LANGUAGE, THOUGHT AND CULTURE:
‘THE TRUE RELATIONSHIP

Danny D. Steinberg

INTRODUCTION

'By way of introduction to my talk today, I
would like to tell you a story. I'm sorry to say that
it is not a funny story. However, it is an interesting
.one, and, it is true. ‘

In May of 1920, in Hamilton County, Nebraska,
a rural sort of area in the United States, a teacher
by the name of Mr. Meyer was arrested and charged
with a crime. The ‘crime involved a 10 year old boy.

No. The crime did not involve what many of
you who have dirty minds might be thinking. No.
What “ dirty old ” Mr. Meyer was caught doing was
teaching a second language! ‘He was teaching Bible
stories in German at' Zion Parochial School.
in violation of a Nebraska State law which forbade

This was

the teaching of a second language to children under
the "age of 13 .years. k

As a matter of fact, following World War I,
the teaching of foreign languages, except * dead ”
languages like Latin, was forbidden by law in 22 of
the 48 states. The main target was the German
language. America had just finished a war with
Germany and there was a hatred of Germany, its so-
cial structure, military values, ideals and political
institutions. The laws reflected a belief, held by many
Americans, that the German language ‘itself embodied
all of the evil that exhibited itself in German culture.
Nebraska prosecutors argued this position in their pro-
secution of the Meyer case ( U.S. Supreme Court
Reports, 1922 ).

Ironically, it was a famous German philospher,
Wilhelm  von Humboldt ( 1836 ), who almost one
hundred yearsiearlier stated this doctrine concerning
the relationship: .9§4:;la_gguage, thought, and culture,
quite succinctly; whert he ‘argued that a language em-

bodies the spirit and national character of a people.
If this is true; and the German language ‘itself, 'in" its
grammar and vocabulary,; contains in-it a philosophy
and world’ view that is ‘distasteful and antithetical to
American ideals, then it logically follows that such
a language could be harmful to American children,
as the State of Nebraska and 21 other states‘held.
It was in accord with this line of reasoning that these
states passed laws forbidding the “teaching of a second
language to young children.

Mr. Meyer’s conviction was upheld by the Su-
preme Court of the State of Nebraska. ‘With ‘that
ruling, it looked as though Meyer would ‘be 'heading
for jail. However, Mayer decided to take his casé'to the
Supreme ‘Court of the United States. - In'"Octobers of
1922, the U.S. Supreme Court delivered’its jiidge:
ment on the case of Meyer us. the State' of Nebraska
(U.S. Supreme Court Reports, 1922 héeréaftes;,
USSCR, 1922). The U.S. Suprefié'‘@outt over-
turned the Nebraska law and all the other<statedlaws
forbidding the teaching of languages ‘othersthaniEnglish,

Such laws were. regarded; in“wiclationsof sthe “U.S.
Constitution. According; to/ the; Gourt;s€linounydesire
for the Americanization: of \our'foreignibem fopulation
we should not overlook;theifactithatithesspirit of
America is. liberty andW
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vocabulary, influence or determine the thought of a
person, how a person perceives nature and how a
person views the world ? The Supreme Court, in its
ruling, did not consider argumentation regarding the
( They
were more concerned with individual rights and judged
the case on those merits. )

relationship of language, thought and culture.

However, what 1 would
like to do now is to ask you to join me in consider-
ing argumentation regarding this complex relationship.

FOUR INADEQUATE NOTIONS
CONCERNING THOUGHT, LANGUAGE,
AND SPEECH

Notion 1 : Speech production or other behavior is
the basis of thought

Contemporary proponents of this view hold that
thought is a kind of behavior, mainly speech. Typi-
cally, such theories are held by behaviorists who wish
to reduce the notion of thought or cognition to that
which is observable or potentially observable. They
reject any notion that affirms the existence of mental
process and its relevance to the causation of behavior.
The psychologists Watson, Skinner, and Staats, the
linguist Bloomfield and the philosopher Ryle are but
a few who propose such a conception. Advocates
of the motor theory of speech perception--the theory
that the understanding of speech requires a prior
motor act of some sort, e.g., sub-vocal speech or
internal articulation--are also generally involved in a
similar conception, e.g. Liberman.

The following quotations characterize the view
in question.

