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Abstract: Is our moral cognition “coloured” by the language(s) that we speak? Despite the
centrality of language to political life and agency, limited attempts were made thus far in
contemporary political philosophy to consider this possibility. We therefore set out to explore
the possible influence of linguistic relativity effects on political thinking in linguistically-
diverse societies. We begin by introducing the facts and fallacies of the “linguistic relativity”
principle, and explore the various ways in which they “colour,” often covertly, current
normative debates. To illustrate this, we focus on two key Rawlsian concepts: the original
position and public reason. We then move to consider the resulting epistemic challenges and
opportunities facing contemporary multilingual democratic societies in an age of increased
mobility, arguing for the consequent imperative of developing political metalinguistic
awareness and political extelligence among political scientists, philosophers and actors alike
in an irreducibly complex linguistic world.

Keywords: Political liberalism; linguistic relativity; semantic universals; political
metalinguistic awareness; political extelligence

1. Introduction: Pigments of (Political) Reality
Is our moral cognition “coloured” by the language(s) that we speak? Despite the obvious
significance of language to the human experience and perception of the world, as well as more
narrowly to political thinking, limited attempts have been made thus far in normative political
philosophy to consider the possibility of language-based epistemic diversity effects on moral

cognition. Such an omission is particularly intriguing, considering the centrality of language to
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key notions such as deliberative democracy and public reason. Even within the recent literature
on linguistic justice (most notably Kymlicka and Patten 2003; Van Parijs 2011), for example,
language is primarily approached as an object of normative political theorising, similarly to

race, culture or religion, rather than as its medium.

We therefore set out in this paper to outline and explore some of the issues that emerge from
the possibility of linguistic relativity effects on political language, and their implications for
normative political philosophy. We begin by introducing some of the facts and fallacies of the
linguistic relativity principle, and the various ways in which experimentally documented and
potential linguistic relativity effects have considerable implications for a number of key issues
in contemporary political philosophy. To illustrate our argument, we focus on John Rawls’s
work (Rawls 1999; 2005a; 2005b), owing to its wide influence on the discipline. Specifically,
we argue that Rawls’s sidestepping of linguistic epistemology results in a theory that is,
unwittingly, epistemically “biased,” and that the incorporation of linguistic epistemology
successfully addresses and contributes in reducing this shortcoming. We conclude with a
broader reflection on the implications of linguistic relativity for existing and emerging topics
in political philosophy — the challenges it presents and the various benefits it is expected to

generate in its service.

2. Political Language and the Linguistic Relativity Principle
Does language affect our perception of the world? The notion of a “linguistic relativity
hypothesis” that underpins this longstanding question is often associated with the work of
American linguistic anthropologists Edwad Sapir (1884-1939) and Benjamin Lee Whorf
(1897-1941) and is sometimes also labelled “Whorfianism” or the “Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.”

In truth, however, the principle of linguistic relativity has never been formally codified as such



(certainly not by Whorf or Sapir). Instead, it is better understood as an ongoing inquiry on how
language influences thought, shared by scholars from different disciplines, historical contexts

and approaches.!

The principle of linguistic relativity is commonly interpreted in one of two ways: a strong
interpretation or a weak interpretation. “[U]nder the strong claim [the strong interpretation],
linguistically uncoded concepts would be unattainable; under the weak form [the weak
interpretation], concepts which happen to be linguistically coded would be facilitated or
favoured (e.g. would be more accessible, easier to remember, or the default coding for non-
linguistic cognition)” (Gumperz and Levinson 1996, 23). In other words, the strong
interpretation perceives thought as constrained, if not imprisoned, in language, whereas the
weak interpretation acknowledges that language may affect, but not (pre)determine, or
otherwise irreversibly “program,” our cognitive trajectories and habits. Intriguingly, while
most of the research on linguistic relativity is focused on the weak interpretation, much of its
critique has been historically directed at the strong interpretation, which is also, ironically, the
one that is most commonly taught and discussed outside specialized circles (e.g. Gumperz and

Levinson 1996, 12).

