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These participants were also more likely to erroneously report broken glass at the incident (Loftus 
& Palmer, 1974).

This chapter approaches the question of how languages shape cognition in terms of language 
use and examinees differences in the accessibility of specific linguistic categories across different 
languages. Here we take a position espoused by Kay (1996). He points out that it is possible to con-
ceptualize and examine linguistic relativity (with more experimental control) in terms of a single 
language that provides its speakers with different ways of talking and/or representing and, as we 
shall argue later, perceiving the same thing. This conceptualization of the interface between lan-
guage and cognition may furnish a novel perspective on the crossroads between language, culture 
and cognition. Thus, the central body of the research presented in this chapter is obtained within a 
single linguistic community and is concerned with how different generic linguistic categories influ-
ence perception. This research has a variety of advantages, as we shall detail in the next section. For 
one thing, the work is experimental and not correlational. Furthermore, the fact that it is conducted 
within the same linguistic community allows tighter control over data collection than compara-
tive research. We then extrapolate from these within-culture differences in how generic linguistic 
categories shape perception to between-culture differences on the basis of systematic cultural dif-
ferences in language use.

In the next section, we briefly discuss three general tenets of the traditional approach to this 
crossroad of language, cognition and culture. First, this type of research has been primarily 
domain-specific (e.g., color, time, space, gender). Second, language and cognition are treated as 
inner representational and amodal systems that are disembodied, timeless and subjectless (for 
exceptions, see Boroditsky & Prinz, 2008; Glenberg, 2008; Slobin, 2003; Tomasello, 2003; also 
Chiu, Lee, & Kwan, 2007). The third tenet is the general methodological concerns that are hall-
marks of accompanying comparative research. It is against this background that the following 
section spells out the particular functional approach that drives the conceptualization presented 
here. The third section of this chapter summarizes research that provides an interface between 
language and cognition and this functional perspective. It further reviews empirical studies that 
compare different linguistic communities and discusses its implications for the culture, language 
and cognition interface.

LANGUAGE, COGNITION AND CULTURE: 
CONSTRAINTS AND RECALIBRATIONS

Three issues stand out in the standard approach to the research on the relationship between lan-
guage and thought. The first is the linguistic contents that have been the subject of the research. The 
second has to do with the assumptions about how one should understand language and cognition. 
The third arises from the fact that doing comparative research across different linguistic cultures 
introduces particular methodological problems that are very difficult to surmount. We address each 
of these in turn.

Domain specificity. Investigations of the linguistic relativity hypothesis typically compare lin-
guistic communities in terms of a categorical domain (e.g., color) or syntactic feature that is linguis-
tically represented in these communities. When two linguistic communities differ in categorization 
(e.g., color naming), one can examine whether such differences affect nonlinguistic processes in a 
directly implicated cognitive domain (e.g., perception of color, memory of color). Several research 
questions are raised by such a comparative perspective. For example, do cultural differences in 
color-coding influence the actual perception of color (e.g., Özgen, 2004; Regier, Kay, & Cook, 
2005), space (Majid, Bowerman, Kita, Haun, & Levinson, 2004), time (Boroditsky, 2001)? Do 
cultural differences in grammatical gender influence gender-related memory (e.g., Boroditsky et 
al., 2003; Stahlberg, Sczesny, & Braun, 2001)? Do cultural differences in spatial metaphors that 

people use influence their concept of time (e.g., Boroditsky, 2001), and so on (see Gertner & Goldin-
Meadow, 2003; Gumpertz & Levinson, 1996)?

In this chapter we focus on a broader domain. Our reference to “language” covers the entire 
domain of interpersonal predicates (transitive verbs and adjectives) instead of a specific category 
or grammatical feature. Different linguistic predicate categories refer to specific events or objects 
from different perspectives and embody different general attentional construals of the same events. 
Thus, the very same event can be construed concretely in fine grain, and specifically by using verbs 
of action (e.g., John punched David; Mary confided in Ann) as well as in coarse grain and very 
abstractly by using adjectives (John is aggressive; Ann is trustworthy).

