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Son of Ethnogrephic Semantics: A new look

at a dying subject.
0. Iinguistic thresds from snthropological tradition

We sre immediastely suspicious of the ethnographer who is
incsutious enough to reveal =n ignorsnce of the lasnguage of his
natives. Boas in 1911 insisted thet "= command of the /native/
lenguege is &n indispensible means of obtaining sccurate and
thorough knowledge," snd that such knowledge of langusge is
"s means to a clesrer understsnding of ehtnological phenomensa
which in themselves hsave nothing to do with linguistic problems."
(1911, reprinted in Hymes (1964: 17)) Anthropology hass tsken
this claim seriously. Certainly no credible monograph omits
native texts and sprinklings of native words, Aind incursions
into savage lexicography have entered the literature of genuine
snthropology. VYet we have no clesar idea what sn ethnographer's
command of the native lsnguage emprises nor -- despite many
claims == how linguistic informstion relstes to brosd ethnographic
aims. In this esssy we shall address ourselves to limited versions
of these fundemental guestions.

We may distinguish several conceptions of language which
hold the attention of anthropologists. (a) Lengusge is, first,
g8 much 2 cultural artifact as any pot. Philologists and historicsl
linguists trace diffusion of languages st least as sccurastely as
ercheologists follow basket-atyles. #ind in verious wsys = people's
languege reflects its history and its neighbors over time.
Sociologists, too, may study differentisl dislects synchronically

-- gn ideolect serving as a tag for some class or role.



(b) Lenguege -- or, better, speech -- implies observable
behgvior: verbsasl asction which is isolasble in any anelysis of
the "behavior stream.," Anthropology may focus on behsavior ranging
from verbal play to situationa in which speech is, in Austin's

sense, performative. (1961, 196Z) Speech in magic is often

magieal; ritusl snd ritual speech sre often insepesrable. In the
latter case, utterances may be performative only on the native
view of what the performance is; hence, the words of ritual can
lead into the ritusl itself, revesling to the ethnograspher other-
wise unobservable happenings. The subject of the anthropology
of aspeech is the whole utterance, which functions ss sn act.
(¢) Lenguage is sometimes seen as = code -- not merely sas
g vehicle of communication, but as psrt of a larger "cultural
code" (Kay (1966)). Culture may be viewed ss s symbol system,
expressable by mesns of a cultursl grammer which bears the s=me
relastionship to actusl behavior as does a linguistic grammar to
speech behavior. Hence, language is a sub-code of culture: the
grammar of one is contesined in the grammar of the other.
Different theoriats have proposed various relstionships
between a linguistic code and the rest of =z hypothetical cultural
code, Boas (1911) made sn esrly suggestion. He remarks that
"/i/f ethnology is understood as the science desling with
the mental phenomensas of the life of the peoples of the world,
human lsnguage, one of the most importent manifestations
of mental life, would seem to belong naturally to the field
of work of ethnology..." (In Hymes (196l: l?Y}
Boas finds that the manifestations of mental 1life we have called

cultural and linguistie codes both classify.

"o draw a parsellel asgasin between this ethnological phenomenon/

notions of modesty/ snd linguistice phanumena_it would seem
that the common feature of both is the grouping-together
of a considersble number of activities under the form of
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a single idea, without the necessity of this idesa
itself entering into consciousness." (Hymes (196L: =1))

Boas concludes thaet the origin of all categories, both linguistic
eand culturasl, is unconscious; hence, that we can learn sbout the
formation and nature of all cultural categories by studying
linguistic categories, since
"the processes which leed to their formation can be
followed without the misleading snd disturbing factors
of secondary explanations, which are sc common in ethnology,
so much so that they generally obscure the real history
of the development of idess entirely." (Ibid.)
Iinguistic categories thus provide an object lesson in the
ultimate foundations of the cultural code.
Students of linguistie anthropology take s further step,
in search of correspondence between linguistic categories --
whether grammstical or lexical =-- and cultursl categories, somehow
defined. Boas, of course, anticipated the principle underlying'
this search, though in s somewhat roundsbout way. He notes that
"when we try to think at all clearly, we think, on the
whole, in words; snd it is well known that, even in the
advancement of science, inaccuracy of vocabulary has
often been a stumbling block which has made it difficult
to reasch sccurate conclusions." (Ibid.)
He illustrates the point by showing how beliefs and cultursl
practices in primitive cultures are based on the confounding of
distinet things whose l=bels variously casuse them to be grouped
together, held to be similar or identical, If we forgive Bosas
his ethnocentric use of the word 'inaccurate'! -- his reference
to the primitives! "erroneous conclusions" == we may be inclined
to sgree that "the peculiar characteristics of langusges sare
cleasrly reflected in the views and customs of the peoples of

the world." (Hymes (1969: 22))

Our concern in this psper will be to explore the sort of
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reflection Boas postulstes, without deciding whether langusge

is the mirror or reality itseif. We =sdopt the conception of
language and culture outlined in (c¢) (although I mean to suggest
no lower priority for studlies derived from (a) and (b).) There
are many femilisr hypotheses to contend with in this enterprise,
although we do not pretend to be able to sort them out or rank
them. Instead we shall examine some fundamental ideas behind

a particular linguistic approach to ethnography.

In section 1 we shall try to make sense of the claim that
language and culture are matually reflected; or, more specifically,
that linguistic categories snd symbols of the cultursl code of ten
coincide. Primarily we consult the main traditions in anthro=-
pology. In section 2 we turn to some epistemological dilemmas
posed by the effort to discover and represent linguistic (speci-
fiecally, semantic) facts of the desired kind. We hope to lead the
reader to the conclusion that the study of language -- always a
part of ethnography -- can help us to new =nd perhaps unexpected

ideas sbout what constitutes ethnography and fieldwork.
1. Toward an ethnographic conception of language

Qur best sources for beginning ideas about how langusge
contributes to the ethnograsphic enterprise are the statements
of such anthropologists ss Sapir snd Whorf, Mslinowski, and
early ethnoscientists, There are, =2s Hymes (196lL: 5-6) points
out, distinet traditions relsting language to the rest of culture
in different ways. As we shall see, however, it becomes more
and more diffieult to distinguish lines of thought in recent
eclectic literature. There is something to be gained, therefore,

from looking to these traditions for familisr inspirstions,
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to sort out our intuitions.

1.1 Lsnguage and thought

The "Whorfian hypothesis" == which might well be called
the "Humboldtian thesis" sfter Whorf's (and Sspirt's) intellectual
sntecedent -- claims some interconnection between language and
thought, between the categories of langusge and the categories
of 'reality', between langusge and worldview. There are two

related hypotheses opersting here: linguistic relstivity =nd

linguistic determinism (ef. Lyons (1968: L32ff.)) Early field-

work on American Indian languages demonstrated that adequate
linguistic descriptions of different languages must be based on
different units: grammatical categories, for exsmple, are often
incommensurate, words only imperfectly translastable from one
language to another. We csannot escape linguistic relativity

in some form. That our lsnguage (in particulasr, our native
langusge) completely determines our perception of reality is
certainly false. Yet it is no difficult jump from experience in
learning foreign languages to the somewhat shesdowy feeling that
to get inside a different language is to change one's way of
thinking, or to enter a new world. Hence, we feel inclined
towards some zort of linguistic determinism, How do we give
meaning to such claims?

In Language, Sapir tells us that "language and our thought-
grooves are inextricably interrelated, are, in a2 sense, one =and
the same." (1921: 217-218) We may trest this remark, trivially,
as = tautology -- true to the extent that our evidence of "thought-
grooves" is wholly linguistic. It is clear from Sapirts later

writings, however, that he eventually csme to intend a more
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sweeping elaim. In 1929 Sszpir was willing to see lsngusge as
"a guide to 'social reslity.t!"

