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Linguistic relativity inforeing languageteaching:

A didactie’proposal

J.A.G. ARDILA
Universidadde Extremadura

Resumen

El métodocomunicativoenla enseñanzade lenguasextranjerasha propicia-
do la adecuaciónde las perspectivaslingúístieasontogenéticase históricasa la
metodologíaseguidaen el diseño de currículos a todos los niveles, especial-
menteel universitario.Porello, el componentecultural, quees inherentea toda
lengua,ha adquiridoen las pasadasdécadasunarelevanciaantesdesconocida.
Si bien seItan incluidoen los planesde estudioasignaturasde cultura>’, en algu-
nos casos,como el británico, la obligatoriedadde una estanciamínima de un

cursoacadémicoen el extranjero,las clasesde lenguasextranjerasa todos los
niveles continúan,las másde lasveces,sin prestaratencióna las características
culturales intrínsecasa palabrasy expresiones.El presenteensayoproponela
aplicacióndel conceptode relatividad lingilística de Whorf y Sapir a la ense-
ñanzadc lenguasextranjeraspara,de esemodo,ofreceral estudianteunapers-
pectivacultural.

PALABRASCL4VE: Relatividad linguistica, realidadcultural, metodología,

tnetodocomunicativo.

Abstract

The communicativemethod in foreign languageteachingItas causedthe
bias employed in curriculum design —particular»’ in Itigher education—to
borrow from ontogeneticaland linguodevelopmentalviewpoints. Therefore,
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cultural elernents,wbicb are inherentto language,Itavein tIte past two decades
gaineda brand-newimportance.While classesof cultureandaone-yearforeiga
study —in sorne instanceslike British higIter education—havebeen made
mandator>’, foreign languageclassesat alí levels continue,generalí>’ speaking,
to neglect the cultural characteristiesof words and idioms. The aim of this
article is to apply Wborf and Sapir’s conceptof linguistie relativity to foreign
languageteachingin order to presentthe studentwith a cultural perspective.

KEY WORDS: Linguistic relativity, cultural reality methodologv,
comunicativemethod.

1. Linguistic Relativity Today

LinguistsandedueationalistsalikeItave recentí>’retakenthepolemieregarding
linguistie relativity. Although the Sapir-Whorf hypothesisis no longer read
literally, it Itas, however, evolved and yielded to a new coneeptof linguistie
relativity. SornehavecontestedWItorfs belief that ~<usersof markedlydifferent
grammarsare pointed by their grammarstoward different observationsand
different evaluationsof externallysimilar acts of observation,and Itence are not
equivalentas observers,butmustarrive at somewhatdifferent viewsof the world»
(WItorf, 1956: 221); e.g.StevenPinker hasmadetabularasaof Whorfs theories
andreachedthe conclusiontbat they were«radical ideas»(Pinker,1995: 61).

Pinker casts a doubt upon the veracity and scientifie validity of Wborfs
explanationof linguistie relativity on tIte groundsof WItorfs well-known «empty

drum» story. Wborf reportedon how he noticed tIte power languageexertson
reality whenhe wasworking as a fire preventionengineer;Itis observationin that
post led him to claim tbat languagemisled workersin their interpretationsof the
world. One da>’, for instance,a worker walked by a drum which read«empty».
Language,through the signifier «empty»,causedthe worker to assumethat the
recipientwas empty of gasoline;yet it was, in fact, fulí of gasolinevapor. The
worker threw a cigaretteinto the empty drum thus triggering off an accident.
Pinker denouncesthosestorieswhich Whorf emplo>’ed to Itighlight linguistic

relativity, andconcludestbat«the moreyou examineWhort’s arguments,the less
sensethey make».In theparticularcaseof theempty drum:«A drum witIt uothing
but vaporin it looksjust like a drum with nothing in it at alí. Surel>’ tIte walking
catastrophewasfooled by his eyes,not by the English language»(Pinker, 1995:
60). Nonetheless,the linguistie relativity concept is still interesting ¡o both
lcarners, teachersand theoreticians.Sapir’s claim that «Languageis a guide to
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social reality... [tItat] powerfully conditions of alí our thinking about social
problemsandprocesses»(Sapir, 1949: 162) hasnot yet beencontested.

