Linking elements illustrate linguistic relativity
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Do morphological differences between English and Dutch influence conceptualization? In our experiment, we investigate this question on the basis of linking elements and plural suffixes. 


The Dutch linking element in compounds like aardbei-en-jam has the same form in speech and writing as the plural suffix: aardbei-en (Hanssen et al., in press). In contrast, English compounds do not have such linking elements. We investigate the influence of this formal contrast on meaning assignment. Plurality ratings from native Dutch speakers for Dutch modifiers (e.g., aardbei in aardbeienjam and ballon in ballonvaart)  were compared with plurality ratings from native Dutch speakers and native English speakers for the English translation equivalents (strawberry in strawberry jam and balloon in balloon ride).

If the Dutch linking element en evokes a plural interpretation, then we expect that the native Dutch speakers rate the number of aardbeien in aardbeienjam higher than the native English speakers rate the number of strawberries in strawberry jam. This is exactly what we have found. Nevertheless, this finding is striking because the Dutch speakers could have been used to the idea that the linking element is not necessary for the conceptualization.

In addition, we also examined the plural ratings of the native Dutch speakers for the English modifiers. These ratings differ from the ratings from the native Dutch speakers for the Dutch modifiers. However, these plural ratings of the native Dutch speakers for the English modifiers come close to the ratings of the native English speakers for the English modifiers, which shows that the language being used to influence semantic interpretations. 