Language and cognition as representational and amodal systems. The tacit treatment of lan-
guage and cognition as inner representational systems leads the puzzle of inferential processes to 
become individual-centered. That is, language and cognition are assumed to “happen” within the 
individual and to remain disembodied, timeless and subjectless. This perspective is consequently 
not informed about a communicative or interpersonal context, which is the chief function that lan-
guage serves.

In the functional view, language is for use. And in more general terms, language use is a “design 
process” that extends (and is the result of) the cognitive and motivational processes of a speaker 
with a view to focusing the attention of a listener on some aspect of social, physical or psychologi-
cal reality. In other words, language is used in a communicative context with a view to structure 
the cognitions of an addressee. Obviously, this is an interactive process and not unidirectional. 
Seen this way, cognition can refer to (a) those processes that contribute to how a speaker shapes a 
communicative act (production processes); (b) those processes that contribute to how a communica-
tive act (a message) is received by an addressee (comprehension processes); and (c) the entirety of 
communication itself, independent of the individual productions, as a regulator of joint action (see 
Hutchins, 1996).

From the perspective adopted here, language is seen as a tool to channel the direction of attention 
(Semin, 1998, 2000a; Tomasello, 2003). This contrasts with most of the research on the language-
cognition interface, which takes a symbolic representational perspective and examines language as 
a property of a linguistic community that is abstract, “virtual and outside of time” (cf. Riceour, 1955
). A focus on the attention-driving function of language views it as a tool for giving public shape 
to people’s goals, motives or intentions and thereby for directing attention to different aspects of 
reality. Accordingly, different linguistic devices serve different perspectival and perceptual func-
tions. There are different versions of this view, one of which is expressed by Slobin (1987, 1996), 
who suggests that language may influence thought during “thinking for speaking.” In this view, 
we are forced to attend to specific aspects of our experiences and reality by making these aspects 
grammatically obligatory. Consequently, speakers of different languages are biased to attend to and 
encode different aspects of their experience while speaking. We argue that these differences are 
prevalent not only between but also within linguistic communities. Thus, the very same linguistic 
community has different linguistic devices that permit different aspects of the very same reality 
to receive attention. These differences, in turn, give rise to distinctive differences in how the very 
same reality is perceived, as discussed below.

Methodological concerns. Although comparisons of different linguistic communities may be 
revealing, they have limitations. One limitation is methodological. Because stimuli and instructions 
are supplied in the respective languages, it is impossible, despite back-translation, to ensure that 
they are identical. This is true even when verbal instructions are minimal. The question of transla-
tion commensurability remains an open question (see Boroditsky, 2001; Gumpertz & Levinson, 
1996; Ji, Zhang, & Nisbett, 2004; Stapel & Semin, 2007). One needs translations of both instruc-
tions to answer questions such as whether two different languages carve the color spectrum at dif-
ferent places, or if they have a different concept of time. Minor variations in translations can turn 
out to be important determinants of whether or not languages are perceived as different (see, e.g., 
Brown, 1958; 1986).
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Another problem arises in examining speakers of different linguistic communities who are tested 
in their native languages. Differences can be ascribed to the effect of the particular language on 
thought. “These studies cannot tell us whether experience with a language affects language-inde-
pendent thought such as thought for other languages or thought in nonlinguistic tasks” (Boroditsky, 
2001, p. 3). Finally, sample comparability across different linguistic communities can also be a 
source of concern. What else covaries with linguistic differences? These concerns are not listed to 
deny the wealth of insights yielded by comparative research. Rather, they simply underscore the 
fact that the comparative approach poses a difficult task (cf. Boroditsky, Schmidt, & Phillips, 2003, 
p. 917).

Research that examines how language shapes perception within the same linguistic community 
mitigates many of the methodological concerns that arise in comparative research.

