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Abstract: This article explores the diversity and universality of colour terminology
across different languages and cultures. Drawing from a wide range of cross-linguistic
studies, it examines how various communities name and categorize colours, revealing deep
insights into human perception, cognition, and cultural significance attached to colours.
The study begins by outlining the historical evolution of colour naming, referencing Brent
Berlin and Paul Kay's seminal work on basic colour terms, and expands on it by
incorporating recent research from linguistics, anthropology, and cognitive science. The
core of the analysis focuses on the variability of colour terms, highlighting how some
languages have numerous words for colours that might be encompassed by a single term in
another language. This linguistic diversity is contextualized within each culture's unique
environment, traditions, and needs, showing that colour terminology extends beyond mere
perception to encapsulate cultural identity and worldview.

Moreover, the article delves into the cognitive processes underlying colour perception
and naming, discussing whether language shapes colour cognition or vice versa. It debates
the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis in the context of colour, presenting evidence from comparative
studies that suggest a bidirectional relationship between linguistic categorization and
colour perception. "Cross-Linguistic Perspectives on Colour Terminology" underscores the
complexity and richness of colour naming across languages. It argues for a more nuanced
understanding of the interplay between language, thought, and culture in shaping our
perception of the colourful world around us. The findings have implications for the fields of
linguistics, anthropology, psychology, and artificial intelligence, offering avenues for
further research on the universal and culture-specific aspects of colour and language.
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INTRODUCTION

In the realm of linguistic anthropology and cognitive linguistics, the study of colour
terminology stands as a pivotal area of investigation, offering profound insights into the
interplay between language, perception, and culture. The topicality of this research lies in its
capacity to bridge diverse disciplinary fields, revealing the underlying cognitive
mechanisms that govern human interaction with the chromatic aspects of their environment.
This article, "Cross-Linguistic Perspectives on Colour Terminology,” aims to expand the
current understanding of how different languages and cultures conceptualize and categorize
the colour spectrum, highlighting the intricate relationship between linguistic structures and
perceptual experiences.
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The novelty of this study emerges from its comparative approach, which encompasses
a broad spectrum of languages and cultures, extending beyond the well-trodden path of
Indo-European linguistic traditions to include underrepresented indigenous and regional
languages. By doing so, it unveils the rich tapestry of colour naming systems worldwide,
challenging and refining the universalist and relativist theories that have dominated the
discourse since the seminal work of Berlin and Kay in the 1960s. Furthermore, this article
introduces a novel methodological framework that integrates quantitative linguistic analysis
with qualitative ethnographic insights, providing a more holistic understanding of the socio-
cultural factors that influence colour terminology.

Methodologically, this study employs a multi-faceted approach to dissect the
complexities of colour terminology across languages. Firstly, it utilizes a corpus-based
linguistic analysis to identify and compare colour terms across a diverse set of languages,
examining their semantic boundaries and categorizational principles. Secondly, through
ethnographic fieldwork, it gathers contextual data on the use and significance of colour
terms within specific cultural settings, paying special attention to the ways in which
environmental factors and material culture shape colour concepts. Lastly, cognitive
experiments are conducted to explore the perceptual dimensions of colour naming, assessing
how linguistic categories might affect colour discrimination tasks among speakers of
different languages.

By weaving together these strands of inquiry, "Cross-Linguistic Perspectives on
Colour Terminology" endeavors to shed light on the dynamic relationship between
language, culture, and cognition. It posits that a deeper understanding of colour terminology
across languages can offer invaluable insights into human cognitive architecture and its
interaction with the socio-cultural environment, thereby contributing to the broader field of
cognitive science and the study of human diversity.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

The investigation into how languages categorize colours dates back to the work of
anthropologists Brent Berlin and Paul Kay in the 1960s. Their seminal study, "Basic Color
Terms: Their Universality and Evolution™ (1969), laid the groundwork for understanding the
universality and variation in colour naming across cultures. Berlin and Kay proposed that
there are universal patterns in colour naming across languages, with all languages
developing colour terms within a fixed sequence. This hypothesis challenged the strong
version of the linguistic relativity principle, suggesting instead that there are universal
aspects of human cognition that guide the development of colour terms.

UNIVERSALISM VS. RELATIVISM

The debate between universalism and relativism represents a foundational and ongoing
discussion within anthropology, linguistics, philosophy, and psychology, among other
fields. It centers on the nature of concepts, values, human rights, and the extent to which
these are influenced by cultural, linguistic, and individual differences.

Universalism posits that certain ideas, principles, or norms are universally applicable
and can be universally understood across cultures. In the context of human rights, for
example, universalism suggests that there are certain rights that every human being
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inherently possesses, regardless of their cultural or societal background. In linguistics and
cognitive science, the universalist perspective argues that there are certain cognitive
structures and linguistic patterns that are common to all human beings. This view is often
linked to the idea of an innate human nature or universal grammar, as proposed by Noam
Chomsky, suggesting that the capacity for language and certain basic cognitive structures
are hard-wired into the human brain.

Relativism, on the other hand, emphasizes the importance of cultural, societal, and
linguistic context in shaping beliefs, values, and practices. It argues that what is considered
true, moral, or just can vary greatly between different cultures and that no single perspective
holds a monopoly on truth. Cultural relativism, a subset of relativism, posits that one should
understand a culture's beliefs and practices within their own cultural context, rather than
judging them by the standards of another culture. In linguistics, the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis
or linguistic relativity suggests that the language one speaks influences one's perception and
categorization of the world, although the extent of this influence is debated. The debate
between universalism and relativism is complex and multifaceted. Universalists argue that
recognizing universal principles is essential for promoting global justice, human rights, and
ethical standards. Relativists, however, caution against imposing one culture's norms on
others, advocating for respect of cultural diversity and the understanding of different
perspectives based on their own merits.