"Human beings do not live in the objective world =lone,

nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily
understood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular
language which has become the medium of expression for their
soclety. It is quite &an illusion to imagine that one adjusts
to reality essentially without the use of lanpguage and thst
language is merely an incidental mesns of solving specific
problems of communicastion or reflection., The fact of the
matter is that the 'real world' is to a lerge extent un-
consciously built up on the lasnguage habits of the group.

No two langusges sre ever sufficiently similar to be con-
sidered as representing the same social reality. The

worlds in which different societies live are distinet worlds,
not merely the same world with different labels attached."

(1929, in (1966: 69))

Moreowere, perception =- not just social categories =- yields to

the influence of language.

"We see snd hear and otherwise experience very largely
as we do becsuse the languasge habits of our community
predispose certain choices of interpretation." (Ibid.)

This claim involves more than psychology. Ssapir is making an
epistemological statement about our relationship to experience.

"Language is not merely a more or less systematic inven-
tory of the various items of experience which seem rele-
vant to the individual, =2s is so often naively assumed,

but is also a self-contained, crestive symbolic associa-
tion, which not only refers to experience largely scquired
without its help but actually defines experience for us by
reason of its formal completeness and becsuse of our un-
conscious projection of its implicit expectationa into the
field of experience. In this respect langusge is very

much like a mathematical system, which, also, records
experience, in the true sense of the word, only in its
crudest beginnings but, as time goes on, becomes elsborated
into a self-contained conceptual system which previssges
all possible experience in accordasnce with certsin accepted
formal limitations." (1931) (in HEymes (1969: 128))

Indeed, the "tyrannical hold that linguistic form has upon our
orientation in the world" that Sapir goes on to mention recalls
the "bewitchment by language" that Wittgenstein (1953) strives

to asvoid in philosophy. The force of "linguistic determinism"
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is not that we cannot think ourselves out of the confines of
"inguistic form" -- a notion that must be explored and empiri-
cally constituted =- but rather that language imposes its own
system on our worlds in uncobvious wsys; and that we ordinarily
make no effort to aveid language's confines,

The crucial phrase is 'linguistic form.' What elements
of a language are singled out as determining our worlds? Sapir
cites such grammatical categories as number, gender, case, tense,
mode, voice, and aspect a8 part of 'linguistic form.' Whort
considers the import of certain less obvious gremmatical cate-
gories which nowadays would figure in selectional rules in a
gremmar: somewhere along the borderline (if there is one) between
syntax and semantics. Sapir's esrly study of grading (194L)
illustrates the sort of 'false pilcture! that, for exmmmple, the
parts of speech can produce, by reference to = sub-class of
adjectives,

"Such contrasts ss small and large, little and much,

few and many, give us g deceptive feeling of absolute

values within the field of guantity comparable to such

qualitative differences as red snd green within the

field of color perception. This feeling is sn illusion,

however, which is largely due to the linguistic fact

that the grading which is implicit in these terms is

not formally indicated, whereas it is made explicit in

such judgements as "There were fewer people there than
here' or "He has more milk than I.'7" (1949: 122)

There is little doubt, moreover, that the lexicon itselfl ==

the particular inventory of objects, concepts, etc., that a
language uses -=- figures in the classificatory choices available
to a spesker of the leangusge.®* In a sense to be developed, all
%L femilier exsmple is availsble from ethnoscientific studies

of color terminology or numeral classifiers. (Conklin (1955),

Berlin (1968)) A more subtle example, perhaps, is provided by
the contrast between Spanish ser and estar. The present author
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finds often that when switching from Spanish to French he feels
the lack of the distinction in the latter lsnguage; though we
don't miss the distinction in English. It is as though leasrning
Spanish hss added a new feature to the spesaker's awareness,

of the linguistic facts belong to the realm of linguistic zemantics.
Sapir ocessionslly adopts a2 less radical posture.

"The latent content of all languasges is the same --
the intuitive science of experience. It is the mani-
fest form that 1s never twice the same, for this form,
which we call linguistic morphology, is nothing more
nor less than a collective art of thought, an art
denuded of the irrelevancies of individusl sentiment."
(1921: 218)

We =re reminded of the remark (Jakobson's?) that langusges pro-

bably differ less in what can be said then in what must be said.*

#This remark seems particularly true with the example mentioned
sbove. For French and English certainly have the resources to
make explicit the distinction between ser and estar: a dis-
tinction which Spanish makes obligatorily through contrasting
words,

The content of a language is presumeably determined at least in
part by what Sepir calls 'culture': '"what a society does and
thinks," Linguistic form restricts speskers only to "a parti-
cular how of thought.," A culture will circumscribe the content
of a language through its lexicon.

"It goes without saying that the mere content of a
language is intimately relsted to culture. A society
that has no knowledge of theosophy need have no name
for it; saborigines that had never seen or hnesard of a
horse were compelled to invent or borrow = word for
the animal when they made his scquaintance. In the
sense that the vocsbulary of a language more or less
faithfully reflects the culture whose purposes it
gserves it is perfectly true that the history of a
language and the history of culture move along parallel
lines ... /But/ the linguistic student should never
make the mistske of identifying a language with its
dictionary." (1921: 219)

We may represent two forms, then, of the hypothesis that
links langusge with thought, perception, worldview, or culture.

The stronger hypothesis clsims that both grammar and lexicon
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intrude upon experience and structure reality. (Fig. 1) The
weaker hypothesis holds that cultural necessities shape the
vocabulary of a language, independent of the grammatical form
the language exhibits (Fig. 2). &~As ethnographers our research
strategies will be essentially similar if we adopt either hypo-
thesis; in either case linguistic facts will illuminate ethno-
graphic phenomena. More specifically, wWe may examine the se-
mantic structure of a langusge to expose the cultural code of

1ts users.

Fig, 1
Language Social Heality
Grammar « Lexicoq} ? Experience Perceived
Fig, 2 J,Ianguag&\\
Culture » Content Form
; (lexicon) (Grammar)

Benjamin Lee Whorf investigated the hypothesis represented
in Fig. 1, without committing himself to a definite orientation
for the causal arrow. He held that there may be lexical and
grammatical restrictions on ocur description of the universe through
language, some ol which may never come to our conscious attention.
These restrictions have to do not only with the words and mor-
phemes themselves but are often based on "Tactors of linkage
EETWEEN words snd morphemes, which male the categories =and
patterns in which linguistic mesning dwells." (1956: 67) Whorf's
study of such 'linksges' involved two claims: first, that
"linguistics is essentially the quest of MEANING" (1956: 73)
and a&s such includes the study of s wide variety of more or less
superficial grammatical categories; second, that the patterning
of linkages influences our thought to the extent that "we all,

unknowingly, project the linguistic relationships of a particular
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language upon the universe, and SEE them there." (1956: 262)
Whorf was thus, on the one hand, one of the first serious linguists
devoting attention to semantics; send on the other hand, he related
the semantic fscts he discovered to "Hsbitual thought and behavior."

Whorf's well-known work on Hopi (ef. 1956: 102-159) and his
more general speculations sbout langusge and thought concern the
semantic properties of "verbsal" or "grammaticsl categories."
(Cf. especially "Grammaticel Categories" in 1956: 87-101) Whorf
provides a convenient summary of the distinections he wishes to
conaider:

"1. OVERT CATEGORY: one marked by a morpheme which appears

in every sentence containing the category, vs. COVERT

CATEGORY: not marked in sentences in genersal, but re-

quiking a distinctive treatment in certain types of

sentence, e.g.; English genders.