The Domain of Interpersonal Predicates and Their 
Features: The Linguistic Category Model

The Linguistic Category Model (LCM) (Semin, 2000b; Semin & Fiedler, 1988, 1991) is a classifi-
catory approach to the domain of interpersonal language, which consists of interpersonal (transi-
tive) verbs that are used to describe actions (help, punch, cheat, surprise) or psychological states 
(love, hate, abhor), and adjectives and nouns that are employed to characterize persons (extroverted, 
helpful, religious). The model provides a framework for identifying the nuances of people’s use of 
interpersonal terms. It is therefore informative about how verbal behavior is driven strategically by 
psychological processes and communication constraints. This is done by providing a systematic 
model of the meanings that are peculiar to the linguistic terms (verbs, adjectives, and nouns) that 
we use in communicating about social events and their actors.

In this model a distinction is made between five different categories of interpersonal terms that 
are distinguished on the basis of a number of conventional grammatical tests and semantic contrasts 
(cf. Bendix, 1966; Brown & Fish, 1983; Miller & Johnson-Laird, 1976).

Descriptive action verbs are the most concrete and are used to convey the description of a single 
observable event and to preserve perceptual features of the event (e.g., “A punches B,” whereby 
punching is always achieved by means of a fist).

Interpretive action verbs also describe specific observable events. However, these verbs are more 
abstract in that they refer to a general class of behaviors and do not preserve the perceptual features 
of an action (e.g., “A hurts B”). Whereas descriptive action verbs refer to invariant physical features 
of an action, as in the case of punch, inter alia, interpretative action verbs serve as frames for a 
variety of actions that can be described by the same verb. Thus, the verb to help may refer to a wide 
variety of distinct and different actions, ranging from mouth to mouth resuscitation to helping an 
old lady cross the street.

State action verbs refer to the affective consequences of a situation-specific action (to amaze, 
surprise, bore, thrill, etc.). Although the conditions that give rise to the reaction specified in the verb 
might be supplied when asked, they are not implied in the verb itself. Thus, unlike the first two types 
of verbs, they refer to psychological states. State verbs also refer to unobservable emotional states 
(hate, love, fear, etc.) that may not be toward a specific event. There are different linguistic tests that 
can be used to make these distinctions (cf. Bendix, 1966; Johnson-Laird & Oatley, 1989, p. 98 ff.). 
In more simple terms, state verbs refer to unobservable and involuntary states (love, hate, despise). 
State action verbs describe reactions to observable acts of an agent of which the experiencing indi-
vidual is aware, and so it generally makes little sense to say, “Mary amazed me, but I do not know 
why.” (Johnson-Laird & Oatley, 1989, p. 99).

Finally, adjectives (e.g., “A is aggressive”) constitute the last and most abstract category. 
Adjectives generalize across specific events and objects and describe only the subject. They show 
a low contextual dependence and a high conceptual interdependence in their use. In other words, 
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the use of adjectives is governed by abstract, semantic relations rather than by the contingencies 
of contextual factors. The opposite is true for action verbs (e.g., Semin & Fiedler, 1988; Semin & 
Greenslade, 1985). These most concrete terms retain a reference to the contextual and situated fea-
tures of an event.

This dimension of abstractness-concreteness of interpersonal predicates has been operational-
ized in terms of a number of different inferential features or properties. These inferential proper-
ties include (a) the duration of the characteristic produced by the sentence subject; (b) the ease or 
difficulty of confirming and disconfirming statements constructed with these predicates; (c) the 
temporal duration of an interpersonal event depicted by these terms; (d) how informative the sen-
tence is about situational pressures or circumstances; and (e) the likelihood of an event recurring 
at a future point in time (Maass, Salvi, Arcuri, & Semin, 1989; Semin & Greenslade, 1985; Semin 
& Fiedler, 1988; Semin & Marsman, 1994). These variables have been shown to form a concrete-
abstract dimension on which the categories of the LCM (Semin & Fiedler, 1988) are ordered sys-
tematically. Descriptive action verbs (hit, kiss) constitute the most concrete category, followed by 
interpretative action verbs (help, cheat), state action verbs (surprise, bore), state verbs (like, abhor), 
and finally, adjectives (friendly, helpful) are the most abstract predicates. Thus, one can determine 
how abstractly or concretely people represent an event in conversation. For example, the very same 
event can be described as somebody hitting a person, hurting a person (actions), hating a person 
(state), or simply as being aggressive (adjective).

