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THE NIETZSCHE-KORZYHSKI-

SAPIR-WHORF HYPOTHESIS?

T HERE ARE A NUMBER of in�rig�ing, �ome�ime� am��ing for-
m�la�ional re�erbera�ion� be��een Nie�z�che and Kor-

zyb�ki. They are no� �o be o�er��a�ed, ho�e�er; indeed, e�en
a ca��al reading of bo�h a��hor� (if �ha�'� po��ible) �ill �ho�
more difference� �han �imilari�ie� . Ne�er�hele��, �here are
�ome re�emblance�; in �hi� e��ay I �ill call a��en�ion �o one
��rikingly �imilar form�la�ion ha�ing �o do �i�h �ha� Kor-
zyb�ki e�en��ally called, in �he �i�le of hi� la�� paper, "The
Role of Lang�age in �he Percep��al Proce��e� ." (1)

Before doing �ha�, le� me recall �ha� Korzyb�ki of�en pro-
�e��ed, �hen mi�q�o�ed or mi��nder��ood, "I �ay �ha� I �ay ;
I do no� �ay �ha� I do no� �ay!" Similarly, Nie�z�che, in �he
Preface �o hi� Genealogy of Moral�, �ro�e: "Abo�e all, do no�
mi��ake me for �omeone el�e!" Wal�er Ka�fmann, �he fore-
mo�� Nie�z�che �cholar, �aid, " . . .Nie�z�che a�ked �o be read
�i�h con�idera�ion for con�ex� in order �o a�oid mi��nder-
��anding." (2) In Nie�z�che'� ca�e �ha� plea �a� made nece�-
�ary by hi� of�en ca�alier, �ome�ime� br��al, �ay �i�h �ord� .
A� E. I. Allen for�hrigh�ly �aid, " . . .�here i� no exc��e for �he
lang�age Nie�z�che a� �ime� permi��ed him�elf �o ��e ." (3)
Korzyb�ki'� di�claimer �eem� �o ha�e been genera�ed by (a�
lea��) a combina�ion of �he rigor of hi� pro�e and i�� re�ol�-
�ionary, challenging charac�er . Bo�h, �oo, expec�ed �heir

* Rober� P�la edi�ed �he General Seman�ic� B�lle�in from 1977-1985 and �er�ed
a� direc�or of �he In��i���e of General Seman�ic� from 1983-1986.

50



THE NIETZSCHE-KORZYBSIQ-SAPIR-WHORF HYPOTHESIS?

	

51

reader� �o read �hem . Nie�z�che: " . . .a���ming - a� I do a�-
��me - �ha� one ha� fir�� read my earlier �ri�ing� and no�
�pared �ome �ro�ble in doing �hi� ." (4) Korzyb�ki: "From a
�ime-binding poin� of �ie�, and in fairne�� �o �he effor�� of
o�her�, I coined �he �erm 'General Seman�ic� ; on �he a���mp-
�ion �ha� in�elligen� laymen �ill be able �o di�crimina�e be-
��een '�eman�ic�' and 'General Seman�ic� ; a� ma�hema�ician�
are able �o di�crimina�e be��een �he Car�e�ian �y��em and �he
�ec�or, �en�or, e�c ., calc�l��e� a� differen� di�cipline� . . ." (5)
And: "Mo�� 'philo�opher�' �ho re�ie�ed �hi� book made par-
�ic�larly �hocking performance� ." (6)

