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Abstract

LINGUISTIC RELATIVITY PROPONENTS (Slobin 2000, Levinson 2003) claim that the grammatical categories of a language
influence the way its speakers ‘conceive of’ and ‘talk about’ SPACE. Based on the narrative behavior of Arabic speakers, English
speakers, and ‘advanced’ speakers of English whose first language is Arabic (L2), we show that a semantic domain like MOTION
is conceptualized differently in English and Arabic. While Arabic speakers use the preposition min ‘from’ as a generic spatial
term to express the various onset points of a MOTION EVENT, English utilizes three different prepositions for this purpose. As
such, ‘out of’ describes motion that starts from the inner-boundary of a three-dimensional space, ‘off’ from the outer-boundary,
and ‘from’ describes everything else. The various uses of these spatial terms suggest they are in complementary distribution in
English. Crucially, this division of labor has not surfaced in the L2 narratives suggesting that L1 linguistic habits are too strong to
change. These findings are theoretically significant in that they corroborate the relativistic thesis. They are also pedagogically
instructive in that they explain why the expression of motion may not easily obtain for learners of English whose L1 is Arabic
despite many years of target language exposure.
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