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This paper is intended as an introduction to, and analysis of, 
the views of Benjamin Lee Whorf on the relationship between 
language, thought and culture. Our approach will begin with a 
review of the ideas that other thinkers have offered on the sub-
ject, in an attempt to place Whorf within the larger context of a 
specific school of thought. We will then discuss Whorf’s own 
theories and methods. Finally we will deal with some of the 
criticisms that have been leveled at him, and will conclude with 
our own evaluation of his work and its implications. This evalua-
tion will be offered in the light of what the Writings tell us about 
language.

The relationship between language, thought and culture presents 
us with a vast field of study, embracing the development of human 
history and the nature of the human mind. How do men think, 
communicate, and behave ? What is the connection between mind, 
body and activity? How do peoples differ from each other? 
What things do all men have in common? These questions are 
all part of the study of language and its relationship to culture and 
thought.

Because of its broad scope, the field of linguistics can make 
important contributions to many other areas of study, including 
philosophy, psychology, history, anthropology, sociology, and per-
haps even science. Much attention has been given to language 
as a reflector of historical and cultural change and interaction; as

* A paper written for a seminar on the philosophy and practice of language 
and translation held at the Academy of the New Church, Bryn Athyn, 
Pennsylvania, in the summer of 1976.
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a preserver of tradition; as a vehicle of literature: as a symbol of 
national, regional and class divisions; as a medium of self-expres-
sion. In these roles, language is seen merely as a tool of thought 
and culture. Less commonly accepted is the idea that language 
influences thought and culture—or perhaps even determines the 
patterns in which people can think. This view gives us a new 
perspective on language. Although most recently espoused by 
Benjamin Lee Whorf and his followers, it has been studied by 
many earlier thinkers.

Theories on the nature of language may be divided into two 
major schools of thought.1 The “universalist” school believes that 
all languages, while differing externally, have their roots in an 
underlying structure which is common to all men. Human minds 
work with a universal language, although when it is expressed 
through speech its outer forms may vary. Therefore the uni-
versalists believe that what can be said in one language can 
be said in all languages. The “relativist” school, by contrast, 
believes that diverse languages embody and perpetuate diverse 
views of the’ world. Each language breaks down reality into cer-
tain categories and rigidifies these in the linguistic structure. 
Thus a man can only think along the channels set down for him 
by his native tongue. Taken to its logical outcome, the relativist 
view implies that translation from one language to another can at 
best only loosely approximate the meaning of the original.

Although the division between relativists and universalists may 
be found to be somewhat artificial, let us tentatively accept these 
two as opposite extremes. Few thinkers have unconditionally 
supported either view; most of them belong in some middle terri-
tory between the two. Nevertheless their ideas can generally be 
identified with one or the other of the two schools. Benjamin Lee 
Whorf stands out as one of the chief modern proponents of the 
relativist view, although his views were perhaps less extreme 
than some have supposed. Before Whorf there stretches a long 
series of thinkers, extending all the way back to the ancients, who 
contributed to the development of this school. While it would be 
impossible here to do justice to all the arguments which these 
men have set forth, it will be useful to briefly review a few of their

1 George Steiner, After Babel (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1975), pp. 75-74. See also Julia M. Penn, Linguistic Relativity versus 
Innate Ideas (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1972), p. 53 ff.
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ideas. This will help to clarify some of the influences, direct or 
indirect, which may have affected Whorf’s theory; placed in con-
text, the implications of his views will become more apparent.

In 1697, the German philosopher Leibniz put forth the idea that 
languages and nations differ fundamentally from one another, 
that each language mirrors experience in a different way, and 
that a man’s thinking and feeling are aided by and reflected in his 
language. At the same time however, Leibniz was drawn to the 
idea of a universally intelligible system of language symbols, 
analogous to mathematical symbols, and grounded in human rea-
son.2 Thus, elements of both “universalism” and “relativism” 
may be found in his thinking.

Giambattista Vico’s New Science, first published in 1725 in 
Naples, argued that a knowledge of the past is crucial to our 
understanding of our own origins, of why men think and act as 
they do, of why cultures rise and fall. One major key to the 
past, said Vico, is language. The study of language is the study 
of the human mind, for it is through language that we become 
conscious of reality.3

There must in the nature of human institutions be a mental language com-
mon to all nations, which uniformly grasps the substance of things feasible 
in human social life and expresses it with as many diverse modifications 
as these same things may have diverse aspects,4

he wrote. Yet while he believed in this universal mental language, 
Vico also felt that historically different languages have developed 
in very different ways, and that each language has its own genius. 
He argued that we can gather mental processes from the way 
languages are used.5

Vico believed that mankind has developed through three ages, 
each with its own nature, customs, laws, thought, and type of 
language. The first language was poetic, and belonged to the 
ages of the gods. The second was metaphoric and belonged to 
the age of heroes. The third was the language of purely conven-

2 Steiner, op. cit., pp. 74-75.
3Ibid., p. 75; Isaiah Berlin, Vico and Herder (New York: The Viking 

Press, 1976). pp. 35-41.
4 Giambattista Vico, The New Science of Giambattista Vico, abridged 

transl. of the 3rd edition by Thomas G. Bergin & Max H. Fisch (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1970), p. 25.

5 Steiner, op. cit., p. 75; Berlin, op. cit., p. 42,
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tional symbols which we speak today; this belonged to the age of 
men, and with it came a capacity for abstract reasoning. Men 
once thought in images rather than concepts; metaphor and alle-
gory were not artificial means of expression as they are for us. 
Thus men once had a different view of life from ours.6

J. G. Hamann, writing in the 1760’s, belonged more obviously to 
the relativist school. He stated emphatically that every language 
both shapes and closely reflects the culture and genius of its 
speakers. Different languages actually determine different mental 
and sensory frameworks. Moreover, Hamann argued that it is 
false to divide up the single experience of using symbols into the 
two worlds of thought and speech, or mind and body. Words and 
ideas are not distinct from each other; the separation is artificial. 
Hamann thus argued both against Kant's universal a priori cate-
gories, and against Descartes' innate ideas and the division of mind 
and body.7

Johann Gottfried von Herder, a friend and sometime follower 
of Hamann, adopted and expanded these ideas. Herder believed 
that the entire heart and soul of a nation is bound up in its lan-
guage; that languages embody different forms of experience and 
different visions of the world ; that cultures cannot be measured 
against each other by a single standard, and that therefore we 
should be content to live out the character of our own nation, 
culture and language, and not try to possess the characteristics of 
other languages and cultures.8 He also believed that the corrup-
tion of a language will bring a corresponding decline in the 
people; a language should remain untranslated if it is to maintain 
its purity and health. Indeed, translation from one language 
and way of life to another is, in Herder's view, impossible without 
much of the source being lost and a new, original work being 
created.®

Like Hamann, Herder consciously rejected the Kantian and

•Vico, op. cit, cf. pp. 3-8, 31-34, 283-299; Berlin, op. cit., pp. 43-48. 
f Steiner, op. dt., pp. 76-78; Berlin, op. cit, pp. 165-166; Penn, op. cit.,

pp. 47—53.
6Berlin, op. cit, pp. 165-67,169-70, 186-83; Johann Gottfried von Herder, 

Reflections on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, transl. by T. O. 
Churchill, abridged by Frank E. Manuel (Chicago: University of Chicago

1968), eg. pp. 41-45.
• Stumer, op. cit, p. 78 ; Berlin, op. cit, pp. 188-89,
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Cartesian views. Isaiah Berlin has written of Herder:
He insists on the folly and danger of abstraction, of fragmentation, of 
splitting the human personality into separate faculties, as . . . Kant . . . 
had done in . . . his strict division of body from soul, nature from spirit, 
the empirical from the a priori, the historical from the eternal.

