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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LANGUAGE,  

THINKING AND CULTURE 

1. Introduction 

In the course of my research, I review the main principles of cognitive semantics 

on the basis of the English and Hungarian scientific literature. The aim of the 

research is therefore to define the central concepts and to shed light on the 

connections between language, thinking and culture. 

Cognitive linguistics began its conquest among language researchers of the 

United States in the 1970s and 1980s. Its foundations were laid by George Lakoff [1, 

2, 3] Mark Johnson [1, 4, 3], Mark Turner [5] and Ronald Langacker [6, 7], who also 

extended the new theory of language to grammar. Subsequently, in the last two 

decades of the twentieth century, a number of foundations on language theory were 

published in English. With a small delay, there were also a large number of 

Hungarian linguists who enriched the community of theorists opposed to the 

excessive formality of structuralism. Around the turn of the millennium, several 

summary works were published in Hungarian. 

 

2. The most important fundamentals of cognitive semantics 

Below, I briefly summarize the most important fundamentals of cognitive 

semantics, relying on the above-mentioned works. 

1) The background of the structuralist conception is the objectivist approach, 
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according to which the language user, i.e. the individual, can be excluded from the 

examination of the language system as a subjective factor. Cognitive linguists, on the 

other hand, place the speaker at the center, who is not only part of linguistic 

execution but also an active participant in the meaning-making process. Cognitive 

linguistics is thus a multidisciplinary science that connects language with human 

thinking and examines them together [1]. 

2) One of the most important basic principles of the cognitive paradigm is that 

the meaning of a concept is actually the same as conceptualization [8, p. 243]. It 

highlights the subjective nature of the meaning, suggesting that people may interpret 

reality differently. The meaning, then, is not the same as the totality of conceptual 

domains, but also depends on how conceptualization occurs. Physical experiences, 

cultural factors and contextual influences play a central role in the interpretation 

process. [8, p. 322]. 

3) The human mind is not made up of separate modules, but is rather of a 

holistic nature, in which we interpret the reality around us through cognitive 

processes. The process of interpretation can vary from individual to individual. From 

this we can conclude that the conceptualized reality may also differ depending on the 

individual's process of interpretation [9]. 

4) The philosophical basis of cognitive language theory is provided by the 

experiential approach, which places our experiences of the world around us at the 

center. Our primary experiences are formed through the interaction of our physical 

nature and the objects, processes and effects in our environment. These physical 

experiences also affect our thinking. This is called embodiment [10, p. 213]. 

According to this conception, language is the unity of system and use [11], the 

image of the entities of the world around us represented in our minds. Language has a 

dual function in the conceptualization process: on the one hand, we mostly express 

our existing knowledge through language, and on the other hand, we acquire new 

knowledge with its help. So language is both a means of expressing our knowledge of 

the world and a medium of cognition. To sum up, we can say that cognitive linguists 

examine the connections between thought, language, and culture, with particular 
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reference to the role of man in this triple system. 

 

3. Linguistic relativity 

When dissecting the connections between language, thought and culture, the 

concept of linguistic and thought relativity must be mentioned. 

According to linguistic relativity, linguistic differences between cultures are not 

random, but have significance and consequences. The two main representatives of the 

theory are Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf, from whom the well-known name of 

the theory, the Sapir – Whorf hypothesis [12], derives. The most important pillar of 

this is that it presupposes a connection between the language and the culture of the 

language-speaking individual. A strong version of the theory emphasizes linguistic 

determinism, which means that language determines our thinking, linguistic diversity 

causes differences in thinking, and differences in thinking can be traced back to 

linguistic diversity [13, p. 182]. If this were the case, we would not be able to learn 

foreign languages, and we would be unable to translate between different languages 

due to the native language determinacy of our thinking. However, we experience that 

this is not the case, i.e. the theory of linguistic determinism is not correct [9, p. 36]. 

According to the weak version of linguistic relativity, certain aspects of a given 

language influence our non-linguistic behaviors, including our thinking [13, p. 182]. 

Numerous studies confirm the validity of the statement, yet doubts arise about the 

theory. 

 

4. Conclusion  

Lakoff ‒ Johnson [3] introduces the concept of relativism in thinking, according 

to which it is argued that different use of metaphors causes differences in thinking. 

Based on this, the question arises: do nations that speak different languages actually 

think differently about the same concept? That is, do culture-specific differences 

cause cognitive differences in conceptualization? In other words, does the culture-

specific variability at the level of metaphors lead to a difference in thinking, or does it 

merely color the expression system of a given language? In Lakoff ‒ Johnson’s [3] 

system, conceptual differences result in cognitive diversity. In this sense, linguistic 
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relativity lives on in Lakoff ‒ Johnson’s conception. 
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