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Chnmasli Narrative Folklore 

as Sociolingnistic Data 
RICHARD APPLEGATE 

A lmost all sociolinguistic literature is 
based on the observation of living 

speech communities. These are contemporary 
societies—perhaps societies in the throes of 
rapid change, but viable speech communities 
nonetheless—and the observer is often also a 
participant in the society. Not all of this work 
has been done directly. For example, Seitel 
(1969) used data from observers of African so­
cieties whose interests were not linguistic and 
whose observations mentioned language only 
incidentally, although these observers actually 
saw the societies they described. Hymes' (1966) 
work on the Wishram Chinook was a salvage 
ethnography; Hymes worked with an aged in­
formant who in earlier days may have actually 
participated in aboriginal culture before the 
force of acculturation had gained too much 
momentum. Hymes also used the ethnographic 
statements of earlier observers. So observation 
and participation both stand out here. 

But when a culture is extinct, or has been 
drastically altered through acculturation, how 
can its original speech behavior be assessed? 
For example, the aboriginal inhabitants along 
the coast of south-central California were cul­
turally quite similar, though linguistically di­
verse; these peoples were missionized some two 
hundred years ago, and their descendants are 
now largely or wholly acculturated into con­
temporary society. What can be said of these 
peoples' original speech patterns? The ethno­
graphic statements of actual observers of the 
aboriginal communities almost universally 

confined themselves to various aspects of ma­
terial culture. By the time competent ethnog­
raphers arrived on the scene, the culture was 
almost totally moribund; surviving informants 
were themselves largely second-hand sources, 
repeating what they had heard of the old ways. 

Nevertheless, the narrative folklore told by 
such informants can provide valuable insights 
into aboriginal speech patterns. Myth oc­
casionally supplements other ethnographic 
sources as a source of sociolinguistic data. 
Thus, Haas (1944) cites the speech of female 
characters in Creek myths to show that Creek, 
hke Koasati, once had distinct men's and 
women's forms of speech. Gayton and New­
man (1940), discussing the cultural features 
reflected in Yokuts and Western Mono myths, 
mention the role of parents-in-law as media­
tors in domestic quarrels. But narrative folk­
lore—myth, legends, and stories of the more 
recent past—could be exploited much more 
fully as a source of sociohnguistic data. 

Narrative texts show the speech of a wide 
range of characters in a wide range of social 
settings. The narrative matrix fixes the forms 
of speech which characterize these various 
roles and settings even when they might no 
longer exist in the informant's acculturated 
world. In a sense, then, the narrative folklore 
text is a time capsule. Narrative folklore may 
persist longer than many other features of 
aboriginal cuhure (e.g., complex social organi­
zations or esoteric rituals and lore). Even if 
such narratives are no longer alive today in a 
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conUnuing oral tradition, they are at least 
hkely to have survived long enough to be re­
corded. Our libraries, in fact, are full of just 
such collections. 

As Melville Jacobs (1959:130) points out in 
his analysis of Clackamas Chinook myths, 
many insights into cultural patterns are not 
hkely to be captured either by the ethnog­
rapher's direct observation or by the native's 
explicit statements. These are precisely the as­
pects of cuhure which the native takes for 
granted and which the ethnographer (as an out­
sider) might overlook or fail to understand. So 
narrative folklore has much to offer the student 
of a living culture, who can observe and ask 
questions, and it can prove invaluable in the 
study of a dead or moribund culture. 

The analysis of narrative folklore is not 
without its dangers. The analyst must face the 
hkehhood that this genre may stylize, abbrevi­
ate, exaggerate, or otherwise distort various 
cultural patterns. John Fischer (1963:261-266) 
discusses this distortion in "The Sociopsycho-
logical Analysis of Folktales." Oral narratives, 
Fischer says, are selective in their reflection 
of social life. They are likely to play up areas of 
social or psychological conflict and instances 
of exaggerated or extreme behavior. The nar­
rative may combine elements of ideal, actual, 
and socially disapproved or even fantastic be­
havior. Distortion may be more serious in cer­
tain types of tales or for certain topics, so the 
clearest picture emerges only from an analysis 
of as large or as representative a corpus of texts 
as possible. As a further caution, Thomas 
Blackburn's (1975) cultural analysis of Chu­
mash narratives points out that the distortion 
discussed by Fischer may include the inversion 
or reversal of normal standards by super­
natural beings. Blackburn suggests that such 
inversion reinforces the normal standards 
which apply to the ordinary individual. 