All activities, he insists, express the whole and undivided man whom 
Descartes and Kant, in their several ways, have done their best to carve 
up into compartments with their faculty psychology of ‘reason’, ’imagina- 
tion’, ‘intuition’, ‘feeling’, ‘will’.10

Perhaps the strongest statement of the relativist position was 
offered by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the early nineteenth century. 
To Humboldt, language was an intermediate realm between the 
inner structures of consciousness and the outer, empirical world. 
It provided a framework which, when imposed upon sensations, 
determined a man’s perception. Thus language becomes the true 
a priori framework of thought, “the defining pivot of man and the 
determinant of his place in reality.”11 Humboldt believed that 
there is no thought apart from language, and that each individual 
language provides a unique framework for its speakers. Thus a 
language embodies the spirit of the nation to which it belongs,12 
both ordering the experience of the people, and communicating 
their perception of that ordering.

Humboldt’s work influenced a group of twentieth-century schol-
ars now often referred to as the Neo-Humboldtians. The best 
known of these are Leo Weisgerber, who tried to demonstrate 
with German how a language channels men’s understanding of 
the world; G. Ipsen, who originally proposed the concept of 
“semantic field”; and Jost Trier, who argued that every language 
organizes reality into its own peculiar components, and who ex-
panded and modified the “semantic field” theory. Also sometimes 
included among the Neo-Humboldtians is Ernst Cassirer, whose 
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms lent support to Humboldt’s view 
that language is the intermediary between the empirical. world 
on the one hand, and the cultural interpretation of and response 
to it on the other.13

10 Berlin, op. cit., pp. 170,175. 11 Steiner, op. cit, pp. 79-85.
12 Penn, op. cit, pp. 19-21.
18 Steiner, op. cit., pp. 86-87; Joseph H. Greenberg “Concerning Infer-

ences from Linguistic to Nonlinguistic Data," in Language in Culture, ed. 
Harry Hoijer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954), pp. 5-4;
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In American linguistics there has been a tendency to combine 
European thought with anthropological research—a tendency 
which shows itself strongly in Whorf’s own work. The views of 
the anthropologist Levy-Bruhl, who postulated a prerational, pre- 
logical mentality in primitive peoples, had their effect upon Ameri-
can scholarship, * 14 although the main effort seems to have been 
directed towards disproving his theory. The great Franz Boas, 
a pioneer in American anthropology, raised some questions which 
stimulated interest in linguistic relativity. He believed that purely 
linguistic evidence could provide important clues to the mental 
states of the peoples of the world. For example, in 1917 he wrote:

The variety of American languages is so great that they will be of high 
vatue for the solution of many fundamental psychological problems.

The unconsciously formed categories found in human speech have not 
been sufficiently exploited for the investigation of the categories into which 
the whole range of human experience is forced.15

Boas objected to the practice of fitting American Indian languages 
into the Latin grammatical mold, as this obscured many interesting 
differences, 'including categories expressed in Indian languages 
that we do not normally express at all.16

In a later article Boas wrote:

It is intelligible that nomenclature and cultural states are closely related, 
and, therefore, it seems plausible that similarities in underlying categories 
of vocabularies will occur where cultural conditions are the same or nearly 
the same.17,18

Claries E. Osgood & Thomas A. Sebeok (eds.) Psycholinguistics (West- 
port, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, Inc., 1954), p. 261; this last source 
indicate? that Cassirer apparently later changed his views and played down 
the influence of a particular language on the speakers’ thought processes.

14 Steiner, op. cit, p. 87; Osgood & Sebeok, op. cit., pp. 263-64. Levy- 
Bruhl later qualified his views in this regard—see Hoijer (ed.), op. cit., 
pp. 194-95.

15Franz Boas, Race, Language and Culture (New York, The Free
Press, 1940), p. 206. See also Joshua A. Fishman, “A Systematization 

 of the Whorfian Hypothesis,” in Behavioral Science 5 (Oct 1960), p. 325.
Boas, op. cit., pp. 206-07. 17 Ibid., p. 214.

18 In a much later essay, Boas admits that grammatical forms do break 
up reality into categories, and that these categories differ from one language 
to another ; but he concludes that “under modern conditions culture controls 
the growth of language; the opposite influence is slight” (See Franz Boas, 
“Language and Culture,” in Perspectives on Language, John A. Rycenga
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Edward Sapir, a student of Boas and a teacher and friend of 
Whorf, was an authority both on Amerindian languages and on 
language in general. His name is often linked with Whorf’s as 
the founder of the modern theory of linguistic relativity, also 
known as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, the Whorfian hypothesis, 
the linguistic Weltanschauung problem, metalinguistics, and lin-
guistic determinism.* 19 20 Sapir, like his predecessors, recognized 
that linguistic symbols stand for concepts which classify whole 
groups of experience as similar; unlike some of them, however, 
he felt that “language and thought are not strictly coterminous." 20 
Instead, he said, “It is ... in the highest degree likely that lan-
guage is an instrument originally put to uses lower than the con-
ceptual plane and that thought arises as a refined interpretation 
of its content.” 21 Language then, can be used in nonconceptual 
ways, and this is why it is not the same as thought. He adds: 
“The writer, for one, is strongly of the opinion that the feeling 
entertained by so many that they can think, or even reason, without 
language is an illusion.” 22 It is important here to understand 
that, for Sapir, “thought” must be distinguished from “imagery”; 
the former is on the conceptual plane of the mind, and depends 
upon language, while the latter is on a lower mental plane, is 
prerational, and is the “raw material” of concepts.23

How do different languages compare? Sapir points out that 
our English parts of speech are not consistent or necessary cate-
gories, but that they merely reflect our way of putting reality into 
formal patterns.2* He states that different languages are “invisible 
garments that drape themselves about our spirit and give a pre-

& Joseph Schwartz (ed.) (New York: The Ronald Press Co., 1963), pp. 
311-16.) However, this rather negative comment was published after 
Whorfs death, and does not change the fact of Boas' earlier influence on 
American linguistics.

19 Not all these names mean the same thing, and not all of them accurately 
describe Whorfs views.

20Edward Sapir, Language (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1921), 
pp. 11-14.

21 Ibid., p. 14. 22 Ibid., pp. 14-15.
22 Ibid., pp. 13-14, 39.
24 Ibid., pp. 123-35. He shows, for example, that quality can be expressed 

by a verb as well as a modifier (“it reddens”), action by a noun as well 
as a verb (“the fall of an apple”), location by a noun as well as a preposi-
tion (“he reached the proximity of the house”), and so on.
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determined form to all its symbolic expression.” 25 He refers to 
language as ”a guide to ‘social reality’,” and secs it as a crucial 
factor in building up a people’s view of the “real world.” More-
over he adds that different societies therefore live in “distinct 
worlds, not merely the same world with different labels at-
tached.” 26 And yet he seems to leave room for some sort of 
universal level in the linguistic process.
The latent content of all languages is the same—the intuitive science of 
experience. It is the manifest form that is never twice the same, for this 
form ... is nothing more nor less than a collective art of thought, an art 
denuded of the irrelevancies of individual sentiment.27

It is not, then, that people actually experience things differently, 
but that they express them differently even to themselves in silent 
thought.

