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In this paper I will try to analyze the relationship between ethnography and linguistics. 

Ethnography studies, describes, and finds general solutions for the ethnically specific and

differentiating components of culture.  linguistics is a science which fulfils the same functions for

the language or languages as the object of its study.  Language is here interpreted in a narrow sense,

as definite languages which develop spontaneously  in the course of speech activity in human social

communities.  As far as language in a broader sense is concerned, conveying, for example, the

languages of mathematical symbolism, we consider them as the object of the general theory of sign

systems, of which linguistics is a part.

The problem of the delimitation of ethnography (or cultural anthropology) and linguistics

- the problem of the definition of the areas of their common interests, tendencies, and perspectives

of their cooperation and interaction - is, of course, topical on the international scale.  nevertheless,

in this report I shall proceed mainly from the manner in which this problem is actually handled in

the methodology and practice current amongst Soviet scholars, from the point of view of both

theoretical considerations and the empirical experience of scientific work.  In  principle one can

hardly dispute the fact that culture in a broader sense also includes language.  At the same time the

special place of language among the mechanisms of culture as the basic and universal means of

communication is also clear.  therefore its study has become the subject of the highly specialised

discipline of linguistics which occupies a separate place among the sciences of culture, and differs

considerably from the rest of them in method.  But it is obvious that linguistics has some areas of

contact and that it overlaps with other aspects of the study of culture as interpreted in a more

restricted sense.  The latter can be labelled as the extralinguistic culture, which also includes its

ethnographic aspect.  This is already clear from the fact that language, more often than any other



cultural factor, serves as the basic factor in ethnogenesis and ethno-differentiation.  It is also one of

the basic standpoints of formation and preservation of ethnic identity.  'Due to a relative rigidity of

every language system, to understand the ethnic identity of the bearers of a language it is sufficient

to know only some of its elements, and therefore as a rule there is no need to analyze the system as

a whole'.  Some exceptions to the rule, and the need to analyze the whole system, however, are often

observed in contact zones.  Such for instance are the zones of intermediary dialects calling for a

study of correlations, coincidence or non-coincidence of dialect barriers with the boundaries of

subethnic groups, and especially the zones of formation of mixed so-called Creole languages and

mass bilingualism.   The later problem is especially topical today and a vast literature is devoted to

it.

It is noteworthy that bilingualism is only one of many components of a large and complex

problem of study in linguistic situations.  This problem consists in the study of correlation in the

functions and tendencies of the development of written languages and spoken dialects in

homogenous ethnosocial organisms, as well as different languages in multi-national, poly-ethnic

countries.  The problem is on the border of ethnography and linguistics, and is actively explored by

both sides.  Possessing an ethnic aspect at all levels, it can in its turn be viewed as part of a broad

complex of problems, covered by the notion of social linguistics or linguistic sociology.  The

interdisciplinary character of this complex is clear from the very duality of these terms.  But far from

all problems of social linguistics possess an ethnic aspect.  In particular it is absent in such problems

as language functioning in a society using computers, or the peculiarities of speech in the smallest

groups, on the personal and family level.  But wherever this ethnic aspect if present, there is the

possibility and even the need to include the materials, methods and approach of ethnography in the

study of problems under consideration.  While the phonetic and grammatical phenomena remain



completely in the domain of pure linguistics, and ethnographic materials are mainly utilized only

to outline the social background of their functioning, the matter is quite different with lexicography

and semasiology.  Among the three components of the semantic triable it is only the denominate

which lies in the sphere of a purely linguistic approach, but as soon as its relations with the denotate

and significate are concerned, as well as of these two with each other, some degree of ethnic

specificity is inevitably present.

Two indispensable prerequisites for any linguistic study are a text (a corpus of texts) and a

vocabulary.  these prerequisites are granted in languages with a relatively long written record.  The

situation is different with non-literate languages and ancient texts awaiting decipherment.  In the

first case a fixation of texts and vocabulary is necessary, in the latter case the vocabulary must be

reconstructed.  Both tasks are in practice possible only with the invocation of extralinguistic cultural

realities.  In these cases an introduction of a new language into the scope of linguistics can be done

only by a formulation of linguistic tasks within the framework of an ethnological approach and

method.  Only after this may a study pass into the domain of pure linguistics.  This situation is

reflected in the history of practical studies in such languages in the USSR and in the literature

devoted to this subject.

It has been said that lexicography as a whole is a part of linguistics, and the one most closely

connected with the study of extralinguistic cultural realities.  Some areas of lexicography in every

language in turn, when concerned with their denotates and designates (significates), comprehend

holistic cultural systems, and contribute to the shared heritage of the spiritual culture of the people

using this language.  The study of such cultural systems, as well as of the corresponding

denominational  lexical corpses, in principle implies a complex linguo-ethnographic approach,

which is carried out at the overlapping areas of both sciences.  Among such systems we can single



out first of all various onomastic systems, like toponymy, anthroponymy, soonymy and so on.  A

considerable growth of interest in such studies can be observed during the recent decade in the

USSR.

