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Introduction
All attempt 1s made in this paper to examine a unique semasiologica
feature probably shared bv all naniral laniiuaues. liiTort is also made here

to investigate how Bengali people use Hguratively animal names of

different species and genus in their normal speech and writing to address
their fellow people In \arious contexts of their linguistic interaction for
achieving different ecolinguistic. sociociiltLiral, cognitile, and
communicative goals (llalliday 1990). It is obser\ed that animal names are
used quite frequently to address or to refer to human beings in dift'erent
sociocultural situations lo dehumanize or elevate an addressee's status in
the context of an actile discourse. This paper makes an attempt for
understanding, with reference to a moderaleK larue sentence database
collected and anahsed tor this purp<.>sc, how usage of animal names come
Into play in the process of reference, communication, and expressing ideas
about people. This study shows that the use t>l'animal names In addressing
a person not onK rel\cais the attitude ol the speaker towards the addressee,
but also tvflects on the mentaht\' ot the addresser as well as on several
aspects ot culture, lite. li\ing. habits, behefs, rites, and rituals of the
speech community to which those people belong. Thus, this study tries to
reveal an interesting semantico-pragnwtic interplay of a language and its
society when people figuratilely use animal names in their speech or
writing. The tnidings obtained from this study may be extended further to
study how natural fauna and flora of a particular geographical region can

implicitly control the pattern ot use of language by the members of a

Linguistic Research Unit, Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata, India.
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spccch community, thereby attesting the 1importance of study of

semasiology in the larger canvas of linguistics, ecolinguistics, and

pragmatics (Makkai. 1993).

Early Works In this Area

Not much work has been done in this area in Indian languages, although a
few studies have been made in some of the advanced languages. Nearly
four decades ago. Craddick and Miller (1970) made a study to explore the
nature of symbolic usage of animal metaphors in language to reflect on
dubious nature of human cognition. Fraser (1979) studied the use of
animal metaphors in language and their impact on hutnan thought process,
while Whaley and Antonelli (1983) studied how women are symbolically
refeiTcd to as birds and beasts in literary texts, folk tales, idioms, and
prolerbs in Italian. It led Sutton (1995) to evaluate place and position of
woman in conteniporary German slang, which inspired Nesi (1995) to
study the nature of bestiary with reference to figurative meanings of
animal teniis wused in English. Hsich (2002) studied how animal
expressions in Mandarin Chinese and Gennan arc used differently based
on the differences on cultural perspectives of the two speech communities.
This led Hsieh and Lien (2004) to investigate compositionality of botanical
concepts In languages with reference to the fixed expressions used In

Vlandarin Chinese and Gemian plants.

In a recent study. Halupka-Resetar and Radic (2003) investigated how
animal names are used for addressing people in Serbian. For this, they
listed different animal nances In their questionnaire covering a wide range
of speakers for providing infomiation of usages of animal names in regular
linguistic iInteractions. Fernandez and Catalan (2003) made similar
attempts to tracing the nature of semantic derogation in animal metaphors
used In English and Spanish. They used a questionnaire for which 44
native English language speakers were selected as infomiants from Great

Britain. Ireland, United States, and Canada.

The present study i1s similar to last two works, as the goal of this study 1Is to
Investigate how the native Bengali speakers use animal names to refer to

others and describe nature of others; and how usage of these expressions
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serves as a strategy for expression of concepts a speaker wants to convcy.
The use of animal terms serves in another way: it not only reflects on the
nature of an addressee, but also reflects on mental state, liking, disliking,
love or hate of an addressor. Thus, the use of animal terms reflects on

addressee, addresser, as w'ell as on the ecolinguistic fabric of a speech

community to which these people belong.

The Methodology

For this study, a survey was conducted with ten native Bengali male and
female informants within the age group of 20-25, who study at colleges
and universities in Bengal. They come from almost same socio-cultural
background, use Bengali as first language, and are well-versed in English
and Bengali. This helped wus to elicit appropriate responses from

Informants with less amount of error.