Claire Kramsch’scontributionir thepolemiesummarizestIte currentpositions
regardingtIte linguistierelativity principie(Kramsch, 1998:4-14). Kramschpoints
outthat tIte Sapir-Whorfh>’pothesiswassomewhatradical,yet admitsthat it Itasin
tum shedmuch ligItt on tIte understandingof the relationsbetweenculture and
language.She concludestItat «there are cultural differences in tIte semantie
assoc¡ationsevokedby seemingí>’common concepts»(Kramsch, 1998: 13), and
tItat, accordingí>’, Sapirand Whorf were right in proclaiming that «language,as
code, rcflects cultural preoccupationsand constraints the way people think»
(Kramsch,1998: 14). In tIteirrecentstudyon tIte issue,JohnGumperzandStephen
Levinsonadroití>’ suggestedthat «ever>’ studentof languageor society shouldbe
familiar with theessentialideaof linguistierelativity, tIte ideatItat culture, tItrough
language,effects the way we think, especiallyperhapsour classificationof the
experiencedworld» (Gumperzet al, 1996: 1).

TIte aim of tbis brief article is to suggestnew waysin which linguistie relativity
ma>’ help foreign languagelearning(FLL) —or ratherthan Itelping, contributeto
diminishing tbe culture-free languageinstruction whieh is causing studentsto
producea flawed outcomeorto misunderstandmessagesemitedby nativespeakers
when they stcp from theory to practice. TItis endeavoris not at alí aloof, since
foreign languageteaching(FLT) hasfor thepasttwo decadesfocusedon tItecultural
featuresandparticularitiesof modemlanguages.Launchedb>’ tIte EU’s pragmatie
interests,a numberof academieprograms,e.g. Erasmus,Lingua, Leonardo,etc.,
Itaveallowedthousandsof EL studentstoexperienceaforeign cultureas ameansto
gain an optimal proficiene>’ of thc foreign languagetIte>’ study. Nevertbeless,such
efforts haveseldom targettedthe elassroom.With tIte exceptionof te native-
speaker language assistant,few otber cultural features have many teachers
introclucedin tIteir classes—for whicheverreasons.Yet alí the institutionalefforts
might well expandto tIte classroomin orderto turn cultureinto a predominanttrait
of FLL in a foreign environment.It is in this sense,1 believe, that tIte conceptof
linguistie relativity, so debatedby sociolinguists,shouldfind its mostentItusiastie
advocatesin educationalists,sincein apply¡nglinguistic relativity to FLT tIte teacIter
will provide the learnerwith a thoroughcultural explanationof words and idioms.

2. LinguistieRelativity ami ForeignLanguageTeaching

Generalí>’ speaking,the advocatesof tIte linguistie relativity diesiselaim
that: (1) languageexpressescultural identity; (2) languageembodiescultural
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reality; and (3) languagesymbolizesculturalreality. IndeedtIte theory. stemming
from the realms of sociology, which proves that beItavior is dependableon
environmentratherthan on geneticheritageis supportiveof linguistic relativity’.
Whorf’s examples,as Pinker hasdenounccd,ma>’ behyperbolicandbiased,aud
bis argumentson tIte grounds of Native American languagesmay appear
decidedí>’bogusz;nonetheless,if behavioris amenableto environment,then the
influenceof languageon behaviorleavesno room for doubt.

As Sapirpointsout, notwo culturesare tIte same,anólanguagepredisposestIte

speaters’choicesof interpretation(Sapir, 1949: 162). Linguistic relativity thus
turns out to be a teethingproblem in FLT for if no two societiessItare the same
culturalidentity, andculturesconditionlanguages.languagesdo likewisecondition
the speakers’perceptionof the world —Kramsch evendeclaresthat «In reality
mostpeoplepartakeof various languagesor varietiesand live by variouscultures
and subeultures»(Kramsch,1998: 80).