'Singling out special onomastic problems from the general sphere of linguistic problems can

be explained by the position of proper names in language.  Proper names are a part of language,

which illustrates a most paradoxical situation, ad their analysis will help to originate newer and

deeper general linguistic concepts'.  So far as ethnologists are concerned, these problems are of

interest when related to a number of very specific components of culture, which in some cases bear

an ethno-differentiating character, and in others shed new light on the ethnohistory of the people.

 This may be exemplified by several cases, which do not, however, embrace all problems arising in

this field.

Ethnonymy, of course, is directly related to the problems of ethnography, because it reflects

ethnic identity as self-consciousness and as the identification of other ethnic groups, stereotypes and

autostereotypes, and the ethnic structures and substructures of a society.  The anthroponymical

model is an important ethno-differentiating index, and its preservation or change may serve as a very

reliable indicator of tendencies towards preservation or change in the sphere of ethnic identity.  On

the other hand, such indicators as specificities of cosmonymical terms often enable us to outline

broader areas, which coincide with ancient historico-ethnographic areas, while toponymic data

provide a possibility of  outlining the regions of ancient substratum ethnic groups, and hence to

deepen our understanding of the ethnogenesis of modern populations.  A specific group of lexical

forms, which is significant as a cultural component, are kinship terms.  They form a system, which

is actualised not so much in its linguistic, as in its socio-cultural and ethnographic aspect.  Therefore

kinship terms are an object of study not only linguists, but also by ethnologists.  The connections



of ethnography and linguistics in this field are numerous.   They are not restricted by the fact that

the object of study is at the same time both a linguistic and an ethnocultural reality.  They are also

manifested in the fact that at present kinship systems are investigated by a series of new techniques,

especially by the method of component analysis.  'The principles underlying this method, and the

main concepts by which it operates [here are meant the notions of denotates, designates, components

or differential variables]  have been borrowed from the new orientation in linguistics, which studies

semantics in the light of sign theory'.

Besides, to avoid the subjectivity and bias originating from attempts to translate the kinship

terms of the language under study by kinship terms of the student's own native language, special

'languages' or code systems have been constructed for an adequate representation of these terms and

their relations.  A number of such codes exists, but some of them, which are the most valid

scientifically and are utilized in Soviet scientific practice, have been created on the basis of the

concepts with linguistics.

I have written above about the delimitation between the spheres of application of linguistic

and ethnographic methods, and about the spheres where both these two methods overlap and

cooperate.  But through the example of kinship terms I have touched upon another aspect of the

relationship between ethnography and linguistics.

I am speaking here about the mutual relations of two disciplines, which arise when within

one of them certain methods, techniques, concepts and notions are elaborated, which are specifically

destined or naturally styled for use in the other discipline, or when methods which developed and

were approved in one of these sciences, can be transplanted into the other.  A creation of an artificial

'language' (descriptive code) may exemplify the first situation, the transplantation of the method of

componential analysis is an example of the second case.



The difference between the lingual and extralingual parts of a culture implies certain

consequences, e.g. that in a language we face elements which are essentially much more rigidly

organised, systematic, discrete, and hence are more easily available for a dissection into 'emic' units,

like phonemes, lexemes, morphemes.  This original, initial discreteness is lacking in the extra-

linguistic part of culture.  Correspondingly, a transplantation of ethnographic methods into

linguistics is hardly possible, with the exception, of course, of the techniques of interviewing an

informer while studying spoken non-literate languages or dialect peculiarities.  But this is already

not at the level of scientific methods proper, but rather at the level of 'know-hoe' or fieldwork

techniques.  On the contrary, the transplantation into ethnographic practices of a series of methods,

previously elaborated and approved in linguistics, has a history of a long standing, as well as certain

prospects for the future.