What does this possibility of distortion 
mean when applied to the speech reported in 
the narrative? We are likely to find speech 

idealized or stereotyped to meet the expected 
norms of a given role relationship (e.g., a 
mother and daughter), rather than reflecting 
the moods and idiosyncracies of real people. 
Reported speech is likely to be somewhat 
stylized and abbreviated; it may omit utter­
ances which do not directly advance the thread 
of the story. For example, when we tell a joke 
in which a conversation appears, the reported 
conversation is probably shorter and more 
direct than in real life. A narrative text un­
doubtedly plays down certain aspects of casual 
speech, such as phatic speech, jokes and word­
play, and hesitation forms. 

Fischer (1963:263) claims that folk-tales 
seem to be most realistic when the characters 
represent roles within the nuclear family, so 
distinctly aberrant figures (e.g., tricksters, 
monsters, or supernatural beings) are more 
hkely to violate the speech norms. Kroeber 
(1925:341) observes this caution in discussinga 
possible speech taboo between parent-in-law 
and son- or daughter-in-law among the Yana. 
Kroeber notes that in one tale Coyote addresses 
his mother-in-law freely, but given Coyote's 
reputation as a trickster it is not safe to assume 
that this incident disproves a speech taboo. 

So even if speech reported in narrative suf­
fers from stylization, abbreviation, distortion, 
or even violates speech norms, it still provides 
insight into a society's speech patterns. In the 
case of an extinct society, careful analysis of 
recorded narrative folklore could be the basis 
of a reconstructed ethnography, augmented by 
any ethnographic records which might exist. 
Such a reconstructed ethnography could never 
be as complete or reliable as the ethnography 
of a living community, however, but it still 
could shed much light on a way of speaking, 
which we might otherwise know nothing about. 

THE CHUMASH CASE 

When the Franciscan missionaries arrived 
some two hundred years ago, they found the 
Chumash Indians of the Santa Barbara region 
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one of the richest and most populous tribes in 
Cahfornia, with a relatively advanced tech­
nology and a complex social organization. 
Today the descendants of the Chumash recog­
nize themselves as a distinct community, al­
though they preserve few of their old ways. But 
between 1912 and 1922, John Peabody Har­
rington, a tireless linguist and ethnographer, 
worked among an older generation of Chu­
mash to record and preserve as much of their 
language and culture as possible. The result is 
a vast manuscript collection of linguistic and 
ethnographic data, including verbatim tran­
scriptions of informants' statements plus well 
over a hundred recorded narratives, many of 
them in Chumash. Thomas Blackburn (1975) 
recently exploited these narratives for an analy­
sis of material, social, and psychological as­
pects of Chumash culture. 

Much of this material lends itself to socio­
hnguistic analysis, sometimes directly, more 
often indirectly. Thus, for example, Harring­
ton himself noted that joking relationships 
existed between brothers-in-law and between 
nephew and paternal aunt or maternal uncle 
(Harrington 1942:31). Sometimes Harrington 
recorded exphcit statements by his informants, 
such as the fact that parents might chide a 
bumbhng child by saying "You're just like 
siqneks" (a dull-witted boy in myth; cf. Black­
burn 1975:text 55). But more often, it is careful 
examination of the narrative which reveals 
speech patterns. In exchanges of greetings, for 
example, the person moving into the territory 
of a stationary person utters the first greeting if 
the two are of equal status. 

