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AN ETHNOSEMANTIC STUDY OF VEGETABLE TERMS IN STANDARD KHMER.
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ABSTRACT
The objectives of the research are to study the words and categorization of
meaning of vegetable terms in standard Khmer and analyse the system of thought, world view
and social and culture reflections when using the vegetable terms in standard Khmer of the
Khmer people by using an ethnosemantics theory. The results of this research are divided

into two parts. The first analyzed the distinctive features of the word Ufg /banlae/
‘vegetable’ by using componential analysis to show that ijf§ /banlae/ can use 3 terms are ufg

/banlae/ ‘general vegetables’, Hg fi /qanliiog/ ‘dip vegetables’ and iITtS /robaoy/ ‘mixed

vegetables’. The 3 terms are different because of the Khmer thought. The thought involves 1)
state of the vegetable’s being (ripe, raw) 2) parts of vegetables used for eating 3) the methods
used for vegetable preparation 4) cooking methods 5) eating methods 6) to eat accompanying
with. The second, categorization semantic domain of the vegetables terms

(U‘Egv /banlae/ ‘general vegetables/all vegetables’) from word formation from 334 words

shows that the words of vegetable terms used and unused modifiers. However, the words use
of modifiers can categorize the meaning of modifiers into 6 main semantic domains
1) nature 2) names 3) salient characteristics 4) parts of plant and body parts of
humans/animals 5) objects and utensil 6) verbs. Moreover, it is found that in vegetable terms,
each word can reflect a variation in society and culture of the Khmer people such as
1) natural environment 2) division of land and utilization of the geographical area 3) the
thinking of Khmer people 4) Khmer lifestyle 5) relationship between Khmer people and other
ethnic groups.

KEY WORDS: VEGETABLE TERMS/ STANDARD KHMER/ ETHNOSEMANTICS
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AN ETHNOSEMANTIC STUDY OF VEGETABLE TERMS IN STANDARD
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

1. The principle and the importance of the problem.

Vegetable terms in standard Khmer are different from in Thai. In Khmer,

the term which is used to refer to vegetables is UIg /banlae/ (Headley 1977: 498). In
particular, U f§ /banlae/ can be eaten as a fresh vegetable or cooked. In Thai, the word
referring to vegetables is /phiit phak/ ‘Wywn’. They are plants used as food. Moreover, the
word /phak/ <in> can be used as a generic term for names of plants such as

/phak kaat/ ‘Wnma’, /phak plaab/ (dniaiv), /phak ndok/ nvuen). Therefore, the researcher

is interested to study two main issues.

First is the term study Uf§ /banlae/ . Basically, the researcher found that
there are three vegetable terms in standard Khmer; not only Ufg /banlaer. The other

two terms are: Hggﬁ/qanlﬁeq/ and IOt /robaoy/. The 3 terms are different

depending on when the vegetables are eaten or which part of the vegetable is being

used.
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Second, the researcher studied the vegetable terms: U /banlae/ (UTS
/banlae/ ‘general vegetables/all vegetables’) which U f§ /banlae/ has not been changed. The
term has a broader meaning and there are many kinds of Ut§ /banlae/. Each Uig

/banlae/ is used in different ways. The vegetable terms are formed according to using

of modifiers. The modifiers include humans, animals, objects and utensils etc. It is
shown that Khmer people use modifiers for vegetable terms differently from Thais.

Therefore, to study the vegetable terms in these 2 aspect will help
understand about the use of vegetable terms in standard Khmer and increase
knowledge of the vocabulary of vegetable terms. Moreover, this research, entitled
“An Ethnosemantic study of vegetable terms in standard Khmer”, will demonstrate the
relationship between Khmer people and the environment, society and culture and the
system of thought and world view of Khmer people based on their language.

2. Objectives / Rational

2.1 To study vegetable terms in Standard Khmer and categorize the
semantic domain of vegetable terms.

2.2 To study social and culture reflections and the system of thought, and

world view when using vegetable terms in standard Khmer.

3. Data / Methodology

3.1 Data preparation for this research came from theses, books, and
dictionaries Khmer related to vegetation both in Thailand and Cambodia. Then 90

vegetable terms were collected from a Khmer dictionary (;018G{f:e0ijnG, bE99)

and 112 words from “the plants used in Cambodia dictionary” (Pauline, 2000).
Furthermore, 122 vegetable terms were also collected from Khmer people in

Phnom Penh. Thus, the vegetable terms used in the research totalled 334
words. The 334 words can be categorized by semantic domain.
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3.2 Collecting data by interviews with of Khmer people. The interview
questionnaires included a general interview and an in-depth interview. The criteria for
selection of the interviews included, Khmer ethnicity, older than 20 years and
speaking standard Khmer.

3.3 Organization and checking of the meaning of the vegetable terms for

analysis was done in accordance with ethnosemantics theory.

4. Data Analysis
Data analysis is divided into 3 stages.

4.1 An analysis of the meaning of 3 terms for vegetables, namely, U‘fg

/banlae/ ‘general vegetables’, Hgﬁ/qanlﬁsq/ ‘dip vegetables’ and iIgNtl5  /robaoy/

‘mixed vegetables’ by using componential analysis.

4.2 Categorization of the semantic domain of vegetable term (U'fg /banlae/

‘general vegetables/all vegetables’) from word formation. The vegetable terms are
divided into 3 parts. The first, are vegetable terms not using of modifiers and the
second, include vegetable terms using modifiers, The third, group are words using
modifiers they can be categorized according to the meaning of the modifier into 6
semantic domains 1) nature 2) names 3) salient characteristics 4) parts of plant and
body parts of humans/animals 5) objects and utensils and 6) verbs.