When examining the plausibility of the linguistic relativity hypothesis, and its potential effects
on political cognition and discourse, and consequently political life, it is useful to keep in mind

the history of science that underpins current understandings of language. The question of the

' E.g. see Von Humboldt (1988); Herder (2002); Boas (1966) [1911]; Sapir [1949] (1985);
Whorf (1956); Gumperz and Levinson (1996); Lakoff (1987); Lucy (1992); Wierzbicka

(2014).



nature and essence of language is one that has been dividing linguists (and consequently
philosophers, sociologists, psychologists, etc.) since the late 1960s. While earlier approaches
rooted in structural linguistics emphasized the contextualized and social nature of language,
competing approaches grounded in the evolving field of cognitive science approached
language, by contrast, in a more formal way, as an abstracted set of defined operators. This
fundamental theoretical, conceptual and methodological divide between the two approaches,
further compounded by the computational turn in cognitive science, effectively resulted in a
split science of language, one that is more at home in context-sensitive fields such as history
and anthropology, and another that is closer to formal approaches in disciplines such as
cognitive science and computer science (e.g. Graff 2015; Levinson 2012). Of the two
approaches to language, the latter is often granted more scientific credibility in the social
sciences, particularly by those social scientists who are more oriented towards quantitative
methods. However, the presumed context-independent account of language endorsed by the
latter approach seems at odds with the context-sensitivity of political analysis, whether
normative or empirical, particularly when advanced by researchers formerly associated with

the formal approach, such as George Lakoff (Lakoff 1987; 1996; 2003; 2008).

The weak interpretation of the linguistic relativity principle holds some important insights for
political philosophy, as it moves away from a highly abstracted conception of language into a
more empirically-grounded understanding of the interrelations between moral perception and
linguistic diversity. Importantly, unlike the strong version, the weak version avoids identifying
a deterministic causal chain between language and culture, or arguing that the latter is wholly
conditioned by the former. Instead, it conceives language and culture as interdependent,
maintaining that we are normally “nudged” (Collin 2012, 283) to see and think about the world

in certain ways by the lexicon and grammar of our language(s). The possibility of linguistic



relativity effects on political language therefore calls into question the presupposition that all
citizens necessarily share the same set of epistemic resources when reflecting on political

ethics, particularly in multilingual political communities.

Likewise, when considering the interplay of linguistic diversity, individual linguistic
repertoires and thought, it is useful to keep in mind that, until very recently, bilingualism was
perceived as an anomaly, which explains “the monolingual (mis)reading of Humboldt, Sapir
and Whorf in American Academia” (Pavlenko 2014, 18). It is only relatively recently that
bilingualism research has consolidated into a distinct area of systematic investigation on
language and cognition, in what has been labeled the “bilingual turn” (Pavlenko 2014, 18-25).
One of the main conclusions of this new area of investigation has been “the growing realization
that “‘monolingual’ theories are of limited use in explaining linguistic and cognitive processing
in bi- and multilinguals [and that] the bi- and multilingual mind requires its own theory”
(Pavlenko 2014, 20). Such a conclusion is rooted in a “neo-Whorfian” framework (e.g. Lakoff
1987; Wierzbicka 1997; 2006; 2014; Cook and Bassetti 2011; Jarvis 2011; Jarvis and Pavlenko
2008). The purpose of this article, accordingly, is not simply to argue that monolingual
speakers of Italian and Hebrew, for example, are nudged by their languages in particular
directions through their political and moral vocabularies. Rather, we argue that the moral
reflection of citizens whose linguistic repertoire is larger than one may therefore be understood
as different from a monolingual moral reflection, to the extent that moral reflection engages
the enhanced “metalinguistic awareness” of the reflecting individual, i.e. their “the ability to
reflect upon and manipulate the structural features of language itself as an object of thought,
as opposed to simply using the language system to comprehend and produce utterances” (Zhou

2000, 346).



Before we begin our analysis, it is useful to keep in mind that the deliberate choice to focus on
a multilingual exploration of political concepts is not problem-free. For one thing, the
construction of meaning in language, political and otherwise, is carried out not in lexical
isolation but in broader textual segments (e.g. clauses, sentences, paragraphs). Similarly,
concepts acquire their meaning not in isolation but rather in relation to other concepts. Cross-
linguistic conceptual equivalency, therefore, depends not merely on the formal existence of a
broadly similar notion in a different language (even if purposefully and carefully coined), but
also on the extent to which it is nested in relatively similar “terminological networks” (Cassin
2014b, xvii; see also Freeden and Vincent 2013, 12-13). For another, the focus on distinct
concepts relies heavily on the notion of “word” as historically defined by Greco-Roman
grammarians and later adopted by their modern Western successors. “Word,” however, is far
from being a universal category in linguistics (Baratin et al. 2014, 1244), and “was developed
for the familiar languages of Europe... Indeed... some of the criteria for ‘word’ are only fully
applicable for languages of this type” (Dixon and Aikhenvald 2003, 3). The notion of “word”
is therefore skewed in the direction of powerful European languages, but much harder to
identify in (poli)synthetic languages, which often require an entire sentence in order to translate
their “words” into isolating/analytical languages (e.g. English).? Despite these limitations,
however, our focus on single words as our basic unit of analysis creates a useful starting point
for discussing cross-linguistic political vocabularies with intellectual branches in political
research that focus on conceptual analysis, such as analytical political philosophy, conceptual

