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The Re ation of Habitua 
Thought and Behavior to 

Language 

Benjamin Lee Whorf 

the group.. . .We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do 
e language habits of our community predispose certain choices of ~nterpretation. 

Edward Sapir (1949:162) 

eings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social 
ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular language 
become the medium of expression for thkir society. It is quite an illusion to imagine 

sts to reality essentially without the use of language and that language is merely 
means of solving specific problems of communication or reflection. The fact of 

er is that the "real world" is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language 

11 probably be general assent to the proposition that an accepted pattern of 
rds is often prior to certain lines of thinking and forms of behavior, but he 

ts often sees in such a statement nothing more than a platitudinous 
of the hypnotic power of philosophical and learned terminology on 

between language, culture, and psychology, and succinctly expressed in 
ductory quotation. It is not so much in these special uses of language as in 

?he one hand or of catchwords, slogans, and rallying cries on the other. To see e 
gdy thus far is to miss the point of one of the important interconnections which 

stant ways of arranging data and its most ordinary everyday analysis of 
ena that we need to recognize the influence it has on other activities, cultural 

The Name of the Situation as Affecting Behavior 

touch with an aspect of this problem before I had studied under Dr. Sapir, 
a field usually considered remote from linguistics. It was in the course of my 



conditions, such as defective wiring, presence or laclc of air spaces 
flues and woodwork, etc., and the results were presented in these ter 
undertaken with no thought that any other significances would or c 
~~t in due course it became evident that not only a physical situatio 
the meaning of that situation to people, was sometimes a factor, thr 
of the people, in the start of the fire. And this factor of meaning was 

pies, which could be greatly myltiplied, will suffice to show how the 
sin line of behavior is often dven by the analogies of the linguistic 

which the situation is spoken of, and by which to some degree it is 
sified, and allotted its place in that world which is "to a large extent 

This when heated in a fire decomposes, forming inflammable acetone. * 
airmlatical Patterns as Interpretations of Experience tolerated fire close to the covering was induced by use of the  me ' 

rial in the above examples is limited to single words, phrases, and 

Here the linguistic influence is more complex; it is due to the metaphoric 
ing (of which more later) of "cause" as contact or the spatial luxta 
athings~y - to analyzing the situation as ccon" versus "off" the fire. In 

stage when the fire was the main factor had passed; the ov 

fire to the building. in our own language in order to examine the exotic language. Or 



to our own. 
ARENESS of time and cyclicity does contain something immediate and 

evident, especially in the light of Sapir's lectures on Navaho, that the d 
the LANGUAGE was far from complete. I l aew for example the m s patterned on the OUTER world. It is this that reflects our linguistic usage. 
formation of plurals, but not how to use plurals. It was evident that t makes no distinction between numbers counted on discrete entities and 
of plural in Hopi was not the same thing as in English, French, or Ge 

t instead ordinals used with singulars. Such an expression as "ten days" 
. The equivalent statement is an operational one that reaches one day by a 
unt. "They stayed ten days" becomes "they stayed until the eleventh day" 

eft after the tenth day." "Ten days is greater than nine days" becomes "the 
is later than the ninth." Our "leng!h of time" is not regarded as a length 
relation between two events in lateness. Instead of our linguistically 
objectification of that datum of consciousness we call "time," the Hopi 

t is the essence of time. 

Nouns of Physical Quantity in SAE and Hopi 

two lcinds of nouns denoting physical things: individual nouns, and mass 
When I began the study, the problem was by no means so clearly form , "water, milk, wood, granite, sand, flour, meat." Individual nouns denote 
I had little notion that the answers would turn out as they did. h definite outlines: "a tree, a stick, a man, a hill." Mass nouns denote 

eous continua without implied boundaries. The distinction is marked by 
form; e.g., mass nouns laclc plurals,3 in English drop articles, and in French 

Plurality and Numeration in SAE and Hopi partitive article du, de la, des. The distinction is more widespread in 
than in the observable appearance of things. Rather few natural occur- 
ent themselves as unbounded extents; "air" of course, and often "water, 
sand, rock, dirt, grass." We do not encounter "butter, meat, cloth, iron, 

his is partly done by names of body-types: "sticlc of wood, piece of cloth, 

from the fact that our language confuses the two different situations, has 
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or consists of such-and-such a quantity of "time." 