4.3 An analysis of social and culture reflections based on the vegetable
terms to explore the relationship between language and culture.

5. Theoretical Framework

The research studies vegetable terms in the standard Khmer used by Khmer
people by using ethnosemantics theory. Sapir -Whorf Hypothesis is the basic concept
that is used in the analysis. This hypothesis will reveal the relationship between
language and thought. In addition, language also shows the relationship between

language and culture, so an analysis of terms in one language, not only helps to
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understand the thoughts of the native speaker, but also helps to understand the culture.
Moreover, it also helps to understand the physical environment and society (Crystal

1992:45; Richards 1993: 215; Ottenheimer 2006: 24: 3015 4¢ Ineg 2543: 35).

This research is conducted using ethnosemantics theory. Ethnosemantics is
the study method used to understand the system thought, world-view and culture of the
informant. For translations, they should be made according to the thoughts of the
informant, not according to the translations own language (Frake, 1962 refer to Dil
1980: 1-11). A culture is reflected in the terminology used. In addition, it can help to
understand the cultural differences and help to learn more about the culture from the
meanings of the words in accordance with two processes. The first, is by analysis of
the semantic domain of language by using the taxonomy of words. The second, is
through an analysis of meaning by way of componential analysis (Ottenheimer 2006:
17-20).

Therefore, the analysis follows ethnosemantics theory using componential
analysis and semantic domains.

The componential analysis is to analyze the meaning of the words to reveal
the culturally important features by which speakers of the language distinguish
different words in the domain (Casson 1981: 83-86; Nida, 1979: 32-34) .The features
that distinguish the meaning are semantic features. Symbols to separate the similarities
and differences are presented by using a presence (+) and an absence (-). Furthermore,
the components of different meanings are able to reflect the thoughts and the culture
of the people (Trask 1999: 48).

The semantic domain is a specific place that shares a set of meanings, or a
language that holds its meaning within the given context of the place. “The quest was
originally to see how the words that groups of humans use to describe certain things
are relative to the underlying perceptions and meanings that those groups share”
(Ottenheimer 2006: 18).
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6. Findings
The results of this ethnosemantic study of vegetable terms in standard

Khmer are divided into two parts. The first, part analyses the distinctive features of

the word U'fg /banlae/ ‘vegetable’ by using componential analysis to show that U'fg
/banlae/ can be used as 3 terms, namely, UES /banlae/ ‘general vegetables’, Hg

/qanliiag/ “dip vegetables’ and §IGNtS /robaoy/ ‘mixed vegetables’. The 3 terms are

different because of the Khmer way of thinking. This subjective thinking reference
conditions such as: 1) state of the vegetable’s being (ripe, raw) 2) parts of vegetables
used for eating 3) the methods used for vegetable preparation 4) cooking methods 5)

eating methods 6) to eat accompanying with. The second, is the categorization of the

semantic domain of vegetables terms (i S /banlae/ ‘general vegetables/all vegetables®)

based on word formation from 334 words which shows that the words used as
vegetable are divided into those that use modifiers and those that do not. The modifier
is placed as the ending or the beginning to the general vegetable term which acquires a
new or specific meaning. Moreover, the modifier may be used to one or more words
and can be used to modify other words except general vegetable terms.

Furthermore, the words used with modifiers can be categorized according
to the meaning of the modifiers into 6 main semantic domains which are: 1) nature 2)
names 3) salient characteristics 4) parts of plant and body parts of humans/animals 5)
objects and utensil 6) verbs. Moreover, it is found that with vegetable terms, each
word may reflect a variety of social or cultural elements of Khmer people such as 1)
natural environment 2) division of land and utilization of the geographical area 3) the
thinking of Khmer people 4) Khmer lifestyle and 5) relationship between Khmer

people and other ethnic groups.

7. Discussion

7.1 Vegetable terms in standard Khmer were analyzed by componential

analysis. It was found that, in Khmer language, there are three terms that refer to
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vegetables.  These are  UT§ /banlae/ ‘general  vegetables’, HS 1 /qanliing/ “dip
vegetables” and ifqt /robaoy/ ‘mixed vegetables’. In Thai, on the other hand, there
is only one word for vegetable and that is /phak/ “fin’.

7.2 Categorization of the semantic domain of vegetable terms (Uf§,

/banlae/ ‘general vegetables/all vegetables’) is based on word formation. Specific term

are formed by the word formation using of modifiers as a beginning or ending to the
general vegetable term to gain a new or specific meaning. The vegetable term may
refer to particular parts of plant that may be eaten. Moreover, the vegetable terms use
2-3 modifiers indicating that these are numerous sub-terms for vegetables in common
usage.

7.3 The social and culture reflections include the systems of thinking and
world view of Khmer people based on the vegetable terms. These reflections include
the Khmer world view which changes with time, the creativity of Khmer people, and
attitudes toward their environment such as shape, configuration, size, smell and color.
In addition, the vegetable terms reflect the Khmer eating culture such as types of food,
cooking method, tastes, and way of eating.

Therefore, the reflection of society and culture derived from vegetable
terms reflects Khmer social, elements, the system of thinking and world view which
are all evident in the usage of vegetable terms. This concurs with the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis, which states that language and thought are related and further supports
the Ethnosemantics theory where by studying the language of a group leads to a better
understanding of their system of thinking, society and culture.

The researcher also suggests the following topics for further study.

1) A comparative study of vegetable terms between standard Khmer and
standard to determine similarities and differences as a reflection of society and culture.

2) To study terms in other languages by the ethnosemantics theory,
especially, in the ASEAN Community to better understand the languages and cultures

of neighboring countries.
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