There is one more person worthy of special mention because 
of his influence on Whorf. Antoine Fabre d’Olivet was a nine-
teenth century mystic, linguist and dramatist whose book La 
Langue Hebraique Restituee greatly impressed the young Whorf 
and helped to spark his interest in language.28 Later, Whorf called 
him “one of those amazing geniuses who baffle their contem-
poraries and ’leave no successors” and “the real originator of 
such ideas as rapport-systems, covert classes, cryptotypes, psycho- 
linguistic patterning, and language as part and parcel of cul-
ture. . . .”29 What Fabre d’Olivet sought to do in his book was 
to uncover the secret meaning of the book of Genesis by an analysis 
of the Hebrew letters. His aim was to show that each Hebrew 
letter had a significance of its own, and that thus each Hebrew 
word could be interpreted from the three letters of its root. To 
discover the meaning of each letter, Fabre d’Olivet had compared 
numerous roots in which a given letter occurred to find out what 
they had in common. This impressed Whorf because it seemed

25 Ibid., p. 236.
28 Edward Sapir, Culture, Language and Personality, ed. David G. Man- 

delbaum (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1966), 
pp. 68-459.
 27 Sapir, Language, p. 233; see also p. 238 on the two levels of language.

28 John B. Carroll, Introduction to Language Thought and Reality, Se-
lected Writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf, ed. Carroll (Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts : The M. I. T. Press, 1956), pp. 7-8.

22 Benjamin Lee Whorf, Language Thought and Reality, ed. John B. 
Carroll, p, 74.
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to foreshadow the methods of modern linguistics in isolating 
phonemes and morphemes.30 But according to one commentator, 
Fabre d’Olivet stretched his method far beyond what was reason-
able, and Whorf can sometimes be suspected of doing the same.

Just as Fabre d’Olivet pushed imagination to the limit in looking for an 
underlying significance in a segment of a Hebrew root, so Whorf persisted 
in the struggle to wrest from the bare linguistic fact its ultimate purport.31

Let us examine what Whorf had to say, and see if this is true.
Benjamin Lee Whorf, a chemical engineer by profession, studied 

linguistics and languages in his free time—and in doing so he 
managed to accumulate a great deal of knowledge. He was espe-
cially interested in Amerindian languages, and many of his articles 
were written on the Hopi language and culture. However he 
was also capable of illustrating his points with examples from 
Apache, Aztec, Coeur d’Alene, Maya, Navaho, Nootka, Shawnee, 
Chinese, English, French, Japanese, Polish, Sanskrit, Chichewa, 
Latin and Hebrew. Most of Whorf’s writing is directed towards 
showing us, through comparative examples, how different lan-
guages pattern thought and behavior, both in individuals and in 
linguistic groups.

Whorf never presents his views as a single, clearly defined, 
scientifically testable hypothesis; rather, they are woven into the 
fabric of his writings, and are never twice stated in exactly the 
same way. One really needs to read through a wide variety of 
his articles in order to understand what he is trying to say and 
what his method is. The following are a few selected statements 
that Whorf has made on the relationship of language, thought and 
culture.

We are inclined to think of language simply as a technique of expression, 
and not to realize that language first of all is a classification and arrange-
ment of the stream of sensory experience which results in a certain world- 
order, a certain segment of the world that is easily expressible by the type 
of symbolic means that language employs.32

. . . Linguistics is essentially the quest for meaning. ... [I)ts real con-
cern is to light up the thick darkness of the language, and thereby of much 
of the thought, the culture, and the outlook upon life of a given com80 81

80 Carroll, Introduction to ibid., pp. 8-9.
81 Ibid., p. 9. 32 Whorf, op. cit., p. 55,
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mutiity, with the light of this ‘golden something,' . . . this transmuting 
principle of meaning.33

By ‘habitual thought’ and ‘thought world’ I mean more than simply . . . 
the linguistic patterns themselves. I believe all the analogical and suggestive 
value of the patterns . . . , and all the give-and-take between language and 
the culture as a whole. ... In brief, this ‘thought world’ is the microcosm 
that each man carries about within himself, by which he measures and 
understands what he can of the macrocosm.34

We 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 every observer in the face; on the con-
trary, 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 in our minds. We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and 
ascribe significances as we do, largely because we are parties to an agree-
ment . . . that holds throughout our speech community and is codified in 
the patterns of our language. . . . [I]ts terms are absolutely obligatory; 
we cannot talk at all except by subscribing to the organization and classi-
fication of data which the agreement decrees.35

. . . Thinking itself is in a language—in English, in Sanskrit, in Chinese. 
And every language is a vast pattern-system, different from others. . . 36

On what level does this patterning take place? On all levels, 
Whorf would say, but the deeper the level the harder it is for us 
to recognize, and the more it influences our way of thinking. 
There is patterning on the phonological level, on the level of 
words, on the level of grammatical categories and syntax, and 
on the level of the mental processes which enable us to link words 
together in such a way as to give than meaning. We will look 
at what Whorf has to say about each level, and what kind of evi-
dence he offers for each.

The obligatory phonological patterns of speech are not really 
important to the way we think. But they are important, says 
Whorf, as an illustration of how little we are aware of the back-
ground rules in our language, and how much we accept as natural 
and necessary, even on this lowest, most obvious level. Whorf 
uses the structural formula for English monosyllabic words to 
demonstrate this principle. He shows that there is a very definite 
set of laws which determines what combinations of sounds are 
permissible in such words. By the age of six, the English-speaking

33 Ibid., p. 73. (Italics in my quotations from Whorf represents capital 
letters in the original, unless otherwise specified).

34 Ibid., p. 147. 35 Ibid., pp. 213-14.
36 Ibid, p, 252.
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child has this formula so thoroughly ingrained that even the non-
sense words he makes up will fit the pattern.

One of the simplest rules of the formula is that every English 
monosyllabic word must contain one of the five vowel sounds. 
This is not so in every language. One word may begin with 
any vowel (this is impossible in some languages), or any con-
sonant sound except the one we write as ‘ng’ (quite a common 
beginning for words in some languages). The word cannot end 
with the sound of e, i, o, or u—if it is spelled that way, we pro-
nounce it with an added y or w at the end. Nor may it contain 
a double consonant in which each is pronounced distinctly. 
There are a great many other rules governing our way of com-
bining sound, with some strange results. Why can we say 
“sixths,” but not “sisths”? “Glimpsed” but not “dlinpfk”? 
“Thrub” but not “srub”? Because of our unconscious obedience 
to these laws, we tend to mispronounce foreign words according 
to our own pattern. As soon as we become aware of the rules 
that govern us, however, it becomes much easier to break free 
of them.37 Perhaps Whorf would permit the inference that this 
is true on the higher levels of patterning as well.

