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In tro duc tion
The ques tion of how ol fact ory ex per i ences are verb al ized and cat‐ 
egor ized con sti tutes a major epi stem o lo gical chal lenge for con tem‐ 
por ary sens ory an thro po logy, all the more so when it comes to ap‐ 
pre hend ing the cog nit ive and lin guistic mod al it ies through which
non- Western so ci et ies con cep tu al ize and ex press their ol fact ory per‐ 
cep tions. Fol low ing the work of David Howes (2003) on the an thro po‐ 
logy of the senses and the in nov at ive re search of Asifa Majid (2015) on
the lin guistic re lativ ity of sens ory ex pres sions, this study sets out to
ex plore the ol fact ory sys tem in the Basaa lan guage. As Joël Candau
(2000) has em phas ized in his work on the an thro po logy of ol fac tion,
the way in which a so ci ety lin guist ic ally en codes its ol fact ory ex per i‐ 
ences con sti tutes a priv ileged in dic ator of its cog nit ive schemas and
deep cul tural struc tures. From this heur istic per spect ive, and draw ‐
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ing on the ana lyses of Con stance Classen (1993) con cern ing the ol‐ 
fact ory cos mo lo gies of tra di tional so ci et ies, we shall en deavor to
demon strate how the Basaa ol fact ory lex icon, far from being re duced
to a simple cata logue of de script ive terms, con sti tutes a genu ine epi‐ 
stem o lo gical sys tem through which en vir on mental, so cial and spir‐ 
itual know ledge is ar tic u lated and trans mit ted. As the found a tional
work of Claude Bois son (1997) on the nam ing of smells has shown, the
rich ness of an ol fact ory vocab u lary can not be meas ured against
West ern lin guistic cri teria alone, but must be ap pre hen ded in its cul‐ 
tural and cog nit ive spe cificity.

1. THE LEX ICAL FIELD OF
SMELLS IN BASAA
The sys tem atic ana lysis of the lex ical field of smells in the Basaa lan‐ 
guage leads to a rich se mantics. As Bois son (1997) notes, this lex ical
rich ness chal lenges West ern as sump tions about the pre sumed lim it a‐ 
tions of ol fact ory vocab u lary in nat ural lan guages. This lex icon, which
is or gan ized around a com plex net work of per cep tion terms, qual i fy‐ 
ing ad ject ives and spe cial ized nouns, test i fies to a con cep tu al iz a tion
of ol fact ory ex per i ences. Ex amin ing this lex ical cor pus al lows us not
only to ap pre hend the com plex ity of the cog nit ive pro cesses un der ly‐ 
ing ol fact ory per cep tion in this lin guistic com munity, but also to shed
light on the deep in tric a cies between lan guage, cog ni tion and sens‐ 
ory ex per i ence. This ana lysis is firmly situ ated within an eth no lin‐ 
guistic per spect ive that con siders the lex icon as a priv ileged in dic ator
of cul tur ally de term ined con cep tual schemas.

3

1.1 The Ty po logy of Ol fact ory Terms

Basaa presents a lex icon or gan ized around a morpho syn tactic tri par‐ 
ti tion. First and fore most, verbs of ol fact ory per cep tion are con jug‐ 
ated along an in ter est ing as pectual con tinuum, ran ging from the vol‐ 
un tary act of sniffi ng (nùmbè) to the pass ive re cep tion of scents
(nùm), en com passing finely graded pro ces sual nu ances in between.
This verbal cat egory is char ac ter ized by the ex ist ence of lex ical tones:
min imal pairs dif fer en ti ated by tonal height (for in stance high tone
versus low tone), along with vari ations in in tens ity and dur a tion of
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the ol fact ory ex per i ence. Qual i fy ing ad ject ives, for their part, dis play
a re mark able propensity for se mantic spe cific a tion, de ploy ing a range
of terms that tran scend the simple he donic di cho tomy (pleas ant/un‐ 
pleas ant) to en com pass ol fact ory char ac ter iz a tions of con sid er able
gran u lar ity. Par tic u larly note worthy is the pres ence of com pound ad‐ 
ject ives which, through a pro cess of mor pho lo gical ag glu tin a tion,
allow the ex pres sion of com plex ol fact ory qual it ies that are im‐ 
possible to render with a single term in Indo- European lan guages.
Nouns, fi nally, con sti tute a taxo nomic sub sys tem, or gan ized ac cord‐ 
ing to a se mantic hier archy that dis tin guishes not only ol fact ory
sources (njèŋ for ve get able smells, mand ing ma binouga for an imal
smells), but also types of em an a tions ac cord ing to their con text of
oc cur rence and cul tural sig ni fic ance. This lex ical or gan iz a tion test i‐ 
fies to a con cep tu al iz a tion of the ol fact ory uni verse, where terms are
ordered ac cord ing to a hier archy that re flects Basaa clas si fic at ory
think ing with re gard to smells.