Korzyb�ki �a� no� infl�enced by Nie�z�che, excep� per-
hap� in a nega�i�e �ay. He �a� cer�ainly no� a Nie�z�che
�cholar or ���den�, al�ho�gh, a� Charlo��e Read �old me, "He
probably read him in German ." Tha�'� �ery po��ible �ince
Nie�z�che'� �ork� �ere ha�ing a grea� impac� in Poland
�hen Korzyb�ki �a� in hi� ��en�ie�, being a�ailable in Poli�h
�ran�la�ion� . We kno�, �oo, �ha� �hen Korzyb�ki �ra�eled
�hro�gh E�rope a� an i�ineran� �cholar, he a��ended lec��re�
a� German �ni�er�i�ie� . Charlo��e Read f�r�her ��gge��� �ha�
" . ..he probably relega�ed him �o �ho�e philo�opher� �ho
didn'� do �heir job ." I kno� of no reference� �o Nie�z�che in
Korzyb�ki'� p�blica�ion� nor in recording� or �ran�crip�ion� of
hi� lec��re� . Gi�en Korzyb�ki'� �cr�p�lo�i�y in credi�ing
�ho�e �ho " . ..ha�e grea�ly infl�enced my enq�iry," (7) �e can
concl�de �ha� �he Nie�z�chean form�la�ion men�ioned earlier
i� an example of a profo�nd in�igh� arri�ed a� independen�ly
by bo�h men. Some�ime� �ha� happen� .

Here i� i� :

The ��range family re�emblance of all Indian, Greek and
German philo�ophizing i� explained ea�ily eno�gh . Where
�here i� affini�y of lang�age�, i� canno� fail, o�ing �o �he
common philo�ophy of grammar -- I mean, o�ing �o �he
�ncon�cio�� domina�ion and g�idance by �imilar gramma�i-
cal f�nc�ion� - �ha� e�ery�hing i� prepared a� �he o���e� for
a �imilar de�elopmen� and �eq�ence of philo�ophical �y�-
�em�; j��� a� �he �ay �eem� barred again�� cer�ain po��ibili-
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�ie� of �orld-in�erpre�a�ion . I� i� highly probable �ha�
philo�opher� �i�hin �he domain of �he Ural-Al�aic lang�age�
(�here �he concep� of �he ��bjec� i� lea�� de�eloped) look
o�her�i�e "in�o �he �orld," and �ill be fo�nd on pa�h� of
�ho�gh� differen� from �ho�e of �he Indo-Germanic people�
and �he M��lim� : �he �pell of cer�ain gramma�ical f�nc�ion�
i� �l�ima�ely al�o �he �pell of phy�iological �al�a�ion� and
racial condi�ion� . (8)

Wal�er Ka�fmann no�e� o�her ��a�emen�� in a �imilar �ein :

Nie�z�che �a� al�o an infl�en�ial poe� and offered many in-
�ere��ing remark� abo�� lang�age - for example, "epi�-
�emologi��� �ho ha�e go� ���ck in �he �nare� of grammar
(�he me�aphy�ic� of �he people)" (Gay Science, 354) ; "lan-
g�age . ..�alk� of oppo�i�e� �here �here are only degree� and
many refinemen�� of grada�ion (Beyond Good and E�il, 24) ;
"�he mi�leading error� of lang�age (and �he f�ndamen�al
fallacie� of rea�on �hich ha�e become pe�rified in i�, �hich
�nder��and� and mi��nder��and� all ac�i�i�y a� d�e �o an
agen�, a '��bjec�"' (Genealogy [of Moral�], 1, 13 ; �he paren-
�he�e� �ho� �here Nie�z�che differ� from many analy�ic
philo�opher�) . O�her remark� may be fo�nd in The Will �o
Po�er, 16f.; and �he chap�er "'Rea�on' in Philo�ophy" in The
T�iligh� of �he Idol�, e�pecially Sec�ion 5, �hich end�, "We are
no� rid of God beca��e �e ��ill ha�e fai�h in grammar." (9)

Nie�z�che �a� one of �he lea�� �y��ema�ic of philo�opher�,
of�en �o��ing off brillian� realiza�ion� a� aphori��ic �hro�-
a�ay�, �o i�'� no� ��rpri�ing �ha� he did no� b�ild an impo�ing
ne�roling�i��ic ��r�c��re .

