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Different languages talk about the world differently . Does it
mean that groups of people think about the world
differently as well ?

Á Linguistic determinism
Language constrains thoughts , thus a thought expressible
in one language may not be expressible in another . 

āWe dissect nature along lines laid down by our native 
languages. The categories and types that we isolate from 
the world of phenomena we do not find there because they 
stare the observer in the face; on the contrary, the world is 
presented in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has 
to be organized by our minds - and this means largely by 
the linguistic systems of our minds. ó Whorf, 1956: 213



Linguistic relativism
Lanaguage influences the ônaturalness of 
thought õ- its grammatical structures and 
vocabulary make some thoughts more easily
expressible than others . In effect , some thoughts
might be habitual in one language and very rare
in another . 



Whorf (1956)
ÁEskimos have 20 different words for snow , and 

make finer discriminations between types of snow
than English
ÁHopi have no vocabulary or grammatical forms to 

express time, and hence have no conception of 
time as a cyclical entity
ÁDani have only two number words, no ability to 

count or manipulate number



LANGUAGE THOUGHT

òApaches speak differently, so they mustthink differently. How do 
we know that they think differently? Just listen to the way they 

speak!ó. 
Pinker (1994) 



Overcoming circularity requires :
ƁA demonstration that there are differences 

between languages

ƁA demonstration of cognitive differences between 
respective groups of native speakers

ƁA demonstration that th ose cognitive difference s
results from the linguistic differences



Á Berlin & Kay (1969)
Showed that there are 11 focal colours , recognised universally , 

regardless of linguistic differences . 

Á Rosch Heider (1972)
Compared the English and the Dani, aboriginal people of Papua 

New Guinea , who just have 2 words for colours .
Associative learning and Short Term Memory superior for focal

colours in both groups

Á But Roberson et al. (2000)
Failed to replicate those findings with English and Berinmo

speakers .



Other common problems in research on linguistic
relativity :

ƁSpeakers usually tested in their native language

ƁTranslation of instructions into more obscure 
languages could be inaccurate; are stimuli and 
instructions in comparison groups really identical?

ƁTasks often probe explicit knowledge and are open to 
conscious strategies , verbalised in native language

ƁFocus usually on very basic domains of thought, such 
as colour perception



Does time flow vertically or horizontally ?

Observation : 
ÁEnglish uses horizontal metaphors to describe time, while

Mandarin employs both horizontal and vertical ones

Research question :
Á Do the differences between the English and Mandarin ways 

of talking about time lead to differences in how their 
speakers think about time?

Á Short - term implications

Á Long - term implications



ÁSubjects
Á26 native English speakers

Á20 native Mandarin speakers ; English as a second
language

ÁAll students at Stanford University



ÁProcedure : priming
Á64 sets of questions , each including

Á2 spatial priming questions

ÁHorizontal or vertical

ÁTRUE 50% / FALSE 50%

Á1 Target question about time TRUE/FALSE

ÁHorizontal metaphor , e.g. āMarch comes before April ó

ÁNo metaphor , e.g. āMarch comes earlier than April ó

ÁAll target questions were TRUE

ÁSixteen additional statements were FALSE- not 
analysed



ÁReaction Time measured

ÁParticipants anwered each target question twice , 
once after each prime

ÁOrder of trials randomized for each participant

ÁAll subjects completed the task in English

ÁQuestions were presented on a computer screen



Design

Independent variables :

ÁWithin subjects : prime - type and target - type

ÁBetween subjects : native language

Á2x2x1 design

Dependent variable

ÁReaction time (s) on target trials



Hypothesis

If oneõsnative language does have long - term 
effects on how one thinks about time then
Mandarin speakers should be faster to answer
purely temporal questions after solving vertical
primes than after solving horizontal primes . 
English speakers should be faster after horizontal
primes . 



Results

ÁBoth groups of subjects answered the
before / after target questions faster following
horizontal primes

Á In answering purely temporal earlier / later target 
questions
ƁEnglish speakers are faster following horizontal primes

(2128 ms) than after vertical primes (2300 ms), F(1, 25) 5 13.76, 
p , < .01.

ƁMandarin speakers are faster following vertical primes
(2347 ms) than after horizontal primes (2503 ms). F(1, 19) 5 4.55, p < 
.05.

Only correct questions were analysed




