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The complexity of a language’s aspectual system can make providing a description of it a daunting task. The aspectual system of the meta-language used in elicitation itself may not be fully understood, and this can make the task seem impossible. I suggest that the lack of knowledge of the meta-language system need not be an obstacle for language documentation research. Drawing on my own work exploring aspectual distinctions in Skwxwú7mesh (Central Salish), I show that diagnostics can help a researcher document and describe aspectual contrasts. Elicitation techniques can thus help move beyond “misleading” translations that can (for example) be due to a lack of relevant distinctions in the meta-language, by allowing the fieldworker to arrive at generalizations that translations alone might not yield. However, I also suggest, following Matthewson (2004), that translations can be useful for certain purposes and should not be avoided completely. An important point I will address is that diagnostics can be used to show and argue for different analyses (and researchers may disagree on what a diagnostic is actually testing for); I suggest that this in itself is not a problem as these differences themselves constitute a set of analyses, not data. What is crucial is documenting the results of the tests (along with, for example, any and every comment that speakers provide, including those which may not seem to be relevant at the time but can turn out to be significant later).
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