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Language as Mind Tools
Learning How to Think Through Speaking1
PENELOPE BROWN and STEPHEN C. LEVINSON
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics
... the expression of experience in linguistic terms constitutes thinking for speaking—a special
form of thought that is mobilized for communication. ... We encounter the contents of the mind
in a special way when they are being accessed for use. ... In the evanescent time frame of constructing utterances in discourse one fits one's thoughts into available linguistic frames. "Thinking
for speaking" involves picking those characteristics of objects and events that (a) fit some conceptualization of the event and (b) are readily encodable in the language. I propose that, in learning
a native language, the child learns particular ways of thinking for speaking, [our emphases]
Dan I. Slobin (1996, p. 76)

A

lthough relative newcomers to the field of child language, we have a long association with Dan
Slobin stemming back to our graduate school days at Berkeley in the early 1970s. Dan was a frequent
associate at the Language Behavior Research Lab, which housed linguistic anthropologists in those
days. He had recently produced the ground-breaking Afield manual for cross-cultural study of the acquisition
of communicative competence (Slobin, 1967), which was the practical basis for a number of the first PhD
dissertations examining child language development in non-Western societies (e.g., Stross, 1969; MitchellKernan, 1972), was helpful in our own field research directed at adults in Mexico and in Tamilnadu, India,
and has inspired a succession of such field manuals from the MPI, Nijmegen. Little did we realize then that,
some 30 years later, Dan would still be a major intellectual stimulator of our research, including that reported
here.

INTRODUCTION
In this chapter, we examine the implications of a major recent finding for Slobin's notion of'thinking for
speaking.' The finding is that in many societies people neither speak nor spatially reckon in terms of left and
right, but rather in terms of fixed directions like north and south (see Majid, Bowerman, Kita, Haun, &
Levinson, 2004, for a summary; Levinson, 2003, and Levinson & Wilkins, 2006 for the full facts). This
implies a strong measure of cognitive diversity in one of the most crucial domains
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This chapter is based on 'Linguistic and cultural factors in learning an absolute spatial system,' a talk by P. Brown
delivered at the Piaget Society meetings. Berkeley, California, in June 2001. A revised version was presented at
the Workshop on Developmental Studies in Spatial Language and Cognition in Geneva in February 2005. We are
grateful to participants at these two venues for helpful feedback.
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