John B. Watson (1924 ) :

The behaviorist advances the view that what the
psychologists have hitherto called thought is in
short nothing but talking to ourselves...My theory
does hold that the muscular habits learned in
overt speech are responsible for implicit or in-
ternal speech (thought). (p. 238-9) Speak-
ing overtly or to ourselves ( thinking) is just as
objective ( physical ) a type of behavior as base-
bal. (p. 6) (emphasis is Watson’s )

B. F. Skinner (1957) :
The simplest and most satisfactory view is that
thought is simply behavior--verbal or nonverbal,
covert or overt. It is not some mysterious pro-
cess responsible for behavior but the very beha-

vior itself in all the complexity of its controlling

relations, with respect to both man the behaver
and the environment in which he lives. (p.449)

Leonard Bloomfield ( 1961 ) from a 1942 paper :
The fully literate person has succeeded in reduc-
ing these speech movements to the point where

That is, he has

developed a system of internal substitute move-

they are not even visible.

ments which serve him for private purpose, such

as thinking and silent reading, in place of audible

speech sounds. (p. 3)

Gilbert Ryle (1949) :
Much of our ordinary thinking is conducted in
internal monologue of silent soliloquy, usually
accompanied by an internal cinematograph-show
of visual imagery. This trick of talking to oneself
in silence is acquired neither quickly nor without
effort ; and it is a necessary condition of our
acquiring it that we should have previously
learned to talk intelligently aloud and have heard
and understood other people doing so. (p. 27)

( emphasis mine )
Thus, Ryle regards thinking, which for him is

talking to oneself in silence, as an accomplishment
that has a speech base.

Alvin Liberman ( 1957) :
...articulatory movements and their sensory effects
mediate between the acoustic stimulus and the
(p. 122).

Let us consider some objections which may be

event we call perception.

raised with regard to the position of these theories.
Not all objections, however, will apply to all theorists.
Then, too, some of the objections placed under suc-
ceeding notions may also be applicable to these the-
orists. And, as was noted before, given the abstract
and intangible nature of the subject matter, no objec-
tion can be expected to be definitive. The principle
aim, rather, is to provide a number of objections
whose combined effect is to raise reasonable doubts

about the notion in question.
Objections to Notion 1 :

1. Speech understanding precedes speech
production in normal children

Normal infants learning a language come to under-
stand speech prior to producing it themselves. For
example, a one-year-old child may be able to under-
stand a sentence like Put the banana on the table
yet still may be only at a one-word (or even no-



word ) stageé of speech production. The research that
has been done in this area confirms this common
observation of parents. For example, Huttenlocher
(1974 ) studied four children and found that their
speech understanding was well in advance of their
production ability. Similarly, Sachs and Truswell
(1976 ) found that children who could say only single
words could understand speech structures composed
of more than one word, e.g. Kiss ball and Smell
Then, too, Steinberg and Steinberg ( 1975)
report the case of a normal child who from one to
two years of age was taught to read and understand
a number of written words, phrases, and sentences
before he had developed the ability to utter them.
Thus, the fact that children have the ability to under-
stand ‘speech indicates that they must have the thought
that is involved in the comprehension of speech.
And, the fact that children learn to understand speech
prior fo producing it indicates that speech production
is not necessary for the development of thought.
That children are able to construct and utter words
and sentences which provide a meaningful communi-
cation only after they gain an understanding of lang-
uage items first is not surprising.

truck.

The sound forms
of the words of a particular language, the meanings
of those words, the syntactic relations in a sentence,
etc. cannot be known by a child without prior expo-
sure and some analysis of that language.

2. Speech understanding without speech
production in handicapped children

Persons who are congenitally mute or have con-
genital spastic paralysis and are otherwise normal
acquire a normal understanding of speech even though
they cannot produce it or can only produce it labo-
riously and faultly. For example, Steinberg and Chen
(1980 ) report the case of a three-year-old Japanese
girl who was congenitally mute but hearing. Although she
could utter only a few sounds, that child could under-
stand what was spoken to her. ( Appropriate beha-
vioral responses to a variety of complex instructions
provided empirical evidence for this.) She was even
taught to read complex Japanese writing through
matching cards with objects. Clearly, that she was
able to understand language indicates that she was
able to think. The existence of thought could not
have been dependent on the acquisition of the ability
to speak because she had no such ability.

If it is then to be argued, as Skinner does, that
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behavioral responses other than speech may be the
basis of thought; it then remains to be demonstrated
what particular behavioral responses, e.g. muscular
or glandular activities, are involved. In this regard,
it might be noted that about 50 years ago, behaviorist
psychologists were delighted to discover that changes
in electrical potential occurred in parts of bodies of
subjects who were instructed to think of certain motor
activities. For example, changes in electrical potential
in the musculature of the right arm occurred in res-
ponse to instructions to think about lifting that arm.
Many psychologists then believed that they had begun
to localize thought and meaning in the body. The
problem with this theory is that it incorrectly predicts
that a loss of thought or meaning will occur with
damage or removal of body parts. It also fails to
explain how persons with congenital paralysis or mus-
cular deficiencies of various sorts can acquire an
{ See Osgood { 1953 -

for a critical review of such research attempts. )
The fact that persons with various speech and
behavioral deficiencies acquire the ability to understand
language, and that such an ability must include thought,
however one defines such a term, shows that the
development of thought does not depend on speech
production and other behavior.

understanding of language.
648 )

3. Simultaneous speaking and thinking

Consider a situation where a person is talking
to someone but is thinking of something else at the
same time. That person might be talking to someone
about a movie and also be thinking about how the
other person looks, etc.
a lie.