The crucial assumption here is that these 
Chumash texts faithfully reflect common 
aboriginal speech patterns, although assuredly 
they may show speech which is traditionally 
stylized or somehow exaggerated. Fortunately, 
the speech reported in these texts does not seem 
to suffer much stylization—or rather, it is all 
equally stylized. Myths ought to be more 
styhzed a genre than, for example, personal 

narratives of the more recent past, and while 
this is true of the purely narrative portions of 
myths, the speech itself in all of these genres of 
narrative seems to be stylistically uniform. But 
a certain degree of styhzation would still prob­
ably not affect some of the more unconscious 
patterning of speech, such as a moving person 
greeting a stationary person first. The texts 
undoubtedly play down certain aspects of 
casual speech. For example, jokes and word­
play are almost completely absent in the texts, 
although both Harrington and his informants 
mention a certain amount of verbal play in 
everyday conversation. 

To what extent might speech in these texts 
reflect an adaptation of European patterns 
with which Harrington's informants were 
undoubtedly familiar? If the texts were passed 
on in a very set form, such as Hymes (1966:150) 
reports for the Wishram, the infiltration of 
non-native elements could safely be regarded 
as minimal. But Kroeber (1907:320) notes that 
the Indians of California generally concerned 
themselves less with the exact form of ritual 
speech than with its content. Only a few aspects 
of the Chumash texts are of set form, mostly 
the opening and closing formulas in mythical 
texts. This relative freedom reduces the hkeh­
hood of stylized speech, but increases the possi­
bility of contamination by European contact. 
Here the relatively short span between aborigi­
nal times and Harrington's ethnographic work 
is important. The coast was missionized rela­
tively early (1786 at Santa Barbara, 1782 at 
Ventura), but the Franciscans estabhshed a 
mission in the Santa Ynez Valley as late as 
1804. Harrington recorded many of the narra­
tive texts in 1914 from Maria Solares of Santa 
Ynez, then quite advanced in years. She first 
heard these stories in childhood, perhaps 
around 1840 or so, when there were still a few 
"old Indians" around who had actually partici­
pated in aboriginal culture before the founding 
of the mission. Considering how closely the 
speech patterns revealed in these texts agree 
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with what httle is known of neighboring tribes, 
and how disfinct the Chumash patterns are 
from the European, the possibility of accul­
turation in these texts seems quite low. 

A SAMPLE MYTH: THE DOG-GIRL 

Here is the text of a myth told in Chumash 
by Maria Solares in 1914. The purely narrative 
portions are abbreviated, but the reported 
speech is translated in full. This text lends itself 
very weU to sociohnguistic analysis. First the 
theme is domestic and the characters represent 
normal roles within the nuclear family, so that 
the hkehhood of distortion is reduced. Admit­
tedly, the central incident in this myth is bi­
zarre, but otherwise the text is free of fantastic 
or supernatural beings and characters. The 
main character is introduced as a dog, but this 
serves only to explain her poverty, her low 
status, and her tragic flaw. A Chumash audi­
ence would have ascribed both human and 
animal traits to all of the figures in the text, 
even if the text does not explicitly identify them 
with particular animal characters. (For exam­
ple, members of the chiefly lineage were auto­
matically identified with the eagle in an audi­
ence's mind.) Second, this text deals with the 
interaction of different generations and of two 
extremes of social class, so it depicts a number 
of possible roles and relationships. Third, dia­
logue and personal interactions are more fully 
developed here than in most narratives. Al­
together, this text is the Chumash equivalent 
of a novel of manners. 

There was a poor family of dogs with many 
children; they scavenged bones and refuse to eat. 
One day, the oldest girl climbed a hill and saw many 
people on the other side. 

"Ah, many people, many people," she said. 
"Come, come!" they called to her, but she didn't 

go down. 
"Tomorrow I'll go down there," she said. She 

went home and told her mother. 
"It was many people that I saw; they were call­

ing to me, but I didn't go." 

"Why didn't you go?" her mother said. "They 
wouldn't hurt you. You made a mistake; go over 
there!" 

"I'll go tomorrow," the girl said. 
"Come here so I can comb you," her mother 

told her. "You're going where people are." 
The next day the girl was afraid. 
"Take heart," her mother said, "don't pity your­

self You will see good people." 
The girl went back; the people saw her and 

called out: "Quick, quick! Come, come!" 
She went down, and they came out to meet her: 

"Come, come! Have something to eat." 
They took her to the chiefs house and fed her 

well. In the evening she said: "I should go home." 
"Take cheer. Come again," they told her. 
The girl went home and told her mother: "I will 

go again tomorrow." 
"Take heart!" her mother said. "I'll comb you. 