The LCM affords the study of differential attention because the abstractness-concreteness char-
acteristic is generic to the entire predicate class (e.g., Semin, 2000b; Semin & Fiedler, 1988, 1991). 
Thus, unlike more conventional and domain-specific linguistic categories that are used to examine 
the relationship between language and cognition such as color, the linguistic categories we assume 
are not domain-specific. Moreover, the inferential properties identified along the concrete-abstract 
dimension are also not specific to particular semantic domains. This permits the model to be useful 
in investigating the attention-driving function of a generic linguistic category over and above the 
attention-driving functions of specific semantic domains. The latter are driven by specific, declara-
tive meanings directly implicated in a domain (e.g., gender). Such semantic fields are concerned 
with how vocabulary is organized into domains or areas within which lexical items interrelate, with 
semantic or meaning relations addressing relationships such as synonymity (e.g., affable, amiable, 
friendly) and antonymity (e.g., friendly versus unfriendly, good versus bad).

Thus, two features to interpersonal language are examined by the LCM. First, the metasemantic 
feature is independent of the lexical meanings that are subsumed in each of the different categories 
identified by the model. Second, each of the model’s five categories consists of a large number of 
words, which serve specific descriptive functions to represent the actions taking place in an event, 
the states people experience and the characteristics of the actors to an event. This declarative fea-
ture of language is orthogonal to the metasemantic one.

The two distinctive characteristics of interpersonal predicates—declarative and metasemantic—
have different implications. The declarative ability of the predicate directs attention to the content 
or theme of an act, while the orthogonal, metasemantic characteristic of the same predicate shapes 
how fine or coarse the attention should be. If it is the case that concrete terms such as verbs of 
action are used predominantly in situated contexts and refer to the specific details of a social event 
(i.e., a fine-grain representation of the event), then their obvious function, aside from providing a 
semantic representation of the event, is to draw attention to the situated, local features of the event. 
For instance, “Jack pushed David” or “Jack helped David” draws attention to the specifics of the 
act, aside from drawing attention to the positive or negative act itself. In contrast, adjectives draw 
attention to global features that are extracted from the very same event, such as “Jack is aggressive” 
or “Jack is helpful”—again, aside from drawing attention to the negative or positive properties of 
the person.

Thus, language can drive function in two ways. First, language can draw attention to a specific 
subject or theme (e.g., John helped David; John is a kind person) through a semantic route. Second, 
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language can also drive attention in a more subtle manner through the use of specific predicate 
classes. Whereas concrete predicates attract attention to contextual detail, abstract predicates draw 
attention to the global features of an event and thus drive basic perceptual processes in different 
ways. This is the “secret power” of language.

Although the semantic function of language is self-evident, the latter attentional feature is novel. 
However, it has received substantial empirical support (Semin, 1998; Stapel & Semin, 2007).

Research Evidence

The significance of the LCM from a cross-cultural perspective is that whereas reality may be cut 
in different ways semantically across cultural communities, predicate categories do display univer-
sality across cultural boundaries. This section reviews evidence of the perceptual consequences of 
predicate categories (e.g., interpersonal verbs versus adjectives). Do generic predicate categories 
lead people to perceive the same physical reality differently?

In a series of experiments, Stapel and Semin (2007) present evidence that linguistic predicate 
categories direct the receiver’s attention to more abstract versus concrete representations of the same 
event. More specifically, they show that concrete predicate classes, namely action verbs, are more 
likely to direct attention to specific details of an object (i.e., its local properties). In contrast, abstract 
predicate categories such as adjectives are more likely to draw attention to the entirety of the object 
(i.e., its global properties). For example, participants in one experiment were exposed to a simple 
film animation (chess figures in interaction) comparable to the one developed by Heider and Simmel 
(1944). Participants were asked to describe the events taking place in this short film clip either in 
terms of the behaviors they noted (concrete conditions) or the dispositional makeup of the actors 
(abstract conditions). Then, in an ostensibly unrelated task, participants were given a task designed 
by Kimchi and Palmer (1982) to assess differences in perceptual global versus specific focus. The 
task on each trial was to indicate which of two figures was more similar to a target figure. These 
two figures could be seen from either a global or a specific, local perspective. Participants who were 
induced to use abstract language by describing the personality of the chess pieces were more likely 
to identify the global figure as more similar to the target, as compared to those participants induced 
to use concrete language by describing the behavior of the chess pieces.