2. WORD CATEGORY: a category (overt or covert or

mixed) which delimits one of a primary hisrarchy of

word clssses, esch of a2 limited membership (not co-

terminous with entire vocabulary), e.g., the familiar

Iparts of speech' of Indo-European and many other

languages, vs. MODULUS CATEGORY: one which modifies

either any word of the vocebulary or any word already

allocated to a delimited c¢lass, e.g., voices, aspects,

cases.

3. SPECIFIC CATEGORY: an individual class of any

of the above types, e.g., passive voice, durative aspect,

vs., GENERIC CATEGORY: a higher hierarchy formed by grouping

classes of similar or complementary types, e.g., Voice,

aspect." (1956: 113)

Whorf's linguistic work consists largely of descriptions
of the semantics of the categories of fMmerican Indian languages =--
e.8., Hopi verbs (its aspects and modes) =- by comparison with
those of English or 'Standard Average European.' The ethnogrsphic
significance of his work lies in the suggestion that understanding
the linguistic patterning of such categories i1s sn sid to penetra=-
ting "the inscrutable blank of invisible and bodiless thought".
(1956: %3)

In the case, for example, of the covert category of English
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gender

"each common noun and personal given name belongs to =
certain gender classs, but a characteristic overt mark
appears only when there is occasion to refer to the
noun by a personal pronoun in the singuler number..."
(1956: 90)

In formal terms English grammar requires a system of gender
features that governs most nouns and neames in the language.
Whorf points out that the English gender system differs markedly
from the gender systems of other langusges; that is, "we have
here covert grammatical categories, and not reflections in
speech of natural and non=-cultural differences." (1956: 91)
Whorf writes of the covert categories of "exotiec langusges":
"where they have been thought to be recognitions of
objective differences, it may rather be that they
are grammatical categories that merely sccord up to
a point with objective experience. They may represent
experience, it is true, but experience seen in terms
of a definite linguistic scheme, not experience that
is the ssme for zll observers." (1956: 92)
Grammatical categories are thus points of entry into an "emie"
description of experience,
Whorf is unclear sbout how experience can be "seen in terms
of" some linguistic scheme. With reapect to English gender
"what we... probably do... is sift the facts in terms
of a sort of habitual consciousness of two sex classes
a3 8 standing celassificatory fact in our thought-world,
something which is quite different from sex ass = concept
or sex a8 a feeling-vslue. The basis of this shadowy,
sbstract, and wordless =zdumbration of a sex classifi-
cation is not = word like 'sex' or !'femsle' or 'woman'j;
it is a linguistic RAPPORT as distinguished Ifrom a
linguistic UTTERANCE., In English it is probably a
rising toward fuller consciousneas of the two great
complexes of linkage bonds pertasining to the linguisfic
sex-gender system." (1956: 69)
We may avoid this somewhat "shadowy and sbstract" way of spesking.
We cen describe the intervention of language into our experience
of the world in a way which will not involve pseudo=-psychology

or metaphor. There are outward, observable criteria for the
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mastery of the classificatory schemes of a2 langusge: a compe-
tent spesker can classify productively. He can treat new objects,
concepts, asnd words in linguistically correct ways; hence, the
mechanisms of classification, complicated though they may be,
involve more than lists. Grammatical classes divide the universe,
insofar as it is describable, into classes a3 well. £And the
obligatory disceriminations of a language are part of a2 speaker's
'experience! whenever he talks.

Whorf suggests from time to time (ef. especially 1956:
134=159) that gremmatical peculisrities have analogues in the
culture of the users of the language. Anthropologists may draw
s more basic moral, however, from Whorf's work, Whorf recognized
language as an intermedisry between the objective world and
culture. Investigation of the grammaticsl and semantic cate-
gories of a language gives us insight into the properties of
those peculiar verbal tools with which people construct (i.e.,

construe) their worlds.

#1t 1s notable that ordinary language philosophers are engaged
precisely in the discovery of covert categories and the eluci=-
dation of their conceptual properties. (Cf. Byle (1949))

1.2 The Context of Culture

Malinowski urged that linguistics be considered but =z sub-
discipline of ethnography, and moreover, that "linguistic analysis
inevitably leads us into the study of sgll the subjects covered
by Ethnographic field-work." (1923: 302) In a supplement to

Ogden and Richards!' Meaning of Meaning, and later in the theore-

ticel adjunct to some Trobriasnd language data (1965, first pub-
lished 1935), Mslinowski argues two propositions sbout the inter-

relationship of language and ethnographic facts generally:

-1 7=



(1) that the study of linguistic mesning (or translstion of

native lsnguage) entsils 211 ethnography, through dependence on
the situational =nd cultursl contexts of utterances; (il) that
language is s pragmstic response to cultural needs, a cultursl
tool. FHere we shall exsmine the notion of "context" in an eth-
nographic theory of langusge, and we shall consider the conse-
quencea of Mslinowski's "pragmatic theory of meaning" with respect

to parallels between linguistie and cultursl categories.

1.2.1.: Fontexk

We know that deietic cstegories -- what Jskobson (1957)
calls !'shifters! =- drew their meanings from the particular sppech
gsituations in which they occur. Pronouns, demonstratives, tenses,
etec., are sll, in an obvious asnd generslizsble sense, context-
dependent; esnd we often rely on verbal context to dissmbiguste
homonyms etc. But Malinowski is interested in more than verbsal
context. He remarks that "... a statement, spoken in resl life,
is never detached from the situation in which it has been uttered."
(1923: 307) This seems sn unexXceptionable tsutology. How does
Mzslinowski develop the clagim?

He is primarily motivated by rather commonplace observations

esbout the trenslation of netive texts:

"What reslly matters is to understand what the text
conveys to the native... We can see that this can

be best achieved by holding constently before our
eyes the background of native culture snd by showing
how mueh the words add to it and what emphasis they
place on some sspect or segment of this background."

(19653 45)

"In the first place, an uttersnce belongs to a specisl
context of culture, i.e., it refers to = definite

sub ject matter... But side by side with this context
of culture or context of reference, as it might be
called, we have snother context: the situstion in
wnich the words have been uttered." (1965: 51)
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Malinowaki thus transforms our ordinary csution when desling with
foreign lengusges =nd cultures into a theoretiesal program. (a)
We ordinarily appreciate the "context of culture" or "context of
reference" by viewing with scepticism single-word glosses of native
words or sbsurdly 'litersl! renderings of texts. That is, we

are prepared to find words which pefer to entities not labelled
in our language (new things); or to find that the extension of

a native term resembles but does not coincide with the extension
of a familiar term (new concepts). Color terminologies, which
divide the spectrum in similsr but finally distinct ways, are
well documented examples.(cf. Berlin & Kay (n.d.)) Yet there are
more intriguing cases. When we hear an Apache spesk of a truck's
"liver" we draw certasin conclusions sbout metaphor and clsssifi-
cation; when we discover that a truck's "liver" is its battery
(or that an animalt's "battery" is its liver?) we are compelled

to sccept a new lexical fact.:

#When does litersl speech stop and idiom begin? In Tzotzil,
which exploits the metaphor of the word 'heart' much as does
English (e.g., in both langusages one can say "good-hearted"),
one may say of a person hun yo7on -- literally, "he has one
heart." One is not, thereby, saying thst the person is anatom-
icaelly normal, but that he is happy, contented. Such verbal
phenomena are of course common; learning idioms is, to a large
degree, a matter of placing the words in the "context of refer-
ence" == grasping the scope of their spplication. The ansalysis
of these and similar phenomena (metaphor, 'extensions of meaning!
etc.) may be complex; but it is clear that we must know what
words refer to before we csn understsnd them in use.