Come quick so I can comb you!" 
The girl went back the next day, and the people 

called out: "Come, come!" 
The chiefs son liked the girl as soon as he saw 

her. He was in love with her, but he just looked at 
her without speaking. He said to his mother: "My 
mother, I like the girl." 

"Fine, I'll speak to her, my child," the old wom­
an said. 

As soon as the girl came, the old woman called 
to her: "Come quick to eat something; just eat a little 
something!" 

When the girl had eaten, the old woman said: 
"My son wants to marry you; he wants you for his 
wife. What do you say?" 

The girl said nothing. 
"Speak!" said the old woman. 
"Oh, I can't say. I'll ask my mother to see what 

she says." 
"Fine," said the old woman. 
"I'll go right now and tell my mother." 
"Fine," said the old woman. 
They gave her food to take back to her family. 
Her mother said: "How did it go for you, my 

child?" 
"Well, my mother. The chiefs son wants to 

marry me. What do you say, my mother?" 
"What should I say? Good, good! Marry him!" 
"Til go in the morning; I won't be back," the 

girl said. 
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"All right," said her mother. 
The girl went back to the village and married 

the chiefs son. He had a sister whom the girl liked 
very much. 

"Don't let your wife go hungry," the chiefs wife 
told her son. 

"All right," he said. 
The girl had all the food and clothes and orna­

ments she could want. But one day her dog nature 
asserted itself, and she began to eat excrement. She 
was seen by her husband's sister, who went and told 
the chiefs wife. 

"My mother, my sister-in-law was eating filth." 
"Don't speak of this," the old woman said. 

"Your poor brother! Stay here; don't follow her 
where she goes!" 

The girl overheard this and went away, taking 
nothing with her. 

"I don't want to bring shame to my husband," 
she said. 

The chiefs son came and asked his sister: 
"Where did she go? Call her!" 

"I don't know where she went," his sister told 
him. 

The chiefs son looked for his wife, without 
success. 

"Maybe you scolded her and she ran away," his 
mother said to him. 

Meanwhile the girl was far away. 
"It's my own fault. I had everything I wanted, 

but then why did I have to eat filth?" 
Then the girl began to sing to herself: 
"If only I had brought my bracelets, my heart 

would be happy. 
If only I had brought my necklace, my heart 

would be happy. 
If only I had brought my earrings, my heart 

would be happy. 
If only I had brought my otter-skin apron, my 

heart would be happy." 
She said, "I have brought shame to my hus­

band; if I go back it will shame my husband. Now 
I'll turn into an animal when I get home." 

She arrived at her mother's house. 
"How did it go with you, my child?" 
"I had bad luck," the girl replied. "There was 

plenty to eat, but I wanted to eat excrement, and my 
husband's sister saw me. 1 don't ever want to go 
back again; I left." 

The whole family was disgraced, and they all 
turned into animals. 

TEXT ANALYSIS 

Several aspects of Chumash speech emerge 
quite clearly in this text. 1 will point out some 
of the speech patterns that have parallels in 
other stories, and I will cite speech patterns 
illustrated by other texts which will put this 
text into better perspective. 

The girl's first words, "many people, many 
people," illustrate a common pattern in casual 
speech: the double repetition of one or two 
word utterances. This pattern is particularly 
common in exclamations, as when the girl's 
mother says, "Good, good! Marry him!" It is 
equaUy common in invitations and imperatives 
intended encouragingly, as when the people 
call to the girl, "Quick, quick! Come, come!" 
A command given just once by a superior to a 
subordinate is more brusque, as when the 
chiefs wife tells the girl, "Speak!" The pattern 
of double repetition in exclamations and im­
peratives contrasts with a pattern of triple repe­
tition in non-casual speech, not represented in 
this text. Thus, many rituals among the Ven­
tureno Chumash ended with the phrase caqwin 
caqwin caqwi^in 'that's all, that's all, that's all.' 
A shaman during a cure might call upon his 
guardian spirits with the words "Where are 
you? I need you now!" repeated three times. 
So a distinction of single, double, and triple 
repetition helps to mark different levels of 
speech. 