contents. Hence the "lumps, chunks, bloclts, pieces," etc., seem to con 

" or "while morning-phase is occurring." These "temporals" are not used 
physical thing by a binomial that splits the reference into a formless item P s or objects, or at all like nouns. One does not say "it's a hot summer" or 

and both singular and plural forms. Nouns translating most nearly our 

Temporal Forms of Verbs in SAE and Hopi 

for nor analogies on which to build the concept of existence as a duali 
item and form. It deals with formlessness through other symbols than 

Phases of Cycles in SAE and Hopi 

Such terms as "summer, winter, September, morning, noon, sunset" are 
nouns, and have little formal linguistic difference from other nouns. They 
SubjectS or objects, and we say "at sunset" or "in winter" just as we say "at a 

foresight, all are in consciousness together - one is not "yet to be" nor 
r "once but no more." Where real time comes in is that all this in conscious- 

phase similar to an earlier phase in that ever-later-becoming duration. "getting later," changing certain relations in an irreversible manner. In this 
imagination can such a cyclic phase be set beside another and another in th g" or "durating" there seems to me to be a paramount contrast between the 

latest instant at the focus of attention and the rest - the earlier. Languages by 
e get along well with two tenselilce forms answering to this paramount 
of "later" to "earlier." We can of course CONTRAST AND CONTEMPLATE IN 

T a system of past, present, future, in the objectified configuration of points 
ne. This is what our general objectification tendency leads us to do and our 

nouns. So for the phase nouns we have made a formless item, "time." We hav 
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is no space involved is NOT THERE - as if on it had been laid the taboo 

major grammatical patterns do not, as with us, provide analogies for an 

huge class of words, denotes only intensity, tendency, duration, and 
tendency "during duration." As yet we have noted nothing to indica The function of the tensors is to express intensities, "strengths," and 
event is sooner or later than another when both are REPORTED. But nee continue or vary, their rate of change; so that the broad concept of 
not arise until we have two verbs: i.e. two clauses. In that case the "mo when considered as necessarily always varying and/or continuing, includes 

ncy and duration. Tensors convey distinctions of degree, rate, constancy, 

to the terms of real space and movement that to us "mean the 
Hopi patterns; although this does not in the least hinder the verb forms 
patterns from being closely adjusted to the pertinent realities of actual situ o, while Hopi in its nouns seems highly concrete, here in the tensors it 

abstract almost beyond our power to follow. 

Duration, Intensity, and Tendency in SAE and Hopi 
Habitual Thought in SAE and Hopi 

t contrasts that appear to stem from the linguistic differences already noted. 
express duration by "long, short, great, much, quick, slow," etc.; intensity 
great, much, heavy, light, high, low, sharp, faint,",etc.; tendency by "more, 
grow, turn, get, approach, go, come, rise, fall, stop, smooth, even, rapid, sl 
so on through an almost inexhaustible list of metaphors that we hardly rec e-and-take between language and the culture as a whole, wherein is a vast 

that is not linguistic but yet shows the shaping influence of language. In 
is "thought world" is the microcosm that each man carries about within 
by which he measures and understands what he can of the macrocosm. 

ING - imaginatively spatializing qualities and potentials that are quite nons 
far as any spatially perceptive senses can tell us). Noun-meaning (with us) 
from physical bodies to referents of far other sort. Since physical bodies 
outlines in PERCEIVED SPACE are denoted by size and shape terms and rec 
cardinal numbers and plurals, these patterns of denotation and reckoning 

simplest nonspatial situation without constant resort to physical metaphors. I ' ly if perceptible physical experience, events are expressed mainly as outlines, 
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good will, to further desired results. Hopi attitudes stress the power of 
thought. With their "microcosm" it is utterly natural that they should. 
thought are the earliest, and therefore the most important, most critical 
, stage of preparing. Moreover, to the Hopi, one's desires and thoughts 

"stuff" has for us. WE tend to believe that our bodies can stop up this energy, 
from affecting other things until we will our BODIES to overt action. But 

Habitual Behavior Features of Hopi Culture be so only because we have our own linguistic basis for a theory that 
items like "matter" are things in themselves, malleable only by similar 

Our behavior, and that of Hopi, can be seen to be coordinated in ore matter, and hence insulated from the powers of life and thought. 
unnatural to think that thought contacts everything and pervades the 