1.2. The Se mantic Ana lysis of Ol fact ory
Vocab u lary
Basaa re veals a con cep tu al iz a tion that sig ni fic antly tran scends the
con ven tional the or et ical mod els of ol fact ory lin guist ics, as de veloped
by Candau and Wathelet (2011) in their work on sens ory cat egor iz a‐ 
tions. The ob served se mantic rich ness is or gan ized around a mul‐ 
timodal sys tem of sig ni fic a tion in which lit eral and fig ur at ive mean‐ 
ings in ter twine within a con cep tual frame work of re mark able soph‐ 
ist ic a tion. At the level of lit eral mean ings, the Basaa lex icon ex hib its a
ca pa city to en code ol fact ory nu ances that Indo- European lan guages
struggle to ex press without re sort ing to elab or ate cir cum lo cu tions.
As Majid (2014) has demon strated in her com par at ive stud ies of ol‐ 
fact ory lex icons, this ter min o lo gical rich ness is not for tu it ous, but re‐ 
flects a cul tur ally spe cific con cep tu al iz a tion of the ol fact ory ex per i‐ 
ence. Basic terms, far from being mere sens ory descriptors, con sti‐ 
tute nodal points around which com plex se mantic fields are or gan‐ 
ized. Thus, the term «njèŋ», which ori gin ally des ig nates a fresh ve get‐ 
able smell, de vel ops a net work of con nota tions ex tend ing into the
do mains of vi tal ity, youth and spir itual re newal. The meta phor ical di‐ 
men sion calls for an ana lysis of ref er en tial cri teria: rather than a
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single basic mean ing, it is a set of cul tur ally shared sig ni fic a tions that
con sti tutes the an chor point for the vari ous meta phor ical ex ten sions.
The ob served se mantic trans fers re veal a cog nit ive map ping in which
smells serve as con cep tual vehicles for ex press ing ab stract real it ies.
For ex ample, the term and ad ject ive «mbùŋ», ini tially as so ci ated with
strong an imal smells, ex tends meta phor ic ally to char ac ter ize so cial
situ ations marked by ten sion or lat ent con flict. This se mantic ex ten‐ 
sion il lus trates what David Howes (2003) de scribes as the deep in ter‐ 
con nec tion between sens ory per cep tion and the so cial con struc tion
of mean ing. The con nota tions as so ci ated with ol fact ory terms are or‐ 
gan ized along sev eral dis tinct se mantic axes. The he donic axis is en‐ 
riched by ad di tional di men sions: in tens ity, tem poral per sist ence, cul‐ 
tural fa mili ar ity and so cial value.

This se mantic mul ti di men sion al ity al lows for an ex tremely fine- 
grained char ac ter iz a tion of ol fact ory ex per i ences. For ex ample, the
term «hɔ́ɔ́» does not simply des ig nate an un pleas ant smell, but sim ul‐ 
tan eously en codes in form a tion about its in tens ity, its pre sumed
source and its so cial im plic a tions. The sys tem of mor pho lo gical
modi fic a tion in the Basaa lan guage fur ther en riches this se mantic
com plex ity. In Basaa, af fixes, tonal modi fic a tions and re du plic a tions
play an im port ant role in the mod u la tion of mean ing. These pro‐ 
cesses, fre quently em ployed in Bantu lan guages to ex press in tens ity
or dur a tion, find their own real iz a tions here: re du plic a tion, in par tic‐ 
u lar, is ob served mainly in verbs and ideo phones, where it marks re‐ 
pe ti tion, con tinu ity or the re in force ment of an ac tion or sen sa tion.
When ap plied to terms with ol fact ory value, it ap pears as a sec ond ary
ex ten sion of a more gen eral as pectual schema into the sens ory do‐ 
main.