On the level of words, or “terms” as Whorf prefers to call 
them, the pattern that exists has more of an effect upon our 
thinking. By means of terms, he says,

we ascribe a semifictitious isolation to parts of experience. English terms 
like ‘sky, hill, swamp,’ persuade us to regard some elusive aspect of nature’s 
endless variety as a distinct thing, almost like a table or chair [and] . . . 
to think of the universe as a collection of rather distinct objects and events 
corresponding to words.38

Whorf complains that logicians who seek to illustrate that reality 
is in fact divided into isolated objects choose unfortunate examples. 
Human artifacts, like tables and chairs, or agricultural products 
severed from plants, like apples and oranges, are isolated. A 
better test, says Whorf, would be to look at what different lan-
guages do with “the flowing face of nature in its motion, color, 
and changing form; with clouds, beaches, and yonder flight of 
birds.”39

Whorf offers an example for which he has been much criticized. 
He tells us that we might observe nature and describe an isolated

37 Ibid., pp. 223—30,254—56.
39 Ibid., p. 241.

38 Ibid., p. 240.
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part of it by saying “it is a dripping spring.” An Apache speaker, 
however, would describe it quite differently. The main word in 
his sentence would be the verb ga, meaning “to be white, clear, 
uncolored.” The addition of the prefix no would introduce the 
idea of downward motion. Another prefix, to, adds the meaning 
of “water” and “spring.” Whorf translates this Apache sentence 
as: “as water, or springs, whiteness moves downward,” and he 
adds, “How utterly unlike our way of thinking!” 40 Those who 
simply compare his English translation with our own English 
sentence would be quite justified in feeling Whorf’s conclusion to 
be far-fetched, but they miss the point that Whorf is trying to 
make. The same Apache verb ga, combined with a prefix mean-
ing “a place manifests the condition,” becomes gohlga, which trans-
lates into English as “the place is white, clear; a clearing, a plain.” 
What Whorf wants to show is that in some languages “the sepa-
rate terms are not so separate as in English but flow together into 
plastic synthetic creations.” These languages which do not divide 
nature into isolated objects as much as ours does, he says, “point 
toward possible new types of logic and possible new cosmical
pictures.”41

Whorf also uses differences in words (as well as evidence from 
other levels of language) to illustrate what he believes are major 
differences between the world-view of the Hopi Indian and that 
of the so-called “Standard Average European.” Every language, 
he believes, contains certain words of vast scope that reflect the 
“metaphysics” of its speakers. In English, we have words such 
as “reality, substance, matter, cause, time, space, past, present, 
future.” Our concepts of time and space, form and substance, are 
very different from the way the Hopi sees life, says Whorf. Hopi 
metaphysics describe the world in terms of a “grand dualism of 
objective and subjective”; its metaphysical vocabulary centers on 
verbs, not on nouns like ours. An example Whorf offers is the 
Hopi verb tunatya, which refers to the realm of subjectivity, 
hoping, the “vital and causal aspect of the Cosmos, and the fer-
menting activity toward fruition and manifestation with which it 
seethes___ ”42

How does Whorf arrive at such an idea of the Hopi versus 
the European view? By adding up and comparing numerous

Ibid.40 Ibid.
42 Ibid., pp. 61-62.
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examples. For instance, in English we can say “ten days” just 
as easily as we can say “ten men,” although the days can only 
be experienced one at a time, in the present, whereas the men 
can be experienced all at once in a group. Thus we objectify days 
as if they were units of equal measure which add up to make 
larger units, and all of which are segments of the formless entity 
“time.” We thus lose the idea of time as “becoming later and 
later” and think of it as separate, successive stages. In a similar 
way we give words like “morning” and “summer” an identity of 
their own. Instead of seeing them as part of a flowing cycle, we 
think of them as quantities—or even as entities, for we can say 
“summer is hot” as if summer were a thing.43

The Hopi, Whorf claims, can do none of these things. They 
can use the cardinal number ten in “ten men” as well as we can, 
but they can only use ordinals with “imaginary plurals” like days. 
Instead of saying “he stayed for ten days” they would have to say 
“he stayed until the eleventh day,” thus preserving the concept of 
time as “becoming later.” Moreover, the Hopi words for summer 
and morning belong to a unique part of speech, similar to the 
adverb, and cannot be used at all like nouns. “Morning” is “while 
morning-phase is occurring.” Summer cannot be called hot; it 
is only “when conditions are hot.” 44

The English dichotomy between form and substance comes from 
our language too, argues Whorf. For example, we have individual 
nouns, and mass nouns. Mass nouns are supposed to indicate the 
boundless extent of the item, but only in a few cases, such as 
“water, air, grass, rock, sand” do we actually experience it as if it 
were boundless. For most of our mass nouns, we experience 
only a small unit out of the mass at one time—as with words like 
“coffee, food, wood, dough, glass.” Therefore we have to add 
another noun to denote that unit, as in “a cup of coffee, a stick of 
wood, a lump of dough.” Thus, says Whorf, our language ac-
customs us to thinking in terms of a formless substance plus a 
form, and we therefore easily accept the dichotomy as “common 
sense.” Hopi, however, contains no mass nouns. A few of its 
nouns imply indefiniteness of size and shape, but not a complete 
lack of them. “Water,” for instance, would refer to a particular 
body of water, and not the substance water in general. Generality 
can be expressed by means of verbs if necessary, but without any

43 Ibid., pp. 139-40, 142-43. 44 Ibid.
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need for the concept of formless item plus form.45 Therefore the 
form/substance dichotomy is nonexistent in Hopi metaphysics.

Whorf gives many other examples of how words pattern our 
thinking,46 but it would be impractical to review them all. The 
level of grammatical categories is more important than the level 
of words; Whorf also offers evidence from this level to support 
his theories about the different world-views embodied in English 
and Hopi. Our three tenses, for example, depict time as linear— 
events move towards us from the future into the present, and 
then back into the past. Hopi, however, has three “assertion” 
types, which Whorf calls the reportive, the expective, and the 
nomic. The reportive is used to tell of an objective fact; whether 
it is in our “present” or our “past” makes no difference. “He is 
running” and “he ran” would be said in exactly the same way ; 
after all, the one who hears the communication should be able to 
see quite well whether the event is going on in the present or not. 
The expective may refer to an event that has already begun, that 
is entirely in the future, or that was expected in the past. Ex-
pectation is related to the subjective rather than the objective 
realm. The nomic is used to make a statement of general, time-
less truth, such as “she likes to eat” or “dawn is when the sun 
rises.” 45  45 * 47 Here Whorf again seeks to point out the Hopi emphasis 
on subjective versus objective, in contrast to the English emphasis
on time.

Another of Whorf’s arguments is that the division between 
objects (substantives) and events (verbs) is not drawn from 
nature, but from linguistic structure. Why is a “fist” an object, 
and not an event of short duration ? In Hopi all brief events are 
verbs, including our “lightning, wave, flame.” In Nootka, “a 
house occurs” just as “a flame occurs”—everything is expressed 
by words that seem to us like verbs.48 Languages which insist on 
a subject/predicate structure for each sentence turn the substan-
tive/verb contrast into a law of reason, as Aristotle did from the

45 Ibid., pp. 140-42.
46 See for example ibid., pp. 145-46, 199-206.
47 Ibid., pp. 113-15, 143-45. There are many other verbal categories in

Hopi besides “assertions,” which enable the speaker to make fine distinc-
tions as to the relationships between clauses, his attitude towards events 
and their likelihood, the reliability of his information, etc. See pp. 115-24 
on “mode,” “status,” and “modality.”