How can, then,a studentof a foreign languageunderstandthc targetlanguage
without being acquaintedwith its culture? and, how is a foreign speakersspeech
accuratewIten it canconve>’botItdenotationsandconnotationsthatthenativeaddres-
seemaymisunderstand?Decidedly,studentsmustbewarnedof sucbconriorations.It

¡ Contrarv to tbe former psychologicaland genetic thcoriesthai had proclaimthat behavioris
dependableupon personrathcrthanenvironmen!.Lewin (Lewin. 1936)wasfirst to proclaimthat both
personandenvironmentaredctermingfactorsfor onesdemeanor.Lewin’s theoriesweresoonapplied
to pcdagogy,particularly hy Brunswik (B,-unswik, 1957). who pointed out thai alí phasesof the
geographic-bistoric-physicalenvironmcntparticipatein alí learoing process.Subsequcntly,Walberg
(1970)suggcstedthai studcnt’soutcomedepcndsentirely on environmení.Seetbe maoyassessnsents
carried<mt in the70s (Olson, 1971: Anderson,1971; Yamamotoesal. 1969). Por a recenttreatment,
seeArdua’ (199%).

2 StephenPinker(Pinker, 1995: 65-66)argues:
Whort’s studiesof Americanlanguagesstregthenedhis conviction.For example,in Apache,
«It is a dripping sprilsg» must be expressed«As water, or springs. whitenessmoves
downward».«Howutterly unlike our way of thinking!». hewrote...
The exampleof whitenessmovingdownwardis supposedso showthat theApachentind does
not cup up evenisinto distinct objectsand actions. Whorf preseutedmany suchexamples
from NasiveAmerican languages.The Apacheequivalentof «Theboat is groundedon <he
beachais ‘It is on thebeachpointwiseas aneventof canoemotion. «He invites people to a
fastobecomes‘1-le, nr somebody.goes for eatersof cookedfood.... SIl Ihis. to be sure. is
utterlyunlike nurway ofsalking.Butdo we knowthat it is utterlyunlikc ourwayofthinking2

And concludes(Pinker, 1995: 66):
First Whorf did not actually study any Apaches,it is mt clear that he ever met one. 1-lis
assert,onsabou<Apachepsychologyare basedeotircly un Apachegranmar—making bis
argumentcircular...
Second,Whort renderedthe sentencesas clumsy. word-for-word translatit,ns.designedto
makeIhe literal meaningsseemsas odd aspossible.
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is eonnotationsthat the linguistie relativity conceptis particularí>’ concemedwitIt,
e.g.whenstudyingcolors.Theconnotationscolorsconve>’in Englishare:

Black:death;negative;exotic;mysterious;magical:good/badluck.

Blue: unhappiness;royalty; pornography;theunexpected.

Oreen:envy;imínaturiry; environmental;approval;permtsslon.

Red: anger;prohibition;stop; love; socialist;blood;embanassment;heat
White: illness;dcath;puriry; weddings;cleanliness.(Haineset al, 1996: 74)

Coming acrossa black cat is, in England,a sign of good luck, whereasin
Spain it would be expeetedlo bring bad luck. Consequentí>’,a superstitious
Spaniardwho visits a British superstitiouspersonwho has blaekcatswould feel
extremel>’ uncomiortable wItere the Briton would feel delighted, i.e. their
respectivelanguageswill allegedí>’predisposethem to havediffering perceptions
of the world.

Theexamplesare multifarious. In Spanishculture andlanguage,blue inspires
formality and is tIte niostformal color men wear.In England,whereblue connotes
unhappiness,gra>’ hastraditionalí>’ beenone of the mostpopulareolorsfor men’s
suíts.In Spain,on the otherhand,gray denotesunhappinessand is not worn as
mucIt as it is in Britain. Thesedenotationshelp foreign studentslearnidioms like
«to give black looks». «to be green witIt envy»,or «to seered.» In Spanish,for
instance,«to seered» is «ponersenegro» («to tura black»),and whereasman>’ of
the aboyeconnotationscoincide in both languages,otIters do not, cg. green—

ratherIban blue—isthe Spanishcolor for pornography,red —ratherthan green—
connotesenvy.etc.

It is, hence,indispensable,whenteachingidioms like tItoseaboye,toprovide
the studentswith the denotations tbat help them understandwhat they are
learningratherthan just memorizinga list of fixed expressions.Equippingthem
with lisí of equivalentsobtainedtItrough a transíationimplies reversingto tIte
ancieníIransíationmethodsandneglectingthecommunieativeapproacItwItich is
nowadaysused by the greal bulk of FL teachersand encouragedby the vast
majority of educationalists.

