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Foreword

Stephen C. Levinson

Whorf’s Claims and Their Reception

This little book has had an extraordinary career.! Initially
admired, then reviled, then rehabilitated, then once again
attacked, it has proved unsinkable. This is all the more surpris-
ing given the contents: a handful of rather dated papers on
Amerindian linguistics, a couple on ancient Mesoamerican
writing systems (also now dated), four papers for a general audi-
ence about language differences, and some unfinished manu-
scripts found among the papers of the author after his premature
death. This is not the kind of material that one would have
expected to inflame the passions or rouse phlegmatic scholars
of linguistics and psychology from their detailed and meticulous
pursuits. How surprising, then, that Pinker (1994, 57) announces,
“But it is wrong, all wrong,” or that Deutscher (2010, 21) calls
Whorf “that most notorious of con men.” (For the other side of
the story, see Lucy 1992a; Lee 1996, 2000.)

Why has this book caused such a row, a flaming controversy
that continues over a half century later? One reason is that
the ideas sketched in the book suggest that the structuring of

1. This foreword replaces the original by Stuart Chase, whom Whorf
viewed as a dubious champion (Lee 1996, 16). I am grateful for sugges-
tions from colleagues, especially Penelope Brown, Melissa Bowerman,
Mark Dingemanse, Nick Enfield, Penny Lee, and Pim Levelt.
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particular languages is altogether too interesting to be left to the
plodding philologists, and specifically that the implicit pattern-
ing in languages might have something to do with how we
think, whatever the psychologists tell us. Simple exposure to
this message has turned on generation after generation of stu-
dents; suddenly the arbitrary rules and conventional clothing
of languages seem to have a new significance. Over a beer, many
eminent researchers in the language sciences will confess that
they were first drawn into the study of language through the
ideas associated with Benjamin Lee Whorf. In short, a seductive,
revolutionary set of ideas is buried in these pages, and they are
in a form that permits enough latitude of interpretation to
rekindle the flames of controversy at any point.

Before we proceed, something should be said about how the
book came about. Whorf’s combined career, as businessman and
linguist, is outlined in the introduction by John B. Carroll.
Whorf had died in 1941 at forty-four. A dozen years earlier,
when just a boy, Carroll had fallen under Whorf’s spell, meeting
him in the library where Whorf liked to work (Lee 1996, 8).
When, after World War I, a number of conferences met to
discuss ideas at the intersection of psychology and language—
and thus inevitably Whorf’s own ideas—the need for such a
volume became apparent, and Carroll, now a psychologist, was
the natural editor. Whorf published some thirty papers in his
lifetime, many of which were concerned with ancient Meso-
america, including one of the first works (Whorf 1933, not
republished here) to argue systematically for the phonetic char-
acter of the ancient Mayan script.? Whorf’s published oeuvre on

2. Whorf was wrong about many details, but as Tozzer put it in the
introduction to the monograph, “With great acumen and courage
Whorf dares to re-open the phonetic question” against the received view
of the time (Danien and Sharer 1992, 35). Moreover, “his assumption
that Maya writing recorded a Mayan language proved to be crucial to
decipherment” (Sharer and Traxler 2006, 141).



the topical ideas about the connections between linguistics and
psychology, including four popular papers, was thus relatively
slight, and Carroll supplemented it with unpublished material
(see Lee 1996 for supplementary information, including what
Lee calls the Yale Report, an important manuscript that clarifies
Whorf’s position on many counts and is included in this second
edition of his writings). The book we have consists of the frag-
ments from the pen of a part-time academic whose life was cut
tragically short. The fragments span some fourteen years, during
the middle of which his work became much more sophisticated
through personal contact with Edward Sapir, and the ideas are
therefore not entirely consistent from beginning to end. This
hampers both sympathetic exegesis and determined condemna-
tion, since it is often possible to find an exclusion clause on the
other side of the argument.

Apart from the fragmentary picture presented by the papers
reprinted here, our reading of Whorf is hindered not only
because we inhabit a distant intellectual clime but also because
Whorf was not a characteristic child of his times. For example,
the psychology of the time was heavily behavioristic (as was
Leonard Bloomfield’s linguistics, the leading theory of the day),
and although Whorf admired Bloomfield and presumed the
importance of conditioning (as in his emphasis on habitual
language use and a kind of proto-connectionism he sketches),
he drew more extensively on Gestalt psychology, as Lee (1996,
2000) shows in detail. Whorf, a chemical engineer by first train-
ing, was widely read and eclectic, and it is not easy to identify
all the intellectual currents in his thought (for a review of the
relevant contemporary thought, see Koerner 2002 and Levelt
2012).

With these caveats, let us try to identify some of the central
ideas surrounding the notion of “linguistic relativity” that have
made this book so provocative. The doctrine has the following
central tenets (with page references to the current volume):

13



1. Thought and perception have a certain independence from
language (207-208).

2. Nevertheless some aspects of thinking are deeply intercon-
nected with language and the concepts it provides (84-87).

3. Some of these interconnections are backgrounded because
the concepts are implicit in grammatical distinctions. Some
grammatical concepts are especially covert in that they do not
have direct exponents in surface forms. Such concepts may
highlight specific percepts (e.g., number or shape of referents)
and group them at the expense of others that may be prominent
in other languages (116-119). They are recurrent categories that,
given the structure of the language, we cannot fail to use
(70-71).

4. Nevertheless such grammatical concepts, especially when
they are covert, exist beyond our conscious awareness and
may influence our classifications and reactions (133-134, 174).
5. These grammatical distinctions form an interconnecting web
of concepts, which may represent in a partial and fragmented
way (187-190) a particular take on the perceptual world associ-
ated with a language and culture.

6. The ways in which languages offer different such takes make
them invaluable correctives to our own commonsense views
about the nature of human experience (313-314).

From these premises, Whorf derives “‘the linguistic relativity
principle,” which means, in informal terms, that users of mark-
edly different grammars are pointed by their grammars towards
different types of observations and different evaluations of
externally similar acts of observation” (282-283).

This perspective on language has had the polarizing effect
described earlier. It suggests that linguistic difference is funda-
mentally interesting and important; that formal difference
tends to imply conceptual difference; that conceptual distinc-
tions may cohere in a system; and that when we lose a minor