6

Re cur ring lex ical as so ci ations re veal cul tur ally spe cific cog nit ive pat‐ 
terns in the con cep tu al iz a tion of smells. For ex ample, the fre quent
as so ci ation between cer tain ol fact ory terms and tem poral mark ers
sug gests a cyc lical con cep tion of smells, linked to the nat ural and so‐ 
cial rhythms of the com munity. The poly semy char ac ter istic of many
Basaa ol fact ory terms does not re flect se mantic im pre ci sion, but
rather the mode of ol fact ory con cep tu al iz a tion spe cific to this lan‐ 
guage. Rather than a single ref er en tial mean ing, it is a set of cul tur ally
co her ent val ues that serves as the basis for the vari ous meta phor ical
ex ten sions: meta phor ical uses do not de part from a stable “centre”,
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but un fold within a field of mean ings con nec ted by subtle lo gical and
cul tural links. This hier arch ic ally or gan ized se mantic struc ture makes
it pos sible to ar tic u late the ex press ive rich ness of the ol fact ory lex‐ 
icon around a few cent ral con cep tual poles, thereby en sur ing the co‐ 
her ence of the sys tem des pite the di versity of its forms. The pro‐ 
cesses of lex ical neo logy in the ol fact ory do main also de serve our at‐ 
ten tion. Faced with en vir on mental trans form a tions and the in tro duc‐ 
tion of new odor ant sub stances, the Basaa lan guage demon strates a
ca pa city for se mantic in nov a tion. Newly cre ated terms are har mo ni‐ 
ously in teg rated into the ex ist ing sys tem, testi fy ing to the vi tal ity and
ad apt ab il ity of this spe cial ized lex icon.

The ana lysis of se mantic fields re veals a com plex hier arch ical or gan‐ 
iz a tion in which gen eric terms branch out into in creas ingly spe cific
cat egor ies. This tax onomy re flects a cul tural clas si fic a tion of smells
that goes well bey ond simple per cep tual dis tinc tions to in teg rate
eco lo gical, so cial and spir itual con sid er a tions. The se mantic re la tions
between ol fact ory terms and other sens ory do mains de serve par tic u‐ 
lar at ten tion. The lex ical syn es thesias ob served sug gest an in teg rated
con cep tion of sens ory ex per i ence in which the bound ar ies between
per cep tual mod al it ies are more per meable than in West ern lan‐ 
guages. The study of ant onyms and se mantic gradi ents re veals, in
Basaa, a con cep tu al iz a tion of op pos i tions and nu ances in the ol fact‐ 
ory do main, ex pressed primar ily through lex ical pro cesses (dis tinct
terms des ig nat ing pleas ant or un pleas ant smells) and mor pho lo gical
pro cesses such as tonal vari ations and re du plic a tion, which mark the
de gree of in tens ity. Terms do not simply op pose one an other in a bin‐ 
ary fash ion but are or gan ized in com plex con tinua al low ing for the
ex pres sion of subtle grad a tions.

8

The prag matic di men sion of ol fact ory vocab u lary must not be over‐ 
looked. The con tex tual use of terms re veals highly co di fied rules of
usage that re flect the so cial norms and cul tural con ven tions of the
Basaa com munity. Cer tain terms are re served for spe cific con texts or
may only be used by cer tain cat egor ies of speak ers. The cog nit ive im‐ 
plic a tions of this se mantic rich ness are con sid er able. As in all lan‐ 
guages, Basaa ol fact ory vocab u lary re flects a par tic u lar con cep tual
di vi sion of the sens ory field. How ever, the per cep tual cat egor ies it
mo bil izes are dis tin guished by their own or gan iz a tion and by the cul‐ 
tural val ues they con vey, re veal ing a spe cific way of per ceiv ing and
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struc tur ing ol fact ory ex per i ences. This in- depth se mantic ana lysis of
Basaa ol fact ory vocab u lary al lows us to chal lenge cer tain West ern as‐ 
sump tions about the lim it a tions of lan guage in the ex pres sion of ol‐ 
fact ory ex per i ences. It demon strates that a lan guage can de velop an
ex tremely soph ist ic ated se mantic sys tem for de scrib ing and cat egor‐ 
iz ing smells, provided that its cul ture ac cords suf fi cient im port ance
to this sens ory mod al ity. In con clu sion, the se mantic com plex ity of
Basaa ol fact ory vocab u lary test i fies to an elab or ate con cep tu al iz a tion
of the ol fact ory ex per i ence that har mo ni ously in teg rates per cep tual,
cul tural and so cial di men sions. This lex ical rich ness does not merely
con sti tute a cata logue of de script ive terms, but forms a co her ent sys‐ 
tem for rep res ent ing and in ter pret ing the ol fact ory world.