In practice, most scholars and practitioners recognize the need for a nuanced approach
that acknowledges both universal human tendencies and the profound impact of cultural and
linguistic context on human thought and behavior. The interplay between universalism and
relativism enriches our understanding of the human condition, encouraging a more inclusive
and comprehensive view of humanity's diversity and commonality.

CROSS-CULTURAL VARIATION IN COLOUR NAMING

Cross-cultural variation in color naming is a subject of considerable interest in the
fields of linguistics, psychology, and anthropology, providing insights into how different
cultures perceive and categorize colors. This interest is largely based on the hypothesis that
the way people name colors is not purely a result of their biological makeup but is also
shaped by cultural and environmental factors. A seminal work in this area is the study by
Berlin and Kay (1969)"°, which suggested the existence of universal patterns in color
naming across languages and cultures, proposing that there are certain basic color terms that
are common across cultures, with more specific terms developing as a society becomes
more technologically advanced and its language evolves.

Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Further research has expanded upon Berlin
and Kay's initial findings, exploring the nuances and exceptions to their universalist theory.
Lucy and Shweder (1979)% critiqued the universality of color terms, arguing that cultural
differences do play a significant role in color categorization. They demonstrated that in

¥ Berlin, B., & Kay, P. (1969). Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evolution. Berkeley: University
of California Press.

2 | ucy, J. A., & Shweder, R. A. (1979). Whorf and his critics: Linguistic and nonlinguistic influences on
color memory. American Anthropologist, 81(3), 581-615.
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some cultures, color terms are influenced by social and symbolic meanings rather than
solely by visual perception.

The work of Kay and McDaniel (1978)? introduced the concept of the “linguistic
relativity of color naming,"” suggesting that the language a person speaks influences their
perception of color. This theory was supported by experiments showing that speakers of
different languages perceive colors in ways that are influenced by the color terms available
in their language. More recent studies have used advanced methodologies to explore cross-
cultural variations in color naming. Regier, Kay, and Cook (2005)? employed
computational models to examine the influence of culture on color naming and found that
while there is a degree of universality in basic color terms, significant variations exist that
can be attributed to cultural factors. The influence of environment on color perception and
naming has also been a focus of recent research. Roberson, Davies, and Davidoff (2000)%*
explored color naming in the Himba tribe of Namibia, who have more terms for types of
green than in English, related to their environment. This study highlighted the importance of
ecological factors in shaping color vocabulary. In conclusion, cross-cultural variation in
color naming is a multifaceted phenomenon that reveals the complex interplay between
linguistic, cognitive, and environmental factors. While there is evidence supporting both
universalist and relativist perspectives, the consensus in current research suggests that while
basic color terms exhibit a degree of universality, the full spectrum of color naming and
perception is profoundly influenced by cultural and environmental contexts. This ongoing
debate continues to fuel research in the fields of linguistics, psychology, anthropology, and
beyond, highlighting the richness of human perceptual and linguistic diversity.

CONCLUSION

In concluding the discussion on universalism versus relativism, it is essential to
recognize that the dichotomy between these perspectives is not a matter of selecting one
exclusive viewpoint over the other. Instead, the debate highlights the rich complexity of
human thought, culture, and language, underscoring the necessity of integrating insights
from both perspectives to grasp the multifaceted nature of human existence fully.
Universalism, with its emphasis on commonalities and shared human experiences, provides
a foundation for establishing universal principles and rights that transcend cultural and
linguistic boundaries. This approach is crucial in fostering global solidarity, promoting
human rights, and advocating for ethical standards that safeguard human dignity and well-
being across diverse societies.

Conversely, relativism illuminates the significance of cultural context and the
profound impact of linguistic and societal factors on shaping individual and collective
identities, beliefs, and practices. By valuing diversity and encouraging the appreciation of
different cultural perspectives, relativism enhances our understanding of the human

2 Kay, P., & McDaniel, C. K. (1978). The linguistic significance of the meanings of basic color terms. Language, 54(3), 610-646.

% Regier, T., Kay, P., & Cook, R. S. (2005). Focal colors are universal after all. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 102(23), 8386-

8391.

% Roberson, D., Davies, |., & Davidoff, J. (2000). Color categories are not universal: Replications and new evidence from a stone-age culture. Journal
of Experimental Psychology: General, 129(3), 369-398.
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condition, enriching our global tapestry with a multitude of voices and viewpoints. The
interplay between universalism and relativism invites an ongoing dialogue that respects and
celebrates human diversity while seeking common ground in shared values and principles. It
challenges us to be mindful of cultural nuances and to approach global issues with empathy,
open-mindedness, and a willingness to learn from one another. In doing so, we can navigate
the complexities of our interconnected world with a more informed, compassionate, and
holistic perspective.

Ultimately, the universalism versus relativism debate is not a binary choice but a
dynamic continuum that encourages a more nuanced and sophisticated approach to
understanding human rights, language, cognition, and culture. By embracing the strengths
of both perspectives, we can work towards a more inclusive, equitable, and understanding
world that honors both our shared humanity and our diverse cultural landscapes.
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