Here i� Korzyb�ki'� cen�ral, ��ccinc� ��a�emen� of �he 'hy-
po�he�i�' (�hich I ���pec� e�ol�ed �o �he ��a��� of 'ob�er�ed
da�a' for him) :

We do no� realize �ha� �remendo�� po�er �he ��r�c��re of
an habi��al lang�age ha� . I� i� no� an exaggera�ion �o �ay
�ha� i� en�la�e� �� �hro�gh �he mechani�m of �he � .r .
[�eman�ic reac�ion] and �ha� �he ��r�c��re �hich a lang�age
exhibi��, and impre��e� �pon �� �ncon�cio��ly, i� a��oma�i-
cally projec�ed �pon �he �orld aro�nd �� . Thi� �eman�ic
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po�er i� �o �nbelie�able �ha� I do no� kno� anyone, e�en
among �ell-�rained �cien�i���, �ho, af�er ha�ing admi��ed
�ome arg�men� a� correc�, doe� no� �he nex� min��e deny or
di�regard (���ally �ncon�cio��ly) prac�ically e�ery �ord he
had admi��ed, being carried a�ay again by �he ��r�c��ral
implica�ion� of �he old lang�age and hi� � .r . (10)

Allen Walker Read ha� reminded �� �ha� " . . .bo�h implici�ly
and explici�ly �hro�gh Science and Sani�y �hi� o��look i� �o be
fo�nd. In �he �ec�ion 'On S�r�c��re' Korzyb�ki �aid (p . 60) :
' . . .�e read �ncon�cio��ly in�o �he �orld �he ��r�c��re of �he
lang�age �e ��e' ." (11) Indeed, I �ee Korzyb�ki'� form�la�ion
of h�man� a� �ime-binder� a� con�aining an earlier implica-
�ion of lang�age ��r�c��re� a� �ariance �i�h non-�erbal ��r�c-
��re�. Ha�ing poin�ed �o lang�age a� �he �ool of
�ime-binding (Manhood of H�mani�y, 1921, pa��im), (12) he al�o
ob�er�ed �ha� con�ra-�ime-binding di�a��er� are form�la�ion-
deri�ed, i.e ., a f�nc�ion of lang�age ��ed in a par�ic�lar �ay
in a par�ic�lar �pace-�ime con�ex� . In 1924 Korzyb�ki �poke
and �ro�e �ha� I con�ider one of hi� mo�� brain-ca�ching,
pi�hy expre��ion� of �hi� core no�ion of general �eman�ic� :

All h�man life i� condi�ioned and limi�ed, a� pre�en�, by �he
proper�ie� of ligh� and h�man �ymboli�m. The �ol��ion of
all h�man problem� depend� �pon inq�irie� in�o �he�e ��o
condi�ion� and limi�a�ion� . (13)

U�er� of �he de�igna�ion "Sapir-Whorf-Korzyb�ki Hypo�h-
e�i�" credi� �he �hree origina�or� of �ha� le�� caref�l �cholar�
refer �o a� �he "Whorfian Hypo�he�i�" : " . ..�ha� �he ��r�c��re
and grammar of one'� lang�age infl�ence� one'� pa��ern� of
�ho�gh�, percep�ion and ac�ion ." (14) Sapir �a� Whorf�
�eacher and infl�enced hi� form�la�ion of �he hypo�he�i� ;
Korzyb�ki came �o hi� �er�ion independen�ly in �he mid-�o-
la�e '20�, a decade before Whorf p�bli�hed hi� finding�, ba�ed
largely on �he ���dy of Na�i�e American lang�age� .

When Korzyb�ki became a�are of Whorf� �ork, hi� re-
�pon�e �a� charac�eri��ic; he gree�ed Whorf� �ork en�h�-
�ia��ically, recommending i� �o hi� ���den�� and colleag�e� .
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Wharf �a� in�i�ed �o con�rib��e a paper �o �he Second
American Congre�� on General Seman�ic�, A�g��� 1-2,1941,
held a� �he Uni�er�i�y of Den�er. He ��bmi��ed a paper pre-
�io��ly p�bli�hed, b�� �a� pre�en�ed from deli�ering i� by
hi� dea�h on J�ly 26 of �ha� year. I� appear� in Paper� from
�he Second American Congre�� on General Seman�ic�, p�b-
li�hed by �he In��i���e of General Seman�ic� in 1943 . (15)

Gi�en all of �he abo�e, perhap� �e �ho�ld oblige o�r�el�e�
�o refer �o, ��raigh�ening o�� �he chronology, �he Nie�z�che-
Korzyb�ki-Sapir-Whorf Hypo�he�i� .