(b) We are aware of various narrative styles, various modes
of discourse =nd verbal behavior. People not only make simplis
declarstions of faect, but also joke, boast, mock, gossip, compiiin,
praise, inquire, demand, instruct -- sctivities which help define

the "context of =zituation" of utterances.® When we encounter



#S5ee, for exasmple, Malinowskil's example from the Trobriands
in Ogden and Richards, (1923) He sets much store by the fact
that the narrator is known to be boasting -- that his words
must be interpreted in that light.

verbal specimens from exotic places we comprehend very little
until we know (if we can) what we have (= speech, a myth, s poemn,
a calendar, a curse...) We asre thus not tempted, on receiving and
translating the transmission "I am an esgle" from a Russian
cosmonsut, to suppose thsat the msn has undergone metamorphosis
or mental breskdown. EHis words garner meaning from their extra-
terrestizsl context.

Any account of a hearer's understanding of utterances (part
of a theory of performance) must certainly involve non-verbal
contextusl data: sabout situstion, tone of wvoice, gesture, people

involved, etc.¥# The fieldworker is confronted with just such

#In fact, such non=verbal contextual Tactors often themselves
"have mezning" in the communication-theoretic sense of adding
information to the message conveyed by the utterance. As Lyons
writes: "utterances interact with, and may be in semantic con-
trast with, non=linguistic behavior (including silence, facial
expressions and gestures)." (1968: L14) We could add to this
list of non-linguistic contextual festures which are "Mesningful'.

aspects of performance =- not with the sbstract units of grammat-
iecal snalysis. Hence Malinowski writes, "to /the ethnographer/
the real linguistic fact is the full utterance within its context
of situstion" (1965: 1ll) =- not an sbstract word or sentence.

In this sense Malinowski is right to consider linguistic behavior
as part of the genersl background of native action which the

ethnographer mast interpret.#

#Note the kinship here with studies under the heading of "the
ethnography of speech" or "the ethnogrephy of communication."
Hymes articulates an approach to "langusge and communication in
integral relation to social context and function." (In Gumpertz
% Hymes (196L: 6)) The ethnogrspher is apt to be concerned with
the differential uses of language in social context.
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We must neot, however, confuse the facts of performasnce with

the competence which underlies linguistic (snd cultursl) behavior.#

#We do not use these terms (see esp. Chomsky (1965: Ch. 1))
without reservation. We refer to the fsct, more generally, that
it is anslytically possible to sbstract langue from parole, or
to distinguish = code from its pesrticular spplicationa. These
notions sre not, however, operationslly sdequate.

The sentence "I am an esgle" has, =3 it were, sn existence (and
a litersl meesning) independent of the ocessions on which it is
uttered. & lsngusge csnnot,in any case, be defined in terms of
the sentences which actuslly have been uttered; for there sare en
infinite number of possible sentences which are grammatical in
e neturel language. There is also en intuitive sense in which
at least some individusal words of s lenguage have "mesning"
independent of particular utterances (i.e., "out of context"):
nouns, for exsmple, refer. Perhsps Mslinowski's "context of
culture" was designed to catch the context-invariant aspects of
linguistic forms.

In fact, Malinowski comes remarksbly close to some current
idess sbout how to describe the mesnings of lexicasl items. With
particular reference to Trobrisnd gardening terms he concludes that

"Trenslation in the sense of exsct and exhsustive definition

of meaning cannot be done by affixing sn English lsbel...

Franslastion in the sense of defining a term by ethnographic

snalysis, that is, by placing it within its context of culture,

by putting it within sets of kindred =nd cognate expressions,
by contrssting it with its opposites, by grammatical snslysis
end above all by s number of well-chosen exsmples =- such
translation is fessible and is the only correct way of

defining the linguistic and cultural character of a word."

(1965: 17)

A sympathetic resdimng of this psessage would give us the following
steps in describing the semantics of a set of words:
1. Identify the cultural context of a set of words; for

exasmple, isolste the set of words having to do with gardens
end types of gardens in the Trobriands. This operation is
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equivalent to isolating a semantic field or semantic
domsin in recent terminolacv.

Melinowski clesrly intended = broader notion of cultursl context
which we may express, briefly, as follows:

3. Locate the lexicsl items in the total "system of
significances" of the culture.

and, finzlly,

li. Give sppropriaste examples.
Steps 3 end L deserve further comment.

Step 3 asdmits the rélevance of bodies of native belief to
the understsnding of utterances. If a remark contains =z term
whose referent is some object (sasy, a "blsckman" or /h7ik'al/
in Zinscantsn), our translstion must recognize the possibility
that blaclkmen may represent to us something different from what
they represent to Zinacantecos; (they may, in fsct, be different.)
The mesnings of individual words may be bound up with native
beliefs -~ sbout cosmology, sbout csuse and effeect, asbout human
nature, sbout mythological creaturea, etec. =-- which no translstor
can ignore. Insofar as "culture" csn be described as = series
of interrelsted propositions, Msaslinowski's conception of word
mesning shows clearly how the study of linguistic mesning leads

to the study of all of culture.®* Despite somewhat shaky linguisties,

#T'he notion that the "basic unit of culture" is the proposition
has been articulated by Kay (1966a; and see his references). We
sre further reminded of Quine's suggestion sbout the "inter-
animation of sentences" (1960:83)... that word-meaning for the
individual spesker depends on his beliefs. Cf. Werner (1969)

on the "sentence" as cultursl unit. We shsll return to these
matters below in part Z.
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Malinowski presented sn early snd influential conception of what

truly ethnographic semanties must involve.

Step L calls for appropriate, "well-chosen" exsmples to
illustrate the ussge of native expressions. We must not exsggerste
the difficulties here. Ordinary language philosophy uses examples:

to illustrate the use of particular words, to contrast the
meanings of two words or expressions by contrasting cases in which
we should be inclined to use them. Katz snd Fodor (1963) deny
that semantic theory can incorporate non-verbal informetion sbout
context into its account of the meanings of sentences or uttersnces
by the following curious argument: since theoretically any
information at a2ll might be relevant to the interpretation of an
uttersnce, we csn afford to admit no such informstion. Words,
sentences snd other expressions, however, carry their usage with
them: they are liasble to example, lisble to be used. 2nd we
understand (end can translate) linguistic expressions only when
Wwe know something sbout the contexts in which they might occur,
their potential uses. It will typieally happen in practice that
only certsin information will be relevant to the meaning of a
word or expression: the context of sn uttersnce need not be
indescribsable or infinite.

In sum, Mslinowski reminds us that verbsl behavior occurs
in natural contexts. Hence, there is some intermingling of
linguistic competence snd performance in a cultursl gremmar:
the facts of linguistic performance sre part of the "ethnography
of spesking." We go beyond lexicsl snslysis end the pairing
of grammatical concepts with cognitive categories, to consider

joking, cursing, gossiping, verbsl play, and a whole range of
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speech behavior which 1s itself part of the grammar of culturslly
spproprizte behavior. (Recall the view of language mentioned in
section 0, part (b).) Importantly, as ethnographers we sre first
exposed to the native language in just such natural contexts;

we must create quite srtifiecisl situstiona to distill sbstract
linguistiec information from our field experience. A& cultural
grammar will include not only the linguistic code, but the rules

for the aspplication of that code.

l.2.2 The pragmatic theory of language

In some wWays more interesting are Malinowski's clsims sbout
the pragmetic basis of langusge. In sn early essasy he states
the situation as follows:

", es language in its primitive function and original form

has an essentislly pragmatic character; ... it is a mode

of behavior, an indispensable element of concerted humsn

action. #And negatively: ... to regard it as a means for the

embodiment or expression of thought is to tske = one-sided

view of one of its most derivate and specialized functions."