48 Ibid., pp. 215-16.
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Greek, but Whorf insists that many Amerindian languages prove 
that it is not at all necessary. Any attempt to break up these 
Indian sentences into a subject and a predicate is, he says “a 
breakup of some English translation or paraphrase . . . , not of the 
Indian sentence itself.”49 Moreover, we are so accustomed in 
English to having an actor and an action in every sentence that 
we read them in when they are in reality not there. “I hold it,” 
says Whorf, is not really a statement of action, but of relative 
positions; nevertheless we read action into it. “It flashed” or 
“the light flashed” is tautological—the light and the flashing are 
one and the same—but English requires an actor for every action. 
Here is another example of our tendency to objectify things that 
are not really there. A Hopi Indian would simply use a verb 
with no subject: rehpi, “flash.” 50

In addition to overt grammatical categories that we can easily 
identify, Whorf also sees covert categories—patterns which are not 
always formally marked in the sentence, but which require a certain 
special type of treatment in certain situations, or which have what 
he calls a “reactance” with something else in the sentence. Whorf 
also refers to covert categories as “cryptotypes” and overt cate-
gories as “phenotypes.”

One of Whorf’s examples of a covert class in English is gender. 
Gender is not formally marked in English, except when there is 
occasion to use “he, she, it, which or what,” so that a “reactance” 
takes place. And yet most nouns in English, including proper 
names, have a gender, not necessarily logically related to the 
nature of the referent. As Whorf points out, if he gives the names 
Jane and Dick to skeletons, cars, or his goldfish, he will still have 
to refer to them as “she” and “he” respectively. And although he 
can say “My baby likes its food,” he cannot say “My little daughter 
likes its food,” because “daughter” is grammatically feminine, 
whereas “baby” is commonly accepted as neuter.51

Navaho has a cryptotype which divides nouns into various form-
classes. Some nouns belong to the roundish class, some to the 
long-object class, etc. The reactance which identifies these is a 
choice between certain verb stems that go with only one class.

49 Ibid., pp. 241-42. For that matter even Russian, although Whorf 
doesn’t mention it, is capable of “impersonal sentences,” consisting of a 
dative noun or pronoun and an adverb. “I am cold” in Russian is nno 
kholodno, which literally translated means “to/for me coldly.”

50 Ibid., p. 243.  51 Ibid., pp. 68-72,88-93.



488 the new PHILOSOPHY (October

Again, as with English gender, the distinctions do not always 
observe objective, “logical” differences; “sorrow” belongs to the 
round class of nouns52

Whorf goes into a great deal of detail to describe other crypto-
types in English and in Hopi. He considers these “submerged 
layers of meaning” very important in patterning thought. Speak-
ing of three crytotypic verb groups which he has discovered in 
Hopi, he says :

I conclude that there must be to the Hopi speaker a dimly felt relation of 
similarity between the verb usages in each group having to do with some 
inobvious facet of their meaning, and therefore itself a meaning, but one 
so nearly at or below the threshold of conscious thinking that it cannot be 
put into words by the user and eludes translation. 58

As we approach the deepest level of language, we approach, in 
Whorfs terms, thought itself.

Words and morphemes are motor reactions, but the factors of linkage 
between words and morphemes, which make the categories and patterns in 
which linguistic meaning dwells, are not motor reactions; they correspond 
to neural processes and linkages of a nonmotor type, silent, invisible, and 
individually unobservable. It is . . . rapport between words . . . that con-
stitutes the real essence of thought insofar as it is linguistic. . . . The 
nonmotor processes that are the essential thing are, of their nature, in a 
state of linkage according to the structure of a particular language, and 
activations of these processes and linkages in any way, with, without, or 
aside from laryngeal behavior, in the forefront of consciousness, or in 
what has been called ‘the deep well of unconscious cerebration,' are all 
linguistic patterning operations, and all entitled to be called thinking.54

Thus far we have emphasized the relationship of language to 
thought. Whorf also has something to say about the effect of 
linguistic patterning on behavior. He believes that because of the 
Hopi view* of time, the Hopi culture places much more emphasis 
upon preparation than ours does. Because the Hopi count days 
as if they were successive “visits of the same person,” and not a 
series of “visits by different people,” therefore they feel that 
whatever is done towards a goal during one ‘‘visit” will alter the 
nature of those that follow. The Hopi also see repetition as a 
storing up of energy, not as a waste of effort. And, Whorf says, 
they believe that desire and thought have a tremendous power, 
which affects not only their own actions, but all of nature. These 52 *

52 Ibid., p. 91.
54Ibid./pp. 67-68.

58 Ibid., pp. 104-05.
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beliefs are reflected in the emphasis on intensity and endurance, on 
what is symbolic and ceremonial, in Hopi religion, music, dance, 
art and sport.6’

Whorf contrasts the linguistic conditioning we find in our own 
culture. Much of our characteristic Western philosophy comes 
from the form/substance dichotomy, he argues, and

monistic, holistic and relativistic views of reality . . . are badly handicapped 
in appealing to the ‘common sense’ of the Western average man . . . because 
they must be talked about in what amounts to a new language.56

He says that our view of time equips us for the keeping of records, 
and is the basis for our diaries, clocks, calendars, programs, 
schedules, budgets, as well as giving us our interest in history 
and archaeology, and our attitudes like classicism and romanticism 
which look to the past. Because of our concern with saving time, 
we also tend to value speed. Whorf feels that our view of time as 
equal consecutive units leads us to routinize life, and thus to be 
poorly prepared for the unexpected. And in contrast to the Hopi, 
our music, dance and art emphasize the poetry of motion rather 
than repetition and endurance.57

In spite of these views, however, it must be added that Whorf 
has also said, “I should be the last to pretend that there is any-
thing so definite as ‘a correlation’ between culture and lan-
guage. . . .”58 And when he asks himself the question, “Which 
was first: the language patterns or the cultural norms?” his answer 
is that they have developed together. However, he emphasizes 
the importance of language because it is a system, which is there-
fore more rigid than any other aspects of culture, and much slower 
to change. For this reason “it is affected by inventions and in-
novations, but affected little and slowly, whereas to inventors 
and innovators it legislates with the decree immediate.” Whorf 
goes on to trace the historical background of European language 
and culture, and claims to find the roots of many of our linguistic 
patterns in Latin and other early sources. If we could trace 
Hopi history, he is certain, we would find a very different set of 
influences at work, which would explain the development of Hopi 
language, thought and culture into what they are today.59

56 Ibid., pp. 147-52,155.
67 Ibid., pp. 152-56.
59 Ibid., pp. 156-59.

56 Ibid., p. 152.
58 Ibid., pp. 138-39.
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Not surprisingly, there has been a good deal of confusion over 
what, exactly, the Whorfian hypothesis is. Several attempts have 
been made to break down Wharf’s views into a series of em-
pirically testable statements;60 this is a special concern in the 
field of psycholinguistic experimentation. The unfortunate thing 
is that many of Whorf’s critics, in tackling one small area of his 
theory at a time, fail to see the overall view that Whorf is pre-
senting. Let us examine some of the criticisms that have been 
made.

