Summary: Carroll, John B. (editor): Language, thought and reality, Selected writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts 1956. 

Foreword

V: Main thesis: (1) Language shapes our innermost thoughts. (2) Not all observers are led to the same picture of the universe by the same physical data. Language patterns reality in a different way.

VI: The way we think is dependent on language. The picture of the universe shifts from tongue to tongue.

VII: Ancient Greeks believed that language was an uncontaminated essence of reason ( A change in language can transform our appreciation of the universe.

IX: Different languages are indeed comparable (with special regards to some special described entities in the universe).

X: “There is no one metaphysical pool of universal thought. Speakers of different languages see the Cosmos differently, evaluate it differently, sometimes not by much, sometimes widely.”

Introduction  
1: Whorf born in 1897.

3: His subject: chemical engineering.

5: He declined an academic offer.

7: He believed that fundamental problems could be solved by looking at the hidden meaning behind the language used. Problems are problems of communication and language.

9: Visionary approaches recognisable: From bare linguistic facts to a general purport.

12: He was looking for a “primitive underlying basis of all speech behaviour.” This clearly looks as if Whorf was trying to find some kind of language universals applicable to all languages and enabling the linguist to devise a particular set of tools suitable for analysis and description.

16: Whorf and Sapir worked together closely. Sapir linguistically directed Whorf’s work.

18: Linguistic relativity. In essence, the study of language is the study of thought.

23: Linguistic Relativity: “…the structure of a human being’s language influences the manner in which he understands reality and behaves with respect to it.”

26: Every language categorises and segments world in a different way. There are networks of meanings (cryptotypes) specific to each language. Especially the Hopi language has a very special categorisation of the world. Whorf focused his studies on “meaning” rather than “structure” (Chomsky).

27: Whorf wanted to heighten the awareness of language being a “trickery”. One can see the world with fresh insight. Whorf’s thesis is of paramount importance with regard to modern anthropological studies. Also cultural studies and linguistics in general were significantly influenced by the topics raised by Whorf.

28: Critics: they doubted whether such a relation of world and perceiving/conceiving can really be stated. Critic Feuer: There must be fundamentally correct perceptions of the world, since they are necessary for the survival of a given community or speech group.

30: The importance of language universals.

 On the connection of ideas
36: Mapped conceptions map the mental thoughts connected to language production. Every language is to be considered as a complex theory of the world (see also Quine ( holistic approach). Every culture/language has its own connections (later to be called “cryptotypes”).

On psychology
41: Whorf endorsed the behaviouristic approach. But stresses the aspect of the psychic.  Whorf endorses the concept of Gestalt psychology (emphasis on perception: we perceive an entity as a whole, which is more than the sum of its components).

41: The concept of meaning is necessarily connected to the notion of symbol.  

A central Mexican inscription combining Mexican and Maya day signs
50: Problems are language-based.

The punctual and segmentative aspects of verbs in Hopi
51: Hopi verbs do not have a distinction between completion and endurance of an action.

55: 
“We are inclined to think of language simply as a technique of expression, and not to realise that language first of all is a classification and arrangement 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.” ( Language is a world view. Hopi is better equipped than our won language (with regard to certain aspects).

56: Every language groups reality differently.

An American Indian model of the universe
57: Hopi has no notion of time as being like an arrow. Time for them is not a flowing thing spreading like an axis.

58: Hopi has no reference to time. Relativistic: The description of Hopi of the universe is as valid as our own (western) description of the universe. The same approach can also be seen with regard to Paul K. Feyerabend (“Against Method”). When dealing with the term of relativity he explicitly refers to Whorf and his concept of linguistic relativity.

59: Hopi division of world: manifested (objective) – unmanifested (subjective).

60: The world comes to man, not man comes to world. Man is exposed to some external force: interlink of language and religion.

61: One has to understand the metaphysical structures of a speech community in order to be able to understand their language fully.

63: The Hopi have a notion of a space-time. Time and space are no distinct entities.

64: Critically: If the Hopi language is so immensely different, how can they, in principle, understand another language or even learn it properly? ( There must be something like a common basis (the “given” of a positivistically considered world).
A linguistic consideration of thinking in primitive communities

65: Language tells us something about the culture in which a particular language is spoken. Language is a “cohesive aggregate of cultural phenomena”.

66: “Thinking may be said to be language’s own ground…”

67: Thinking is not an absolute entity. Thinking differs according to the different languages we can speak. I personally feel that the Bulgarian language is closer connected to an emotional approach to world (until my 7th year of age, I grew up bilingually: maybe I should think about this in a more thorough way). If we want to find out something about the way we think, we have to analyse the way we speak.

69: No sex gender classifications in Hopi.

70: Cryptotype: implicit meaning, cultural disposition.

71: The meaning of a cryptotype is very subtle and intangible. The notion of a cryptotype can be said to constitute a given class of ideas and mental concepts, specific to each culture. Critically: How can new concepts enter a language? See Chomsky: The creative aspect of a language. 

72: The interplay of both constitute what Whorf calls meaning.

73: Linguistics is the quest for meaning. Against Chomsky: Linguistics is the quest of structure. It is also the study of culture.