One might even be telling
Clearly, two distinct processes with different
content are occurring at the same time. However,
if thought were merely some kind of internalized
speech, serious problems would arise from this beha-
viorist conception. For, according to this conception,
the variables which control the content and construc-
tion of sentences are the same for overt and covert
speech. They do not postulate one set of variables
which would determine sentences for overt speech
and another set of variables which would determine
sentences for covert speech. Rather, the principal
model holds that one set of variables determines the
content and construction of sentences. ( Other types
of variables, e.g. reward contingencies, will then deter-

mine whether the sentence will be uttered. )

Notion 2 : Language is a fundamental basis of thought
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Many theorists, such as Vygotsky, Sapir and
Whorf hold that the language system, with its rules
or vocabulary, forms thought or is necessary for
thought. * For example :

Vygotsky (1934 ):
Thought is not merely expressed in words ; it
comes into existence through them...The relation

between thought and word is a living process :
thought is bom through words. (pp.‘125, 153)

Edward Sapir ( 1921 ) :
The writer, for 'one is strongly of the opmlon
that the feeling entertained by so many that they
can think, or even reason, without language is

(p. 15) _ :

Benjamin Whorf, from his 1940 paper ( Carroll, 1956 ) :
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,| for his
analysis of. impressions, for chis.synthesis-:of  his
mental; stock,.in .trade. . Formulation..of -ideas.is
not .an.independent process, strictly -rational .in
the old, sense, but is, part;of @ particular grammar,
and differs, from slightly. to, greatly, between- dif-
ferent grammars. We dissect nature along lines

» Jaid .dewn’ by: our. ; native -language.: - ( p.:212-13.
., emphasis _mine ) A
It might be noted that Vygotsky differs from

Whort in that he does not make l_anguage the ultimate

source of meaning. Rather, Vygotsky sees meaning

( thought ) as arising from an interaction between

language and environment.

an illusion.

The environment is not
considered to be an independent source of meaning,
however.

Objections to Notion 2 :

1. Deaf persons without langtage think

There are many deaf children who 'do not begin
to’ acquire landuage until a rather late age, often after
five years, when they begin to attend special schools.
T‘heSe ‘are typically children who have a congenital
hearing“loss of over 90 decibels and are unable to
r%&iéi”Speech and whose parents ( usually hearing )
9}0 sign’language.  These children, when
l&’heh participating in activities ' around the
yBehave just as intelligently and ra-

tionally' with: mﬂwr environment as do hearing

children. If one holds that language is the basis for
thought,” one would "have to argue that these children
do not think. = And; if one holds that grammar deter-
mines 'how ‘we ‘dissect nature,’ then it must be argued
that either ‘the non-language deaf children cannot dis-
sect nature ‘or that they do it differently from children
who-do' have grammars. No' such' difference has ever
beennoted, nor has it ever been observed that deaf
children® who *acquire language late undergo a radical
change of perception. ' Rather, research evidence points
to the> opposite conclusion. ' Furth ( 1966 ; 1971 ), for
example, ‘provides research data which shows no dif-
ference ‘in intelligence between normal and deaf per-
sons, even’ though- the language knowledge of the
deaf persons‘is generally far below that of hearing
persons.-" The"case “of (Helen 'Keller whose language
knowledge-was ‘minimal until ‘she ‘was eight years old
also-is’ relevarit-to this issue. I ‘would be insupportable
to> maintain ‘that she' ‘could” not think nor sensibly per-
ceive’ the world prior t6’that ade.

2. Miiltilinguals as unitary persons

8 Consider persons who are proficient in more than
one language. If the language system forms thought,
and if different languages form different thought sys-
tems, then such persons would have formed more than
one system of thought. (It would not have been
possible under the theory to form a single system
because opposing concepts derived from the different
languages would be mvolved ) Persdns knowing three
languages wouild ‘have formed  three systems of thought,
for ‘example. I multilingual ‘persons Have many dif-
ferent” thought “processes, “stich ‘persons would not have
coherent intelligence or personalities. Different guiding
ideas would be"involved with the different languages.
Then, too, such ‘persons woéuld have difficulty in using
the knowledge gained through one language when
operating in the other languaées, since thought is supposed
to be language-specific and not universal according
to this theory.  No evidence of the malfunctioning
and other 'sorts' ‘of problems for multilingual persons
which the theory predicts has ever béén offered in
support of the ‘theory. Casual ‘observation of multi-
lingual-multicultural persons 'might ‘sometimes“seem to
provide such support, e.g. a personmight be ' agaressive
in one culture but passive i “afiéther; 'or polite in
one and impolite in’ arother. " HoWever “such observa-
tions, it must be realized, D@ﬁ&aﬁgf bé''taken at face
value as indicating frue “difféfenies in’ thought or per-




sonality.  In life, even in a monolingual cultural envi-
ronment, ‘a person plays a variety of roles some of
which involve such different ‘demands and relations
that it appears that a different person is involved. It
is'not uncommon, for example, for a subordinate to be
surprised at' how the boss behaves ‘when the subordi-
nate visits' the boss’ home. Deference, ‘manner, etc.
may change from situation to situation. Ht' would be

. emoneous, however, to interpret such changes as indi-
cating different systems of thought.

