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"This work concerns the linguistic relativity hypothesis, also known as the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis, which, in its most general form claims that 'lan-guage' influences 'thought'.
Past studies into linguistic relativity have treated various aspects of both thought and
language, but a growing body of literature has recently emerged, in this thesis referred to
as neo-Whorfian, that empirically investigates thought and language from a cross-
linguistic perspective and claims that the grammar or lexicon of a particular language
influences the speakers' non-linguistic thought.

The present thesis examines the assumptions about language that underlie this claim and
criticizes the neo-Whorfian arguments from the point of view that they are based on
misleading notions of language. The critique focuses on the operationalization of
thought, language, and culture as separate vari-ables in the neo-Whorfian empirical
investigations. The neo-Whorfian stud-ies explore language primarily as 'particular
languages' and investigate its role as a variable standing in a causal relation to the
'thought' variable. Tho-ught is separately examined in non-linguistic tests and found to
'correlate' with language.

As a contrast to the neo-Whorfian view of language, a few examples of other approaches
to language, referred to in the thesis as sociocultural appro-aches, are reviewed. This
perspective on language places emphasis on prac-tice and communication rather than on
particular languages, which are vie-wed as secondary representations. It is argued that
from a sociocultural per-spective, language as an integrated practice cannot be separated
from tho-ught and culture. The empirical findings in the neo-Whorfian studies need not
be rejected, but they should be interpreted differently. The findings of linguistic and
cognitive diversity reflect different communicational practices in which language cannot
be separated from non-language."
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"Intended as a commemoration of the 60th anniversary of Whorf's death, this paper
reviews the revival of the thesis of linguistic relativity (the so-called "Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis") in linguistics. If the demise of Whorf's hypothesis, in the early Sixties, was
tantamount to an irrevocably condemnation by the philosophical community, then how
should philosophers react to the rejuvenation of Whorf's hypothesis?
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work by Wierzbicka and colleagues can be seen as "neo-Whorfian", other aspects of the
NSM program are "counter-Whorfian". Issues considered include the meaning of
linguistic relativity, the nature of conceptual universals and the consequences for
semantic methodology, the importance of polysemy, and the scale and locus of semantic
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In its strongest form, the hypothesis states that language controls both thought and
perception. Several experiments have shown that this is false. The weaker form of the
hypothesis, which states that language influences thought, has been held to be so vague
that it is unprovable. The argument presented herein is that the weaker Whorfian
hypothesis can be quantified and thus evaluated. Models of cognition developed after
Whorf's day indicate ways in which thought can be influenced by cultural variations in
the lexical, syntactical, semantic, and pragmatic aspects of language. Although much
research remains to be done, there appears to be a great deal of truth to the linguistic
relativity hypothesis. In many ways the language people speak is a guide to the language
in which they think."
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object names. Quine (1969) proposed that children learn the distinction through learning
the syntactic distinctions inherent in count/mass grammar. However, Soja et al. (1991)
found that English-speaking 2-year-olds, who did not seem to have acquired count/mass
grammar, distinguished objects from substances in a word extension task, suggesting a
pre-linguistic ontological distinction. To test whether the distinction between object

15/08/24, 19:17 Selected and Annotated bibliography on Linguistic Relativism

https://www.ontology.co/biblio/linguistic-relativity-biblio.htm 6/14



names and substance names is conceptually or linguistically driven, we repeated Soja et
al.'s study with English- and Japanese-speaking 2-, 2.5-, and 4-year-olds and adults.
Japanese does not make a count-mass grammatical distinction: all inanimate nouns are
treated alike. Thus if young Japanese children made the object-substance distinction in
word meaning, this would support the early ontology position over the linguistic
influence position. We used three types of standards: substances (e.g., sand in an S-
shape), simple objects (e.g., a kidney-shaped piece of paraffin) and complex objects (e.g.,
a wood whisk). The subjects learned novel nouns in neutral syntax denoting each
standard entity. They were then asked which of the two alternatives -- one matching in
shape but not material and the other matching in material but not shape--would also be
named by the same label. The results suggest the universal use of ontological knowledge
in early word learning. Children in both languages showed differentiation between
(complex) objects and substances as early as 2 years of age. However, there were also
early cross-linguistic differences. American and Japanese children generalized the simple
object instances and the substance instances differently. We speculate that children
universally make a distinction between individuals and non-individuals in word learning
but that the nature of the categories and the boundary between them is influenced by
language."
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forms, like (1) whether the language-specific construal of entities found in a word
extension context (Imai & Gentner, 1997) is also found in a non-linguistic classification
context; (2) whether the presence of labels per se, independent of the count-mass syntax,
fosters ontology-based classification; (3) in what way, if at all, the count-mass

syntax that accompanies a label changes English speakers’ default construal of a given
entity?

On the basis of the results, we argue that the ontological distinction concerning
individuation is universally shared and functions as a constraint on early learning of
words. At the same time, language influences one’s construal of entities cross-
lingistically and developmentally, and causes a temporary change of construal within a
single language. We provide a detailed discussion of how each of these three ways
language may affect the construal of entities, and discuss how our universally possessed
knowledge interacts with language both within a single language and in cross-linguistic
context."
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Language in the Later Middle Ages and the Renaissance , edited by Nauta, Lodi,
173-186. Leuven: Peeters.

84. Niemeier, Susanne, and Dirven, René, eds. 2000. Evidence for Linguistic Relativity .
Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Papers presented at the 11th International Conference on Historical Linguistics, held
August 1993 at the University of California.

85. O'Neall, Sean. 2008. Cultural Contact and Linguistic Relativity among the Indians
of Northwestern California . Norman: University Of Oklahoma Press.

86. Ogden, Charles Kay, and Richards, Ivor. 1923. The Meaning of Meaning: A Study of
the Influence of Language upon Thought and of the Sscience of Symbolism . New
York: Harcourt, Brace.

15/08/24, 19:17 Selected and Annotated bibliography on Linguistic Relativism

https://www.ontology.co/biblio/linguistic-relativity-biblio.htm 10/14



87. Pederson, Eric. 2007. "Cognitive linguistics and linguistic relativity." In The Oxford
Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics , edited by Geeraerts, Dirk and Cuyckens,
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