(1923: 316)
More succinetly, in 1935 he wrote: "Words are part of sction and
they are equivalents of actions." (1965: 9) Mslinowski reaches
this conclusion by a rather dublous route; he argues that the
"orimitive" usze of language is similer to the child's use, and that
"the child lives in a world of effective words) (1965: 6L) That
is, a child utters the word 'Water' or 'Mama' and is magicslly
provided with what he wants. Understandably, Malinowski considers
that langusge is closest to its original form when it is effica=-
cious: distress calls, magical formulae, warnings, orders,

instructions -- cases in which each word "modifies and directs

human behavior." (1965: 56) A corrollary of this view holds
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that meesning attaches to words through their effect.
"4 word mesns to a native the proper use of the thing for
which it stands, exactly as an implement means something
when it can be handled and mesns nothing when no sctive
experience of it is at hand... 2 word is used when it can
produce an sction and not to describe one, still less to
translate thoughts." (1923: 321=-2)
We can make little sense out of such claims if applied to all
words in a language or to all aspects of speech. However, we
mey distinguish two useful suggestions that derive from Mslin-
owskils approach.

(1) Some words do have a certain efficacy important to the
relation between linguistic and cultursl gremmars. Lesach (196lL)
discusses what we might call the "ritusl power" of certain sbuse
words -- relsting the special significance of words to csastggories
in the belief systems the words reflect. Taboo words, sbuse
words, secret phrases, names == all can partake of this ritusl
power, and all are clearly within the province of the snthropologist.

Similarly, Mary Douglas (1966) discusses the 'Abominations
of Leviticus! in terms of a dis<harmony between certain species
of animal (which are marked in Leviticus as prohibited for eating)
and animal cstegories =-=- conceptusl and linguistie; a particular
species which fails to fit into the e¢lassificatory system, which
defies categorization by explieit criteria, is thereby dangerous,
unclean, and taboo. I

Levi-Strauss (1962) is equally concerned with classification.
He tries to uncover what might be called the "deep structures
of thought," which find their way to the surface of observable
reality through linguistic systems, and through socially crucial

categories with behaviorsl associations. Thought, according to

[evi-Strauss, segments reality into classes.
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"ees (T)he forms of thought with which we have been concerned

appear to us =23 'totelizing'! thoughts, exhausting reality

by means of a2 finite number of given classes, whose funda-

mental property is to be mutuelly transformsble." (p. 228,

my trenslation.)
Hence, elements at all levels of culture =-- objects, both natural
end cultursl, actions (e.g., copulating and eating (p. 139)0,
states, identities, roles, names, ideologies, beliefs -- imply
classification, form categories. And where classification is
based on 'systems of differences', Levi-Strsuss sassserts that we
may find a 'homology' (p. 152) between several such systems,
Totemism depends, for exasmple, on such a homology between the
series of animal species snd socially salient categories of people.

How does this relste to langusge == except formally? Levi=-
Strauss draws a parallel between such speech prohibitions as those

studied by Leach and the sorts of alimentary prohibitions in

Purity and Danger: both types of phenomena represent behaviorsl

mesng of conveying messages sbout categories. With respect to
food taboos, "to prohibit a certain species is one way ... to
sssert its significsance." (IL-8: 1962: 136) More generally,
"Systems of /totemic/ neming and classifying... are codes,
suitable to convey messages transposable in terms of other
codes, and to express... in their own terms, messages
received through the medium of other codes." (p. 101, my
trenslstion.)
Both verbal =nd non-verbsasl behavior provide evidence for clsssi-
ficatory schemes. In this sense, structural anthropology and
Melinowski agree: langusge in sction =- ritual speech like
ritual behavior =~ provides clues gbout the significance of
cultural things.

(2) Practical considerations may be expected to influence

vocabulary in varying degrees -- a commonplace of linguistic
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enthropology. GCulturally Important objects and activities will
be lsabelled.

"Laenguage in its structure mirrors the reasl categories
derived from practical sttitudes of the child snd of
primitive or natursl man to the surrounding world. The
grammatical categories, with all their peculisarities,
exceptions... are the reflection of the makeshift, un-
systematie, practical outlook imposed by man's struggle
for existence." (1923, p. 327-8)

ind hence, in particular,
"the terminoleogy /of Trobriand sgriculture/ is pragmstically
gsound: 1t cloasely corresponds to the prectical interests
and activities of the natives..." (1935, p. 67)

This is certainly a2 ressonable hypothesis, though we may expect

vocabulary to have developed its own peculiasrities.#

*Robert M., Laughlin (personal communication) tells me that
Tzotzil has an ineredibly well-developed classification of birds
which have virtuslly no economic or ritual importance to Zina=-
cantecos. Malinowski himself believed evidently in some firm
illogicality sbout primitive lasngusge. With respect to the
spparent queerness of kin-terminology in many communities he
advances the

"generalization that terminological distinctions ecsnnot, by

the very nature of human speech, correspond either

adequately or exactly, to real distinctions." (1965: 65)
Terminology is confused, he says, by homonyms which cbscure resl
meaning differences; and it further suffers from lack of general
terms for important cultural categories. It is impossible to
say what Malinowski regsrded as "resl distinctions."

There is little doubt that Malinowski overstated both
hypotheses about the study of meaning. %Yet with a sympathetic
mind we may benefit from his observations sbout the ethnographiec

realities in studying language.
1.3 Ethnoscience

Anthropologists commonly sssociate the terms 'ethnoscience!
or 'ethnographic semantics! (e¢f. Colby (1968)) with the study of

emell, texonomically structured lexicsl domsins. The literature
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of Ethnoscience is filled with terminclogical studies of such

traditional subjects as kinship, and of such diverse topics as
colors, diseases, firewood and numeral classifiers. It has

become normel to connect the systematiec use of linguistie evidsnce
in ethnography with 'ethnoscience' -- understood as the study of
folk terminological systems., Yet ethnoscience, in this limited
sense, has no execlusive righta to linguistic fsets; moreover,
these facts are only incidentsl to ethnoscience tazken as =2 theory
of ethnographic description -- for in this lstter sense ethno-

science gains more from linguistics than from language.#

# Space does not permit a full discusszsion of the theory of
ethnographic description that I take to lie behind the particular
studies which are commonly called "ethnoscientific." The basic
insight of this theory ==~ which Keesing hszsveadied "cognitive
structuralism" -- draws on the parallel between linguistic and
cultural 'grammars', When Chomsky speaks of "discovering =
mental reslity underlying actual behavior" (1965: L) he could be
dezseribing the task of uncovering either Language (de S=zussure's
langue) or Culture (as represented in Goodenough (1957: 167,
1961: 522), or Kay (1966a: 106) And see the recent paper by
Werner (1969)0 The significance of such & general theory of
ethnographic description for our present investigations is this:
given the notion of 'ecultural competence'! we can set sasbout
discovering the cognitive resources which contribute to cultursal
competence =- some of which sre surely coded in the semantics

of lanpuage.