Notion 3 : The, language system per se provides spe-
cifics - of one’s view of nature

Whorf, Sapir, Korzybski, and -others .are of the

view that one’s knowledge of vocabulary or syntax

influences one’s perception and understanding of nature.

Benjamin Whorf, from Carroll (1956 ) :
v, Concepts of ‘time’ and ‘ matter’ are not given
*in substantially the same form by experience to
all men-but depend upon the.nature of the lang-
uage or languages through the use of which they
have been developed. - (p. 158 ) ' Newtonian
space, time, and matter ‘are not intuitions. ' They
are recepts from. culture and-language.  That is
where Newton got them. (p:.:153) We are
thus introduced to a new principle of -relativity,
which  holds that- all observers are not:led by
the same physical evidence to the same picture
of the universe, unless their linguistic backgrounds

are similar, or can in some way be calibrated.
(p. 214)

Philipp Frank (1953 ) :
~ Einstein’s relativity of time is a reform in seman-
(p. 218)

tics, not in metaphysics.

. Objections to Notion 3 :

' 1. Vocabulary and perception

Psychologlsts have tried experimentally to deter-
\{ mme what effects, if any, knowledge of the vocabulary
% of language has on perception or behavior. ( See
Niyekawa-Howard, 1972, for a comprehensive survey

i

§ of such research.) The principal problem in domg
"j,research on the question_is this : since in an experi-
ment only a few of the multitude of the language,
' cultural, and behavioral variables can be controlled
. one.can mneversberteasonably sure that an observed
\; effect iscnotodue to::some! uncontrolled -variable.  Sup-
" pose, for examplejsthabiwe compare - English speakers

'umdshodﬁmemw.
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to Japanese speakers with respect ‘to:their counting
and mathematical ability because: we have a hypothesis
about their: language ; we expect. English speakers.to
be  better than Japanese.speakers:in ‘quantification
because :in English: nouns must: be ‘marked for number
and verbs must agree in number while;such is not
the case in Japanese.: Let: us further suppose that
English speakers .performed better in counting' and
mathemati¢s  than  the Japanese speakers. - Can we
conclude ‘that -language -difference was the cause of
the observed . differences in performance ? - Clearly not,
since . other variables such as kind of schaooling and
cultural interest  in mathematics could just asreasonably
have caused the effect in question. ' Then, too, ‘there
are many other -aspectsi.of .a language that involve
quantification.  If valid conclusions are to be drawn,
these must also be taken inta’ account.

Some substantive results, however have been
provided by experimental research. The work of Brown
and Lenneberg ( 1954 ) and Lantz ( 1963) indicates
that knowing words does not influence perception of
the world. They find, rather, that knowing word forms
( spoken or written ) may aid meméi'y.‘ Thus, with
regard to color words, speakers who must remember
a color but do not have a word form for it have
more trouble remembermg it than speakers who do
('The sound of a word evidenﬂy
provides an  additional memory clue for association: )
More recently, Kay and McDaniel ( 1978) in a’iarée

it
cross-cultural investigation found no dlfference in p%r

ception of colors for different language speakers w
iitim
conclude that *...rather than language determin %
ception, it is perception that determine? ngu ge.
(p. 610) Similarly, there is no feaséh to''s
that Eskimos learn to perceive varieties &f{g\éw
their language rather than"through memm
After all, English-speaking skiers™ m‘ o Vdistinguish
a variety of types of snowdéﬁﬁté‘fﬁg <'6f v8cabul
in English. * What ‘they'd -' ' Eribe™t
condition of snow i’ toi

snow, wet snow, ‘etc.' Wm&hﬁgéé
not always'lead s to"eBIN vocabulary items:s' For

example, Engﬁsﬁwmvﬁuhahﬂw&e of
the idea of “'miale i38g7 CHE Have the! superordinate
dog and the female bitch)) ; [‘bdek jofihand ’:/( we
have: ﬂal'wMthmbimdemdua and of a
sngukwmhﬁr*wm shbull* { cattle

s plural} éven: thtnhdthw 6 not, 'ha\te individual

18513 ale )

have such’a form.
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2. Same language forms, changing meanings

Consider such items as : The sun rises, sunset,
red hair, time flies and kick the bucket. As the result
of our hearing and using such items, the theories under
consideration imply that we would come to believe
that the sun actually rises of its own accord, that a
person’s hair is actually red, and that kicking buckets
The fact of the matter is
that we can believe something quite different from

is what death is all about.

what the language literally specifies and that the con-
tinual use of a language form may not change an
underlying thought. This situation necessarily implies
that the meanings of these language forms had their
origins in other than the language forms themselves,
e.g. by perceiving the world we learn that a person
who is said to have red hair actually may have orange-
brown colored hair. We do not perceive the color
as red no matter how often we use the word red.
Such a result runs counter to the implications of the

theories being assessed here.

