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The Domain of Food in Skagit

Introduntion:

It has been elalmed that the method of ethnoseience is capable of uncovering the
underlying semantic organization of a particular cultural group and therefore; of
laying bare the psychological reality of the people®s world view. Whereas the claim
of illuminating the one "payechological reality"™ has been cogently challenged by Bur-
ling and others, it still retains ita seductive quality. Ethnoselentists, therefors,
while admitting that there may not be one such reality, have failed so far to attasik
the question of how much semantic discorganization or even contradiction can be tolerated
in 8 given commmity before commmication breaks down. Wallace®s theory of egquivalent
thoaigh not identieal semantie structures offers a partial solution, but the evidence
szems to suggest that there is a certaip tolerance le el for struetures which are not
only not identical, but not even equivalent. It alsc seems clear that there is_censia
derable leeway for confusion within the sementice -system of a given individual, and
that this laeck of orgaﬁization only becomes painful whan an experecise of the athno-
geien ifie method brines it to the level of consciousness.

Neveptheless, despite these diffieulties with the method, it unquestionadbly brings
us cloger to uncevering the organizing principles in the thought processes of our nfar=
nents than the older method of laying our own emie “rid do n on the mative date and no~
ting which eells are filled.

The method assumes that people organize thelr relevant unilverss in hierarchleal
classifications, Elicitation frames such as "is an X a kind of ¥?" can be used to
establish alacs inclusi n and exclusion. When monolexemic labels for taxonowic levsls
are lacking, diatributionsl cri eria may be used to establish the existencs ¢f divi-
sions within 2 class., Recent work by the Brights on northern California languages has
indicated that subdivisions in the domain of "animal™ exist there which do neot have
lexemic cover terms. ({Bright, 1965, AA 67,‘249w258).

T. Ethnoscisnce and Szlish Languages



To my knowledge the ethnoscience method has not yet been applied to any Salish
language and there secemed to be two good reasons for trying it out.

A, To test the method. If the method is universally valid, as claimed, the most
diverse kinds of language groups should be subjected to it with comparahle success,

B, To work out some puzzles in Salish semanties. The paucity of "general®™
terms has been noted by all observera, especially those siruggling to collect basic
voeabulary lists =« no words for bird, for tree, ete. What was interpreted as a chare
acteristic of t e languages = a poverty of general tefms = may better be explained
as the result of cutting the stream of phenomena into different sections according to
different prineiples than those operating in English. There may be general lexemes
in Saligh whieh have been undiscovered simply because they do not ¢orrespond to general
terms in Englishq Or it may be that 2 grammsiical category like the Salish lexieal
guffixes serves in place of lexemie cover terms to label and define mzjor semantie
domsins.
IT. The Domain of Food

Food was gelected as the initial domain to investigate becmuse it has clear and
unambiguous extrs-linguistic veferents, becauss it seems %o have been sulturally elab-
orated in the sboriginal system beyond the demends of survival, and beecause the informant,
a woman, was mo e familiar and comfortable with it. The assceiated domain of cocking
was investigated in an attempt to use cocking terms aé digtributional eriteria to break
down the subdivisions of food.
III. The Proceduve

Food terms were elicited with particular emphasisz on thg more general terms in
English. The English word was used to elicit a roughiy equivalent Skagit form. The
Skagit fo-ms were them arranged in a taxomomy "y using the frame "an X is a kind of ¥Y".
sk 7d.%g déati du b—Hya ——/ “A blackberry is a kind of fruit® /di b Aol dolo
5%%%%@“@*%*@ blackberry:ﬁgaﬁwad, ', fruits /si‘alflaa‘ad /). The attached
chart shows the domain of food, as delimited and subdivided by the uge of the frome.

An auxilliary approach involved an attempt to define the extermal limitie and inter-



nal dimensions of the domain by distributional criteria. Three such eriteria were
tried.

1. Lexieal suffixes. 8Salish l-nguages have an admirable distributional criterion
in the lexical suffix. Although theve are indic -tions th:t at least the higher levels
of the taxonomy should be distinguishable on the basis of lexical suffixes, a complete
set could rot be elicited for Skagit Not all the subdivions w»ich ean be established
on the bemis of *the frame are characterized by distinetive lexical suffixes.

2. Predicates. Subdivisions can‘he determined on the basis of the gqualities whieh
can be predicated of them. The use of this apnroach in Skagit was limited by an imrepr-

For example,
feet understanding of the sememic components of the deseriptive terms. There sre two
taste terms glossed ag "sour" which cannot bé gpnlied interchangeably to sub categories
of food, but the distinctive features of the terms are not clear to me.

%, Opsrations. Subdivisions can be Turther defermined by the kinds of operations
which can be perfo-med upon them. DBerries, for exmaple, are picked; vooté are dugs
rabbits are hunted, ete. All of these food items, however, are "hustied" /
Conelugions:

The research i3 not in any sehse complete and the results ars tentative. The
domain.of food shown on the chart should not be eonsidered exhsustive ginee it repre-
sents only one informant,

The puzzle of the “"general® terms is not solved by this resesveh. My results do
suggest that there are many move genaral %e§ms thar commonly reported. It also suggests
that theblexieal suffixes may serve as taxonomic markers in addition to, if not in
plage of, lexsmic labels,

. Since only one informant served as teacher, the proble= of individual variation
in gemantie atruetures has not been confronted. In a larger speech commmnity the
taxonomies should be cheeked with a sample of informants to determine the degree of
congruencs .

There is alsc the ever-present apeetre of mixed semantic swste 8. It is not

poszible to tell how much contamin tion may have seeped in from the dominant white



eodfee

Americ n culture. In a living speech commmity this source of error should be more
easily ¢ n‘rolled, or at least, discovrred.

The cu-rent resulis are o’'fered as a suggestion for the kind of research which
might reward us vith a fuller understanding of the semantic structures of these languages.
Any volue in the present effort is due to the sénsitivity and patience of Mrg. Louise
George, the Skagit informant, and the valuable insichts offered by Prof. and iirs,
Thompson, Prof. Hess, and Prof. Michael Owen. Prof. Hess very kindly made his 3kagit
materiale available to me, but he is not to be held responsible for the numerous

mistekes in recording introduced by my own fallible ear,





