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Background:    
 
       In class, we discussed Immanuel Kant’s hypothesis that much of our understanding of reality reflects, not the nature 

of reality itself, but instead, reality as our minds can comprehend it.  In other words, much of our “common sense” 

knowledge reflects structures that our minds impose on reality.  For example, according to Kant, space and time do not 

exist “out there,” objectively, independent of us; but instead are structures that our minds impose on reality to render it 

capable of being experienced!  Other structures our minds impose on reality include our view that reality exists 

objectively, that it is perceived and understood by subjective minds, that events are always caused, and that those 

causal connections will continue to work in the future.  

       According to Kant, such mind-imposed structures reflect the nature of intelligence itself.  Thus any intelligent being 

will impose those same exact structures and will understand reality to be the same way we understand it to be.  If we 

were to encounter extra-terrestrial intelligence, or if we were to create artificial intelligence, those aliens or machines 

would live in the same reality in which we live.  Kant attempts to prove this hypothesis (referred to as absolutism) in his 

transcendental deduction. 

       Some later philosophers have accepted Kant’s view that our minds impose structures on reality, but rejected his 

absolutism.  They contend that different intelligent beings might impose different structures on reality and thus live in 

different realities!  Some have proposed that the structures imposed on reality are language dependent, so that 

speakers of different languages live in different realities.  This view is referred to as linguistic relativism, and is clearly 

reflected in what has been called the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis. 

 
Lesson Plan: 
 
       The first part of this lesson plan involves researching the information related to the topic.  First, research 

information regarding the documented fact that linguistic diversity is rapidly declining (just as biodiversity is rapidly 

declining, perhaps for the same reasons).  Two good sources of information include (but are not restricted to) the 

webpages: Terralingua and the Enduring Voices Project.  Also, ask the professor for the PDF file: Linguistic, Cultural, and 

Biological Diversity; by Luisa Maffi. 

Second, research the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (or linguistic relativism).  To help facilitate the research, some helpful web 

site links are provided below, but there is a great deal of information available besides what is provided below. 

       After having completed the research, consider the implications of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis for humanity in the 

light of the incredible loss of linguistic diversity that has been documented.  As we lose languages, we lose different 

world-views.  If speakers of other languages cannot fully comprehend insights made by those who speak a particular 

language, what happens to humanities’ insights about the world generally as we lose so many human languages? 

       Write a paper (two pages minimum) considering the implications of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis as it applies to the 

crisis of the rapid decline of linguistic diversity.  What will the lack of linguistic diversity mean for the future of 



humankind?  Are there any solutions to this problem?  What can individual do to combat the problem?  What would 

Kant say about the issue?   Support either Kant’s view or the view of Kant’s critics.  

Linguistic, Cultural, and Biological Diversity; by Luisa Maffi 
 

Webpage: Terralingua and links: 
 

http://www.terralingua.org/ 
http://www.terralingua.org/overview-bcd/ 
http://www.terralingua.org/overview-bcd/the-inextricable-link/ 
http://www.terralingua.org/overview-bcd/extinction/ 
http://www.terralingua.org/overview-bcd/loss/ 
http://www.terralingua.org/overview-bcd/why-does-it-matter/ 
http://www.terralingua.org/overview-bcd/tl_action/ 
http://www.terralingua.org/overview-bcd/what-you-can-do/ 
 Enduring Voices Project and links: 
 

http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/enduring-voices/ 
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2012/07/vanishing-languages/johnson-photography 
http://newswatch.nationalgeographic.com/2012/05/27/cultural-revival-in-europes-only-buddhist-
region/ 
http://newswatch.nationalgeographic.com/2012/05/21/ng-explorers-help-record-xyzyl-language/ 
http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/enduring-voices/about/ 
 
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis: 
 

http://vimeo.com/33471433 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRMNrEo7CRw 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0lH7N1fBLTQ 
 
 
Learning Outcomes: 
 

 Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills (L.O. #1). 
 Demonstrate knowledge of diverse cultures, including global and historical perspectives (L.O. #5). 
 Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans on the environment (L.O. #10). 
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