3. Multilinguals’ view of nature

If the language system forms or guides thought
in the way we perceive nature, then multilinguals
must be said to have a variety of ways of viewing
the physical world. The multilingual would have as
many different conceptual-perceptual systems of the
physical world as he or she has languages. If it is
true that different languages have distinctive and im-
portant effects on the way we view nature, then the
multilingual must similarly have distinctive and important
ways of viewing nature. As was noted in a previous

section, no such differences have ever been noted.

Notion 4 : The language system per se provides spe-
cifics of one’s culture

Many theorists believe that even if language is
somewhat distinct from thought, nevertheless, knowing
a language will itself condition one’s cultural or social
beliefs or views of the world. In the 19th century,
Wilhelm von Humboldt ( 1836 ), for example, held
that language embodied the spirit and national character
of a people. The views of the following theorists are
similar, although of a more recent vintage :

Edward Sapir ( 1929) :
Language is a guide to ‘social reality. * Though
language is not ordinarily thought of as of essen-
tial interest, to the students of social science, it
powerfully conditions all our thinking about social

problems and processes. Human beings do not
live in the objective world alone, nor alone in
the world of social activity as ordinarily under-
stood, but are very much at the mercy of the
particular language which has become the me-
dium of expression for society... No two lang-
uages are sufficiently similar to be considered as
The worlds
in which different societies live are distinct worlds
not merely the same world with different labels
attached..

perience very largely as we do because the lang-

representing the same social reality.

We see and hear and otherwise ex-

uage habits of our community predispose certain

(p. 209)

choices of interpretation.

Alfred Korzybski ( 1933) :
...a language, any language, has at its bottom
certain metaphysics which ascribe, consciously
or unconsciously, some sort of structure to this
world. Our old mythologies ascribed anthropo-
morphic structure to the world, and of course,
under such a delusion, the primitives built up
a language to picture such a world and gave
it a subject-predicate form. (p. 89)... the
Aristotelian type of education ( through language
and its subject-prediate form of representation )
leads to the humanly harmful, gross, macroscopic,
brutalizing, biological, animalistic types of orienta-
tions which are shown today to be humanly
These breed such ‘fiihrers’ as dif-
ferent Hitlers, Mussolinis, Stalins, etc., whether
in political, financial, industrial, scientific, rﬁedical,
educational, or even publishing, etc., fields, fancy-
ing that they represent ‘ all’ of the human
world.

adequate.

(p.xxxi)

McNeill ( 1987) :
“...inner speech symbols seem to impose on
thinking an implicit theory of reality, or world
view” (p. 173)
“...the world view embodied in time nomenclature
(in English and other Western languages ) is that
articulated in the Aristotelian distinction between
form and substance. Time (regarded as sub-
stance ) is divided into days, hours, and so forth
(regarded as forms).” (p. 176)

Objections to Notion 4 :

If it is indeed the case that the language system
does provide a view of culture and society and our
outlook on the world, we would expect to find diffe-



rences and similarities in such essentials as philosophy,
religion, politics, or societal structure to be a function
of language. In this regard, the following objections

may be raised.

1. Same language, different world views

Consider, for example, the contemporary United
States where native speakers of the same English lang-
uage vary in terms of their philosophical, religious,
and political ideology. Variation may be observed
among speakers in the same neighborhood and even
in the same family, e.g. the mother may be an atheist,
the father a Christian, the daughter a Hare Krishna,
and the son a Zen Buddhist. If it is true that language
influences or determines one’s world view, then we
should expect greater uniformity since only one language
system is involved. Since the uniformity that the
theory in question implies has not been demonstrated,
there is reason to doubt the validity of the th.eory.
Then, too, it factors other than the language system
can account for cultural change and variation, then
there is no special need to assign such an explanatory

role to the language system.

2. Same language over time and world
view change

We may observe that a society may change its
world view even though its language remains relatively
unchanged. For example, in less than 100 years,
China has changed from Feudalism ( under the Man-
chus ) to Capitalism (under Chiang) to Communism
(under Mao ). Yet, the language has changed rela-
tively little over that period in terms of its syntax or
what may be called its basic grammar. Similar changes
may be noted in the history of many countries. ( Minor
but highly observable changes in forms of address
and titles do occur, e.g. comrade and citizen, but even
these language changes cannot be said to be deter-
mined by the prior language situation.) If we observe
that changes in world view occur without changes in
language, then what can be said to be the world view
of any language at any point in time ? Those who
would argue for the world view thesis are obliged to
show what world view is inherent in what features
of language. Then, too, if changes in world view
can occur due to causes other than the language sys-
tem, it remains to be proved that language is the

cause of any change at all.
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3. Different language, similar world views

Consider that many countries having widely diffe-
rent languages may share similar political, social, reli-
gious, scientific, and philosophical views. If a language
system influences or determines world view. then we
should expect that different languages or language
families should hold different world views. Such is
not the case. On the contrary, we find, for example,
that Buddhist, Christian, Communist, Capitalist, autho-
ritarian, democratic, militaristic, royalist, and vegetarian
doctrines are shared by speakers of many very different
languages.

