Chapter 8: Language
The main theme of discussion in cross-cultural research on culture and language is the extent to which there is evidence of linguistic relativity. This implies a close relationship between characteristics of a language and the thoughts that will be found in a culture where that language is spoken. This is usually referred to as Whorf’s hypothesis or the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.   
  Initial evidence for Whorf’s hypothesis was claimed on the basis of differences in the numbers of words in various languages for a given category and the presumed consequences of grammar and syntax of a language for thought processes.   
  Examples are words for various forms of snow in Inuit languages, and the alleged consequences ascribed to the absence or presence of “counterfactuality” in a language.   
  A major theme of research on Whorf’s hypothesis has been on color vocabulary. Over time strongly relativist views (the visible spectrum is divided arbitrarily into units by a culture) were followed by strong universalism (basic color categories found in English are present also in language groups which have no word for some of these categories).   
  Recent evidence points to a position of limited relativism: color categories that are used in a language have an effect on how colors are perceived that are close to the boundary between areas in the color space covered by two terms.   
  Another major theme of research is on spatial orientation, which can be ego-referenced or absolute. Research showing large cross-cultural differences in the customary way of referring to the spatial location of objects, were interpreted as strong evidence for a relativist viewpoint.   
  In recent research Dasen and colleagues could show evidence favoring a moderate form of relativism in the sense that behavioral outcomes result from interactions of the individual child with the eco- cultural context. These authors made use of (quasi-) experimental methods, varying tasks and contexts   
  The universality of language has long been sought in common features of grammar, presumed to point to an innate organization, a language acquisition device. However, there appear to be few rules of grammar shared by all human languages.   
  Perhaps universality will have to be looked for in prosodic and pragmatic aspects of linguistic communication and in features such as a common dimensional space for affective meaning and affective polarity for which strong cross-cultural similarities have been found.  
Points From Power Point Presentation
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis
· Position of Linguistic determinism (structural properties of a language have a very powerful effect on cognition):
· No inherent structure in peoples’ experiences: order emerges when mental categories are applied to experiences
· Language is the major cognitive tool that does this
· As a language evolves it develops a coherent internal logic
· The internal logic of a language embodies a ‘naive conception of reality’ reflected in the particular culture
· Markedly different languages evoke in the minds of its speakers different mental representations of reality
· Language constrains the development of non-linguistic cultural forms
The Language of Colour
· Cross-cultural coalitions of basic colour terms – (Berlin & Kay, Berry pg 184-5) see next slide
· Some linguistic features have an influence:
· Codability/communication accuracy: form and semantic coding differences influence recall, accuracy.
· But colour foci on their own are identifiable even by speakers of languages without words for (certain) particular colours & (Heider) location in a focus facilitated faster and more effective (?) processing
· Nevertheless, some evidence the other way (Roberson et al pg187)
· And child development evidence for early acquistion of colour concepts along cultural lines (pg 188, Roberson 2004)
· Correlation of fewer blue distinctions in languages and areas where high sun has an effect on blue colour perception (pg 189, several researchers)
· Conclusions :
· Distribution of colour terms across languages non-random
· Spectrum of terms is continuous
· Same colour groupings are salient (esp. RED)
· There is a maximum of 11 or 12 colour terms in all languages
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· Relative vs absolute
· Different spatial relations primede by different words (eg Korean ‘kkita’ (putting a thing tightly on to another) but this distinction found also in pre-language infants (then decays – like the ability to make sounds in languages other than own)
· Understanding of sapce precedes (and bears little relation to ) locative/prepositional usages across languages (pg 193)
· ‘subliminal’ priming of gender across languages – Boroditsky, pg 194