history and comparative political thought.

2Consider, for example, the Siouan Crow word akdiiammalapdashkuuassaaleewaachiinmook,
translated into English as “we’ll look for someone who [will] take you to Billings” (Rankin et

al. 2003, 183).



Furthermore, while this article engages with political vocabulary and political terminology, it
is important to keep in mind that “there is no existing theory of political terminology” (Chilton
2008, 226), and likewise “no established approaches, or school of thoughts... no classic texts,
no repertoire of basic concepts or methods of data gathering and analysis [theorizing its
dissemination and implementation]... neither within research on political language nor within
political science or sociology” (Oberhuber 2008, 271). Together with the largely marginal
position of linguistic epistemology in contemporary political philosophy, this fragmented
theoretical, conceptual and methodological framework makes it even more challenging to
understand the role and function of linguistic epistemology in the political life of multilingual
societies. As a matter of scientific imperative, our analysis draws on a broad range of
disciplinary sources in political science, philosophy, linguistics, sociology, cognitive science
and anthropology, but it by no means attempts to present an exhaustive, let alone a unified,
intellectual terrain. Rather, in this article we draw on our own particular disciplinary expertise
in order to examine the topic in a principled and systematic manner that we believe to be

currently missing in contemporary political philosophy.

3. Linguistic Relativity and John Rawls’s Political Philosophy
Opting to begin a discussion of linguistic relativity by focusing on Rawls’s political philosophy
is hardly a self-explanatory choice. For one thing, language - understood in its concrete form
as a natural language rather than a specialized philosophical speech or a Platonic ideal - hardly
plays a significant role in Rawls’s work. The consideration of possible linguistic relativity
effects on Rawls’s theory, however, is capable of generating some importantly useful insights.
This section therefore turns its attention to two key concepts within the Rawlsian conceptual
map that are viewed as central to Rawls’s approach to justice in particular and political life

more broadly: (1) the original position and (2) public reason. Reinterpreting these two concepts



along more epistemically conscious lines by considering the effects of linguistic relativity, we
argue, generates a conception of political ethics (and of a theory of justice) that is more nuanced
and grounded in existing political life, rather than in an abstracted moral cognition, and
therefore more capable of identifying - and redressing - consequent instances of epistemic and

moral bias.

e 3.1. The Original Position
Rawls’s “original position™ attempts to neutralize the effect of particularistic biases in the
process of determining which principles of justice ought to guide society, by stripping
individuals of particularistic traits, such as gender, age, race or talent. To that end, the
individual parties to that hypothetical agreement behind the veil of ignorance possess only the
knowledge of “the general facts about human society...[and]...are presumed to know whatever
general facts affect the choice of the principles of justice” (Rawls 1999a, 119). This carefully-
crafted thought experiment raises immediate difficulties when we consider the question of
language. Specifically, if the original position is a decision-making (or agreement-reaching)
process, which linguistic mechanisms facilitate it? Language may potentially be neutralized,
along with race or ethnicity, to the extent that it is perceived as a divisive identitarian feature.
But, without any language at their disposal, how are the parties to reach any kind of meaningful
engagement at all? The conceptual infrastructure of human cooperation, particularly the type
upon which the Rawlsian notion of cooperative justice is premised, requires a fairly complex
and nuanced level of semantic interaction, one that could accommodate a meaningful
discussion of concepts such as “freedom,” “democracy” and ‘“fairness.” Such concepts,
however, are not a standalone ethical vocabulary. Rather, they are rooted in the particularistic
tradition of Anglo-American political philosophy. (Mis)perceiving Anglo-American political

semantics as “the human norm” (Wierzbicka 1997, 32), by perceiving English to represent a



“universal logic, identical in all times and all places” (Cassin 2014b, xviii), ironically nurtures

a particularistic bias rather than successfully avoiding it.