The informants are requested to produce spontaneous Bengali sentences
where names of various animals are used to address a person, describe a
character, or refer to appearance of an individual. Each informant is asked
to produce individually, without any assistance from others, 20 different
sentences where there 1Is no repetition of an animal name already
mentioned earlier. That means an informant has to use the name of an
animal once, although he or she can use many names of animals in the
sentences. Thus, we elicited 200 sentences, Iin which some animal names

are most frequently used, as the following table shows (Table 1).

bhera ‘sheep’ keute ‘krait'

Animal Name Citation  Animal Name Citation
chagal ‘goat' 11 goru 'cow' 10
gadha ‘donkey’ 9 bandar 'monkey’ 9
hati ‘elephant’ 8 kKukur‘dog' 8
ghora 'horse’ 7 murgi Mien’ 7
bagh ‘tiger’ 6 balad ‘bullock”’ 6
ramchagal ‘ram' 6 seyal ‘fox' 5
patha ‘he-goat’ 5 suyor 'pig' 5

5 5

4 4

Tdur ‘rat’ musik ‘mouse
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beral 'ciw' 4 hans ‘due 4

| able 1: Animal Names and their Number of Uses In a Sample Benj»ali
Sentence Database

Il shows thai animal names like (luigitl ‘goat’ [1 1 gon/ cow 0], iidclhcf
‘mdnkey' [9], kn/<i/r 'dog"' [S]. liall 'elephant* [8]
Lahore! “‘liorsc' 7 niuriii ion 7], hdgh ‘'tiger' 61. yamchct®a} 'ram' [6
hciliul 'bullock" [6]. scya! 'fox' |5|. paiha 'he-goat' [5]. snyor “ig
hhcra ‘sheep’ kenic ‘'krait' (5|. etc. occur frequently in Bengali

sentences produced by nilormants. Strikingly, the use o\'gacflnl 'donkey"' is

\ery frequent in Bengali, although this animal docs not ct)me into the
picture of ecological frame where liengali people live. It is not a common
animal in this geographical region like other animals of the list. Therefore*
It 1Is an c'>pen queslicMi to lind how this animal name becomes so frequent In

usage in the language even it it tloes not have prominent existence in the

geographical location of the speech community.

Another important thing to be noted 1Is that there are frecluent use of
se\eral imaginar\' animal names Ilike rd/ngciri/r, hasjdru, kumropntds.
hakacchap, etc. which are not taken into consideration even thouuh these
are used (requently to refer to human beings in sentences. The logic behind
their exclusion from the list is tliat these fictitious names do not have any
physical realization in the actual world ot iif'c and living of the speech
community. Hovv e\l er. animal names written in English, such as,/;/i*. hitch,
cionkew fox. etc. are taken into study due to their existence in reality.

In many cases, Iintormanls have wused i1dioms and pro”'erbs ct>ntaining
animal names, such as. husLnUcr kokil, fdkar kiinit/r, rdixhuh hovdL kcthir
hctlcicl. hak 1/hdrmik, kcuicr hdccd. kdl kciitc. posd fuavfid. scvd! pandit.
tdrther kdk. etc. Such expressions are hardly considered In the present
study, since the usage of animal names 1In i1diomatic and proverbial
expressions in a language aie usually fossili/cd, which asks for separate
Investigation, (iiven below are some example to sitow how animal names
have occurred in sentences and how they directly or indirectly reflect on

the life, language, and society of the Bencah lanuuaize users.
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(1) (tor mato gadha ami ar ekta dekhint)
“l have never seen a donkey like you/’
(2) (goru kothakar, erakambhabe keu karet!)

“What acow, does anyone do iike this!"

(3) (oke ekta ramchagaler mato dekhte)

“He looks like a ram."

Classification of Senses Denoted by the Terms
We vManted to investigate If animal names express affection or abuse.

Examples given above show that these are normally used both in the sense
of insult and appreciation. However, when these are used as vocatives,
they more often express a kind of negative sense towards an addressee,
although this negative sense Is, sometimes, tinged with endearment. Based

on this we classified the primary senses the animal names denote into

following five types:

(a) Sense of Affection or Endearment; animal names, such as, chagal
'‘goat*, goru ‘cow\ gadha ‘donkey’, bandar ‘monkey', halad 'bullock",
rajhans ‘swan', prajdpati 'butterfly', hahri 'deer’, payra ‘pigeon’, etc.
denote a sense of affection or endearment. We have found that the first

four most frequently used animal terms are exclusively used affectionately

In the sense ofendearment without having little tinge of abuse.

(b) Sense of Insult or Abuse; animal names like ramchagai ‘ram’, bhera
‘'sheep’, tfutrgi ‘hen', seyal 'fox', pathd ‘'he-goat', Tdur ‘rat', khasi
‘castrated goat’, hati ‘elephant’, kak f‘crow’, sakun 'vulture’, gardhab
'‘ass\ idhik ‘gibbon’, chuco ‘mouse’, gandar ‘rhino', girgiti ‘chameleon’,
mos ‘buffalo’, kiimir ‘crocodile’, ghughu ‘dove’, piithnach ‘a kind of fish’,
tiktiki ‘lizard’, badur ‘bat’, bhatn ‘civet’, samuk ‘snail’, , khaccar 'mule’,

masa ‘mosquito’, etc. denote a sense of insult or abuse.