In a second experiment, participants were primed supraliminally with either action verbs or 
adjectives by unscrambling word jumbles into meaningful short sentences (see Srull & Wyer, 1979). 
Subsequently, they were given a task designed to measure category inclusiveness. In particular, they 
were asked to judge the degree to which weak or atypical exemplars (e.g., TV) could be regarded as 
a member of a general category (e.g., furniture), a measure adapted from Isen and Daubman (1984). 
As predicted, adjective-primed participants were found to be more inclusive in their categoriza-
tions than verb-primed participants, indicating more global (local) processing following an adjec-
tive (verb) prime.

In a third experiment, using the same priming method and with the addition of a control condi-
tion, participants performed the Framed Line Test (Kitayama, Duffy, Kawamura, & Larsen, 2003). 
This is a test that can examine the ability to attend to or ignore global, context-insensitive versus 
specific, context-sensitive information on a basic, perceptual level. The version of the test that was 
used consisted of a square frame, within which a vertical line was extended down from the top of 
the square. Participants then received another (smaller or larger) square frame. Their task was to 
draw a line that is identical to the first line in absolute length. To perform well, participants had 
to ignore both the first frame (when assessing the length of the line) and the second frame (when 
reproducing the line). As predicted, participants who were primed with the abstract predicate cat-
egory performed better than those primed with concrete predicates, because they were independent, 
non-contextual, less situational and tuned to be attentionally less localized.

In the final experiment, participants were subliminally primed with either action verbs or adjec-
tives and then performed the global-specific focus task (Kimchi & Palmer, 1982). Consistent with 
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earlier findings, participants had a more global focus on reality when they were subliminally primed 
with adjectives than when they were subliminally primed with action verbs.

What is the relevance of these findings for the classic question: Does language shape cognition?

AND BACK TO THE INTERSECTION: LANGUAGE, COGNITION AND CULTURE

Stapel and Semin’s findings clearly show that generic predicate categories shape perception and 
provide evidence for the classic question that Whorf (1956) raised. The research demonstrates that 
different linguistic categories point people to different types of observations, and it underscores 
the functional argument that language is a tool that directs people’s attention to different aspects of 
reality. Such an approach has the advantage of circumventing a variety of methodological problems 
noted earlier. In particular, the approach ascertains commensurability of instructions and compa-
rability of samples across conditions, and it provides causal experimental evidence instead of cor-
relational evidence. But, the question remains: What is the relevance of these types of findings for 
the cultural dimension of the intersection with which we started this chapter?

The relevance is highlighted by the fact that although cultures may differ along the dimension 
of individualism-collectivism, all cultures have languages that include both predicate types (verbs 
of action and adjectives). More importantly, different cultures seem to vary in the relative acces-
sibility of these terms in their everyday use. Our linguistic habits are shaped by recurrent cultural 
patterns of representing, acting, feeling, interpreting and experiencing social events. Differences 
in cultural practices are therefore likely to give rise to variations in recurrent features of talk. For 
instance, variations in how the person is culturally oriented are likely to imply different construc-
tions of social events reflecting the types of relationships between a person and his or her social 
world (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 1994). Accordingly, the cultural formation of the person can be 
regarded to play an important role in the linguistic shaping of the interpretation and representation 
of events across cultures (cf. Hofstede, 1980; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Mauss, 1938; Semin & 
Rubini, 1990; Shweder & Bourne, 1982; Triandis, 1989, 1994a, 1994b, 1995; inter alia). One would 
therefore expect differences in the accessibility of concrete and abstract predicate categories as a 
function of the preferential focus to a situation or a person. While the former is a focus on the inter-
dependencies in social events, the latter entails a focus that is directed toward the dynamics of a 
situation that emanate from the makeup of an individual. These differences in focus across cultures 
should be reflected in people’s relative use of concrete and abstract predicates when describing 
social experiences and events, as well as when describing the persons involved in such events.