Cl early superficial attacks, such as the statement, that Whorf 
was a chemical engineer and not a linguist, are not worth dealing 
with. But nearly as superficial are other critiques which ignore 
what Whorf himself has said. One of the guiltiest parties in this 
regard is Eugene A. Nida.61 He points out that language and 
culture cannot be correlated—present-day Hebrew speakers do 
not have a worldview identical to that of the ancient Hebrews. 
But Whorf himself said this; he readily admits that other influ-
ences besides language can affect culture.®2

Nida’s chief attack on Whorf, however, seems to be that words 
and thoughts do not correspond on a one-to-one basis. But 
although Whorf sometimes offers arguments and examples on the 
lexical level, he himself has pointed out that words seldom have 
a single “exact meaning”—some have many meanings, and some 
have none at all except in combination with other words.®3 
Whorf s method for discovering the concepts hidden within a 
language involves evidence from all levels. He said this explicitly:

Concepts of ‘time’ and ‘matter’ ... do not depend so much upon any one 
system (e.g, tense, or nouns) within the grammar as upon the ways of 
analyzing apd reporting experience which have become fixed in the language 
. . . and which cut across the typical grammatical classifications . . . so

60 See for example Joshua A. Fishman, op. cit., pp. 323-39; Max Black, 
Models and Metaphors (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1962), pp. 244- 
57; Penn, op. cit., pp. 13—17; Osgood & Sebeok, op. cit., pp. 195-203; John 

• B. Carroll “The Linguistic Weltanschauung Problem,” in Rycenga & 
Schwartz (eds.) op. cit, p. 289; Eric H. Lenneberg, “Cognition in Ethno- 
linguistics,” in Language 29 (1953), pp. 463-71; Roger Brown, Words and 
Things (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1958), pp. 259-63.

61 Eugene A Nida, “Words and Thoughts,” in Language Structure and 
Translation, ed. Anwar Dil (Stanford University Press, 1975), pp. 184-91. 

62 See my footnotes 58 and 59. Besides, the Hebrew language has
changed over the centuries.

63 Whorf, op. cit., pp.258-63.
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that [they] may include lexical, morphological, syntactic, and otherwise 
systematically diverse means coordinated in a certain frame of consistency.64

Nida not only fails to do justice to Whorf, but he does not really 
substantiate his own assertions to the effect that different lan-
guages can express the same thoughts. To say that, in regard 
to a one-to-one relation between grammatical structure and 
thought, “the lack of evidence . . . has been conclusively substan-
tiated” 64 65 is hardly good enough.

Whorf has also been criticized for not applying his theory con-
sistently.66 He contrasts English with exotic languages, but fre-
quently lumps it together with other European languages and 
calls the result “Standard Average European.” The critics feel 
that he should contrast English with German and French, as well 
as Hopi. There is perhaps some merit to this point, but given 
Whorf’s view that language and culture grow up together, and 
given the fact that his “Standard Average European” languages 
are all historically related, it is not so illogical that he should put 
them into a class together.

Others have argued that the meanings which Whorf discovers 
in certain linguistic forms, especially at the cryptotypic level, do 
not exist in the consciousness of the native speaker. Also, Whorf 
tends to take the sentences which he analyzes literally; he disre-
gards the fact that the meaning of metaphoric speech is often com-
pletely detached in the speakers’ conscious minds from the mean-
ings of the separate terms which make up the metaphor.®7 But 
Whorf’s point is precisely that the patterning in our minds is sub-
conscious; if we were aware of these relationships, their hold on 
us would be far less significant. Many of the same critics point 
out the larger problem of Whorf’s “translation method” of proof. 
They feel that Whorf makes his comparisons and draws his results 
from English translations of Hopi or whatever other language he 
deals with. This, however, does not seem quite fair to Whorf. 
He has to attempt to put the foreign sentence into English in 
order to give his readers some idea of what he is talking about ; 
but this does not mean that he does not do his own analysis in 
the original language.

64 Ibid., p. 158. 65 Nida, op. cit, p. 185.
66 See Brown, op. cit, p. 231 ff.; and Greenberg, op. cit., p. 14,
67 Black, op. cit, pp. 247, 251; Greenberg, op. cit, pp. 10-14; Brown, 

op. cit, pp. 242-43; Lenneberg, op cit, pp- 465-66; Fishman, op. cit, pp. 
331-33,336; Osgood & Sebeok, op. cit, p. 195.
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Evidence from “common experience” is also sometimes turned 
against Whorf. Since “we all know” that perfectly effective trans-
lation is possible from one language into another, how can there be 
any difference in thought between the two groups ? 68 This rather 
naive argument plainly begins from an assumption which is op-
posed to linguistic relativity. As we have seen, Whorf argues 
that what “common sense” seems to tell us is not necessarily 
accurate.

One of the most serious criticisms of Whorf’s method is that 
most of his reasoning is circular.60 He states that languages in-
fluence thought; he then demonstrates differences in thought by 
means of differences in languages. The theory should instead be 
tested, say these critics, by looking for a correlation between verbal 
data and some type of nonverbal behavior which can be taken as 
an index of cognition. This criticism is in a sense unanswerable, 
as is the argument that common sense demonstrates the possi-
bility of translation. In these two criticisms we really get to the 
crux of the problem, namely that Whorf and his opponents are 
working from basically different assumptions. All their disagree-
ments can be boiled down to this; and here is where the difference 
between universalists and relativists shows. Whorf, like all the 
relativists, assumes that language (not just spoken words, but the 
entire structure of language) can be closely aligned with thought. 
He assumes, in fact, that thought and language are not really 
separate entities, but overlap and intertwine, so that language is 
the best evidence of thought that we can have. The universalists, 
from Kant to Chomsky, from Descartes to Nida, assume that 
thought is a realm above or apart from language; like mind and 
body, they are on two different levels. Science cannot be expected 
to offer conclusive proof on either side; it must begin from one 
assumption or another.

And so the argument continues. Whorf has received plenty of 
support along with the criticism. Experiments have been done by 
Brown and Lenneberg,70 Carroll and Casagrande,71 Cofer72 and

68 See for example Black, op. cit, p. 249; Nida, op. cit., pp. 187, 190.
69 Lenneberg, op. cit, p. 464; Osgood & Sebeok, op. cit., p. 194; Fishman, 

op. cit, pp. 328-29; Black, op. cit, p. 250.
70 See Brown, op. cit, pp. 237-41, 250-53; Roger Brown, Psycholinguistics 

(New York: The Free Press, 1970), pp. 16-27, 235-57; Lenneberg, op. cit.; 
Eric H Lenneberg and John M. Roberts, The Language of Experience— 
A Study in Methodology (Baltimore: Waverly Press, Inc., 1956).

71 As described in Fishman, op. cit, pp. 330, 334-35.
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others, the results of which lend some support to at least “part” 
of the Whorfian hypothesis. For instance, Brown has suggested 
that there is evidence that people remember and express most 
easily the things for which they have the simplest linguistic terms 
readily available. Outside the field of scientific experiment, an-
thropological researchers like Harry Hoijer,72 73 Dorothy D. Lee,74 
Clyde Kluckhohn75  and others have followed Whorf’s methods 
with conclusions similar to his. Stuart Chase76 has tried to 
popularize and spread Whorf’s views; Edmund S. Glenn 77 has 
supported them with examples from translation work at the United 
Nations.