3. UsingLinguistie Rclativity to EnhanceStudentPerformance

Accordingí>’. FLT tIteoreticianshaveendeavoredto acknowledgethe role of
culturein language.Idealí>’, learninga foreign languageshouldentail being taught
theforeigncultureconcerned,for cultureis preseníin manyaspectsof language.As
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1 writetheselines 1 rememberaccessingTite Guardian web siterecentí>’,on which
tIte link to a sectionon soccerread«Bigger tItan Jimmy Hill’s CItin.» Obviously,
and generallyspeaking,only Britons, who know Coventry’s former playerand
coach, can cateh the actual semantieconnotationsof the message.Cultural
referenceslike this one filí up discourseconstantí>’ andare ver>’ likely to cause

linguistie outsiders(i.e. the speakersof a languagewIto comefrom outsidetItat
language’sculture,usuallynon-nativespeakers)to missmetaphors.jokes,idioms,
etc. The oní>’ meansto achievesuchcultural proficiency is to exposethe students
to cultural experienees—tIte mosteffectivemeansbeing resideneein a eountryof
tIte targetlanguagefor as Long as possible.TIte problem is commonlyovercome
with foreign studyprograms—in Britain, for instance,languagedepartmentshave
institutionalnetsrangingfrom one to overtwenty links. However, in somecases,
e.g. Spanishor Portugueseuniversities,oní>’ a few selectedstudcntshavethe
cItanceto studyabroad.In addition,manyof thesegrantedstudentsneversucceed
in cultural immersionbutdo preferto spendtheir time with otheroutsiders—thus
diminishing the desiredeffect expectedfrom the experienee.Not oní>’ do these
factors makecultural instructionin FLT a difficult task,non-nativeteaehersma>’
not, in some instances,be fairí>’ acquaintedwitb the foreign culture (Ardila,

1999a:615-616).
WhentIte FL teacIteris a connoisseurof tIte foreign culturehe/shecaninvert

the effect of languagerelativity for tIte benefitof teaching:if languageconditions
the perceptionof the world, tIten a first language(LI) implies a perceptionof the
world which differs from tIte perception obtained wIten speaking a seeond
language(L2), i.e.

LI —> worldlt and L2 —> world2

My proposalis that insteadof teachinga L2 without paying an>’ Iteedto cultu-
ral references,i.e.

LI —~L2

FL classeswould bemuehmoreeffectiveandrealistiehad thefollowing steps
beentaken:

(1) to analyzetIte world perceptionin theLI, andthen

—> mustbe read«implies».
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(2) to analyzethe perceptionof tIte world in theL2 in orderto
(3) get theterminologyin theL2, i.e.

LI —* worldl —~ world2 —~ L2

4. Examples

Idiomscontaininga color ma>’ be taughtjust by providinga list of equivalents.
Yet a eommunicativeapproaehto the issue would place tIte instructorteaehing
his/her studentstIte linguodevelopmentalhistor>’ of the term. TeacIting Spanish
leamers of Englishtat blue connoteslow social status is but a word-for-word
transíation.i.e. blue = obrero (in sentenceslike blue worker= trabajadorobrero). A
communicativeinstructorwould reí>’ on theconeeptof linguistie relativity to explain
the reasonswhy blue has cometo standfor tIte lower class.Following the LI —*

world 1, the teachershould explain that blue is shortform for blue collar, a fixed
expressionforged by the traditional color which te working elassusedto wearat
work traditionalí>’, whereasmiddle-elassworkersare assoeiatedwith white collars
(Chambers,1996: 36).Oncethestudentis awareof world1, the instructormustreach
L2 by world2, i.e, he/shemustexplain theculturalequivalentto «acolorthatdesigns
social class».World2 would demandtItat theteacherexplainsthat,in SpanisIt,there
is no color tbat denotessocial class4;from thatgrounds,L2 canbeprovided.