(c) Sense of Appreciation or Praise: Animal names like hagh ‘tiger’,
ghora ‘horse’, simha 1ion’, kaimach ‘anabas', boya! ‘boyal’, citabagh

‘cheetah’, etc. denote a sense of appreciation or praise.
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(d) Sense of both Insult and Appreciation: Animal names like keute

'krait'. haninihln 'Icnnir\ heral 'cat\ kokil ‘cuckoo’, etc. denote a sense of

both iiisuli and appreciation.

(e) rseutral or Impartial Sense: Animal names like ///al?/? 'giraffe’,
uf '‘canicT. musik ‘mouse', hans *duck\ hak 'crane’, . hhaluk ‘beer', niach
"fish . ktic chaj) 'tortoise’, til 'kite*, khargos ‘rabbit', kyangam ‘kangaroo’.
fiyapakhi 'parrot . . hhciki ‘tlsh*. niac/ii ‘tly', sclp ‘snake’, etc. denote a

neutral ov impartial sense.

Semantieo-Pra”matic Motivations Behind using Animal Names

It iIs intriguing to understand the semantico-pragmatic motivations of
people using particular animal names in language as different meanings of
animal names tend to denote different ideas. It is found that human
cognition plays a \ery crucial role while choosing the right animal names
and using them appropriately. Generally, people use a particular animal
name based on his or her choice to convey dit'ferent meanings. Since all

men are not same, and since some differences arc conditioned by the
change In social-scmiotic en\ironment where people Ilile and interact.
crealile use of animal names reflects on the language change as well as
change oi' a society. Thus, it iIs sentiments, urgency, and situations, which
actually motivates people to opt for metaphorical usage of the animal

Names.

Some animal names are used quite frequently for addressing people. In
Bengali, six animal names have recorded their usages above or equal to
eight in this function. Interestingly, contrary to our expectation, the
analysis of the sentences shows that these animal names are mainly used to
yield a positive sense towards an addressee rather than a negative one. The

following sentences show how animal names are used to appreciate

colLiragc, beauty, or strength, etc. of others.

(4) (or mato baglier bacca bartaman bharater kriketarder madhye nei)

"None is (here in Indian cricket team like him as brave as a tiger"

(5) (lomar gati asver mato apratirodhya)
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"“Your speed is unstoppable like a horse™

(6) (or cokhduto hariner cokher mato sundar)

“Her eyes are as beautiful as that of a deer"

However, In maximum cases, animal names are used In negative sense in
an abusive manner. It reflects on addresser's attitude towards an addressee
as well as on his psychology. Moreover, when animal names are used as
slang, they determine personality and co-determine social i1dentity of an
addresser. Furthennore. they individualize an addresser classifying him as
a human being belonging to a type, who uses animal names in certain

manners to manifest different social taboos and senses, as the following

examples show:

(7) (o ekta khaccar)

“He 1s Indeed a mule?”

(8) (suyor kothakar!)

“You are a swine™"

(9) (sala, buro bham ekta)

“Damn, an old civet!"

Since human beings have already 'mentally colonized the animal
kingdoms' (Gibbs 1985), it i1s not surprising to find people using animal
metaphors to express noble characteristics they aspire to possess, express
degrading respects to others, or demonstrate personalities of fellow
Individuals. For instance, consider various usages of gdcihd ‘donkey’
where Bengali people use this particular animal name either in derogatory
sense or in the sense of abuse or endeamient to refer to a person of a very

limited intelligence.

(10) (gadhar matan katha balis na)
"Don’t speak like a donkey"

(1) ““or preme parei gadha haye gelil!)
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"After falling in love, you turn into a donkey!"

(12) (el gadhake pitiye ghora kara yabe na)

"This donkey cannot be made into horse by beating"”

n these examples, gadhd refers to different senses and concepts, e.g., hard
labour, foolishness, stupidity, routine and non-creative works, etc., most of
w hich are derogatory in sense. In Bengali, gadha has been associated with
routine-bound repetitive tasks done with sluggishness, stupidity, and in

untidy manner. It has two i1dioms related to this animal: gadhar khatuni “a

long, dull, heavy, and thankless toil sans intelligence", and gadhabot *“a

\cry slo\\-mo\ ing boat carrying cargo". Besides gadha, there are some
more animal names, such as. chaga! 'goat’, goru 'cow’, ranichagal 'ram'’,
baUui 'bultock'. pafhd 'hc-goat\ hherd "sheep', /nurgi ‘hen’, etc, which
are also used to refer to the shoil intelligence or stupidity of a person, as

the following examples show.