Another difference in level of speech 
emerges in the use of "filth" versus "excrement" 
in this text. "Excrement" (waxaniS) is the regu­
lar term, which probably spanned both the 
neutral and deprecated levels for the Chumash. 
This term was used both by the narrator and 
by the girl herself in reporting her disgrace to 
her mother. "Filth" (^aximikwaS) is a euphe­
mistic substitute, used both by the girl in re­
proaching herself after she had run away, and 
by her husband's sister in reporting the incident 
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to the chiefs wife. The girl used the term "filth" 
immediately after the trauma of discovery and 
flight; reporting the incident later with a cooler 
head she used "excrement." As for the use of 
"filth" by the chiefs daughter in speaking to 
her mother, one could conjecture that a high 
class young woman might not say "excrement" 
in the presence of her elders. Alternatively, she 
might have been trying to soften the impact of 
her shocking report by using the euphemism. 

Differences in age and social status influ­
ence verbal interaction on several counts. In 
this text, greater age and superior social status 
coincide completely, but in other stories, 
status-marked roles hke chief, shaman, or cere­
monial official seem to take precedence over 
age. The elder person need not be much older; 
in some texts, a difference of a year or two be­
tween sibhngs gives the elder the dominant 
role, and the elder sibling acts as spokesman in 
interactions with other parties. Even among 
adults, the senior member of a group generally 
acts as spokesman or moderator. 

The senior participant tends to speak first: 
of some fifteen interactions in this text, ten are 
initiated by the older person. The senior speak­
er freely questions, commands, rebukes, 
warns, and advises, all of which the junior ac­
cepts without demur. When the senior speaker 
makes any utterance which does not require a 
factual response, thejunior typically maintains 
a respectful silence. For example, the girl evi­
dently complies, but says nothing when her 
mother tells her, "Come quick so I can comb 
you." On the other hand, the senior seldom lets 
the junior speaker have the last word. If the 
senior does not add some bit of advice, at least 
he or she terminates the exchange with some 
exclamation like "fine," as the chiefs wife does 
when the girl tells her, "I'll go right now and 
tell my mother." 

A junior often seeks the advice of a senior 
before making a decision. Thus, the girl will 
not speak for herself when asked if she will 
marry the chiefs son, but refers the matter to 

her mother. Similarly, when the chiefs daugh­
ter sees the girl eating excrement, she does not 
confront the girl but goes to her mother with 
the story. Some of the advice which the charac­
ters in these texts deal out so freely concerns 
speech. Thus, Lizard tells Coyote in one myth 
(Blackburn 1975:text 21), "When you go to a 
friend's home and meet his daughters, always 
speak to them in words that are straightforward 
and pure—never use words with double mean­
ings." Much of the advice has a reflexive char­
acter, ending with some variation of, "If you 
pay careful attention to my words and follow 
my advice, then all will go well for you." Advice 
from elders was valued and sought out. A chief 
was praised for his good advice with the words, 
"He would always help them [his people] with 
his good advice, and his words were so strong 
that he always brought about a union between 
man and woman" (Blackburn 1975:text 24). 

Silence is a common verbal strategy in the 
Chumash texts. Compliance in respectful si­
lence, as pointed out above, is the typical re­
sponse of a subordinate to a command, sug­
gestion, warning, rebuke, or advice given by a 
superior. Those in the wrong are typically 
silent in the face of criticism or reproach. A per­
son might maintain silence even to a direct 
question if the answer would put him in an un­
tenable position or if the truth would be very 
distasteful to the questioner. Silence is also 
stressed in a number of ritual settings, either 
by observers or by all participants, as an aspect 
of non-casual speech. The use of silence by the 
Chumash is similar to that of the Western 
Apache in Keith Basso's (1970) analysis. 

This text sheds some light on speech be­
tween the sexes and speech differences between 
the sexes, although surely in an exaggerated 
form. The only male character is the chiefs son, 
who speaks a little to his mother; he is not 
shown exchanging a single word with his wife. 
At one point he even asks his sister to call his 
wife for him. One informant said that in the old 
days men talked and laughed less than women. 
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although men talked louder. The texts which 
show speech between the sexes generally bear 
this out. 