The vast majority of Spanishinstructorsof Englisb teachtIteir studentsthedays

of tIte week oní>’ by providinga transíationof tIte terminology.This resultsin most
students’ failing to remembersome days, especialí>’ Wednesday,or confusing
Tuesda>’andThursday.Conversely,my ongoingclassroomobservationand that of
myteacItertraincessuggestthatwhentIte teacheroffersa culturalor ethnosemanticist
explanationof thesewordsin theLI, andthenexplainstIteir culturalequivalentin the
L2, the studentswill bemore likely to retainthe new words in tIte L2. (Conversel>’,
onemusíalsobeawareof thc extratime wItich is necessaryto undergosucha didactic
strategy.Perhaps,sometimes,this metItod might be unfeasiblein termsof syllabus
timing.) In the caseof the days.the Spanishteachershouldexplain tItat the daysin
SpanisItderivefrom the nameof a god, andsubsequentí>’point out that the daysin
Englishare alsodedicatedto gods;yet the differencelies in thefact that te Spanish
language draws from Classic mythology whereasEnglish does from Germaníc
mythology (with tIte exceptionsof SundayandSaturday),i.e.

Of course.blue denotesaristocraticblood —like it doesin English. Red,both in Spanishand
English.is now employed<o denotepolitical biasrathethansocialcla.ss,andbeingred impliesholding
a panicularpolitical view of <he world, rather<han belongingto apanicularsocialclass.
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LI World1 World2 L2

Domingo Da>’ of Dominusor
Lord, i.e. holida>’

sunda>’, wItich is a
holida>’ in Nordic

mythology,or
Sunnandaeg

Sunda>’

Lunes Da>’ of tIte Luna or
Moon

Da>’ of the moon
Monandaeg

Monda>’

Martes Da>’ of Marte, or
Mars,god of war

Da>’ of the godof war,
Tui, or Tiwesdaeg,

Tuesda>’

Miércoles Da>’ of Mercurio,or
Mercur>’, tIte
messcngergod

Da>’ of the messenger
god, Woden,or
Wodensdaeg

Wednesday

Jueves Da>’ of JúpiteNor
Jove,cItief of gods

Da>’ of tIte gods’ chief,
Thor, or Thorsdaeg

Thursday

Viernes Da>’ of Venus, goddess
of love

Da>’ of the goddessof
love, Frig, or Frigdaeg

Fnday

Sábado Sabath,«torest»in
Hebrew

Da>’ of the godof
time, Saeter.or
Sae/erdaeg

Saturda>’

As mentionedaboye,this didactic strategywill obviously takelonger thanjust
handing out a list of words for the students(o memorize;Itowever, my on going
classroomobservationsuggeststhat tIte studentswill enjo>’ tIte classniuch betterand

will becomeinterestedinbothtIte L2 andtheculture2—andevenin theirown culture.
Nonetheless,didactic strategieslike the aboyeone are not always infallible.

Portugueseteachersof English, for instance,eannotemploy this example,sincein

Portuguesedaysare namedfollowing the medievalbrevariacustom,i.e. Domingo,

SegundaFeira, Ter(a Feira, Quarta Feira, Quinta foira, SextaFeira and Sábado.
Furthermore,and ineredibleas it ma>’ sound, some students’ lack of historical
referencesma>’ becomea seriousobstacle:1 wasshockedwhen,during oneof my
classesof Languagefor Specific Purposesat the University of Estremaduraand
readinga passageon Viking explorations,1 found outthaí oní>’ two of my fifty or