What is already quite conclusive is that each of the two leading methods of any ethnographic

study, i.e. the comparative historical method and the structural approach, have initially been

developed in the study of language.  Furthermore, we may emphasize that one of the main directions

in the work of the Soviet ethnographers has always been the study of ethnogenesis and ethnic

history.  there is no doubt that such an inquiry can only be successful provided that a complex

interdisciplinary approach is applied.  The study of ethnogenetical problems calls for cooperation

by experts in the spheres of language, ethnography, social history, physical anthropology,

archaeology and so on.  But we may still distinguish between three main aspects of the ethnogenetic

process.  They are:  first, the formation of the language of the people under study,  which can be

traced back by the methods of historical comparative linguistics; secondly, the formation of their

physical type, which can be traced by the methods of physical anthropology (including

palaeoanthropology); and, thirdly and most important, the formation of a common spiritual and



material culture of the people, which is reflected in their shared self-consciousness and identity.  the

latter is traced by the methods of ethnography, and also of archaeology and social (written) history,

when appropriate sources are available.  Among these three aspects two, namely the language and

the ethnoculture, belong to culture in a broader sense of the word, as a specifically human

phenomenon, which can be contrasted with the biological phenomenon of man, reflected in the

aspects studied by physical anthropology.  This principal difference may help us to understand that

physical anthropological concepts and notions, like morphological distances, or metisation, are not

usually transplanted into ethnography.

The expression 'metisated culture', which is sometimes met in anthropological literature,

would seem unscientific.  On the other hand, such notions, elaborated by historical linguistics, as

substratum, adstratum, superstratum, not only have entered the practice of ethnography, but have

even become fundamental concepts in the ethnographic analysis of ethnogenetic problems.

The main principle of classification accepted in ethnography is the ethnolinguistic principle,

which is based on the linguistic classification of the families of languages.  Among some other

principles of classification we must note first of all the classifications according to economico-

cultural types and historico-ethnographic regions.  The former has no regular linguistic correlations,

but in the latter such can be observed.  The sphere of extralinguistic culture, due to its diffused and

general penetrability, can accumulate common traits with contacting cultures at a more rapid rate

than language does, but in cases when the boundaries of historico-cultural regions remain stable for

a long period of time, a tendency can inevitably be observed in such frameworks of a movement

towards a formation of linguistic unions as well.

In as much as both language and ethnic culture belong to the class of phenomena which can

be differentiated in space, there is a vast field for interaction between ethnogeography and



linguogeography.  Linguistic and ethnographic maps and atlases can be bully evaluated only by

mutual comparison.  Both the coincidence and noncoincidence of isopragmae and isoglossae and

of their clusters can never be incidental, but always reflect some historical and structural regularities

as their particular and concrete manifestation.  The study of these regularities creates a number of

problems which are common not only to linguogeography and ethnogeography, but also to the whole

complex of chorological sciences.  Constant work is being done in this direction in the USSR.

Linguistics as a study of spoken languages, as stated above, can be considered a part, but the

most elaborate part, of the general semiotics or the theory of sign systems.  To a certain extent a sign

aspect is present in all components of extralinguistic culture, and many of their manifestations can

be also viewed within the framework of concepts of a sign system.  Therefore the regularities,

notions and principles which are shared by sign systems in general, but have been studied in greatest

detail and most completely with respect to spoken languages, can to a certain measure be extended

to the study of other cultural aspects, if the latter can be seen within the framework of the concepts

of sign systems.  This approach has found, probably, its most extreme realization in the well known

hypothesis by Sapir-Whorf, or the theory of linguistic relativity.

According to this theory, the way of life and the whole pattern of culture of every people is

highly dependent on the specificity of their language.  In Soviet linguistic literature this hypothesis

has been criticized for its absolutisation of the role of language as the connecting link between

reality and thought.  And even more so, from the point of view of ethnography, it seems

unreasonable to speak of a such leading, dictatorial role of the lingual part of a culture with respect

to its nonlingual parts.  At an empirical level one can quote a number of examples in which a

relatively rapid change in language did not result in the comparably deep transformation in the area

of the extralinguistic culture.  Therefore it seems to be more reasonable to suppose that various sign



systems, including language, stand in relations of mutual influence and dependency, within the

framework of every single ethnically specific culture, but need not always be related

hierarchically.

There are attempts to transfer some quantitative methods, elaborated in linguistics, such a

lexicostatistics, to the study of material and spiritual culture.  They are certainly of some interest,

but have not so far been very successful, mainly because ethnography still does not possess a scale

of taxonomical levels for the basic cultural units, which could be compared, for instance, with

phonemes or lexemes, though some efforts in this direction have already been made.  There is a

much broader prospect for a creation of models of cultural contacts, using the analogy with the well

developed models of language contact.  Indeed, it is quite logical to draw some analogies between

the mastering of a new culture and the mastering of a new language, between bilingualism and

biculturalism, between the presence of substratum traits in both cases and so on.

On the whole one may conclude that the objects of inquiry of linguistics and ethnography

are clearly delineated, and as a rule provide no place for confusion and misunderstanding.  On the

other hand, these two disciplines are related to each other in two ways:  they are components of a

broader science of culture, and they possess some notions which are general for the study of sign

systems.  Therefore their cooperation in the study of complex and border problems and their mutual

conceptual and methodical enrichment may be very fruitful.