4. One language can describe many
different world views

A language system is said to embody a particular
world view and guide one’s thinking with respect to
that world view. However, if this were true in any
significant respect, then it would be difficult or even
impossible for a language to express different world
views. Yet, the Bible of the ancient Hebrew people
and the Communist Manifesto of the Europeans have
had their essential ideas translated into most of the
world’s languages. The theories being assessed are
unable to account for such a phenomenon.

That a perfect translation between languages is
difficult to attain is insufficient of itself as evidence
that each language has its own thought or system of
thought.

possible to obtain not because thought is not universal

A perfect translation may be difficult or im-

but because the words which compose sentences are
often associated with different implications, presupposi-
tions, attitudes, feelings, and politeness in the languages.
Thus while it is not difficult to match sentences of
different languages in terms of their primary essential
meaning, it is very difficult to match them in terms
of all their secondary meanings and implications. Con-
sequently, the lack of exact correspondence may not
indicate any difference in thought but only a difference
in the way ideas have been assigned to the words
and structures of a language.

5. Multilinguals and world view

If a person is a multilingual, this theory predicts
that such a person will have as many distinct world
views as language systems. Thus, a multiingual would
have to hold competing views as being true. No sup-
port has ever been found for such a prediction.
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6. Recent research on grammatical
structure

The most recent' attempt to find support foran
eﬁeét of grammar ‘on:thought involves the work ‘of
Bloom  ( 1981 ) 'which involves Chinese:and English
speakers. -Since English has both conditional -( if-then )
and subjunctive forms and Chinese has no ‘subjunctive
form, -such a difference was predicted to affect subjects’
perception of the truth and falsity ' of ‘certain sentences.
Bloom did i find an effect, -the Chinese gave more untrue
judgements.. However, further research by Au(1983,
1984 ) and Liu ( 1985) showed that the supposed
differences were the results of translation and other
problems and that once :these varlables were controlled,
there was no difference. Again, no evidence has been
provided to support the view that grammar affects
world view or thought.

SOME FAULTY ASSUMPTIONS
UNDERLYING THE INADEQUATE
NOTIONS '

What might be the basis for theorists advocating
the four notions just discussed? Aside from the anti-
mentalist position of some of the behaviorist theories
which would treat thought as some sort of speech or
‘behavior that is potentially observable, there are certain
faulty assumptions which might have been made that
led to the invalid conclusions. I will consider two
such assumptions. The first involves the surface ele-
ments of a sentence as the only meaning elements of
the sentence. The second concems how the meaning
of words is acquired.

1. Surface structure does not directly
represent semantic stracture

The ‘most serious deficiency in the’ theotizing of
Whorf, ‘Sapir, McNeill, Korzybski,  Skinner, Von Hum-
boldt, and others concerns the assumption that the
directly observable words or the structure ‘of a ‘sentence
represent all of the semantic or thought elements of
that sentence. These theorists drew conclusions largely
based on what: linguists today' would : consider ‘a super-
ficial' surface structure analysis. = Whorf ( Carroll, 1956 ),
for  example, ‘ states that ‘ Our Indian languages show
that with a suitable. grammer we may. have . intelligent
sentences that cannot be broken into s_ixbjects and
predicates’ (p. 242 ), and that ° ...the Hopi language
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contains no reference to.* time ” either explicit or im-
plicit’ ( p. 58 ). ,Such statements ( since disavowed
by subsequent linguists, e.g., Malotki, 1983 and Comrie,
1985) are made essentially because it is assumed that
surface structure represents all of the structure of a
sentence. However, if Chomsky and contemporary
linguistics have demonstrated anything, it is that surface
stricture ‘often’’does not directly exhibit basic relations
and 'meanings. '~ Consider, for ‘example, a sentence like
The needle hurt which has a simple surface structure.
Such “a sentence does not overtly express a cause-
effect relation, yet in our understanding of the sentence
such"a relation is involved. = We understand that the
needle -has been the cause of someone’s being in pain,
the effect. Making inferences about the thought of
speakers solely on the basis of a surface structure ana-
lysis is ‘hardly a valid ‘procedure. Actually, considering
only the surface structure of languages makes it appear
that ‘languages are more different than they really are.

