LINGUISTIC RELATIVISM

Does our LANGUAGE shape/limit our WORLD VIEW?

Benjamin Lee Whorf is considered the major proponent of linguistic relativism in the Western World:

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 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 in our minds.  We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do, largely because we are parties to an agreement to organize it in this way – an agreement that holds through our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language.  The agreement is, of course, an implicit and unstated one, but its terms are absolutely obligatory; we cannot talk at all except by subscribing to the organization and classification of data which the agreement decrees.  (Whorf, B.F., Science and linguistics.  In J.B. Carroll (ed.), Language, thought and reality: Selected writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf.  Cambridge, Mass: M.I.T. Press, 1956, pp. 207-219, pp. 213-14)

VOCABULARY

Snow

Becoming an expert is aided by the existence and learning of a well-differentiated vocabulary.
MEMORY 

Pictures with labels remembered much more easily, especially when the label helps the person make sense of the drawing

PROBLEM SOLVING

Labeling affects the way that people solve problems   Glucksberg and Weisberg (1966)  box, tacks, candle, and matches

With labels  .61 minutes

Without labels  9 minutes