Anna Wierzbicka, (Wierzcibka 2006, chs. 4-5) for example, shows how terms such as “fair”
and “reasonable,” which are central to Rawls’s political philosophy, present an undeniably
“Anglo” cultural bias. The meaning of the English word “reasonable,” for example, involves
“limiting one’s claims on others and at the same time appealing to reasons” (Wierzbicka 2006,
135), attitudes which, Wierzbicka points out, emerged from specific aspects of British history
such as the British Enlightenment. The standard French translation “raisonnable,” however,
does not contain any allusions to moderation and to other people (Wierzbicka 2006, 139).
Similarly, “fairness,” with its ideas of “social cooperation” and of “a public and agreed-upon
standard” (Rawls 2001, 6), can be traced back to John Locke’s political philosophy and, more
generally, “to the post-Enlightenment move away from metaphysics and to the shift from an
ethics based on religion to a ‘procedural morality’ and to an ethics based on ‘reason’, ‘social
cooperation’, and ‘each participant’s rational advantage’ (Wierzbicka 2006, 154). For these
reasons, Wierzbicka claims, there exist no exact translations of “fairness” in French and
German (and, arguably, in many others of the world’s roughly 6,000 languages). Even when
approximate translations are available, speakers of different languages are nevertheless

“nudged” to focus on different connotations owing to different semantic overtones.

3 See also Ives (2014) on the influence of Lockean thought on contemporary language
perceptions and beliefs as a neutral vehicle for transmitting ideas between idealized
monolingual native speakers, and their consequent difficulties when theorising the politics of

language.



Wierzbicka’s critique, which also includes an analysis of Rawls’s contextualised political
semantics (Wierzbicka 2006, 143-4, 152-5), introduces an epistemic dimension into the
original position by identifying linguistic relativity effects among the deliberating parties
behind the veil of ignorance. English, after all, is not the only language in which moral and

2 ¢C

political debates take place. Concepts such as Japanese wa (11, “harmony,” “peaceful group

conformity”) (Wierzbicka 1997, 253, 279) or Bantu ubuntu (“humane-ness,” ‘“sharing a
universal bond of humanity”) (e.g. Louw 2006, 161-73) seem just as pertinent for discussing

the just state of society.

This does not imply, however, that the Rawlsian original position is irremediably biased due
to Rawls’s use of Anglo-American political semantics. After all, the parties in the original
position are essentially motivated by prudential reasons. Their goal, that is, is to maximize the
good of the citizens they represent, who have “higher-order interests” (Rawls 1999a, xiii) in
cultivating and employing their moral powers, and who require certain primary goods. Since
the notion of the “good” is not particularistic to the moral vocabulary of English (Wierzbicka
2014, 34-5) there exists a scope, within the original position, for neutralizing the potential
negative effects of linguistic relativity. Crucially, however, in their deliberations the parties
should seek to refrain from using terms that belong exclusively to Anglo-American (or to any
other parochial) political semantics as part of distancing the original position from specific
human particularities. These terms include, for example, “freedom,” “democratic equality,”

and “fairness.”

Take freedom. As Wierzbicka (1997, 125-55) has cogently shown, and as we illustrate more
extensively in a subsequent section, the English concept of “freedom” cannot be easily

translated across linguistic boundaries, since it is rooted not simply in the English language but

10



also in the particular political culture in which it has emerged, which can hardly be described
as universal in any empirical sense. Yet this concept is central to the deliberation among the
parties in the original position, especially with regard to the formulation of the first principle
of justice, which is concerned with the protection of citizens’ basic liberties. How can the
parties in the original position reach any just decision with regard to what basic liberties (if
any) ought to be protected by the state, if they use the English linguistic conception of

“freedom,” which is grounded in a specific and partial political epistemology?