As the texts also show, the husband or 
father was a rather peripheral figure in the 
Chumash household, and the woman's place 
was secure and semi-autonomous. Women 
were not expected to be particularly submissive 
in their relations with men; the texts show this 
to be as true of speech as of other aspects of life. 
For example, women were expected to speak 
to male guests and help entertain them. Upper 
class women were expected to give public 
speeches at certain ceremonies, and a woman 
could be chief, necessarily entailing an active 
speech role. The woman, often the mother, 
acted as go-between in arranging marriages, as 
in this text, although a woman might also ar­
range a marriage on her own behalf In one 
story, a man becomes quite jealous when his 
wife talks to other men at a fiesta, but the aber­
rant behavior is his inordinate jealousy rather 
than her freedom of speech. In this text, in sug­
gesting a possible motive for the girl's disap­
pearance, the chiefs wife tells her son, "Maybe 
you scolded her, and she ran away"; evidently 
a woman whose husband was quarrelsome or 
scolded her too much could take this verbal 
misbehavior as grounds for divorce. 

As other texts show more clearly, verbal 
interaction is primarily between speakers of the 
same sex. Speakers seem to have been more at 
ease with members of the same sex. In men­
tioning that the girl hked her husband's sister 
very much, the narrator may have been allud­
ing to the intimate relationship—also a jok­
ing relationship—which could exist between 
brothers-in-law or sisters-in-law. This may be 
why the chiefs son asked his sister, who was 
almost certain to be his junior, to call his wife 
for him when he first missed her. But there is 
no mention of deliberate avoidance of speech 
with the opposite sex—with the exception of 
speech avoidance between mother-in-law and 
son-in-law. Interaction between speakers of 

the opposite sex is freest in family relationships 
between a man and a woman of an older gen­
eration: mother and son, aunt and nephew, or 
grandmother and grandson. The relation be­
tween mother and daughter may be highly 
verbal but often strained, while speech between 
father and daughter is hardly depicted. An­
other point of strain is between married adults 
and their in-laws, particularly between son-in-
law and mother-in-law. Verbally, this strain is 
reflected in some texts by the mother-in-law's 
insulting remarks to or about her son-in-law, 
and by the son-in-law's avoidance of address­
ing his mother-in-law directly. 

A pattern of verbal indirection is evident in 
this text, as in others. The speakers do not al­
ways come to the point immediately or sayjust 
what they mean. The most striking example is 
when the chiefs son tells his mother, "My 
mother, I like the girl"; the mother interprets 
this as meaning "1 want to marry her," and she 
acts accordingly. Of course, it is also possible 
that the son's speech is formulaic: maybe no 
Chumash son ever told his mother that he hked 
a woman unless he was prepared to marry her. 
In bringing up the matter with the girl, the 
chiefs wife first invites her to eat something. 
In the central incident, the chiefs daughter 
does not confront the girl directly, but reports 
to her mother. The chiefs wife orders her 
daughter not to speak of it, and to silence her 
son's questions she offers a conventional ra­
tionale for the girl's disappearance: "Maybe 
you scolded her, and she ran away." The girl 
herself, on returning home, first brings up the 
subject of her disgrace with the impersonal ex­
pression, "1 had bad luck." 

Personal names do not appear either as 
terms of address or reference in this text. In­
stead, the appropriate kin term is used. Since 
kin terms belong to the class of inalienably pos­
sessed nouns which must always appear with a 
possessive marker, kin terms in direct address 
are coupled with "my." Although there are no 
examples in the text, non-kin are generahy ad-
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dressed by the term appropriate for kin of the 
same relative age and sex: e.g., "uncle" to an 
older man, "grandfather" to a man much older. 
Avoiding even the use of kin terms in address, 
the Chumash often resorted to hand-clapping 
or touching as an attention-getting device. 