2. CUL TURAL CLAS SI FIC A TION
AND CAT EGOR IZ A TION OF
SMELLS
The sys tem atic in vest ig a tion of the mod al it ies of clas si fic a tion and
cat egor iz a tion of smells in Basaa so ci ety re veals a taxo nomic sys tem
of re mark able soph ist ic a tion that tran scends con ven tional West ern
clas si fic at ory ap proaches. As Joël Candau has ju di ciously noted in his
found a tional work on the an thro po logy of ol fac tion (2000), the cat‐ 
egor iz a tion of smells con sti tutes a priv ileged in dic ator of the cog nit‐ 
ive and cul tural schemas of a so ci ety. In the Basaa con text, this con‐ 
cep tual or gan iz a tion of ol fact ory per cepts is ar tic u lated around a
com plex clas si fic at ory ar chi tec ture that sim ul tan eously in teg rates
eco lo gical, so cial and sym bolic cri teria. For ex ample, the Basaa terms
“mand ing malâm” for pleas ant smells and “beba in d ing” for un pleas ant
smells allow the in tens ity and dur a tion of ol fact ory per cep tions to be
hier arch ized, re flect ing the soph ist ic a tion of in di gen ous sens ory
know ledge. This in- depth ana lysis of the clas si fic at ory sys tem en‐ 
ables us not only to ap pre hend the spe cific mod al it ies of the cog nit‐ 
ive or gan iz a tion of ol fact ory per cep tions in this com munity, but also
to shed light on the deep in tric a cies between sens ory ex per i ence, so‐ 
cial prac tices and local cos mo logy.
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2.1. Nat ural Smells
The cat egor iz a tion of nat ural smells in Basaa so ci ety demon strates a
clas si fic at ory sys tem of re mark able com plex ity, or gan ized around a
par tic u larly elab or ate tax onomy. As An nick Le Guérer (1988) has
demon strated in her work on the an thro po logy of smells, and Howes
(2003) in his stud ies on the cul tural con struc tion of the senses, the
per cep tion and clas si fic a tion of nat ural smells con sti tute a priv ileged
ana lyt ical prism for ap pre hend ing the cul tural mod al it ies of the or‐ 
gan iz a tion of the sens ible. This ap proach finds par tic u larly rel ev ant
res on ance in the re search of Con stance Classen (1993) on the ol fact‐ 
ory cos mo lo gies of non- Western so ci et ies. In the Basaa con text, the
cat egor iz a tion of nat ural smells is not in scribed in the nature/cul ture
di cho tomy but rests on cri teria spe cific to this so ci ety. Smells are
clas si fied ac cord ing to their ori gin (ve get able, an imal, human), their
sym bolic value (pur ity, vi tal ity, cor rup tion) and their re la tion ship to
time, some being per ceived as “liv ing” or “dead” (nwôh) ac cord ing to
their in tens ity and dur a tion. This con cep tual or gan iz a tion of nat ural
ol fact ory per cepts test i fies to a hol istic ap proach in which each smell
is in scribed within a com plex net work of cul tur ally de term ined
mean ings, thus re flect ing the depth of in di gen ous en vir on mental
know ledge.

11

2.2. Smelling, Clas si fy ing, Gov ern ing:
Ol fac tion as the Lan guage of the So cial
among the Basaa

In Basaa so ci ety, ol fac tion con sti tutes a prin ciple of so cial or gan iz a‐ 
tion that ar tic u lates every day prac tices, sym bolic rep res ent a tions
and cog nit ive cat egor ies. Far from being a mere sec ond ary sens ory
re gister, smell op er ates as a socio- cultural and struc tur ing marker, in
the sense that Gérard Len clud (2006) at trib utes to per cep tions within
the frame work of sens ory an thro po logy: a me dium through which
so ci et ies pro duce, order and trans mit mean ing. In this sense, ol fact‐ 
ory per cep tions are not lim ited to ac com pa ny ing so cial life, but act‐ 
ively par ti cip ate in the struc tur ing of re la tions, the hier arch iz a tion of
statuses and the de lim it a tion of in ter ac tion spaces. The found a tional
work of Alain Corbin (1982) on the so cial his tory of smells al lows us to
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un der stand how ol fact ory sens ib il it ies are in scribed within spe cific
cul tural re gimes, in which the pleas ant, the re puls ive, the pure and
the im pure be long to a his tor ic ally situ ated so cial con struc tion.