Others have suggested that, whether or not Whorf is right, he 
has made a valuable contribution by questioning what has been 
too easily accepted, and by bringing out new possibilities to ex-
plore. For example, Julia M. Penn78 has argued that the rela-
tivist school, from Hamann and Herder down to Whorf, has been 
combatting the accepted notion of innate ideas which Kant, Des-
cartes and others put forth. Having called these innate ideas into 
question, the relativity hypothesis has thus opened the way for 
empirical study of the problem. This, Penn points out, may lead 
to a reinstatement of “innate ideas” (universalism), but on a 
scientific basis.

72 As described in Osgood & Sebeok, op. cit., p. 196.
73 Harry Hoijer, “The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis,” in Language in Cul-

ture, ed. Hoijer, pp. 92-105. Also, Hoijer, “The Relation of Language to 
Culture,” in Anthropology Today, ed. A. L. Kroeber (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1953), pp. 554-73.

74 Dorothy D. Lee, “The Linguistic Aspect of Wintu Acculturation,” in 
American Anthropologist XLV (1943), pp. 435-40; “A Primitive System 
of Values,” in Philosophy of Science 7: No. 3 (July 1940), p. 355 ff.; 
“Being and Value in a Primitive Culture,” in The Journal of Philosophy 
46: No. 13 (June 1949), p. 401 ff.

75 Referred to in Carroll, “The Linguistic Weltanschauung Problem,” 
pp. 290, 292. See also: Clyde Kluckhohn’s article in The State of the 
Social Sciences, Leonard D. White, ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1956), pp. 116-32, for an attempt to classify the value-orientations 
of different cultural communities.

76 Stuart Chase, “How Language Shapes Our Thoughts,” in Harper's 
Magazine, April 1954, pp. 76-82.

77 Edmund S. Glenn, “Semantic Differences in International Communi-
cation,” in Etc. 11 (1954), pp. 163-80.

78 Penn, op. cit She points out that the extreme relativity thesis (that 
language completely determines thought, or is the same as thought) brings 
us back to the question of the origin of language. If language precedes
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Another writer offers the following tribute to Whorf:

The ‘metalinguistics’ of Whorf have for some time been under severe 
attack by both linguists and ethnographers. It looks as if a good deal of 
his work cannot be verified. But [his] papers . . . constitute a model which 
has extraordinary intellectual elegance and philosophic tact. They are a 
statement of vital possibility, an explanation of consciousness relevant not 
only to the linguist but also to the poet and, decisively, to the translator. 
Whorf was an outsider. He brought to ethno-linguistics a sense of the 
larger issues, of the poetic and metaphysical implications of language study 
such as is rare among professionals. .. ,79

In view of the conflicting opinions about what Whorf wanted 
to prove and how valid his methods were, how are we to evaluate 
his work? As we have seen, we need an “assumption” from which 
to begin. Let us therefore look at what the Writings have to say 
about the subject.

First of all, we are told that man cannot have any ideas of 
thought without memory knowledges learned through the senses; 
these knowledges then become vessels for spiritual things.80 
Moreover, man cannot understand anything unless it is said on 
a natural level, that is, in accordance with the natural things 
connected with his senses.81

Speech is referred to in the Writings as a habit which must be 
learned, and then “the sense falls into words, while the man does 
not think of it, from custom, although it is the result of previous 
training....”82

These statements, however, cannot be taken to mean that 
thoughts come from external knowledges, or that speech habits 
determine thought. The Writings state quite clearly that

all things of thought inflow from within, and not from without, although 
it appears so; and ... it is contrary to order for the posterior to flow into 
the prior, or the grosser into the purer; thus for the body to inflow into 
the soul.®8

We are also told that the thought of the understanding corresponds

thought, it must have a divine or magical origin outside of man; if thought
precedes language, it cannot be determined by it.

78 Steiner, op. cit., p. 88. 80 AC 1435.
81 AC 2553.

SD 4226; see also SD 4221, and TCR 335 on the development of infants
from fantasy to imagination to thought, into which ideas can come forth.

68 AC 3219; see also ISB 1, 2.
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to the speech of the mouth, and that there is an influx of thought 
into speech.84

Men after death come into their interior memory, which is part 
of the rational level of the mind. In that state,

. . . those who in the world have been pre-eminently skilled in languages, 
cannot call forth even one syllable of them; and they who have been pre-
eminently versed in the sciences cannot call up anything of their knowl-
edges. . . . But whatever they have imbibed by means of the languages, 
or of the sciences, this they bring forth into use, because it has formed 
their rational. . . . He who has imbibed falsities by means of the languages 
and sciences, and has confirmed himself in them, reasons from nothing 
but falsities; but he who has imbibed and confirmed truths, speaks from 
the truths. It is the affection itself which gives life. . . . Every one thinks 
from affection, and no one without affection.85

This is an essential point—that a man’s affections are the real 
essence of his thoughts. These inflow from the Lord through the 
spiritual world. However, the form of man’s mind, which is the 
vessel of influx, is what determines how that influx will be re-
ceived and put to use.86 Moreover, “influx adapts itself to efflux”; 
the ability of the understanding to think is adapted to the amount 
of freedom that the man has to express thoughts in speech.87

The Writings tell us of two levels of thought in man: “speaking 
thought” and “thought not speaking.” 88 The latter is on a higher 
plane, and is in ideas, not words. Innumerable ideas make up 
each thought, and such ideas are “elements of the ‘universal lan-
guage’ that is common to all men and spirits.” 89 Every man 
has a speech similar to spiritual speech implanted in his interior 
understanding, although he is not aware of it on earth.90 “Speak-
ing thought” on the other hand, is on a lower, much grosser 
level, adapted to communication between men in the world. Yet 
the two levels are connected by influx, and man is only conscious 
of his thought on the lower plane.

The ideas of interior thought with man, though they are above material 
things, still terminate in material things, and where they terminate, there

84 AE 1080:2; also AC 3679:2,3.
85 AC 2480. HH 298 further describes the role of affection in thought
86 See TCR 366, ISB 13. 87 TCR 814.
88 Referred to in David Gladish, “Thought and Speech,” in New Church 

Life 1944: pp. 212, 216.
89 Ibid., p. 212. Cf. AC 6622-6624; SD 5102:2.
90 HH 243.
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they appear to be, and hence is his perception of what he thinks. . . . To 
illustrate this by an example: man can in no wise think without the idea 
of time and space, which idea adheres to almost everything which he thinks; 
if the idea from time and space were taken away from man, he would not 
know what he thinks, and scarcely whether he thinks. But in the ideas 
of angels there is nothing from time and space. . . .91

What do we learn from all this ? There is an influx of affections 
from the spiritual world into man’s interior mind; these affections 
are received in thought insofar as they agree with the man’s own 
loves. Thought descends into the exterior mind, where it is articu-
lated and thus fully perceived, and from there it descends into 
external speech. There is a universal language in the interior 
minds of all men, although they are not aware of it. However, the 
thoughts which men actually receive and use are dependent upon 
the form of their minds—upon the state of their love and wisdom 
on a higher level and also upon the knowledges which they have 
taken in through the body on a lower level. As the form of each 
man’s mind is unique, so each man’s thoughts will be different from 
those of all other men. But the Writings also speak of different 
nationalities in the spiritual world, each group having its own 
“genius.”92 The unifying factors in these groups seem to be 
related to government, law, and religion, and we also find the 
statement that “a common genius reigns everywhere among peoples 
speaking the same language.”93 While we need not jump to the 
conclusion that the language is the cause of the common genius,
the statement is an interesting one to consider.