While personal names are absent in casual 
speech, they are quite evident in non-casual 
speech. Personal names occur in curses and the 
utterances of malevolent sorcerers in other nar­
ratives. In one story, using a small model of his 
victim, a shaman invokes a spell on a man 
named winay with the words, "This doll is 
winay." Not only are these instances of word 
magic the best examples of non-casual speech, 
the fear of just such negative word magic is also 
the motive force behind the whole practice of 
name avoidance. Frazer (1935) points out that 
such name taboos are nearly universal among 
preliterate peoples. Personal names occur in 
less dramatic instances of non-casual speech as 
well, mostly ceremonial. One such occasion 
was the distribution of gifts to the mourners at 
a funeral, in which the speaker addressed each 
mourner by name while giving him some token: 
"'silinahuwit, you have your share." 

Under most circumstances, the avoidance 
of personal names was part of decorous, man­
nerly speech. A violation of the norms of prop­
er speech could be signalled and intensified by 
a deliberate use of the addressee's name as an 
insult. In one myth (Blackburn 1975:text 36), 
Coyote appeals for food to a group of children 
digging bulbs. One of the generous children 
responds: "Poor grandfather, since you are 
skinny eat the bulbs I've dug so far." The stingy 
children then say: "Coyote, what I've dug so far 
is for my relatives only." Here the sin of stingi­
ness is compounded with the verbal sins of ad­
dress by personal name and direct refusal of 
an elder's request. 

The speech of Coyote deserves special men­
tion. Coyote is simultaneously a trickster, a 
magician, and a culture hero of sorts; he is 
sometimes a lone adventurer, and sometimes 

he appears in the settled role of father, hus­
band, nephew, or son-in-law. Both his speech 
and his general behavior alternate between 
conformity to Chumash norms and flagrant 
violation of them. In violation of speech norms. 
Coyote may directly address his friends by 
name, he may speak directly or even insultingly 
to his mother-in-law, address elders as "old 
man" and "old woman" rather than as "grand­
father" and grandmother," and brazenly ask a 
host for food before being invited. Needless to 
say, these breaches of etiquette are not neces­
sarily obvious out of context (what contempo­
rary readers would be shocked to hear some­
one address a friend by name?); their abnormal 
status is apparent only against the background 
of the entire corpus of reported speech. 

This text also hints at the importance of 
song to the Chumash. Having fled in disgrace, 
and then reahzing how complete her loss is, the 
girl first reproaches herself and then breaks 
into an extemporaneous song lamenting her 
phght. For the girl, this moment is perhaps the 
emotional high-point of the story, although her 
song is merely a catalogue of the paraphernalia 
she left behind. In many other myths and sto­
ries, characters extemporize songs, generally 
short and repetitive. Sometimes these songs are 
merely expressive, as in this case, but they 
may have some end in view: they may attract 
another character's attention, act as a taunt or 
reassurance, or magically effect some desired 
end. Songs may be given by an individual's 
guardian spirit in a vision, and subsequent use 
of the song evokes the guardian or its powers. 
In any case, songs are clearly in the realm of 
non-casual speech. 

Composed songs cover a much more com­
plex range of genres and functions, although 
no more outstanding ethnographically than 
among neighboring groups. Many characters 
have songs which serve to identify them; for 
example, a supernatural creature called yowo-
yow, who throws his victims into a basket of 
boiling tar, goes around singing, ''yowoyow he. 
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my basket is boiling, yowoyow." It is possible 
that in a sequel to the present text we might 
find the girl in later life still singing her song 
lamenting the loss of her bracelets and her 
otter-skin apron. 

On the basis of these texts, it is possible to 
say something about Chumash attitudes to­
ward language. The Chumash did not regard 
language as unique to man in the same sense 
that western man does. Thus, just as a man 
might have his own song which identified him 
and gave him power, the call of birds and ani­
mals was their song: for example, the squirrel, 
called pistuk, sang ''pistuku luku pistuku 
tuku." Even in the narratives of historical 
times, as well as in the old mythical texts, the 
Chumash world was animated with plants and 
animals, spirits and supernatural beings, even 
physical objects and natural forces, all poten­
tial participants in the speech act. A message 
from one of these entities was carefully heeded, 
and speech addressed to any of them was likely 
to be direct, serious, and prayerful. 

