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Unit 1

UNIT ONE

Text

Introduction to the Author and the Article

Peter Farb (1929—1980) was trained as a linguist and developed wide-
ranging interests in the role language plays in human behavior. He also
took a particular interest in American Indians. His books include Man's
Rise to Civilization as Shown by the Indians of North America. He is co-author
of Consuming Passions: The Anthropology of Eating (1980).

This selection How to Talk about the World comes from Word Play: What
Happens When People Talk (1974). In this selection Peter Farb examines how
we bring order to the world by simplifying the overwhelming mass of
information which surrounds us into categories. He also explains how
different cultures categorize information in different ways.

How to Talk about the World
Peter Farb

I f human beings paid attention to all the sights, sounds, and
smells that besiege them, their ability to codify and recall
information would be swamped. Instead, they simplify the
information by grouping it into broad verbal categories. For
— example, human eyes have the extraordinary power to
discriminate some ten million colors, but the English language
reduces these to no more than four thousand color words,
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Unit 1

of which only eleven basic terms are commonly used. That is
why a driver stops at all traffic lights whose color he
categorizes as red, even though the lights vary slightly from
one to another in their hues of redness. Categorization allows
people to respond to their environment in a way that has great
survival value. If they hear a high-pitched sound, they do not
enumerate the long list of possible causes of such sounds: a
human cry of fear, a scream for help, a policeman’s whistle,
and so on. Instead they become alert because they have
categorized high-pitched sounds as indicators of possible
danger.

Words, therefore, are more than simply labels for specific
objects; they are also parts of sets of related principles. To a
very young child, the word ¢ha/irmay at first refer only to his
highchair. Soon afterward, he learns that the four-legged
object on which his parents sit at mealtimes is also called a
chair. So is the thing with only three legs, referred to by his
parents as a broken chair, and so is the upholstered piece of
furniture in the living room. These objects form a category,
chair, which is set apart from all other categories by a unique
combination of features. A chairmust possess a seat, legs,
and back; it may also, but not necessarily, have arms; it must
accommodate only one person. An object that possesses
these features with but a single exception—it accommodates
three people—does not belong to the category chairbut rather
to the category cowceh, and that category in turn is described
by a set of unique features.

Furthermore, Americans think of chairsand couches as
being related to each other because they both belong to a
category known in English as Aousehold furniture. But such a
relationship between the category chair and the category
couch is entirely arbitrary on the part of English and some
other speech communities. Nothing in the external world
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Unit 1

decrees that a language must place these two categories
together. In some African speech communities, for example,
the category cha/irwould most likely be thought of in relation
to the category spear; since both are emblems of a ruler’s
authority.

The analysis of words by their categories for the purpose
of determining what they mean to speakers of a particular
language—that is, what the native speaker, and not some
visiting linguist, feels are the distinguishing features or
components of that word—is known as “componential
analysis” or “formal semantic analysis.” The aim, in brief, is
to determine the components or features that native speakers
use to distinguish similar terms from one another so that more
exact meanings can be achieved.

Anyone who visits an exotic culture quickly learns that
the people are linguistically deaf to categories he considers
obvious,? yet they are extraordinarily perceptive in talking
about things he has no easy way to describe. An English-
speaking anthropologist studying the Koyas? of India, for
example, soon discovers that their language does not
distinguish between dew, fog, and snow. When questioned
about these natural phenomena, the Koyas can find a way to
describe them, but normally their language attaches no
significance to making such distinctions and provides no highly
codable words for the purpose. On the other hand, a Koya
has the linguistic resources to speak easily about seven
different kinds of bamboo—resources that the visiting
anthropologist utterly lacks in his own language. More
important than the significance, or the lack of it,* that a
language places on objects and ideas is the way that language
categorizes the information it does find significant. A pjg, for
example, can be categorized in several ways: a mammal with
cloven hoofs and bristly hairs and adapted for digging with its
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Unit 1

snout; a mold in which metal is cast; a British sixpence coin.
The Koyas categorize the pig in none of these ways; they
simply place it in the category of animals that are edible. Their
neighbors, Muslims, think of it in a different way by placing it
in the category of defiled animals.

Everyone, whether he realizes it or not, classifies the
items he finds in his environment. Most speakers of English
recognize a category that they call /vesfock, which is made
up of other categories known as cattle, horses, sheep, and
swine of different ages and sexes. An English speaker who is
knowledgeable about farm life categorizes a barnyardful of
these animals in a way that establishes relationships based
on distinguishing features. For example, he feels that a cow
and a mare, even though they belong to different species,
are somehow in a relationship to each other. And of course
they are, because they both belong to the category of Female
Animal under the general category of Livestock. The speaker
of English unconsciously groups certain animals into various
sub-categories that exclude other animals:

LIVESTOCK
Cattle Horses Sheep Swine
Female cow  mare ewe sow
Intact Male bull stallion  ram boar
Castrated Male steer gelding wether barrow
Immature heifer colt/filly lamb shoat/gilt
Newborn calf foal yearling piglet

A table such as this shows that speakers of English are
intuitively aware of certain contrasts. They regard a Hu/#/and
a sreeras different—which they are, because one belongs to
a category of Intact Males® and the other to a category of
Castrated Males. In addition to discriminations made on the
basis of livestock’s sex, speakers of English also contrast
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Unit 1

mature and immature animals. A /oa/is a newborn horse and
a slalionis a mature male horse.