Oh, ye�, one more Korzyb�ki-Nie�z�che "connec�ion" : �hey
bo�h claimed �o be Pole�, Korzyb�ki legi�ima�ely, Nie�z�che
perhap� a� a fore�hado�ing of hi� e�en��al men�al pa�holo-
gy - or, gi�en hi� �elf-a��igned role a� a �cold �i�hin Ger-
man c�l��re, a� an expre��ion of hi� �en�e of h�mor . (16)
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had ��ffered beca��e of �heir Pro�e��an� fai�h. [No� likely. The Refor-
ma�ion made �ignifican� inroad� in Poland in �he �ix�een�h cen��ry
and, e�en �ho�gh �he Je��i�-led Co�n�er-Reforma�ion �ri�mphed, leg-
i�la�ed religio�� �olera�ion pre�en�ed �he �or� of large-�cale religio��
per�ec��ion common in �he re�� of E�rope : RPP.] He referred �o hi�
appearance a� of �he 'Poli�h �ype,' recording pro�dly ho� I�alian�
��ed �o �peak of him a� 'il Polacco' and ho� Poli�h �ra�eller� had fre-
q�en�ly mi��aken him for one of �heir fello� co�n�rymen . In S�i�zer-
land �he German philo�opher in�rod�ced him�elf a� a S�i�� �o a Pole,
b�� �a� again fla��ered by being con�idered Poli�h . B�� e�en Eliza-
be�h, �ho al�ay� defended her bro�her'� pec�liari�ie� in a fana�ical
and �nrea�onable manner, �peak� of �he�e Poli�h �ie� a� a my�h ba�ed
on li��le or no reliable informa�ion ." [B�� �ee Szarli��, belo�] ; Jbzef
Ti�chner, Marxi�m and Chri��iani�y: The Q�arrel and �he Dialog�e in Po-
land, �ran�la�ed from �he Poli�h by Marek B . Zale�ki and Benjamin
Fiore, S . J. Wa�hing�on, DC: George�o�n Uni�er�i�y Pre��, 1987, p .
222, �herein Nie�z�che i� iden�ified a� a "German philo�opher of half-
Poli�h origin." "Nie�z�che de�pi�ed bo�h egali�ariani�m and ab�ol��-
i�m (e�pecially German), and i� i� ironic �ha� hi� �ho�gh�� �ere �aken
�p and di��or�ed by Nazi ideolog�e� �o j���ify �heir doc�rine� of Ger-
man ��periori�y and an�i-Semi�i�m ." ; Tade��z Jarecki, "The Mo�� Pol-
i�h of Compo�er�" in S�ephen P . Miz�a, ed ., Frederic Chopin :
1810-1849. Ne� York: Ko�ci��zko Fo�nda�ion/Macmillan, 1949, p . 36 :
"Nie�z�che, Germanized Poli�h nobleman, ��irred by hi� [Chopin'�]
m��ic, exclaimed : 'I am �oo m�ch a Pole no� �o prefer Chopin'� m��ic
�o all o�her m��ic in �he �orld,' and declared again �ha� Chopin had
emancipa�ed m��ic from �he German infl�ence .' ; Wal�er Ka�fmann'�
bio-form�la�ional ���dy, Nie�z�che: Philo�opher, P�ychologi��, An�ichri�� .
1950. Fo�r�h Edi�ion, 1974 . Prince�on, NJ : Prince�on Uni�er�i�y Pre��,
pp. 284, 288 : "I� i� �ell kno�n �ha� Nie�z�che did no� con�ider �he
German� a� a ma��er race and �ha� �he follo�ing commen� on �he
Pole� repre�en�� hi� �ie�� on �ha� people :