In an earlier study, Semin, Görts, Nandram, & Semin-Goossens (2002) showed that concrete 
emotion categories implicating situated relationships are more accessible among those in a col-
lectivist culture, namely Hindustani Surinamese. Further, emotion events are described using more 
concrete predicates among those in interdependent cultural contexts (Hindustani Surinamese) rela-
tive to independent cultural contexts (Dutch). The latter are more likely to access abstract emo-
tion terms. The finding that there is more reliance on concrete linguistic categories among the 
Hindustani Surinamese relative to the Dutch is consistent with research suggesting that contextual-
izing predicates are more prominently used in attributional explanations in cultures where inter-
dependence is more prominent (e.g., Miller, 1984; Miller & Bersoff, 1992; Morris & Peng, 1994; 
inter alia). They also converge with the notion that the self itself is contextualized in such cultural 
contexts (e.g., Cousins, 1989; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). More recently, Kashima, Kashima, Kim, 
& Gelfand (2006) have reported similar findings in descriptions of both the self and other, as well 
as relationships, revealing that Westerners (Australians) are more likely to use adjectives and trait 
words than East Asians (Koreans), who refer to the use of adjectives and nouns as an objectifying 
tendency, namely, one that decontextualizes. In contrast, the use of verbs retains contextual features. 
The chief difference between this study and earlier work (e.g., Miller, 1984) is that Kashima et al. 
(2006) develop an index of objectification relying on a systematic coding of the types of predicates 
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people used (e.g., different verb classes, adjectives and nouns). This index correlated .97 with the 
abstraction index based on the LCM (p. 391).

In a similar vein, Maass, Karasawa, Politi, and Suga (2006) present the results of a series of 
comparative studies whereby Italians (independents) were found to rely more on abstract predi-
cates (i.e., adjectives) when they were describing persons or social events from memory relative to 
their Japanese counterparts (interdependents), who accessed significantly more action verbs. These 
results raise an interesting question: Do cultures differing in the relative accessibility of predicate 
classes also differ in the way they perceive stimulus objects? In one of the studies described earlier 
(Stapel and Semin, 2007, Exp. 3), participants were less sensitive to contextual information if they 
were primed with abstract predicates than if they were primed with concrete predicates. Considered 
in the context of Maass et al.’s (2006) findings, these results suggest that a Japanese sample would 
outperform an American sample on the Framed Line Task should they be asked to reproduce a line 
that retains the same proportion relative to the square. In contrast, American participants would 
perform much better than their Japanese counterparts should they be asked to produce a line of 
equal length as the original line. Indeed, these were precisely the findings reported by Kitayama 
et al. (2003), who were the first to use this task to illustrate the difference between interdependents 
(Japanese) and independents (Americans), in that interdependents are more sensitive to contextual 
information compared to independents.

A Paradox?