Similarly, the concept of “democratic equality” is central to the deliberation among the parties
in the original position in connection with the second principle of justice, which is concerned
with the arrangement of social and economic inequalities, and especially with the formulation
of the “difference principle” (Rawls 1999a, 65-73). Yet the concept of “democracy” cannot be
easily translated across linguistic boundaries (e.g. Dupuis-Déri 2004, 118-34), at least without
being sensitive to the risk of conflating its empirical realities with its universal normative
presuppositions. As Frederic C. Schaffer argues, “Xhosa speakers today talk of idemokrasi,
Chinese students demonstrated for minzhu, and Viclav Havel attempted to institute
demokracie. These examples are hardly trivial. Translating minzhu, demokracie, or idemokrasi,
by ‘democracy’ as journalists and scholars regularly do, is potentially problematic because the
cultural premises that infuse American practices and institutions may not be universal”
(Schaffer 1998, 14; see also Freeden and Vincent 2013, 8). But then how can the parties in the
original position deliberate about the best way of arranging social and economic inequalities
on the basis of the idea of “democratic equality,” if the English concept of “democracy”
contains connotations, or semantic “overtones,” that are not shared by its literal translations in

other languages?

11



With regard to the concept of “fairness,” we have already highlighted its Lockean post-
Enlightenment roots. One might then observe that the prudential and self-interested reasons
that motivate the parties in the original position make it unnecessary for them to have a concept
of fairness in order to be able to deliberate about the principles of justice. However, this
objection overlooks the fact that for Rawls, while the parties in the original position are indeed
self-interested, they are also “presumed to be capable of a sense of justice and this fact is public
knowledge among them” (Rawls 1999a, 125). A sense of justice involves the willingness to
comply with fair terms of cooperation and “it means that that the parties can rely on each other
to understand and to act in accordance with whatever principles are finally agreed to” (Rawls
1999a, 125). It is “a tendency to answer in kind” (Rawls 1999a, 433) which “would appear to
be a condition of human sociability” (Rawls 1999a, 433). According to Rawls, a purely self-
interested kind of social cooperation, alike to the Hobbesian one, would not result in stable
institutions and society. It is therefore necessary not only that “the principles of justice are
agreed to in an initial situation that is fair” (Rawls 1999a, 11) but also that the parties in the

original position share the same (linguistically-codified) concept of fairness.

Another objection might be that the idea of fairness is in fact not as parochial as we claim. For
example, one might argue that the widely shared Golden Rule “do unto others as you would
have them do unto you” is, in fact, a concept of fairness. However, consider that “the golden
rule shows two major sides: one promoting fairness and individual entitlement, conceived as
reciprocity; the other promoting helpfulness and generosity to the end of social welfare” (Puka
2010). Rawls’s work, we have seen, grants significant importance to the idea of reciprocity as
a key aspect of fairness. Yet it does not assign any significant importance to attitudes such as
helpfulness and generosity, which are central to the Golden Rule. The latter, therefore, presents

different connotations from the Rawlsian concept of fairness. It can also be argued that,

12



although the Golden Rule is assumed to be an ethical universal, such universality nevertheless
requires empirical grounding. The fact that the Golden Rule exists in both Judeo-Christian and
Confucian traditions does indeed mean it is not exclusive to either of them, but it does not

conclusively follow from this that it is a universal property of human morality.

A final objection that we would like to consider is the claim that fairness, for Rawls, is a highly
complex and technical philosophical concept, i.e. one that is distant from the everyday speech
of ordinary citizens, regardless of their native language. To this, we would like to respond,
first, that Rawls’s theory is not as distant from everyday political and moral judgments as this
objection suggests. After all, Rawls claims that the rationale for the original position thought-
experiment also involves the idea that we should “see if the principles which would be chosen
match our considered convictions of justice or extend them in an acceptable way” (Rawls
1999a, 17). Our everyday political and moral concepts therefore play an important role,
according to Rawls, in the formulation of a theory of justice. Second, we would like to stress
that the analyses of complex philosophical terms and of everyday political speech are not
mutually exclusive but complementary. Examining the implications of linguistic relativity for
such a sophisticated philosophical framework as the original position, that is, does not prevent
us from also considering its effects on real-world deliberation. Indeed, the latter task is the one

we aim to carry out in the next section.

For now, we would like to conclude the present analysis by stressing that the main challenge
raised by the effects of linguistic relativity on the original position is therefore the
establishment of a semantically linguistic epistemology that is sufficiently “calibrated,” from
which a shared framework of cooperative justice could eventually be generated. A better

epistemically-informed version of the original position should seek greater epistemic

13



inclusiveness in discussing political ethics, a discussion that may therefore only take place with

the incorporation of language into the process.