Let us now return to Whorf and his opponents, and see how
their views fit in with the above general summary of doctrine.

In order to do this, two statements made earlier in this paper
ought first to be explained. The first was that “the division be-
tween relativists and universalists may be found to be somewhat 
artificial.” The second was that, while Whorf was a relativist, 
“his views were perhaps less extreme than some have supposed.” 
The two statements are related.
' The key question here is what, exactly, Whorf means by 
“thought” and “language.” If he is actually equating thought 
with speech, if he is supporting the idea that language determines

91AC 7381.2-3.
98TCR 813.

1

92 See for example TCR 800-816.
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thought completely, then we can say that Whorf is wrong. How-
ever, in a passage quoted above, he says that
the categories and patterns in which linguistic meaning dwells . . . corre-
spond to neural processes and linkages of a nonmotor type, . . . It is . . . 
rapport between words . . . that constitutes the real essence of thought 
insofar as it is linguistic... 94

He also writes:

The why of understanding may remain for a long time mysterious; but the 
how or logic of understanding—its background of laws or regularities—is 
discoverable. It is the grammatical background of our mother tongue. . . . 
This fact is important . . . because it means that science can have a rational 
or logical basis even though it be a relativistic one. .. 95

Here Whorf seems to view language as a means to understanding, 
not as the all-in-all of understanding itself. And he does leave 
room for a higher mental level which is universal:

. . . The tremendous importance of language cannot ... be taken to mean 
necessarily that nothing is back of it of the nature of what has traditionally 
been called ‘mind.’ My own studies suggest, to me, that language, for all 
its kingly role, is in some sense a superficial embroidery upon deeper 
processes of consciousness, which are necessary before any communication, 
signaling, or symbolism whatsoever can occur, and which also can, at a 
pinch, effect communication (though not true agreement) without language’s 
and without symbolism’s aid. . . . The different tongues . . . may generalize 
down not to any such universal as ‘Language,’ but to something better— 
called ‘sublinguistic’ or ‘superlinguistic’—and not altogether unlike, even if 
much unlike, what we now call ‘mental.’ This generalization would not 
diminish, but would rather increase, the importance of inter-tongue study 
for investigation of this realm of truth.®6

Here is a relativist who seems to believe in a universal, higher, 
more important level of the mind than language! He also speaks 
of our linguistic world-order as “a certain segment of the world 
that is easily expressible by the type of symbolic means that lan-
guage employs.” 97 Here he does not sound like a determinjst.

We must admit that Whorf’s statements do not seem entirely 
consistent; sometimes he does sound deterministic; sometimes 
he does seem to deny a universal level of mind. But the general 
tone of his writing seems to lean the other way. After all, if 94 95

94 Whorf, op. cit., pp. 67-68; italics added.
95 Ibid., p. 239. 96Ibid.
97 Ibid., p. 55; italics added.
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different languages determine different ways of thought, such that 
the speakers of one language cannot understand the way the 
speakers of another language think, why would Whorf even bother 
to try to explain in English the Hopi, Nootka, Shawnee, or 
Apache view of life? It is what he wants us to learn from 
linguistic relativity that displays his general attitude. We are not 
to believe that our language, thought and view of reality are better 
than others, and to isolate ourselves in them. Instead we are to 
see foreign languages as “a mirror held up to our own.” 98 We 
are to admit that there are other ways of seeing things, and have 
the humility to learn from those views. Thus we, are to come 
to recognize a brotherhood of men.99 The fact that we can learn 
other languages and other views, albeit with difficulty, itself implies 
some universal level in the mind.

If we accept this analysis of Whorf’s views, he is not so far 
from the truth as one might have thought. He is mistaken in 
overemphasizing language as the formative influence in culture; 
other environmental factors, and especially heredity, must be in-
cluded in the explanation of the different “genius” of different 
peoples. But perhaps language, in the deep, mental-linkage sense, 
is an influence in the mind, helping to shape in some measure the 
receptacle into which spiritual thought must flow.

If, however, we interpret Whorf differently and decide that he 
is wrong, does that mean that the universalists are right? That 
depends on where the universalists see the universality of language. 
Would they agree that it is harder to translate between some 
languages than between others? At what level do all languages 
boil down to the same thing ?

George Steiner has written:
 

The direction of universalist argument has been one of ever deepening 
formalization and abstraction. In turn, each level of proposed universality 
has been found to be contingent or subverted by anomalies. . . . Instead 
of being rigorous and exhaustive,. the description of ‘universal linguistic 
traits' has often proved to be no more than an open-ended catalogue.

. . . A good many conclusions are ... of the order of unsurprising gen-
erality implicit in the statement that all human beings require oxygen.100 

Insofar as the universalists believe in spiritual influx, they are of

98 Ibid., p. 138. Ibid., pp. 218-19, 244.
100 Steiner, op. cit., pp. 95, 96.
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course correct, but this hardly seems to be the basis of their 
thinking, if it ever was. Insofar as the universalists' “deep struc-
tures” go back simply to the innate capacity of men to understand 
each other, they are not so far different from the brotherhood of 
man which Whorf wants us to recognize. There is, therefore, 
a point at which universalists and relativists meet and cease to 
belong truly to either category, where we might say that they are 
both wrong, or both right. On the other hand, when they are 
stated as opposite extremes, we might say that the relativist view 
describes the appearance, and the universalist view gropes toward 
the reality.

Neither one can find the complete picture without the aid of 
revelation. Nevertheless, their theories and their controversies 
offer us a challenge. Whorf gave us his “statement of vital pos-
sibility" ; he offered a new perspective on human thought and be-
havior. In so doing, he fulfilled his own definition of what a 
scientist should be:

All real scientists have their eyes primarily on background phenomena 
that cut very little ice, as such, in our daily lives; and yet their studies 
have a way of bringing out a close relation between these unsuspected realms 
of fact and . .. foreground activities.101

101 Whorf, op. cit., pp. 211-12. Cf. Fishman, op. cit., p. 337.

That to “call by name” [Gen. 2: 19, 20] signifies to know the 
quality, is because the ancients, by the “name,” understood the es-
sence of a thing, and by “seeing and calling by name,” they under-
stood to know the quality. The reason was that they gave names to 
their sons and daughters according to the things which were signi-
fied, for every name had something peculiar in it, from which, and 
by which, they might know the origin and the nature of their chil-
dren, as will be seen in a future part of this work, when, of the 
Lord's Divine mercy, we come to treat of the twelve sons of Jacob. 
As therefore the names implied the source and quality of the 
things named, nothing else was understood by “calling by name." 
This was the customary mode of speaking among them, but one 
who does not understand this may wonder that such things should 
be signified. [AC 144]
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