The conceptual labels by which English-speaking peoples
talk about barnyard animals can now be understood. The
animal is defined by the point at which two distinctive features
intersect: sex (male, female, or castrated) and maturity
(mature, immature, or newborn). A sia//ion belongs to a
category of horse that is both intact male and mature; a 7/
belongs to a category of horse that is both female and
immature. Nothing in external reality dictates that barnyard
animals should be talked about in this way; it is strictly a
convention of English and some other languages.

In contrast, imagine that an Amazonian Indian® is brought
to the United States so that linguists can intensively study his
language. When the Indian returns to his native forests, his
friends and relatives listen in disbelief as he tells about all the
fantastic things he saw. He summarizes his impressions of
America in terms of the familiar categories his language has
accustomed him to. He relates that at first he was bewildered
by the strange animals he saw on an American farm because
each animal not only looked different but also seemed to
represent a unique concept to the natives of the North
American tribe. But after considerable observation of the
curious folkways of these peculiar people, at last he
understood American barnyard animals. He figured out that
some animals are good for work and that some are good for
food. Using these two components—rather than the
Americans’ features of sex and maturity—his classification of
livestock is considerably different. He categorized s/a/ion,
mare, and gelding as belonging to both the Inedible and Work
(Riding) categories. The bu// also belonged to the Inedible
category but it was used for a different kind of Work as a draught
animal.” He further placed a large number of animals—cow;,
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ewe, lamb, sow and so on—in the category of Edible but
Useless for Work. Since his method of categorizing the
barnyard failed to take into account the breeding process,
which depends upon the categories of sex and maturity, he
no doubt found it inexplicable that some animals—ram, cof,
boar, and so on—were raised even though they could not be
eaten or used for work.

To an American, the Amazonian Indian’s classification of
bamyard animals appears quite foolish, yet it is no more foolish
than the American’s system of classification by the features
of sex and maturity. Speakers of each language have the
right to recognize whatever features they care to. And they
have a similar right to then organize these features according
to the rules of their own speech communities. No one system
is better than another in making sense out of the world in
terms that can be talked about; the systems are simply
different. A speaker of English who defines a sfallion as a
mature, male horse is no wiser than the Amazonian who claims
it is inedible and used for riding. Both the speaker of English
and the speaker of the Amazonian language have brought
order out of the multitudes of things in the environment—and,
in the process, both have shown something about how their
languages and their minds work.

Notes

I. “componential analysis” or “formal semantic analysis”: an approach to the study of
meaning which analyzes a word into a set of meaning components or semantic

features

3]

- the people are linguistically deaf to categories he considers obvious: the people in

one culture are unable to hear, i.e. recognize or understand, the same categories

used by people in another culture
3. Koyas: a tribe in India
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4. More important than the significance, or the lack of it: Although one culture may
place significance on a particular object or idea, another may not.

5. Intact males: Male animals that have not been castrated

6. an Amazonian Indian: a tribal Indian from the Amazon rain forest

7. a draught animal: an animal used for pulling heavy loads

New Word's

besiege /brsi:dz/ vi. surround (sb. or sth.) closely; surround (a town,
castle, etc.) with armed forces so as to prevent
the people inside from getting out

swamp /swomp/ V. overwhelm (sb. or sth.) with a great quantity
of things; flood or soak (sth.) with water

high-pitched adj. (of a sound or voice) at a level close to the
highest that can be heard; high and shrill

enumerate /rnjuimorert/ vr. name (things on a list) one by one

upholster /Ap'havlsta/ vt. provide (a seat) with comfortable coverings and
fillings

couch /kautf/ n. a long piece of furniture, usu. with a back and
arms, on which more than one person may sit
or lie

decree /drkri:/ vi. state (sth.) officially, with the force of law; order
officially

emblem /emblom/ n. an object which is regarded as the sign of sth.

semantic /srmantik/ adj. of or related to meaning in language

dew /dju:/ n. the small drops of water which form on cold
surfaces during the night

cloven hoof /‘clouvven hu:f/ n. (also cloven foot) a foot, such as that of a cow,
sheep, goat, etc., divided into two parts

bristly /brisli/ adj. like or full of bristles

snout /snavt/ n. a long nose of any of various animals, such as
apig

mold /mauld/ n. a hollow vessel of metal, stone, glass, etc.,
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nit 1

cast /kaist/ vr.

Muslim /'muozlim/ n.

defile /drfail/ vr.

swine /swain/ n.

barnyardful /ba:nja:dful/ n.

mare /mea/ n.

castrate /kastreit/ vt
steer /stia/ n.
heifer /hefa/ n.
stallion /'steljon/ n.
gelding /'geldin/ n.
colt /kavult/ n.

filly il n.

foal /favl/ n.

ewe f[jui/ n.

ram /rem/ n.
wether /we83/ n.

yearling /jislin/ n.

SOwW /sau/ n.

boar /ba:/ n.
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having a particular shape, into which melted
metal or some soft substance is poured, so that
when the substance becomes cool or hard, it
takes this shape

make (an object) by pouring (hot metal or
plastic) into a shaped container

(also Moslem) a person of the religion started
by Mohammed

destroy the pureness or cleanness of (anything
sacred); profane

a pig or pigs

as many animals as fill a farmyard

a female horse or donkey

remove all or part of the sex organs of (a male
animal or person)

a young male animal of the cattle family with
its sex organs removed, kept for meat

a young cow which has not yet given birth to a
calf

a fully-grown male horse kept for breeding

a horse that has been castrated

a young male horse

a young female horse

a young horse

a fully grown female sheep

an adult male sheep that can be the father of
young

a male sheep or goat that has been castrated
before becoming sexually mature

an animal, esp. a young horse or sheep, between
one and two years old

a fully grown female pig

a male pig on a farm that is not castrated and is