What would such an alternative version of the original position look like? Wierzbicka’s
critique of the tendency to mistake the English political vocabulary for the human norm is
supported by a developing project on what is called the “Natural Semantic Metalanguage”
(NSM) (Wierzbicka 2014, 33), a “decompositional system of meaning representation based on
empirically established universal semantic primes” (Goddard 2010, 450), which aims to
identify through cross-linguistic research the core set of semantic universals. This developing
list of primes comprises, in effect, the “semantic Lego” of human language, with local
exponents identified and tested across a broad range of languages, including English, Russian,
Polish, French, Swedish, Malay, Japanese, Korean, Ewe and East Cree. The English exponents
of the NSM include substantives such as “I,” “you” and “someone,” descriptors such as “big”
and “small,” evaluators such as “good” and “bad,” actions such as “do,” happen” or “touch,”
and several others (Wierzbicka 2014, 34-5). This “epistemic Lego,” in turn, enables the

99 ¢¢

construction of more complex social and political notions, such as “cooperation,” “altruism”
(Wierzbicka 2014, 104-7) and “tolerance” (Gladkova 2008). Such complex and localized

concepts cannot be the starting point of the discussion over shared values, because they fail to

draw on an empirically-common ethical and political language (Wierzbicka 2014, 66-7).

This does not mean, of course, that the English exponents of the NSM should be preferred over
their counterparts from other languages. The whole point of the NSM is that terms such as “I,”

you,” “someone,” “good,” and “bad,” unlike terms such as “fairness,” “freedom,” and

“democracy,” do have substantive cross-linguistic literal translations, as empirical research

14



shows.* Therefore choosing the English version of the NSM instead of any of the other
languages for which this framework has been tested and verified involves a negligible amount,
if any, of epistemic or cultural bias. The choice between the different versions of the NSM is,
in other words, as epistemically neutral as present research allows, and may be dictated by
pragmatic reasons without unintentionally prioritizing one’s particular epistemic standpoint.
The use of the NSM would allow individuals who do not necessarily share a native language
to nevertheless form and develop an epistemically-informed version of the Rawlsian original

position, by using their language-specific NSM exponents as a linguistic “common ground.”

An epistemically-informed original position therefore begins not with particularistic ethical
vocabularies (e.g. “fairness”), but rather with these semantic “molecules” that are more easily
shared, recognized and deliberated across linguistic and epistemic boundaries. Importantly, this
proposed revision of the Rawlsian thought experiment intends to negotiate a middle ground
between the seemingly effability’ principle of the Rawlsian experiment (and, more broadly, of
Anglo-American political philosophy) on the one hand, and the strong version of the linguistic
relativity principle (i.e. linguistic determinism) on the other. The revised thought experiment
is thus premised on the assumption that epistemic differences can and indeed ought to be
bridged in the process of a collective reflection on the just state of society. Such bridging,
however, requires closer and direct attention to linguistic epistemology, rather than the attempt
to eliminate it from the picture altogether. For the original position to deliver on its promise to

select principles of justice in a way that is genuinely unbiased, the NSM offers a theoretically

*See, for example, Peeters (2006) for a detailed exploration of the NSM in Romance languages,
Hasada (2008) on Japanese, Gladkova (2007) on Russian, and Maher (2002) on Italian.

5 “Effability” refers to the view that “all natural languages possess...the capacity to express
any idea” (Collin 2013, 283).
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and methodologically capable tool for taking the linguistic pluralism of contemporary societies

- and its epistemic effects on moral and political semantics - seriously.

“Re-coding” the original position, whether in English or in any other NSM-tested language,
would be a very complex and time-consuming endeavour, and as such a task that is
understandably well beyond the scope of this paper. It seems plausible to think that it might
result in the same consensus illustrated by Rawls, or in a consensus on different principles of
justice. The key point is that this would be a non-biased (or only minimally biased) kind of
consensus, because the thought experiment would be grounded in an epistemically-informed
linguistic framework. There is sufficient flexibility in the way the original position is designed,

we believe, to accommodate the revisions we advocate.

e 3.2. Public Reason
The idea of “public reason” is central to Rawls’s later work (Rawls 2005a; Rawls 2005b). In
political liberalism, public reason is “the reason of equal citizens who, as a collective body,
exercise final and coercive power over one another in enacting laws and in amending their
constitution” (Rawls 2005a, 214). The goal of public reason is to guarantee the public
justifiability and legitimacy of coercive legislation concerning fundamental matters in societies
characterized by a pluralism of reasonable comprehensive doctrines. Public reason places
citizens under a moral “duty of civility” (Rawls 2005a, 217) to only appeal to political values
rather than their comprehensive doctrines and conceptions of the good when making decisions

(113

about “‘constitutional essentials’ and questions of basic justice” (Rawls 2005a, 214), e.g. issues
concerning “who has the right to vote, or what religions are to be tolerated, or who is to be

assured fair equality of opportunity, or to hold property” (Rawls 2005a, 214).