74: Language is essentially psycholinguistically to be studied.

76: Language is a social phenomenon.

78: Sapir was the first who demonstrated the importance on linguistics in relation to anthropology and psychology.

79: Covert (language signs) ( cryptotype. Overt (language signs) ( phenotype.

80: Whorf heightens awareness of language differences and language emancipation.

81: Primitive communities may be superior to civilised cultures.

82: Mutual understanding can only be achieved if we admit fundamental differences in languages.

83: The simpler a language, the more cryptotypes it is certain to contain. English is full of concealed unconscious presuppositions: Learning becomes difficult.

84: The very first roots of a language cannot be known. What we have today is the result of a language evolution. Again: Plea to acknowledge the equality of languages. The western languages are in no way superior to the “primitive” languages.

Grammatical categories
88: Overt categories (phenotype) – covert categories (cryptotype). Critically: A certain correspondence to Chomsky’s “surface structure” and “deep structure” is clearly not deniable. The “deep structure” is the idea behind a “performance”. This is universal: Whorf also believed that behind all the languages there is common ground. I think that his utopian idea was to find this common ground.

89: Covert category: importance of context: language as a social action.

90: Covert class: the gender of names.

91: Navaho: The world is not the same for different members of different speech communities. What about one’s own speech community? Nobody knows all the cryptotypes of a particular speech community! Result: Everybody would perceive world differently. The question is? How can we come “together”? I believe that it is possible.
92: Experience is not the same for everybody.

99: Nitinat: No distinction of verbs and nouns.

101: Language description has to take the whole human species into account.

Discussion of Hopi linguistics
104: “This tends to confirm one’s impression that the Hopi observer conceives the events in a different manner from the one whose native language is English.”

105: Cryptotype: elusive, hidden but functionally important meaning. Phenotype: “classical” morphological category, formal mark. The study of phenotypes opens a more psychological approach.

108: How do we decode cryptotypes? By classing and analysing groups of words. I believe that here Whorf gives way to some arbitrary classing and grouping. This is a very contentious method.
111: What is the model? First World, the language? First Language, then World? To me, Whorf seems to pursue a rather one-sided model. Every speech community has to deal with world. So there must (and probably is) a common ground. I believe that basic meaning and structures are the same in all languages.

Some verbal categories of Hopi

113: Overt category versus covert category.

Language: plan and conception of arrangement
125: Whorf: Desirability of a world-survey of languages.

130: Three types of covert classes: 1) social status 2) genders (animate, inanimate…) 3) personal names.

131: General: compilation of certain categories under which language is to be analysed. Critically: Many of the forms and categories suggested by Whorf seem to stem from Latin. Aren’t these again “ideological” forms?
The relation of habitual thought and behaviour to language
134: “…the language habits of our community predispose certain choices of interpretation.” Implicit meaning. Language comes before thinking and thus can shape it.

136: Language is closely theory-bound. Every language is a theory about world. A perspective upon world. Critically: theories are adaptive and flexible systems.
137: So George Orwell would be right (“Newspeak”). If we do not have a word for freedom, we would not be able to think it.

138: Space, time and matter are not the same for everybody. They are shaped by the language of the given speech community. There are affinities of culture and large-scale linguistic patterns.

140: Europe: objectified time. Hopi: time relations, time is not counted as separated entities.

141: Language is accepted “common sense”. Hopi: no real distinction of countable and uncountable nouns.

144: Hopi: time as continuity.

147: Explanation of the notion of cryptotype: “thought world”, subjective, everybody is in possession of this “thought world”. The ideology of the speech community. 

148: Hopi: religious consideration: the “prepared” world manifests.

149: Hopi: stress desire and thought.

152: Whorf is displeased by the ignorance of the western world towards relativistic approaches.

153: There is no objective sensing of the world as such.

154: Critical toward an accelerated time.

156: Language changes slowly, norms and cultural innovations can change more rapidly.

157: Early predominance of Latin: from concrete to abstract. Middle Ages: order and evolving trade led to word for countable entities (money, time, space). 

158: Time and matter are relative entities.

159: Critically: What about power-relations within one speech community? A particular speech community is not necessarily homogenous. What about subconscious influences of members of one speech community toward each other?
Gestalt technique of stem composition in Shawnee
161: There are no universal laws governing kinship systems.

163: There exists a world of facts as such. There is a language universal: figure – ground ”basal fact of visual perception”. At what point in time becomes the fact an interpretation based on the language? [At uttering the experience? At experiencing the experience as such?] I think there is an obvious gap between the fact as such and the representation in form of language. Maybe this gap is closed by the arbitrary connection and relation of sign and symbol? No name or word can be derived from the thing as such!

Maybe: How “the given” is described and dealt with depends on the function of “the given” (function for somebody, for a group).

165: Figure-background relation as a universal principle.

Decipherment of the linguistic portion of the Maya hieroglyphs

178: Meaning is always to be considered as based on contextual understanding of something.

192: Maya has neither nouns nor verbs (in the English sense).

196: Many results in research are of a tentative nature.

197: Every word has a meaning within a sentence.