In this section we shall exXamine the use of linguistic, particularly
semantic, information in light of the broader goasls of ethnoscience.
(2) Ethnographer/linguists know that languasges are best
described in terms of unigue categories. As Sspir observed
"Inasmuch as languages differ very widely in their systema-
tization of fundsmental concepts, they tend to be only
loosely equivalent to each other as symbolic devices and
are, a8 a matter of fact, incommensursble in the sense in
which two systems of points in & plsne asre, on the whole,
incommensurable to each other if they are plotted out with
reference to differing systems of coordinates." (1931: 128)

Arguing snsalogiecally, we discover that, just as an analysis of
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an Mmerican Indian language in terms of Indo-European linguistic
categories (or, worse, Latin or Greek linguistic categories)

is mislesding, insccurate and insufficient, an analysis or
description of cultural phenomens in one society in terms of
externally derived concepts and institutions is unrelisble,
unfaithful to facts, and generally likely to be muddled and
wrong. Or, somewhat less harshly, a treatment that mixes snaly-
tiecsl tools derived from the study of other societles with cate=-
gories particular to the society under scrutiny will obscure

the fsects.s* Ethnoscience was primarily concerned with eliminating

#"he paint is Harrists {19656: 577), though it was made by eesrly
ethnoscientists. Goodenough (1956b) eriticised traditional
notions of residence and kinship on the grounds that theoretical
notions of anthropology do not necesssarily coincide with pheno=-
mena on the ground, that our theoreticsl concepts do not necess-
arily fit well with the emic residence categories which operate

on the ground, Harris's use of the word 'etic! is, incidentally,
unusual and misleading. trictly spesking there can be no 'etic!
snalyses of phenomensa in the behavior stresm (or of langusge,

for that matter). "Etie! refers to a meta-lsnguage, a descriptive
system which is typically over-differentiated; its units sasnd
symbols are objectively specifiable but not necessarily sbeolute.
'Etic! espplies to the metalanguage, not the analysis. Harria's
definition (1968: 575) == "Etiec statements depend on phenomenal
distinetions judged appropriaste by the community of scientifiec
observers" -- spesks not of an etic metalanguage, or of tetic
snalysis!' of phenomena, but rather of an ethno=-centric (or, perhaps,
theoro=-centric) scgount of observebles. The ethnoscientific

goal we zare describing is not to reject tetics! in favor of
temics! == indeed, any emic concepts must be defined for the reader
of an ethnogrephy in terms of some etic metalangusge -- but to
guard ageinst etnhocentrism and the preconceptions of our trade
when we reach the reality of the field.

the systematic error introduced by ethnocentric or theoro=-centric
categories in fieldwork. BSuch a goal led directly to the study
of langusge as more than s casual companion of culture. Goode-
nough observed that "we learn much of a culture when we le srn the

system of meanings for which its linguistic forms stand" (1957: 39):
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for, an efficient way to escape the deception of our own thought
and categories is to adopt (albeit provisionslly) the language
of the people we are studying. We may thereby be leas inclined
to consider words snd things to be interchangeable between our
language snd theirs.

(b) Early ethnoscientists rejected what they regarded as
the questionable methods and untrustworthy results of traditionsal
ethnography. (While (=) above suggests that traditional ethno-
graphy is often meaningless, we here suspect that it is slso
incorrect.) They found ethnographic statements to be typically
untestable; ethnographic arguments to be un-replicable; and
ethnographic evidence to be hidden in carefully guarded field
notebooks =~ private property. Moreover, they found ethnographic
snalyses to be eplscdic; thsat is, though they agreed thsat ethno-
graphy must be, in the first place, descriptive, they were dis-
sgtiasfied with descriptions which sre non-productive --= which
do not allow for, in Fraka&'s terms, "sppropriate anticipation®
of futmre events.

Such complaints are symptomatic of a genersl dezsire to
1ift ethnography from the mire of intuition by providing metho=-
dological standards which in turn govern the discovery and

verificetion of ethnographic facts.# Having alresdy decided

#The notion that ethnographic statements should be productive, if
not predictive, to which Harris objects (1968: 572), is a criterion
of verifiability. That is, we test = statement about appropriaste-
ness by observing whether it is confirmed or denied by %uture
experience. There is no difficulty sbout thia,., Harris clsims
that "since no attention has been devoted to the question of how
to proceed with /appropriate anticipation/, it cannot be taken

at once both literally and seriously"; on the congtrary we =are
ineclined to be more sceptical about claims thet statements can

be predictive of particular events (a2s opposed to genersl events
or trends).
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that much of ethnography is "inescapsbly sn exercise in descriptive
semantica" (Goodenough (1957: 39)), early ethnoscientists turned
naturaslly to the task of formalizing methods of semantic description.
Perhpps ethnoscience concentrated on semantic description of

certain limited lexiecszsl domains becsuse it proved possible to
gpecify explicit procedures in such tasks.

Formal linguistics contributed to the methodology that
ethno-scientists wanted. First, the notion of distribution =~
environment and contrast == led to the eliciting frame: to
"semantic envirormenta" which could be exploited in controlled

interviews.¥#* Second, feature analysis (e.g,, phonology) combined

#Bee particularly Metzger and Willisms (1963a, 1963b, 1966},
Conklin (196l), end Frake (1961, 196L4bL),.

with the notion of 'lexiesl field'# provided the basis for

#Developed primerily by Trier (193L) in connection with histori-
ecal linguistics. BSee also Ullman's summary (1957: 166) and the
brief remarks in Lyons (1963: LLff.) Defining or delimiting
domainsg has been a difficult problem for ethnoscientists and

no less so for linguists.

componential enalysis,i

#ioodenough (1956a), Lounsbury (1956), Conklin (1962) regreaent
some typical early studies; Berlin (1967) and Basso (1968) con=-
tain some newer, somewhat different applications.

The ethnoscientific study of lexicsal domains turns on the
claim that vocebulary reflects, in more or less complex ways,
the emlc categories of a culture: that word systems embody
distinctions operative in the "cognitive code" of the culture,
distinctions which must be mastered by successful asctors in
the society.

We atbributed to Malinowski (21.2) a somewhat different
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position: that vocsbulary is built up, originally, on the
practical needs of the community which uses the language.
Ethnoscience claims, rather, that the lexicon of s language
represents habitual distinections which must in large pert form
the salient categories of the user culture =- whether these
categories be perceptual (=s, e.g., in the study of color terms
or numeral classifiers (Berlin & Romney (196l), Berlin (1968)),
sociological (=8, e.g., in the study of kin terms or residence
options), or what one might call philosophical or ontologicsal
(for example, in the study of pronouns, legasl/moral termino-
logy ete.)

Ethnoscientific studies of lexical domsins have encountered
three classes of difficulty, which may be illustrated by recent
innovative studies by Brent Berlin (1967, 1968), one having to
do with Tzeltal eating verbs, the other sn exhaustive study of
Tzeltal numeral classifiers. (1) First, delimiting the domain
of lexical items is s non-trivisl problem. We are familiar with
the charge that ethnoscientific treatments of kinship are exclus-
ively (and excessively) genealogical; this is clesrly a problem
of drawing domain-boundaries. /A componential analysis of kin
terms will be genealogicsl to the extent that the domain of

"kin terms" is drewn on genealogical lines,.

#Geneanlogical treatment of kinship slso sarises from the "etic
grid" provided by genealogical diagrams. See below, (2).

The problem is erippling when we come to large, syntactiecslly
complex domains., Berlin's compilstion of the szet of numersl
classifiers seems an especially good example of how to'draw A

domain; yet it is not without problems, We may guote an sbridged
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statement of the procedure from Berlin (1968: 25).

"I have been able to determine the set of sll potential
numeral clagsifiers by resort to strictly formel distribu-
tional criteria., That this wss possible Gepended on sev-
eral factors:

(1) prior lkmowledge... of the highly regular canonical
shape of numeral classifiers;;;

(2) knowledge of the limited distributional charsc-
teristicse of classifiers...

(3) knowledge of the inventory... of the segmental
phonemes. ..

(L) the discovery of a constant Tene japs Tzeltal
"syntectic context"... or what have been termed eliciting
frames in which generated forms msy be substituted and
evaluated (by native informsnts) as to their occurrence
or non=-occurrence a8 numerical c¢lassifiers in this dialect
of Tzeltal."