In the sphere of human activities, the texts 
uniformly show a concern for serious, proper, 
moderate speech. We could expect this from 
the mythical texts, since one of their functions 
in portraying cultural norms and ideals was 
undoubtedly didactic, but it is equally true of 
the later, more personal narratives. Jokes and 
wordplay are almost completely absent. Nega­
tive speech forms like lies, boasts, insults, 
slights, belittling good advice, revealing se­
crets, and even excessively loud speech, are 
typically shown as leading to misfortune. Prop­
er speech, including the giving of advice, con­
duces to harmonious relationships both with 
society and with the larger whole. 

CONCLUSION 

The observations above take one mythical 
text as a representative sample of aboriginal 
Chumash speech, although reference to many 
other narrative texts is necessary to put this 
sample into some perspective. These remarks 

merely sketch a few of the major patterns of 
verbal interaction. A great deal more could be 
said in organizing the data for an exhaus­
tive and full-scale speech ethnography. This 
glimpse into the Chumash way of speaking is 
far richer and more intimate than anything we 
might have had by relying solely on the obser­
vations of early ethnographers or the explicit 
statements of informants. 

These generalizations about Chumash 
speech require a larger background. From 
what is known of neighboring groups, it seems 
that many of the speech patterns appearing 
among the Chumash had a much wider distri­
bution, such as silence as a common verbal 
strategy, name avoidance in direct address, or 
deference toward senior speakers, who exer­
cised the right to give advice in plenty. Triple 
repetition in non-casual speech occurs in neigh­
boring tribes in south-central and southern 
California. But some of these patterns, like the 
deliberate use of personal names in insults, 
may be Chumash innovations. Other wide­
spread speech patterns might show a special 
adaptation among the Chumash in response to 
a particular Chumash social or cultural need. 
A good deal of this analysis is based on non-
casual speech reported in narratives. A parallel 
worth noting is that the neighboring Yokuts 
also stressed conversation in their myths (cf 
Gayton and Newman 1940). Perhaps this par­
ticular metalinguistic concern was part of the 
south-central California culture area as a 
whole. Only comparison with neighboring 
groups will show which features of the speech 
ethnography sketched above are unique to the 
Chumash and which are common to south-
central California as a culture area, or even 
common to all of California and beyond. 

California State University 
San Jose 



CHUMASH NARRATIVE FOLKLORE 197 

REFERENCES 

Basso, K. 
1970 To Give Up on Words: Silence in West­

ern Apache Culture. Southwestern Jour­
nal of Anthropology 26:213-230. 

Blackburn, T. 
1975 December's Child: A Book of Chumash 

Oral Traditions. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 

Fischer, J. 
1963 The Sociopsychological Analysis of 

Folktales. Current Anthropology 4: 
235-295. 

Frazer, J. G. 
1935 The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic 

and Religion (3rd edition). New York: 
Macmillan. 

Gayton, A., and S. Newman 
1940 Yokuts and Western Mono Myths. Uni­

versity of California Anthropological 
Records 5(1). 

Haas, M. R. 
1944 Men's and Women's Speech in Koasati. 

Language 20:142-149. 

Harrington, J. P. 
1912- Unpublished manuscript materials of lin-
1922 guistic and ethnographic work among 

the Chumash. Smithsonian Institution, 

National Anthropological Archives, 
Washington, D.C. 

1942 Culture Element Distribution XI: South­
ern California Coast. University of Cali­
fornia Anthropological Records (1). 

Hymes, D. 
1966 Two Types of Linguistic Relativity. In 

W. Bright, ed., Sociolinguistics pp. 114-
165. The Hague: Mouton. 

Jacob, M. 
1959 The Content and Style of a Oral Litera­

ture: Clackamas Chinook Myths and 
Tales. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Kroeber, A. L. 
1907 The Religion of the Indians of Califor­

nia. University of California Publica­
tions in American Archaeology and Eth­
nology 4:319-356. 

1925 Handbook of the Indians of California. 
Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 
Bureau of American Ethnology Bulle­
tin 78. 

Seitel, S. 
1969 Ethnography of Communication in Four 

African Societies. In Working Paper 
No. 16, Studies of Interaction, Language 
Behavior Research Laboratory, Univer­
sity of California, Berkeley, pp. 1-47. 




