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again, Rosch found that Dani speakers, like English speakers, performed better when 
the colors shown were focal rather than nonfocal.

Apparently, contrary to Whorf’s hypothesis, even if a language does not mark partic-
ular differences, it does not always prevent its speakers from either perceiving those 
differences or learning them. Indeed, work by anthropologists Berlin and Kay (1969) 
suggests that all languages observe certain rules about the way colors are named. Berlin 
and Kay found that in every language no more than 11 basic color terms (i.e., terms 
not derived from other color terms) are recognized.

Moreover, the way colors are recognized is hierarchical. The hierarchy is depicted in 
Table 10.3. It shows that if a language has only two color terms, they are always some-
thing corresponding to “black” (or “dark”) and “white” (or “light”). If a language has 
three color terms, then a term meaning “red” is added to this list. Languages with four 
color terms also have either a term for “green” or one for “yellow,” but not both, and 
so on. English, which recognizes all 11 terms as names for focal colors, includes words 
for all the colors in the hierarchy. No other language recognizes more colors as basic. 
The implication is that color terms and concepts are in an important way universal. 
However, some have argued that because Rosch’s task depended so heavily on color 
perception (which may have physiological determinants), it is not as crucial a test of 
Whorf’s hypothesis as it was claimed to be (Hunt & Agnoli, 1991).

A more recent controversy regarding linguistic relativity comes from Alfred Bloom 
(1981), who proposed to study a weaker form of the Whorfian hypothesis: The pres-
ence of certain linguistic markers makes some kinds of comprehension and thinking 
easier or more natural. Specifically, Bloom noticed that the various dialects of Chinese 
language lack a structure equivalent to those in Indo-European languages that mark a 
counterfactual inference such as “If your grandmother had been elected president, there 
would be no taxation.” Counterfactuals require inferences to be drawn on the basis of 
a premise known to be false. By using the past tense of the verb, or by using the phrase 
“were to” in the first clause, English marks the fact that the premise is false. In contrast, 
Chinese has no direct marker of a counterfactual, although there are various indirect 
ways of getting the idea across.

On the basis of anecdotal evidence from Chinese-speaking associates, Bloom (1981) 
hypothesized that Chinese speakers would have a more difficult time in drawing 
counterfactual inferences than would speakers of English, especially when text pas-
sages containing counterfactual inferences were difficult. In a series of studies, Bloom 

 Table 10.3: Hierarchy of Color Terms in Different Languages

Number of Color Terms Names of Color Terms 

2 white, black 
3 white, black, red 
4 white, black, red, and either yellow or green
5 white, black, red, yellow, green 
6 white, black, red, yellow, green, blue 
7 white, black, red, yellow, green, blue, brown 
8 through 11 white, black, red, yellow, green, blue, brown plus some combination of one 

or more of the following: pink, purple, orange, gray

Source: Berlin, B., & Kay, P. (1969). Basic color terms: Their universality and evolution. Berkeley: University of California Press.