Berlin was able to isolate over five hundred asctual classifiers
from a mechanically generated list of phonemically possible forms;
this waes the corpus which he then analysed. We seem,in this case,
to have admirsbly formal criteria for setting the boundaries of
the domaein in question: we may feel reassonably sure that we have
a complete list of the relevent lexemes., However, the Tact that
Berlin is asble to find no high order structure within the domain
makes him uncomfortable.
"eee (T)he vast majority of classifiers combine into a
large number of few-membered paradigm-like sets, or semantic
domains, st the most specific level of generslization.
The relationships that hold between these sets do not appear
to be taxonomic, at least in terms of =& deep, hierarchical
ordering, ... nor sre the intra-set paradigms very neat."
(1968: 174)
Berlin correctly concludes that the difficulty in getting beyond
these "loosely structured" sets
".e. may not so mach lie in faulty and incomplete asnalysis
but in the complexity of the terminologicsl system seen in
terms of a fairly unsophisticated descriptive semantic
theory." (p. 182.)
On the one hand, we may well agree that the notions of semantic

structure traditionally employed by ethnoascientists (see particularly
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Conklin (196L: 39<l1), Kay (1966b)) will not be up to the task
of handling complicated domains of voesbulary other than, say,
nouns and pronouns: we may always hope for more powerful theory
than what we've got.

But there 1s sz more difficult possibility. The set of
numeral classgifiers == along with any other set of lexemes de-
limited on distributional or syntactic grounds =-- may not form
g semantic domain in any useful, snalysable sense. Indeed,
Berlin himself makes this point: thsat judgements of "semantic
gimileprity" which group lexical items together are

"made in terms of a set ol semantic criteria not appsarent

from the strict distributionsl data snd made avalleble

to the Investigator only by native spesker participsation

in the snaslysis. It seemed apparent that grouping made

in terms of some simple distributionsl criteris szlone

might well result in arbitrary asnd culturally inappropriste

lexical sets of numeral clsasifiers." (p. 31, emphasis in
original,)

Certainly the insight may be applied to the procedures by which
Berlin determined that numeral classifiers were themselves semantic
in the first place. It may well be that the semantic facts
surrounding numeral classifiers -- themselves undenisbly interesting
-=- must be studied with reference to more flexible groupings of
words, or through semantic relationships more complex than
"similarity." (In terms of a more current theory of grammar,

we may discover relevant semantic units at the level of deep

rather than surface structure.:#)

#For rather brief suggestions of alternate treatments of numeral
clasgifiers see Haviland (1970).

(2) Componentisl =snalysis relies == in the classic studies
-= on the existence of some etic-metazlanguage through which to

represent the referents of terms or the criterisl dimensions
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(L.e., the systems of semantic features) of the analysis. In
the case of the genealogical grid used in kinship studies, the
meta=langusge determines the (genealogical) form of the analysis.
ind areas of wvocsbulary without such & convenient meta-language
present atlll greater difficulties.

Theorista have been forced to invent wholly different
solutions to the problem of stating componentigl dimensions,
or semantic features. Ome technique is to state componential
dimensions in & natursl language == assuming it as meta=languzage:
that is, relying on the reader's understanding of the language

to convey the salient 'emiec' distinctions.®* Still less explicit

#Consider the classic study of Indo=-European case at Jakobson
(1936), =nd, indeed, most "feature" analyses in linguistics, --
coining words to correspond to nstive categories. Some other
exmmples mey be found in Bendix (1966}, and Easso (1968).

is the method which we might call "analysis by inspection.”
Berlin's full treatment of Tzeltal Numeral Classifiers illustrates
the mesnings of the c¢lassifiers by displaying, aslong with English
componential formulae, photographs of appropriate objects in

association with each elessifier, Berlin hopes, therby tc "pro-

L

vide the resder with as close = replication as possible of the
actual physical objects that were availsble" in the research.
(1968: 113) The photographs constitute sn invitation to the
reader to look at the data and understand the relevant lexical
items for himself. Reading an analysis of this latter sort is
an inductive experience,

A more sophlisticated solution has been to depart from the
formal confines of componential analysis and to define the
'meanings' of lexical items in terms of more powerful descriptive

devices, The controversisl -- and undeniably brilliant =-- work
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of Lounsbury (196La, 196Lb, 1965) extends componential anslyses
to account for the "extended" and "metaphorical" meanings of

typically polysemous lexicsl items.¥# Formally, lexical items

#0n some general consequences of such work in kinship studies
see Keesing (1969).

are elucidated in terms (=z) of a set of categories, perhsps
defined by componential snalysis; and (b) of a set of operators
whiech account for 'meanings' of terms which lie outside the simple
componential eclass products. Dixon (1968) accounts for the class-
membership of nouns in Dyirbal with (2) a set of criterisl 'con-
cepts! which define class membership, and (b) a limited set of
¥"fudgeing rules" which account for those seemingly anomalous
¢szses in whiech nouns belong to odd classes. In a somewhat
dirferent way, Berlin (1967) characterizes the meanings of Tzeltal
eating verbs in terms of (2) = set of categories of comestibles
(for which there are independent grounds); and (b) a relation
between eating verb and food-class. Hence, the categories of
Tood azre mapped onto categories of eating. These somewhat more
powerful methods of representing semsntic structure help free
us from the creeping feeling of ad-hoc-ness.

(3) Ethnoscientifiec studies of lexiecal systems have given
rise to another class of problems having to do with demands for

"psychological validity."# Do formally plessing componential

#The well-known piece by Burling (196L) and the numerous com-
ments and rejoinders summsarize the opposing positions.

solutions to lexical sets coincide with the cognitive 'solutions!
in the heads of native actors? It is sufficient here to remark
that if our description of ethnogrephic or linguistic faects is

to sccord with the intuitions of natives (=nd there is no other
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test for "psychological validity"), we must take care to elicit
those intuitions during our analysis. Berlin (1968) sets great
store by his informants! intuitions sbout 'semantic similarity’';
without such intuitions, he c¢laimsa, the analysis would have been

impossible.s* lNor need we balk st the shadiness of the word

#See in particular his remarks at (1968: 31), where he claims
that certain groupings of classifiers were "made availsble to
the investigator only by native spesker participation in the
analysia."

tintuition'; linguists commonly exhibit intuitions "in the heads"
of native speakers who could never have intuited them unaided.

We bring 'intuitions! down to earth by talking sbout classes of
sentences or other verbal combinations whose acceptability or

unacceptability is accounted for by the snalysis.® The internal

#¥he terminology is due to Lyons (19608: 478=80). He offers

the following examples of snomalous sentences whose anomaly may
be sccounted for by a simple feature asnalysis of the underlined
terms: That man is the mother of this child., Thet woman is

the father of this child, That woman is the mother of this calf,

world of cognition may be reached through various outward (lin-
guistic) symptoms.

Ethnoscience has gone beyond the study of lexiecal domains,
though it still benefits from its early linguistic inspirations.
Our aim in this short survey has been to remind ourselves of
some lessons sbout the use of semantic informstion in ethnography.

We moy now turn to a more genersl statement of our problem.
1.4 "Ethnographic semantics" reexamined

In this chapter we have reviewed certain links between bro=ad
ethnographic aims and linguistic investigations that are, broadly

Speaking, semantic. Perhaps the broadest definition of "ethnographic
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semantica" is jJust this: turning semantic Tacts of a langusage

to use in solving traditional ethnographiec problems. We may lend
substance to this definition (2) by recalling the ethnographic
uses to which the theorists in question have put linguistie
facts, and (b) by enumerating different sorts of semantic in-

Tormetion which have figured in the discussion,

1.1 ®Ethnographic ..."