Linguistic factors in the terminology of Hopi architecture
201: Hopi society has no individual proprietorship of rooms. General: grammatical patterns change slowly – lexical items change easily.

202: Space is relation, not absolute.

204: In SAE: many words directly connote with buildings (church, school, theatre).

205: Lack of words for buildings in Hopi not explicable. 

Science and linguistics
208: Rationalist model: Thought is the same everywhere. How far, really, do languages differ? 

209: Problems are problems of communication (and of different perceptions of the world).

211: If we want to make any assertions about world we subconsciously integrate our background knowledge. Implicit knowledge of a language (covert, related to the notion of the cryptotype). Shared background is absolutely important for conversation.

212: We need to be aware of the “common sense” in our own language. Hidden ideologies are everywhere.

213: There is an objective field: In the given case: could not “running” be described in a more basic manner (“moving lower parts of the body”)? Could a common root of all languages be found?

214: See also Paul K. Feyerabend: Incommensurability.

215: The act of defining another language is circuitous. One has to refer to one’s own language to be able to describe the different language properly.

217: Language as ideology. 

218: Emancipation of more languages than SAE ( world-survey of languages.

Linguistics as an exact science

221: Science is mainly language-based. Science begins and ends in talk. Language is a system of implicit meanings. Background knowledge and “common sense”. 

Linguistic relativity: “…users of markedly different grammars are pointed by their grammars toward different types of observation and different evaluations of externally similar facts of observation, and hence are not equivalent as observers but must arrive at somewhat different views of the world.”

223: The linguist needs to start with basic linguistic signs (ordinary talk). The field of the subconscious is not simple: background phenomena are extremely complex. For Chomsky this is a sign that some structures have to be inborn.
225: Model for a new way of teaching foreign languages. I do not believe that it would be that easy. These rules would have to be learnt.
231: Strategic implications: More money needs to be spent on linguistic research.

232: Language principles control every part of our life: people are not aware of this fact. Linguistics makes sciences global.

Languages and logic
235: Two sentences: English: dissimilar, Shawnee: absolutely similar. Conclusion: the logic is not an absolute tool. Logic as such is to be regarded relative. Reality as such is the same to everybody, but the linguistic grouping is different. Language does not change the fact as such, but only the perception of a particular fact.

237: Language universals: systematic synthetic use of pattern.

238: New logics are needed. Language is not open to introspection: most of it happens subconsciously.

239: Any language can only be superficial structure of a deeper level (C. G. Jung). “Deeper process of consciousness.” I see here a kind of implicit agreement symbolising speaker and hearer as talking about something “out there”. As talking about world. The question still remains: Where is the actual link between the deeper level and the language?

240: Comparative linguistics ( contrastive linguistics. Words are not only words, they are lexemes and terms grouping and categorising world in a different manner.

241: Since the ancient Greeks, there was a contrast established: Thing and action. Subject – predicate. Quantities ant their operations. Modern physics Question the Aristotelian ideology. The question is still there: Does modern physics need another (alternative) language?
242: Language is a kind of ideology. The rationalists believed that language is a non-biased process of uttering mental states. This is questioned by Whorf.
243: SAE: emphasis on action and motion.

244: Reducing the world’s languages to only one would do the human mind no good. It would be a regressive step in language evolution.

Language, mind and reality
247: Certain western patterns have been worked to death. Something like an absolute entity cannot be applied to all of the things, especially to all of the language communities, of the world. Revolutionary thoughts. 

248: Synoptic approaches: also Feyerabend.

249: An appreciation for different cultures is needed. Every culture has its own methods.

252: Against Noam Chomsky: Thinking is not the same for all of the human beings. It is not open to introspection. Thinking takes place in abstract languages (pictures or paradigms etc.). Exactly the same picture is endorsed by Chomsky. The actual utterance is only performance. Admittedly: an irrefutable argument.

Language as a holistic pattern-system.

253: “Each language performs this artificial chopping up of the continuous spread and flow of existence in a different way.”

256: Language is a subconscious thing.

257: The “higher mind”, language universal. By analysing language, we can only make conjectures with regard to the structure of the subconscious the “Weltgeist”. In order to be able to thoroughly explore all the potentialities of the higher mind we have to study as many languages as possible. Chomsky: It is sufficient to study one language, because the mental is the same in every other language.

258: Distinctive language universal: “I” ( “You”.

259: The patterning of world seems to belong to the human nature, to the “conditio humana”.

262: Every language is a projection of linguistic relationships within this language that we then project upon the universe. See also the function of paradigm in T. S. Kuhn’s “Structure”.
263: A change in language transforms the appreciation of the cosmos. Different linguistic systems are equal. “Beauty, harmony, analysis of reality”.

264: The “higher ego” was given to everybody.           

266: Jung: “higher unconscious”.

267: Experience is connected in an emotional way (see also Antonio Damasio). Another language universal.

Language universals
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SAE:


Segments world in body + substance.


152: form + formless item   (binominalism)


154: counting + order + speed





Hopi: 


Segments world in events + intensity.


155: sustaining of action (praying, agriculture)


157: persistence, repetition, teamwork
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