sixty studentsknew that the Vikings wereScandinavian.However. 1 believesuch
culturalexplorationsin tIte FLT classareindeedworthwhileanócanbeaneffective
didactic resource in man>’ instances, e.g. teaching such simple and basic
vocabular>’as the daysor thepartsof the da>’.
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Cultural realizations are, Itowever, dramatic to produce and understanda
coherentmessage.andthis is true notoní>’ whenemployinga highly sophisticated
register,but alsoin a vemacularenvironment,e.g.whenreferringto thepartsof the
da>’. SorneSpanishinstructorsof English, for instance,teach their studentstItat
morningis mañana.afternoonis tarde, eveningis nocheaudnight is noche.This
setof equivalentsis certainí>’ambiguous,notoní>’ becausetItere is nota one-to-one
con-espondencebetweentIte parts of tIte day in botb languagesbuí raiher for
cultural reasonsrelated to linguistic relativity. Eoth mealsand sunlight duration
estabJishtIte parísof tIte day in tIte Fng)ishand tIte Spanishcultures.TIte Spanisb
mañanaIasts from the timeone watesup until lunchtime,i.e. 2 or 3p.m.Thetarde
beginsaherlunch andexpandsto sunseror dinner: dinneris usuallyItad anytime
from 8 tItrough 10 pm., and tIte sunsets,with clearskies, between6p.m. in the
winter aud 10 pm. in ihe summer(or 5:30 and 10:30 dependingon the regions).
MostSpaniardsstill sa>’ buenastardesat 9 p.m. if tIte>’ havenothaddinner—these
are,however.old-fashionedconventions.The Englishmorning,on the otherhand,
lastsuntil noon, whicb is lunchtime.The af’temoonfinishes atfive, which is dinner
time.TheeveningfinisItesalbedtime.Besides,sunsettimesin Britain var>’, in clear
days, from 4 pm. in tIte winter lo 8 pm. ja tIte sunraer(in northernEnglisIt
countiesit canbedarkby 3:30in tIte winter, andmuch earlierin Scotland,andeven
cailier ¡1< it is cloudy. which ir usually is). Generallyspeaking,culture affects
language,and languageconditionstime andconsequentí>’regulatestIte speakers’
perceptionof time dependingon tIte particularlanguagetIte>’ speak.

5. Conclusions

Not oní>’ arethe partsof tIte da>’ illustrative of linguisticrelativit>’. moreovertIte>’
show tIte relevanceof culturally-orientedteacIting.TIteSpanisbstudentswbo learna
set of equivalentslike tIte onespointedout aboyema>’ fail to usethe EnglisIt words
accurately—and vice versa. Itt my observationof Spanishstudents1 havenoticed

that tosewIto learnedthepartsof the da>’ througha transiation—i.e. most,if notalí
of them—tend to usenightwheatheyshoulduseevening

5.TItis is becauseinsteadof
speakingJZnglishtIte>’ translatefromSpanishinto Fnglish. Neverdothey eneounter
an>’ difficulties whentIte>’ need to transíatemorning or aftemoon,becausetItese
wordshave oní>’ oneequivalenteach—mañanaand tarderespectivel>’.Conversel>’,

BernardSpolskytSpolsky. 998: 48)pointsout, which hedoesasameanstoexplanationforihe
electionof oight rather thanevening.that «co-ordinasebilingualswereassumedto have two meaning
systemseachwith iís own set of words,while compoundhad a singlesystemwith two seisof wordss.
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when they haveto think of tIte Englishword for noche,night (tIte cognateword)
comestotheir mindsbeforeeveningdoes.

The misunderstandingsthat may arisefroni suchinaceurateuseof terms are
certainí>’ inconvenient, simply becausetIte linguistic relativity concept makes
speakersof English understandtIte parts of tIte day in a different way tItan

Spaniardsdo. In my didaetic proposal of Li —> worldl —~ wortd2 —~ L2, the
teachershouldfirst presenttIte Iinguistic entenawhich regulatethe division of tIte
da>’ into itspartsin SpanisIt,thenoffer anexplanationof tItedivision in Englishand
finally give an Englishword for eachof thepartsof theday in Bnitish society.

Non-nativespeakersshouldnever organize their speechon tIte basis of a
transíation from their motIter tongue to tIte foreign language.If monolingual
speakerstransiateideas into terms, i.e. turn the signified into the signifier, FLT
teachersshonId endeavorto make their studentspass straigIttforward from a
signified ontothe signifier in tIte foreign language,i,e. insteadof

signified —4 signifieri —4 signifier2,

which is the formula man>’ non-nativespeatersfollow to speakthe targe-
t languageconcerned,

signified —> signifier2.

If signifierí is avoided,linguistic interferencewill be reduced—oreliminated.
TItis, however,is only feasibleif tIte foreign languageis learnedaceordingto its
cultural aud social components,aud if tIte non-nativespeakeris awareof tIte
denotationsandconnotationsthat linguistic relativit>’ confersupon terms.
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