose everyone everywhere views space as essentially relativistic and body centered, anthropomorphic and egocentric (see Miller G 1976 and Clark 1973). Imbedded in this notion is that all cultures make symbolic use of the primordial opposition between left and right.  They show us in fact many languages do not use the planes through the body to derive spatial coordinates, i.e. they have no left/right/front/back terms.  Such cultures may have no symbolic associations with the left and right hands! (1996).

For this group of scholars, linguistic patterns point to some systematic differences in the cognitive framework with which individuals of different cultures deal with space.  They show evidence for a strong correlation between the linguistic frames of spatial reference (i.e. through the body, or horizontal/vertical etc…) used in language and these same frames of reference used in non-linguistic memory and reasoning
.  These connections demonstrated by systematic controlled comparisons across 17 cultures prove a Sapir-Whorfian effect of language on cognition (Levinson, 2003).

There is still so much more work that needs to be done, particularly in the area of brain research.  In order to do this, Whorf summed up the direction science needs to take fifty years ago:
People generally do not yet know that the forces studied by linguistics are powerful and important, that its principles control every sort of agreement and understanding among human beings, and that sooner or later it will have to sit as judge while the other sciences bring their results to its court to inquire into what they mean.  When this time comes, there will be great and well-equipped laboratories of linguistics as there are of other exact sciences. (1956: 232)
I wonder if we are heading that way.

Bibliography
Bisiach, E. & Luzzatti, C. (1978).  Unilateral neglect of representational space, Cortex, 14, 129-33.
Bloom, A.H. (1984).  Caution-the words you use may affect what you say: a response to Au. Cognition, 17, 275-87. 
Clark, J.J. (1973). Space, time, semantics and the child.  In T.E. Moore(ed) Cognitive Development and the Acquisition of Language, (pp.28-64).  New York:  Academic Press.

Goddard, C. (2003). Whorf meets Wierzbicka: variation and universals in language and thinking. Language Sciences, 25, 393-432. 
Guperz J.J., & Levinson, S.C., (Eds.). (1996). Rethinking Linguistic Relativity.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 
Hamers, J.F., & Blanc, M.H.A. (2000). Bilinguality and Bilingualism.  Cambridge England: Cambridge University press.
Heath, S.B. (1983). Ways with Words:  Language, life, and work in communities and classrooms. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Hill, J.H., & Mannheim, B.  (1992). Language and world view.  Annual Review of Anthropology, 21,381-406. 

Jackendoff, R. (1983). Semantics and Cognition. Cambridge MA: MIT Press. 

Kellam, S.  (Febuary 5, 1999). The Arts Are Basic to Achievement.  Interview with Shirley Brice Heath. www.connectforkids.org  

Levinson, S.C. (1996). Language and Space. Annual review of Anthropology, 25, 353-82.
Levinson, S.C. (2003) Space in Language and Cognition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lucy, J. (1997). Linguistic Relativity.  Annual review of Anthropology, 26, 291-312.

MacLaury, R.E. (1992). From brightness to hue: an explanatory model of color-category evolution. Current Anthropology, 33.

Markman, E. & Hutchinson, J. (1984. Children’s sensitivity to constraints on word meaning:  Taxonomic versus thematic relations.  Cognitive Psychology, 16, 1-27. 

Miller, G, & Johnson-Laird P.N. (1976). Language and Perception.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Nisbett, R.E., Ji, L. & Zhang, Z. (2004). Is it culture or is it language? Examination of language effects in cross-cultural research on categorization.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87(1), 57-65.

Sapir, E. 1964 (1931) Conceptual categories in primitive languages.  Language in Culture and Society:  In D.H.Hymes (Eds.),  A Reader in Linguistics and Anthropology. New York: Harper and Row. 
Whorf, B.L. 1956 (1940) Science and Linguistics. In J.B. Carroll (Eds.) Language, thought and reality: selected writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf, Cambridge MA: MIT Press.
Whorf, B.L. (1956). Language Thought & Reality.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Wierzbicka, Anna. (2005). Empirical universals of language as a basis for the study of other human universals and as a tool for exploring cross-cultural differences.  Ethos, 33(2): 256-291. 

Zheng, M.Y., & Goldin-Meadow, S. (September 2002). Thought before language: how deaf and hearing children express motion events across cultures. Cognition, 85 (2), 145-175.

� Perhaps as academic studies have become more specialized over time, the task of truly exploring Whorf’s hypothesis has not been undertaken because to thoroughly examine and devise research to explore the possibility would involve mastery of many disciplines (i.e. anthropology, linguistics, cognitive sciences). John Lucy in his review of Linguistic Relativity offers another view of this lack of empirical research (Lucy, 1997).





� Heath has published a thirty year follow up of the 300 families she studied.  She shows how language learning situations, language, types of reading and writing as well as perceptions of communication are dramatically different with 3 decades of geographic and social mobility.


� Both Gumperz & Levinson as well as Hill & Mannheim are wonderful representatives of the Neo-Whorfian line of research.  


� An interesting display of this in terms of research done on the brain is a study done by Bisiach and Luzzatti (1978) that looks at people with damage to the right parietal cortex.  These patients when describing memories of things in space exhibited Levinson’s frames of reference models in their damaged or lacking memory.  
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