ORDINALS. This is not the pattern of counting a number of different men 

day-cyclicity as to several men ("several days"), which is what WE tend to aginary, we tuck the thought-of actually existing rosebush, which may be 

with the future - by working within a present situation which is expecte 
r he himself) traffics with the actual rosebush - or more likely, corn plant 

rehearsing, getting ready, introductory formalities, preparing of special foo ceremonies, prayer sticks, ritual smoking, etc. The prayer pipe is regarded as 
of these to a degree that may seem overelaborate to us), intensive sustained to "concentrating" (so said my informant). Its name, 1zn'ttun7zpi, means 
activity like running, racing, dancing, which is thought to increase the in 
development of events (such as growth of crops), mimetic and other magic, 
tions based on esoteric theory involving perhaps occult instruments lik al affair, be it a job of work, hunt, race, or ceremony, but direct their thought 

"the prepared" or the "in preparation."9 



in discovering mysteries of the Cosmos, such as relativity, is the wrong one. 
answer is: Newtonian space, time, and matter are no intuitions. They are 

om culture and language. That is where Newton got them. 
ectified view of time is, however, favorable to historicity and to everything 

cultural activities. with the keeping of records, while the Hopi view is unfavorable 

form from what memory or record reports, there is less incentive to 

a motion but a "getting later" of everything that bas ever been don 

c: , 

yesterday, not as "another day," i.e. like an entirely different person. 
joined with that of thought-power and with traits of general Pue ds, diaries, booltlteeping, accounting, mathematics stimulated by account- 
expressed in the theory of the Hopi ceremonial dance for further 
crops, as well as in its short, piston-like tread, repeated thousands o 
after hour. 

Some Impresses of Linguistic Habit in Western Civilizatio 

It is harder to do justice in few words to the linguistically conditioned fea we conceive our objectified time as extending in the future in the same way 
ends in the past, so we set down our estimates of the future in the same 

From the form-plus-substance dichotomy the philosophical views m 
ally characteristic of the "Western world" have derived huge support. 

discovered this much), but because they must be talked about in what a patterns and the fitting of our behavior to the temporal order are what they 
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there is something in the Cosmos that is not in accord with the co 
formed in mounting the spiral. It is trying to frame a NEW LANGUA 

adjust itself to a wider universe. 
It is clear how the emphasis on "saving time" which goes with all t 

e organized. Nonspatial consciousness is a realm chiefly of thought, 

shows itself a great deal in our behavior. SOUND. Spatial consciousness is a realm of light, color, sight, and 

Still another behavioral effect is that the character of monotony resents shapes and dimensions. Our metaphorical system, by naming 

possessed by our image of time as an evenly scaled limitless tape measu eriences after spatial ones, imputes to sounds, smells, tastes, emotions, 
us to behave as if that monotony were more true of events than it really qualities like the colors, luminosities, shapes, angles, textures, and 

helps to routinize us. We tend to select and favor whatever bears out 

energy does well in routine performance, and it is along routine lines th 

disastrous to a society as small, isolated, and precariously poised as the 
is, or rather once was. 

Historical Implications 

such a network of language, culture, and behavior come about histori- 

the nonspatial references that our language handles by metaphors ch was first: the language patterns or the cultural norms? In main they 
n up together, constantly influencing each other. But in this partnership 
of the language is the factor that limits free plasticity and rigidifies 

f development in the more autocratic way. This is so because a language 

But, if a language refers to nonspatials without implying a spatial , not just an assemblage of norms. Large systematic outlines can change to 

reference is not made any clearer by gesture. The Hopi gesture very li really new only very slowly, while many other cultural innovations are 

not at all in the sense we understand as gesture. comparative quickness. Language thus represents the mass mind; it is 
It would seem as if kinesthesia, or the sensing of muscular mo inventions and innovations, but affected little and slowly, whereas TO 

arising before language, should be made more highly conscious by d innovators it legislates with the decree immediate. 

rather than symbolism or ceremonial, and our music is greatly influe 
dance forms. Our sports are strongly imbued with this element of th 
motion." Hopi races and games seem to emphasize rather the virtues 0 
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would be either very difficult to express or impossible and devoid of 
er the Hopi conception, and would be replaced by operational con- 