The Pole� I con�idered �he mo�� gif�ed and gallan� among �he
Sla�ic people ; and �he gif�edne�� of �he Sla�� �eemed grea�er
�o me �han �ha� of �he German� - ye�, I �ho�gh� �ha� �he Ger-
man� had en�ered �he line of gif�ed na�ion� only �hro�gh a
��rong mix��re �i�h Sla�ic blood . (284)
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The �heme of race mix��re ha� already been ��gge��ed by �he
q�o�e a� �he beginning of �hi� chap�er [p . 2841: German c�l-
��re origina�ed only af�er a '��rong mix��re �i�h Sla�ic blood .'
Nie�z�che liked �o belie�e - �ho�gh he �a� probably mi��ak-
en- �ha� hi� la�� name indica�ed �ha� he �a� him�elf of par�-
ly Poli�h de�cen� and �h�� of mixed blood . I� i� charac�eri��ic
�ha� he �o�gh� �o gi�e �hi� a���mp�ion a �piri��al in�erpre�a-
�ion. In hi� prai�e of �he Pole�, par� of �hich ha� been
q�o�ed, Nie�z�che �poke of '�he righ� of �he Poli�h nobleman
�o o�er�hro�, by hi� �imple �e�o [�he liber�m �e�o, fir�� di�a�-
�ro��ly in�oked in 1652 by Jan Sicin�ki : RPP], �he deci�ion of a

mee�ing; and he added �ha� Copernic�� made 'only �he grea�-
e�� and mo�� �or�hy ��e' of �hi� pri�ilege. In Ecce Homo
Nie�z�che propo�ed �ha� he had inheri�ed �he �piri� of �he
�e�o from hi� Poli�h ance��or� . Like Kan�, Nie�z�che con-
cei�ed of him�elf a� ano�her Copernic�� �ho had fla�ly con-
�radic�ed all appearance� by �racing �he mo�� ��ar�ling
genealogie� of belief� �ha� hi� con�emporarie� had �aken for
gran�ed." (288)

Finally, in Poli�h, Bernard Szarli��, Pol�ko Nie�z�chego i Jego Filozofii (The
Poli�hne�� of Nie�z�che and Hi� Phil oo�ophy) . War�za�a/Krak6�: J.
Mor�ko�icz P�blica�ion�, 1933. My �hank� �o Pa�l Tabaka of Ne�
York �ho �en� me Szarli��'� book �i�h �ran�la�ion� of rele�an�

pa��age� . Con�rary �o H�bben'� claim abo�e, Szarli�� q�o�e�

Nie�z�che'� �i��er, �he (no�orio��) Dr . Elizabe�h For��er-Nie�z�che, in
her biography of her bro�her, a� referring �o �he family �radi�ion of
Poli�h de�cen� and name� �he nobleman �ho lef� Poland for
Germany "�o e�cape a religio�� diffic�l�y" a� "Graf [Co�n�] Nie�zky ."
Tabaka'� no�e� go on �o reflec� Szarli��'� de�ailed re�earch �hich, �hile
no�ing many diffic�l�ie�, concl�de� �ha� Nie�z�che'� Poli�h ance��ry i�
e��abli�hed . In�ere��ingly, rela�ed �o Szarli��'� larger �he�i�, �ha�
Nie�z�che'� philo�ophy i� "Poli�h," he ��mmon� �he ��ppor� of �he
famed Dani�h-Je�i�h li�erary �cholar, Georg Brande�, an exper� on
Poli�h li�era��re, �ho affirm� �he "'Poli�h-noble ba�e of Nie��che'�

�orld-�ie�" [��ia�opoglad� ; �el�an�cha�ng]. (No�e, p . 93)

Well, eno�gh for a "no�e" �hich �hrea�en� �o become a� long a� �he e��ay
�ha� ga�e i� bir�h .