McNeill,  with “his’ pro-Whorfian ' views, “often falls
into this trap, “particularly with regard to metaphor.
Who is tosay’ what philosophy underlies what meta-
phor? * And who is to say what notion of time under-
lies our surface usage in English? © Ourtime expressions
may well be simply surface metéphdrs. Einstein’s or
Hawking’s time is certainly not that of Aristotle’s, but
we need not change our language whenever we dis-
cover or invent new notions of time.

2. Meaning is not linguistic in. origin

Let us consider. the meanings of words. Except
for the minor case of.onomatopoeia, the relationship
between a word and its meaning is conventional. Thus,
when. one hears.a word for the first time, e.g. the
English word. tantivy, its meaning (if it is not composed
of, known. morphemes ) is not apprehended. The
meaning that is to be associated with a particular sound
sequence must be acquired. It is not possible to know
from the sound sequence alone that the meaning of
tantivy is ‘a gallop or rapid movement.’

Meaning for .words is acquired .in . four .main ways :
(1) a sound form is associated with 'an object, situa-
tion, or_event in the world, e.g. the sound [dan]
with ‘the object ‘ dog’; (2) a.sound form is, associated
with an idea or experience In the, mind, e:g. [ peyn ]
with the feeling of pain ; ( 3); an_inference may be
made in_linguistic. context, @' idea may be suggested,
e.g. in reading a paragraph.one word may not be
known but because everything else is understood, its



meaning may be guessed by inference ; and (4) an
analysis of known component morphemes may suggest
a meaning for the sound form, e.g. the meaning of
unprimitive can be gained through knowledge of un
and primitive.

In considering these four ways of acquiring word
meaning, we may note that the first two involve non-
linguistic sources. In (1), the experiencing of objects,
situation, and events in the world provides a basis for
meaning, and in (2), experiences in the mind itself
provide a basis. Language is not involved except to
While
(3) and (4) provide meaning through the medium
of language, it must be recognized that the meaning

of the language that is used as a basis for determining

provide empty sound forms for association.

the meaning of the unknown word had non-linguistic
origins itself (in (1) or (2) ). Thus, the ultimate
source of all meaning is based on non-linguistic ex-
periences of the world or mind. This view, it is
worth noting, does not conflict with the view that
all essential ideas may be innate in the mind ( Chom-
sky, 1967).
that all innate ideas were part of language, for that
would allow language to be the ultimate source of all

It would conflict, however, with a view

essential ideas. Such a view has never been proposed,
to my knowledge, and it certainly conflicts with the
position of Chomsky who has argued in his ‘ faculty
of the mind theory ’ that different groups of ideas are
innate in the mind, e.g. language ideas, mathematical,
and logical ideas, and these groups of ideas function
and develop relatively independently of one another
{ Maclntyre, 1970).

The mistake of Vygotsky, Whorf, McNeill and
others is to assume that hearing the sound form of
a word (an unknown one) itself provides some sort
of meaning. A language sound form itself, however,
does not provide meaning.

WHERE THE USE OF LANGUAGE
INFLUENCES ASPECTS OF THOUGHT

In considering the objections raised concerning
the four notions regarding the relationship between
thought and language, it must be concluded that
language, speech, or behavior, is not the basis of
thought and that the language system per se does
not provide the specifics of one’s view of nature or
culture. Nevertheless, although knowing a language

does not affect the nature of thought with respect to
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its basic categories, systems and operations, there are
important cases where the use of languagg could be
said to affect the content and direction of particular
thoughts.
(1) language may be used to provide new ideas ;

Three particularly important instances are :

(2) language may be used to bring about a change
in beliefs and values ; and ( 3) language may be
used to assist memory. Each of these is now briefly
discussed. '

Providing new ideas through language

Suppose that | say, Every July 4, Stalin drank
Coke and sang the Star Spangled Banner. In all like-
lihood, this sentence and the idea it expresses would
be novel for you. If so, then the idea formed in
your mind must be the result of hearing the sentence
which [ uttered. Conceming that novel idea or thought
conveyed by the sentence, it is important to note that
it is not the component ideas and relations which are
new but their unique arrangement. The vocabulary
Thus, novel sen-

tences are created and understood on the basis of

and structure were already known.

what a speaker already knows about the language in
And, if new
words are to be introduced, they are explained in

terms of its syntax and vocabulary.
terms of old ones. Thus, while, for example, Freud’s
psycho-analytic doctrine is unique in terms of the ideas
it represents, ‘it is not unique from the point of view
of language. No new syntax and only a small number
of vocabulary items were introduced. The effect on
people’s minds, however, has been profound. Thus,
we see that while knowing a language by itself does
not influence thought, the use of that language may
indeed affect the content and direction of particular
thoughts.