16



Given that public reason applies to the real deliberation of real people in the real world, the
kind of NSM analysis that, we argued, can contribute to a better epistemically-informed version
of the original position, cannot realistically be applied to it, at least in most cases. For example,
“no translator/interpreter will ever be allowed a 21-page parenthesis in the middle of a
European Union speech by the German Chancellor” (Collin 2013, 17) in order to explain the
difference between two German terms for “homeland,” i.e. Heimat and Vaterland, or to consult
other useful materials, such as the Dictionary of Untranslatables (Cassin 2014a). Admittedly,
not all multilingual deliberative forums are truly deliberative. For example, in the United
Nations (UN) General Assembly, government officials from different states normally act as
delegates and present positions that have already been worked out at the national level. In this
sense, they are not involved in a true process of deliberation. Nevertheless, in many other cases
actual multilingual deliberation does take place, as for instance in meetings of state leaders in
the European Council, of ministers in the Council of the European Union, and of MEPs in the

European Parliament.

Some scholars, especially political philosophers, might be tempted to argue that
misunderstandings due to linguistic barriers can normally be overcome through deliberation,
especially since the latter allows moving beyond word-by-word translations in order to explain
the meaning of single words through complex and articulated sentences. However, while this
might be possible, for example, in the context of academic seminars, where participants
possess, alongside a comprehensive textual common ground, sufficient time, expertise and (one
would hope) open-mindedness, the same is unlikely to apply to deliberations among politicians

and, even more so, to everyday deliberations among ordinary citizens.
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What implications, then, does linguistic relativity have for public reasoning? If linguistic
diversity entails epistemic diversity, and if the use of the NSM in public deliberation is in most
cases not a practical option, then public reasoning may only be possible if members of a
political community share one language, and share it as a native (or near-native) language. This
is because “each native language has trained its speakers to pay different kinds of attention to
events and experiences when talking about them. This training is carried out in childhood and
is exceptionally resistant to restructuring in adult second-language acquisition” (Slobin 1996a,
89). For example, English native speakers are “nudged” by the English grammar to focus on
the progressive aspect of an action, whereas Spanish native speakers tend to focus on the
distinction between perfective and imperfective aspects of an action and Turkish native
speakers make a distinction between witnessed and non-witnessed actions (Slobin 1996a, 73-

4). What is the significance of these differences for normative political thinking?

Take the latter example offered by Slobin, concerning the distinction between witnessed and
non-witnessed actions in the Turkish language. This property, which linguists call evidentiality,
namely “the grammatical means of expressing information sources” (Aikhenvald 2004, xi),
enables (and sometimes obliges) speakers to make refined distinctions between information
obtained, for example, firsthand or non-firsthand, information that is received directly, inferred
or assumed, and information obtained visually or non-visually. As well as marking speakers as
credible and trustworthy based on their competency in the use of evidentials (Aikhenvald 2004,
9-10, 357-358), evidentiality systems are also been reported to develop a higher degree of
metalinguistic awareness. The importance of evidentials for metalinguistic awareness is
“reflected in the ways people can discuss evidentials and explain why one evidential and not
another was used in a particular circumstance” (Aikhenvald 2003, 360). Such metalinguistic

awareness has a clear political dimension since it enables speakers to construct — and contest —
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social and political articulations. For example, many Macedonian speakers have criticized a
Macedonian politician’s choice to opt for a frequent firsthand evidential in a book on Alexander
the Great, which seemingly suggested him as the direct heir to Alexander (Aikhenvald 2004,
317). This metalinguistic awareness is also enhanced by being aware of the lack of
corresponding systems in other languages through language contact (e.g. speakers of Turkic
and Balkan languages with proficiency in English). Switching between languages with and
without evidential systems is a demanding cognitive task, as “those who speak a language with
evidentiality fi