There is however a particular study reported in the literature that constitutes a paradox to the bold 
parallel that has been drawn between the within-culture studies (Stapel & Semin, 2007) and the 
aforementioned work on differential predicate accessibility and use between interdependent and 
independent cultures. The paradox is to be found in the first experiment reported by Kühnen and 
Oyserman (2002). In this experiment they used Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee’s (1999) classic prim-
ing procedure. This task involves reading a brief paragraph about a trip to a city and circling the 
19 pronouns in the text. In the independence-priming condition, the pronouns are relevant to the 
individual self (e.g., “I,” “me,” “mine”). In the interdependence-priming condition the pronouns are 
relational self (e.g., “we,” “our,” “us”). Their dependent variable was the Navon (1977) task—one 
that is similar to the Kimchi and Palmer (1982) task used by Stapel and Semin (2007). Their results, 
based on a reaction time measure (rather than a classification task, as in the case of the Stapel and 
Semin, 2007, study), revealed that participants primed with the interdependent task were faster 
in classifying globally than those primed with the independent task, and the reverse trend was 
obtained for local classifications. This would appear to contradict Stapel and Semin’s findings with 
the Kimchi and Palmer tasks, because the interdependent processing style is supposed to be context-
sensitive and more focused on local features in a perceptual classification task—which is the action 
verb condition in the Stapel and Semin (2007) research. There is one possible explanation that may 
be simple and could be clarified by future research—this simple account relies on the fact that the 
DVs in the two studies are different, namely, a classification task with no time measurement (Stapel 
and Semin, 2007) and a reaction time task (Kühnen and Oyserman, 2002)*. There are other poten-
tial reasons that are culture based and which Lee and Semin, this volume, discuss in some detail. 
There is, however, another possible account that may be peculiar to the type of primes that are used 
in the Gardner et al. (1999) technique. It is possible that crossing I- or we-related pronouns induces 
two orthogonal frames. The first one may be a semantic one, which is what is assumed to be the con-
sequence of crossing the relevant personal pronouns.I is the nominative singular pronoun, used by a 
speaker in referring to himself or herself—thus, it is a self-referent, exclusive (or singular), solitary 
domain that is semantically activated. This is what is activating the independent self perspective. In 
contrast, the we prime is the nominative plural of I. It denotes people in general—and specifically 
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people used (e.g., different verb classes, adjectives and nouns). This index correlated .97 with the 
abstraction index based on the LCM (p. 391).

In a similar vein, Maass, Karasawa, Politi, and Suga (2006) present the results of a series of 
comparative studies whereby Italians (independents) were found to rely more on abstract predi-
cates (i.e., adjectives) when they were describing persons or social events from memory relative to 
their Japanese counterparts (interdependents), who accessed significantly more action verbs. These 
results raise an interesting question: Do cultures differing in the relative accessibility of predicate 
classes also differ in the way they perceive stimulus objects? In one of the studies described earlier 
(Stapel and Semin, 2007, Exp. 3), participants were less sensitive to contextual information if they 
were primed with abstract predicates than if they were primed with concrete predicates. Considered 
in the context of Maass et al.’s (2006) findings, these results suggest that a Japanese sample would 
outperform an American sample on the Framed Line Task should they be asked to reproduce a line 
that retains the same proportion relative to the square. In contrast, American participants would 
perform much better than their Japanese counterparts should they be asked to produce a line of 
equal length as the original line. Indeed, these were precisely the findings reported by Kitayama 
et al. (2003), who were the first to use this task to illustrate the difference between interdependents 
(Japanese) and independents (Americans), in that interdependents are more sensitive to contextual 
information compared to independents.

A Paradox?

There is however a particular study reported in the literature that constitutes a paradox to the bold 
parallel that has been drawn between the within-culture studies (Stapel & Semin, 2007) and the 
aforementioned work on differential predicate accessibility and use between interdependent and 
independent cultures. The paradox is to be found in the first experiment reported by Kühnen and 
Oyserman (2002). In this experiment they used Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee’s (1999) classic prim-
ing procedure. This task involves reading a brief paragraph about a trip to a city and circling the 
19 pronouns in the text. In the independence-priming condition, the pronouns are relevant to the 
individual self (e.g., “I,” “me,” “mine”). In the interdependence-priming condition the pronouns are 
relational self (e.g., “we,” “our,” “us”). Their dependent variable was the Navon (1977) task—one 
that is similar to the Kimchi and Palmer (1982) task used by Stapel and Semin (2007). Their results, 
based on a reaction time measure (rather than a classification task, as in the case of the Stapel and 
Semin, 2007, study), revealed that participants primed with the interdependent task were faster 
in classifying globally than those primed with the independent task, and the reverse trend was 
obtained for local classifications. This would appear to contradict Stapel and Semin’s findings with 
the Kimchi and Palmer tasks, because the interdependent processing style is supposed to be context-
sensitive and more focused on local features in a perceptual classification task—which is the action 
verb condition in the Stapel and Semin (2007) research. There is one possible explanation that may 
be simple and could be clarified by future research—this simple account relies on the fact that the 
DVs in the two studies are different, namely, a classification task with no time measurement (Stapel 
and Semin, 2007) and a reaction time task (Kühnen and Oyserman, 2002)*. There are other poten-
tial reasons that are culture based and which Lee and Semin, this volume, discuss in some detail. 
There is, however, another possible account that may be peculiar to the type of primes that are used 
in the Gardner et al. (1999) technique. It is possible that crossing I- or we-related pronouns induces 
two orthogonal frames. The first one may be a semantic one, which is what is assumed to be the con-
sequence of crossing the relevant personal pronouns.I is the nominative singular pronoun, used by a 
speaker in referring to himself or herself—thus, it is a self-referent, exclusive (or singular), solitary 
domain that is semantically activated. This is what is activating the independent self perspective. In 
contrast, the we prime is the nominative plural of I. It denotes people in general—and specifically 