"matter" is the physical subtype of "substance" or ccstuff,'' which is 
as the formless extensional item that must be joined with form before 

formless extensional items; existence may or may not have form, but 
has, with or without form, is intensity and duration, these being 

within Hopi from a root meaning think or remember. Or conside 

and the partnership of mathematics and science, all cooperated to brin 

with extraneous notions. 

ever-needed blessing, rain - these things interacted with Hopi linguistic mployed and various behavioral reactions and also the shapes talcen by 
mold them, to be molded again by them, and so little by little to sha 
world-outlook. 

or sociological description as by examining the culture and the language 
and only when the two have been together historically for a considerable 
a whole in which concatenations that run across these departmental lines 
xpected to exist, and, if they do exist, eventually to be discoverable by study. 

ave plenty of evidence that this is not the case. Consider only the Hopi and the Ute, with 
such a space, and employed as an intellectual tool accordingly. Hopi "d ages that on the overt morphological and lexical level are as similar as, say, English and 

seems to be inconceivable in terms of space or motion, being the mode i an. The idea of "correlation" between language and culture, in the generally accepted 
of correlation, is certainly a mistaken one. 
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will appear in the course of this paper. a 
It is no exception to this rule of lacking a plural that a mass noun may someti 
lexeme with an individual noun that of course has a plural; e.g., "stone" (no . (1949). The Status of Linguistics as a Science. In 
(pl. "stones"). The plural form denoting varieties, e.g., "wines" is of course a izgs of Edzuard Snpir iit Lnizgtmge, Gl l t t~re  and Perso; 

les: University of California Press. 
another sort of imaginary aggregates, which will have to be omitted from this pa 
Hopi has two words for water quantities; ka.yi and paha. The difference is someth 
between "stone" and "rock" in English, p n h a  implying greater size and "wildnes 
water, whether or not outdoors or in nature, is pa.ha; so is "moisture." But, unlike ' 
"rock," the difference is essential, not pertaining to a connotative margin, and 
hardly ever be interchanged. 
To be sure, there are a few minor differences from other nouns, in English for ins 
use of the articles. 
"Year" and certain combinations of "year" with name of season, rarely season nam 
can occur with a locative morpheme "at," but this is exceptional. It appears like 
detritus of an earlier different patterning, or the effect of English analogy, or both. 
The expective and reportive assertions contrast according to the "paramount rela 
expective expresses anticipation existing EARLIER than objective fact, and coinc 
objective fact LATER than the status quo of the speaker, this status quo, includ' 
subsum~nation of the past therein, being expressed by the reportive. Our notio 
seems to represent at once the earlier (anticipation) and the later (afterwards, what w 
as Hopi shows. This paradox may hint of how elusive the mystery of real time is, a 
artificially it is expressed by a linear relation of past-present-future. 
One such trace is that the tensor "long in duration," while quite different from the a 
"long" of space, seems to contain the same root as the adjective "large" of space. An 
that "somewhere" of space used with certain tensors means "at some indefinite time." 
however this is not the case and it is only the tensor that gives the time element, 
"somewhere" still refers to space and that under these conditions indefinite space means 
general applicability, regardless of either time or space. Another trace is that in the tem 
(cycle word) "afternoon" the element meaning "after" is derived from the verb "to sep 
There are other such traces, but they are few and exceptional, and obviously not like o 
spatial metaphorizing. 
The Hopi verbs of preparing naturally do not correspond neatly to our "prepare"; s 
izn'ttuniti could also be rendered "the practiced-upon, the tried-for," and otherwise. 

Anthropology, no. 15, 1937), especially the reference to the announcement of a rab 
and on p. 30, description of the activities in connection with the cleaning of Toreva 

results already obtained and the continued flow of the spring. 
This notion of storing up power, which seems implied by much Hopi behavior, has an ana 
in physics: acceleration. It might be said that the linguistic background of Hopi thought equ' 
it to recognize naturally that force manifests not as motion or velocity, but as cumulation 
acceleration. Our linguistic background tends to hinder in us this same recognition, for havi 
legitimately conceived force to be that which produces change, we then think of change 
our linguistic metaphorical analog, motion, instead of by a pure motionless changingn 
concept, i.e. accumulation or acceleration. Hence it comes to our nai've feeling as a shoclc 
find from physical experiments that it is not possible to define force by motion, that motio 
and speed, as also "being at rest," are wholly relative, and that force can be measured only b 
acceleration. 
Here belong "Newtonian" and "Euclidean" space, etc. 
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