Changing beliefs and values through
language

As a result of reading the Communist Manifesto,
one’s values, beliefs, and world view could be radi-
cally changed. Persons who are so changed politi-
cally, religiously, etc., are often said to ‘think’ diffe-
However, it should be retognized that what
occurred were mainly changes in the truth and at-

rently.

tractiveness values which were assigned to propositions.
Because a person’s behavior may have changed radically
as a result, an uncritical observer might erroneously
infer that commensurately great changes must have
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occurred in basic thought categories and operations.
The more satisfactory explanation is that changes in
truth values, goals, and purpose account for the
changes in observed behavior. This, of course, is

the essence of persuasion through language.

Language may be used to assist memory

The fact that we have language and can write
language enables us to preserve ideas and to build
on those preserved ideas. Our thinking is undoubtedly
stimulated by ideas we hear and read. Without lang-
uage, no human group could have developed much
of a culture of any sort. It is language that allowed
for the development of modern science, technology,
and industry. However, just as the research with color
words shows that having a word can assist memory
but does not, in and of itself, affect perception, neither
is there any basis for assuming that any of our funda-
mental categories and operations of thought have been
affected by this development. The thought processes
of non-technological peoples, for example, have not
been shown to differ in fundamentals from peoples of

technological societies.

Summary of effect of language use

The mere fact that a person knows a language
does not affect the nature, content, and direction of
that person’s thought. The language system is neutral
with respect to the thoughts it conveys. However,
the content and direction of the particular thoughts
of a person can be affected by other persons’ use of
language. Receiving sentences which others have con-
structed and communicated can influence a person but
not with regard to that person’s basic categories, or

“operations of thought.

LANGUAGE, THE INSTRUMENT OF
THOUGHT

Relationship and development of thought and
language

The relationship between language and thought
which shall be proposed here is essentially one which
was advocated by Locke (1690 ) some three centuries
ago. It is that thought is independent of language,
that language is dependent on thought, and that the
function of language is to provide a means for the
expression or communication of thought. The following
schemas outline this view of the development of thought
and language and their relationship :

Perceptual Stimuli Thought
. E —

( objects, events ) System
WORLD MIND

Schema 1. Development of thought in the child

Language Stimuli — | Thought Language
—>

Perceptual Stimuli — | System System
WORLD MIND

Schema 2. Development of language in the child

Thus, the thought system in the mind of the
child develops over time as input stimuli of the world,
e.g. visual, auditory, and tactile stimuli representing
objects, events, and situations in the environment, are
experienced by the child. Until thought is sufficiently
developed (ideas of objects, relations of objects, states
and actions of objects ), words uttered in the presence
( This
view is similar to that of the Piagetian school, e.g.
Sinclair-DeZwart, 1969. )

when language input is experienced in coordination

of the child are not meaningfully processed.
When that happens, and

with objects, events, and situations, then language can
begin to be learned. Over a period of time, the
language system, with its vocabulary and grammatical
rules, is formed.

Part of the language system is actually part of
the thought system, for the meaning and semantics
of the language system are those ideas that are part
of the content of thought. There is not one idea for
Such a

view would be unparsimonious in the extreme. Rather,

dog in language and another in thought.

the thought and language systems are joined through
meaning and ideas.

Regarding Being Aware of Speech in the Mind.

It is often observed that sound forms of words
come to one’s awareness while one is thinking. It is
a mistake, however, to conclude from this that the
sound forms themselves are thought. Such word forms
are merely reflections of some underlying ideas. Thus,
it is thought which determines the selection of word
forms. As children, we learn to encode thoughts into
language and then into acoustic speech. Because
we discover that in order to interact effectively with

people, we must be instantly ready to express our



thoughts into speech or gestures, we consequently
develop a habit of converting thoughts into language
That is, word sound forms are
It is this
sound form that we become aware of when we think.

at a mental level.
selected to represent the underlying thought.

Hence, the sound form is not thought itself but simply
Whether the mental
sound form is to be physically realized as speech

a secondary reflection of it.

through the motor skill system of the body is generally
We speak when we
At those
times, it seems that whatever is thought of is realized

a matter of voluntary control.
want to speak, except under great stress.
as speech. This would indicate that the connections
from a particular thought to mental language and then
to physical speech are automatic and that it is only
with conscious effort ( our normal condition ) that we
do not say everything that we think. When a child
first learns to speak, it seems, that the child does not
have complete control, and that much of what he or
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she thinks is articulated into speech. What the child
must and soon does learn is that while it is all right
to automatically convert all thoughts to sentences in
the mind, it is not all right to convert all of those
sentences to speech. Socially unpleasant consequences
result for those who do. Then, too, when we are
alone we sometimes drop our conscious control and
speak aloud ( so-called ‘talking to ourselves’). When
we are ill with a high fever, we may also speak aloud.
However, all such instances are the reflections of
underlying thoughts. The speech is merely a surface

manifestation of those thoughts.

CONCLUSION

The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision that mere
knowledge of a language cannot reasonably be regarded
as harmful, i.e., significantly influential, is one that
is justified, when one considers the relations of lang-
uage, thought and culture.
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