Fol low ing the ana lyses of Robert Dulau (1998) on the geo graphy of
smells, the Basaa ol fact ory uni verse ap pears as a genu ine sens ory
car to graphy, in which the smells of the body, fer ment a tion, palm
trees and pu tre fac tion par ti cip ate in the con struc tion and de lim it a‐ 
tion of so cial spaces. These smells act as sens ory land marks that or‐ 
gan ize every day ter rit or ies, mark the bound ar ies between the licit
and the il li cit, the near and the dis tant, the ac cept able and the de vi‐ 
ant. Ol fac tion thus be comes an im pli cit reg u lat ory tool for so cial in‐ 
ter ac tions, help ing to sig nal be long ings, to af firm hier arch ies or to
ex clude cer tain be ha vi ors. This spa tial and so cial di men sion of smells
re veals a com plex se mi olo gical sys tem, in which each fra grance
whether bod ily, culin ary or ritual en codes es sen tial in form a tion
about so cial roles and power re la tions.
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This sys tem also rests on sta bil ized so cial rep res ent a tions, in which
smells func tion as matrices of so cial and cog nit ive cat egor iz a tion. In
this re gard, the concept of “so cial ol fact ory memory” de veloped by
Joël Candau (2016) proves par tic u larly op er a tional for un der stand ing
how cer tain smells be come dur able col lect ive land marks, cap able of
crys tal liz ing be long ings and re in for cing com munity co he sion. In the
Basaa con text, smells linked to palm trees, fer ment a tion pro cesses or
ritual sub stances act as mne monic vec tors, an chor ing in di vidu als in a
shared so cial his tory and par ti cip at ing in the in tergen er a tional trans‐ 
mis sion of norms and val ues. The ana lyses of Corbin (1986) on the
his tory of ol fact ory sens ib il it ies show that these rep res ent a tions are
neither uni ver sal nor nat ural, but are in scribed within cul tur ally de‐ 
term ined value sys tems, in which the ol fact ory be comes an in stru‐ 
ment for clas si fy ing the so cial world.
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This sym bolic elab or a tion of per cepts only be comes fully in tel li gible
when ex amined through Basaa terms. Ol fact ory lex emes such as
“nding ntibi” (ex cre ment smells), “nding ntibi manyû” (smells as so ci‐ 
ated with bod ily pu tre fac tion) or “beba nunumba binouga” (smells of
an imal pu tre fac tion) do not merely des ig nate sens ory stim uli, but
refer to spe cific moral, so cial and cos mo lo gical cat egor ies. Their use
in every day dis course, oral nar rat ives and prac tices re veals a genu ine
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epi stem o lo gical sys tem, in which the ol fact ory serves to clas sify in‐ 
ter ac tions, mark out so cially le git im ate spaces and re pro duce com‐ 
munity hier arch ies. Fol low ing the work of David Howes (2003) on
sens ory an thro po logy, these ol fact ory cat egor ies ap pear as com plex
se mi otic devices, en cod ing in form a tion re lat ing to power re la tions,
pro cesses of dis tinc tion and forms of so cial le git im acy.

Fur ther more, the ex plor a tion of the meta phor ical uses of smells re‐ 
veals a genu ine ol fact ory lan guage, in the sense that Con stance
Classen (1993) at trib utes to sens ory sys tems. In Basaa so ci ety, ol fact‐ 
ory meta phors tran scend their per cep tual di men sion to ex press
moral judg ments, so cial statuses and power re la tions. A mor ally up‐ 
right per son is as so ci ated with a so- called “pure” smell, while moral
cor rup tion is con cep tu al ized in terms of pu tre fac tion, re flect ing a
hol istic con cep tion in which eth ical qual it ies pos sess tan gible sens‐ 
ory mani fest a tions, as David Howes (2003) has shown. Sim il arly, au‐ 
thor ity and so cial prestige are fre quently con cep tu al ized through the
idea of an “odor of au thor ity” (njin m bog), a meta phor that ar tic u lates
sens ory di men sions. This stat utory func tion of smells con nects with
the ana lyses of Joël Candau and Agnès Jean jean (2006) on ol fac tion as
a marker of so cial dis tinc tion.