*	 I would like to express my thanks to Ying-Yi Hong for drawing my attention to this possibility.

it is used to indicate the speaker along with another or others as the subject (e.g., “We made it to the 
lecture hall on time”). It also implies (in contrast to I) togetherness (i.e., in harmony or accord: “We 
stand together on this issue”), or a sense of belonging (to fit into a group naturally; to be a member 
of a group; persons who are considered together as being related in some way; inter alia). These are 
the presumed purely semantic perspectives that are induced by these primes.

However, these primes may also be activating a processing mode that may be orthogonal to the 
semantic perspectives that are induced. The reasoning behind this is the following: The first person 
singular (I) refers to a concrete visualizable entity, an identifiable person. It can be argued that the 
“I” prime condition induces a concrete and contextual processing mode. In contrast, the nominative 
plural (we) is a general reference and constitutes an abstract reference. The referent of “we” is not as 
readily visualizable, contains unidentifiable faces, and so forth. The “we” condition may be priming 
an abstract processing style.

In short, the first perspective that this priming technique may introduce may have to do with 
semantic implications and is likely to induce a number of the descriptive properties or features 
(autonomy, independence, etc., versus harmony, conformity, etc.) often identified in cultural psycho-
logical literature referring to independence and interdependence (collectivism versus individualism, 
etc.) selectively endorsed as a function of the prime type. Independent of the semantic aspects that 
are activated, a second orthogonal dimension may be activated, namely, two different processing 
modes, due to the singular-plural characteristics of the respective primes . The singular “I” should 
prime a concrete processing mode and/or attentional focus. In contrast, the “we” prime should 
induce an abstract processing mode and/or attentional focus. It is therefore possible that this classic 
priming procedure activates two orthogonal dimensions, one to do with semantic relationships and 
the second with processing mode. If this is the case, then we would have an account for the apparent 
paradox, although the proper answer to this hypothesis remains an empirical question.

CONCLUSIONS

Taken together, the findings regarding the attentional functions of abstract and concrete predicate 
classes (Stapel and Semin, 2007), the selective use of distinct linguistic categories by different 
cultures (Maass et al., 2006) and the cultural difference in attending to contextual information 
(Kitayama et al., 2003) suggest a fruitful window in our understanding of how language shapes 
cognition. The lessons we would like to advance and derive from these findings are as follows: First, 
generic features of language can drive attention to different features of a stimulus environment. 
Second, cultures differ in the habitual use of these same generic properties of language, which in 
turn gives rise to differences in the way the stimulus environment is perceived. These observations 
provide a first, if speculative, step in understanding the rather complex relationship between lan-
guage, the cultural differences in habitual use of language and perception.

Approaching this complex puzzle with the specific strategy adopted here holds the promise 
of avoiding the potential shortcomings that are always present in comparative research. It would 
appear to us that such a research strategy as the one outlined here may have an impact on the field 
by furnishing possibilities of investigating the language-cognition puzzle at a much broader level 
than has been done hitherto. We think that this research strategy issues an invitation to engage in a 
multilevel research strategy with the possible promise of integrative theory construction.
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