(13) (Pares ekta goru)

"Paresh I1sa cow"

(14) (o ekta niret ramchagal)

'*‘He 1s a real ram™

(15) (ore balad, etao bujhte parli na)

“Oh bullock! You could not understand this also!"

In the sentences above, apart from enhancing the fact that an addressee
lacks in some level of intelligence and maturity, other connotations are
merged/tagged with the temis. In fact, in order to quantify or magnify the
aspect of foolishness, addressees are equated with animal names like
chaga! ‘goat*, goru ‘cow’', rcmichdgal ‘ram’, halad ‘bullock’, pafhd ‘he-
goat', hherd ‘sheep’, and nuirgi ‘hen\ etc. Interestingly, in all the cases, a
clear reflection on superiority or better intelligence of the addresser is
reflected. Also, shades for demoralizing an addressee iIs quite clear in these
terms, w'hich is pathetically prominent among Bengali people. In most

cases, attempts have been made for making comparisons between animals
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and ciddrcssces where there is not only an imphcit coitiptirison but also <
derogatory sense. For their poor intelligence, addiessees aie not only

referred to as animals: but also are embodied to possess some of the

Inherent attributes and features o1 animals.

In many languages, it has been a common practice to eompaie physical
attributes of people with that ot animals (Pettit 1982, Pulman 1982,
Norrick 1986, Da\ies and Bentahila 1989). In Bengali also, there iIs no

exception to this as the following examples show.

(16) (ya motii haceho, dudin badeil khodar khasi have yabe)

“As vou arc s\selling up, you will bccome god scastrated goat

(17) (cheleta chagaldari rekheche)
“The boy has kept beard like a goat”.

(18) (gandarer camra tor, gave lagbe na)

“You have a skin of a rhino, it will not affect you)

Abole examples show hou people tend to compare abnormally obese
persons with a castrated goal used for meal: fmds semblance of a French-
cut beard with the beard of a goat: or compares the skin of a person with
that of a rhino. Thus, it becomes a common practice in the Bengali society
to compare human physical attributes with that ot animals, birds or insects

to evoke a sense ofjoke, fun, liking, disliking, abuse, or insult.

Another important dimension of this study 1is to explore it there is any
discrimination in using animal names to address male and temalc persons.
The study of Schulz (1975) has exhibited how w-omen are derogated
implicitly or explicitly in speech and writing produced by male members
as a part of the strategy used for confirming patriarchal dominance iIn
society. In the study of Halupka-Resetar and Radic (2003) it iIs observed
that most of the animal names are used to address both male and female
members as addressees. In their findings, however, there are at least three
animal names (e.g., co\\\ hen, and vixen), which are exclusively used to

address the female persons. On the other hand, there is not a single animal
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name, \\liich is cxclusivcly used to describe or refer to a male addressee.
That means, barring a few terms all the other animal names are used
indiscriminately to address both male and female persons. In Bengali also,
there is hardly any discrimination in use of animal names to refer to male
or female addressees. Barring a few exceptions, such as kutti ‘bitch’,
hhagaipun gdi 'cow from Bhagalpur', chagalT *she-goat\ gadhJ 'she-
donkey', M'emale monkey', 'tigress', etc. all animal names

are normally used to address both male and female members as addressees.

Conclusion
A natural language, as an evolutionary outcome of human civilization

(Pinker 1995). passes through several diachronic stages of
onomasiological and semasiological adoption and adaptation by which the
members of a speech community arc able to accommodate new ideas,
beliefs, and concepts for exchanging infonnation, making plans,
expressing views, sliaring arguments, appreciating others or dehumanizing
opponents. In most of these events, use of animal names has become
crucial as their presence invariably enhances effectiveness, accuracy, and
appropriateness of speech - a unigue phenomenon, which In a reverse
manner, reflects on the sociocultural life and the nature of cognition and
action of the speakers. The present study is a seed paper in which an
attempt Is made to provide a short glimpse on the intricate texture of use of
animal names in Bengali speech and evaluating their functional roles In
reflecting on the society and people, at large. Since this is a pilot study,
perhaps we can perhaps visualize its panoramic relevance in different
layers and shades of human existence with close reference to the usage of
these terms in discourse, i1dioms, proverbs, and other means of language
use to understand how these terms contribute to form and fossilize
collective cognition of the speech community. Moreover, studies may be
made to analyze the morpho-syntactic structures and lexico-semantic roles
of these expressions with close reference to those typical discourses and
situations that provoke such occurrences in the language. Such studies
have tremendous potential to not only reflect on the pragmatic-semiotic
components and attributes of a society, but also to refer to the information

embedded within sociolinguistics of a language and its people.
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