(2) Lenguage provides various inventories which figure in
the construction of 'ecultural grammars.'! Kinship studies typically

connect lexical lsbels with ethnographiczlly relevant categoriess;

#Though the nature ol the connection has been subject of virtually
all the dissgreement in recent kinship studies. BSee especiaslly
Keesing (1969).

and ethnoscience treats sny lexical item as a potential clue to
the 'cultursl code.'! Ethnographic description built from "scenes"
(Freke (196La)), roles (Goodenough (1965), Keesing (1969s)),

scts (ef. Berlin (1967)), or objects will drsw upon the lexical
resources of the lsnguage: its units will be (or include) those
scenes, roles, acts or objects that can be named. Moreover,

language contains meta-cultural words: words which refer to the

culture itselfl, e.g., to the rules or units of the cultural code.
The vocabulary of gossip, scolding, joking, moralising, law, etc.,
leads us to the evsluative categories in terms of which native
actors view behavior.

(b) Linguistic phenomena sre our best, if not our only,
guides to "primitive thought" or to more explicitly philosophical
concerns: natlive ontology and beliel, rolk epistemoclogy, world-

view =nd moral convictions, etc. Anthropologists must get at
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such topies in much the way that philosophers in our own cultural
tradition do: by investigating linguistic expressions. IIf the
primary vehicle of native thought is language, much will ride

on the language's properties. Hence, 23 we have seen, Whorf
relates modes of spesking to native conceptuslizstion of time

and space, of the nature of objects, of the aspects of events.

It is in easy step to the structurslists! implication that
patterns of classification and thought are pan-human; or to

the postulation of "primitive worlds" (Douglas (1966)).

(c) KEnowledge of the semantic details of a language helps
the ethnographer in intangible ways as Ileldworker. We recall
Sepir's remark that the worlds of speakers of different langusges
are different worlds, "not merely the same world with different
labels attached." (1966: 69) To the extent that this is true,
we penetrate the unique world of our informants only by learning
thelir language. We sacquire, with our language skills, not only
the ability to understand what people azre szying (and, following
Melinowski, thus to know often what they are doing), but also

the knowledge of what there is to talk about.
1.4.2 ",..Somantica”

By way of somewhsat more formal summary, we may review the
sorts of linguistic informstion which emerge as ethnographically
interesting from our discussion. A true "ethnographic semantics"
must, at least, be part semantics; and it may ss well take advan-
tage of whatever theory linguistic semantics has to provide.

We consider, indeed, the various linguistic investigations

undertaken by ethnographers to be semantic: part of Whorf's
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"quest for mesning." We may adopt Lyons' definition of 'having
meaning': "any linguistic element which occurs in an utterance
has mesning only if it is not completely determined ('obligatory!)
in that context" (1968: L18) == a reformulsation of the familiar
sxiom that "mesningfulness implies choice." The task of ethno-
graphic semantics is to describe the conditions and constraints
on such choice, to understand the factors which govern the occur-
rence of a given "linguistic element" in a given "utterance" in
a given "context," when such occurrence ia not grammatically
"obligatory." Simply, we explore what people can say, and what
prompts them to say what they do.

t is c¢lear from Iyons! definition that grammatical things
-=- tenses, for instance =- as well as lexical things -- words,
numersl clsssifiers, kin terms == can be said to "have meaning".
This distinction between grammatical elements and lexicasl elements
provides = convenient orgasnizational scsle on which to arrange
the sorts of semantic datas which have interested ethnographers.
Martinet characterizes the difference as follows:

"Lexical monemes sre those which belong to unlimited

inventoriea. Graommatical monemes sre those which slternate

in the said positions with a comparstively small number

of other monemes." (1960: 110)
Lyons draws the same distinction:

"4 closed set of items iz one of fixed, snd usually small

membership: e.g., the set of personal pronouns, tenses,

genders, ete. An open set is one of unrestricted, indeter-

minately large, membership: e.g., the class of nouns or

verbs in & language. In terms of this distinction we

can say that grammatical items belong to closed sets,

end lexical items to open sets." (1968: L36)

These notions sllow us to srrange the sorts of semantic information

une arthed by ethnographers along a scale, according to whether
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they desl with grammaticel or lexicsl items.# We may be inclined
LlC&L TOLNZS.

to regard the semantic facts relating to grammatical elements
of a language as 'deeper! or 'more bagic! than the semantics of
lexical items, though the ethnographic consequences of such
linguistic phenomena may not lend themselves to such intuitions.
Here is a2 tentative list of the kinds of semantic Tacts which
engage the ethnographer's sttention, ordered from the most
"grammatical" to the most "lexical."

(i) Sapir and Whorf suggest that the deep-structure options
regarding, e.g., the categories of number, gender, case, tense,
mode, voice, and aspect, are crucial indices of the worldview
of the lsnguage user, It is difficult to formulate testable
hypotheses linking the semantics of such grammatical categories
to wider ethnography, though we may tentatively suggest some
possible investigations related to Tzotzil and Zinacanteco
ethnography.

{(a) Tzotzil lacks an overt tense system; verbs are marked

explicitly for aspect. The obligatory discriminsations of

time in Tzotzil are quite different from, say, English.

Might the linguistic facts be turned to advantage in =a

discussion of, e.g., the celebrasted Mzyas 'cyclical con-

ception of time'? (Hemember Sspir: the linguistic system

"previsages all possible experience".) Or might the lin-

guistic facts at least justify the notion that Tgzotzil

speskers have "= different way of looking at time""

(b) Tzotzil has an extremely complex set of mechanisms for

marking person: predicating about people, associsting things

or acts with people, etec, Can we discern the categorization
of things and acts in the universe on the basia, for example,
the behavior of nouns =snd verbs under possession? (The

differential behavior of inaliensble possessed =and, say,
unpossesssble nouns is certainly suggestive.)
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(ii) 4t a 'grammatical', or st least 'sub-lexical! level,
we msy consider the ethnographie implications of traditional
"narts of speech" or other classses of words or roots. Malinowski
believed that in its primitive form language was based on a
natursl ontology: nouns corresponded to objects, verbs to
actions, etec. (1923: 297) Whorf's Hopl studies imply = somewhsat
more sophisticated view of the 'formal meaning' of parts of
speech.

(c) In Tzotzil roots arrange themselves into classes

which resemble traditional parts of speech. The

categories represent choices of how to align the

langusge with the world: the linguistic facts can

perhaps be related to the perceptual or theoretical

cuts in the user's universe.

(iii) Whorf's cryptotypes represent lexical sub-categorization:
somewhat below the level of the word, but st the level of seman-
tically important classes of words. Cryptotypes formally resemble
sementic domzins, for the "reactances" which provide evidence
for cryptotypes are similar to the distributional criteria ethno-
scientists employ in circumscribing semantic domains. Whorf claims
that cryptotypes have elusive semantic value, and "profound
influence on linguistic behavior." (1956: 92) Mueh of the
ordinary language philosopher!s preoccupation with "What we can
say" or "What we would say" reduces to the charscteristic behavior
of eryptotypes == and knowing "what they would say" is surely
ethnographicslly enlightening.

(d) The basis of Tzotzil noun genders might prove revealing:

displsying how the objects of the linguistic universe can

be owned, =sscciated with persons or things.

(e) Of what significance are the countsbility classes in

Tzotzil: the classes of things that can be enumerated with

different numersl classifiers? (Consider msass vs. count

nouns in English; we cannot ssy "two breads" but only "two

loaves of bread", "two slices of bread" etc. In Tzotzil
most nouns must be counted with specific words in the latter
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