16

Fi nally, ol fact ory meta phors also struc ture the ex pres sion of so cial
tem por al it ies and ex ist en tial trans itions. The stages of life (birth, pas‐ 
sage to adult hood, mar riage, death) are as so ci ated with spe cific ol‐ 
fact ory sig na tures, which ex press the trans form a tions in the so cial
and spir itual status of in di vidu als. This logic ex tends to in ter per sonal
re la tions and af fects: af fin ity, at trac tion or re la tional in com pat ib il ity
are for mu lated through meta phors of ol fact ory har mony or dis cord
(longuè ndjin, béba ndjin). All of these uses re veal a re la tional on to‐ 
logy in which ol fac tion con sti tutes a fun da mental prin ciple of me di‐ 
ation between the sens ible, the so cial and the cos mo lo gical, con firm‐ 
ing that, among the Basaa, smelling, clas si fy ing and gov ern ing the so‐ 
cial are all part of the same sym bolic pro cess.

17

CON CLU SION
This ethno- olfactory in vest ig a tion among the Basaa re veals an ori‐ 
ginal ol fact ory clas si fic a tion sys tem, based not on a lin ear hier archy
of smells, but on a multi- criteria net work struc ture, in which so cial,
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moral, spa tial, bod ily and spir itual di men sions are treated with equi‐ 
val ent im port ance. Un like taxo nomic mod els or gan ized around bin ary
op pos i tions, the Basaa sys tem rests on a re la tional logic in which
smells take on mean ing ac cord ing to their con texts of ut ter ance, cir‐ 
cu la tion and use. This spe cific con fig ur a tion re veals an in di gen ous
sens ory epi stem o logy cap able of sim ul tan eously ar tic u lat ing sev eral
re gisters of in ter pret a tion without sub sum ing them under a single
prin ciple. While this re search fol lows in the wake of Joël Candau’s pi‐ 
on eer ing work on the se mi ology of odor ant per cepts, as well as the
his tor ical and sym bolic ana lyses of Alain Corbin and An nick Le
Guérer, it is not lim ited to ap ply ing exo gen ous the or et ical frame‐ 
works. Basaa eth no graphy re veals, on the con trary, an in di gen ous
mode of pro du cing ol fact ory know ledge, in which smells func tion as
cog nit ive op er at ors in their own right, struc tur ing the ap pre hen sion
of the so cial, nat ural and spir itual world ac cord ing to their own cat‐ 
egor ies. In this sense, Basaa ol fact ory know ledge does not merely
rep res ent a local il lus tra tion of West ern the or ies, but con sti tutes
heur istic, autonom ous and co her ent ex plan at ory mod els.

This per spect ive con nects with the work of Diana Rey and Michelle
Boc cara (1998) on smells in Africa, which has shown that African ol‐ 
fact ory sys tems rest on com plex clas si fic at ory lo gics, closely linked
to local cos mo lo gies, kin ship re gimes and re la tions to the body. Like
these ana lyses, the study of the Basaa case high lights a situ ated sens‐ 
ory epi stem o logy, in which the ol fact ory acts as a prin ciple of me di‐ 
ation between vis ible and in vis ible, liv ing and an ces tral, in di vidual
and col lect ive. The di men sion of epi stemic de col on iz a tion claimed by
this re search does not there fore con sist in re ject ing West ern the or‐ 
et ical con tri bu tions, but in shift ing the centre of grav ity of the ana‐ 
lysis, by re cog niz ing the full le git im acy of local cat egor ies as pro du‐ 
cers of the ory. This is less a mat ter of op pos i tion between know‐ 
ledges than of a re con fig ur a tion of know ledge re la tions, in which tra‐ 
di tional sens ory sys tems cease to be ob jects of in ter pret a tion and be‐ 
come in ter pret ive frame works in their own right. By restor ing to
Basaa ol fac tion its cog nit ive, so cial and cos mo lo gical dens ity, this
study ar gues for a re newed re cog ni tion of tra di tional know ledge as
major the or et ical re sources in the an thro po logy of the sens ible.
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ABSTRACT

English
This eth no lin guistic study ex plores the ol fact ory vocab u lary of the Basaa
lan guage of Cameroon, re veal ing a com plex lex ical ar chi tec ture and cul tural
clas si fic a tion sys tem. Smells play a cru cial role in struc tur ing so cial space
and serve as iden tity mark ers and vec tors of cul tural com mu nic a tion. The
re search demon strates the cul tural im port ance ac cor ded to ol fac tion in this
so ci ety and chal lenges as sump tions about the lim it a tions of ol fact ory lex‐ 
icons.
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