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CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION IN THE KITCHEN:   

What is a Salad? A Definition1  

 [The family — KP, Tara, Mali, and Denali — was sitting around the dining table, 
each one working, papers spread out on the table. It was almost dinnertime.] 

KP: What’s for dinner? I’m hungry. 

T: Me too. Let’s make some pasta and salad.  

 [What followed was typical at their dining table — a discussion, without the dinner, 
of course.]  

D: Yeah, make that potato salad you did last time.  

M: Potato salad isn’t salad. Let’s have real salad. 

T: Why is it called salad then? If a yellow flower is a flower, and an electric kettle 
is a kettle, then why isn’t potato salad a salad? 

KP: Hey, what’s for dinner? All this talk of food is making me hungrier. 

 [Everyone, even Tara, seemed to have forgotten about dinner, and ignored KP.]   

M:  Look, is a toy gun a gun? Is a fake gun a gun? 

D:  Oh yeah, that’s true.  

T:  Well, yeah, sort of. I can tell my four-year-old nephew to put away his gun and 
get his butt to the dinner table even when I know it’s just a water gun.  

D:  Hmm. Yeah, that’s true too.  

KP:  Mmmm… Dinner, guys. 

D:  Okay, hold up, it sounds like there’s yellow-flowers on one side, and potatos 
and salads on the other, but guns are kind of fuzzy, let’s forget ’em.  

M:  Guns are fuzzy?  

T:  And there are sides? Which side am I on? 

D: You know what I mean. So, if potato salad isn’t salad (even though I still think 
you should make it because it’s tasty), what IS salad? 

M:  What is salad? You’re asking for a definition? Are you trying to be 
mathematical?  

T:  Or may be you’re just asking for a description? 

 

 
1 A slightly embellished report of an actual conversation at our dining table — drafted by 
K P Mohanan, and modified by Denali Degraf, Malavika Mohanan, and Tara Mohanan. 
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D: A definition, I guess. For starters, salad is not that thing they served with fried 
rice yesterday. They called it ‘salad’ — curds with cucumber and onion and 
tomato pieces mixed in. 

T: Well, that’s salad in this part of the world. 

M:  Well, you can’t just, like, put a box around salad.  

T:  What would count as a definition? Should we look it up in a dictionary or 
something?  

KP:  A definition of a set is a statement of sufficient and necessary conditions such 
that given any entity, we can decide whether it belongs to that set or not.  

 [There was silence for a moment. Then Mali and Denali were speaking at once.] 

M: A set of WHAT? Speak English, Papa. (Imitating her father) “Sufficient and 
necessary conditions such that...” 

D:  Now THAT’s starting to sound mathematical.  

KP: I gave you a definition of definitions. That’s what you asked for, right? I was 
hoping someone would give me dinner.  

M: Papa, you know where the kitchen is. Ok, raw stuff. Salad has to have raw 
stuff.  

T:  Ah, so you can throw a big chunk of uncooked chicken in a bowl and call it 
chicken salad?  

 [By now, KP was in the kitchen, ready to cook.]  

KP:  Chicken? I can’t find the chicken.  

[That set Mali off laughing, and once she starts, she can’t stop. But that didn’t stop her 
from talking.] 

M:  You mean pasta, Papa, it’s on the counter. There’s no chicken, it’s a vegetarian 
kitchen. You need vegetables. Raw veggies.  

D:  Raw veggies. Okay. But I bet you’d throw a tantrum if I cut up some lettuce, 
threw it in a bowl, and called it salad.  

T: No, Rafa brought over that salad, remember? It just had that leaf, Miner’s 
lettuce, was it, and that crazy spicy dressing with the secret recipe.  

M: Ummmm.  

D:  So… 

KP:  ‘Raw veggies’ is a necessary but not sufficient condition. Can I boil water in 
this pot? 

M: No, it’s too small, use the other one. Yeah, it needs raw veggies, but not just 
one type, you need something else, and that could even just be dressing.  

D:  Ok. Raw. And more than one ingredient. Is that it? What about rice salad? 
They have rice salad in that fancy restaurant down the road. Doesn’t that 
count as salad according to you? 

M:  If it has enough raw stuff, sure. It depends on the proportion of rice and 
veggies.  I think you have to have at least 50% raw stuff.  

 [In the meantime, Tara has brought a dictionary to the table.] 
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T: Hang on. This says that salad is, “Any combination of cooked foods, or foods 
that are edible raw, prepared singly or combined, usually cut up, mixed with a 
spicy or sweet dressing, and served cold.” 

M: That’s ridiculous, that’s not a definition. By what it says, salad could be just 
about anything. Tomato chutney is a salad by this definition.  

T: But it says you have to put a sweet or spicy dressing to make it a salad.  

M:  Two problems.  Does this mean that if I chop up lettuce, tomatoes, cucumber, 
green peppers, and cauliflower, and mix them up, without any dressing, it 
won’t be salad? Of course it would be, so dressing is hardly necessary.  

D: So where are we now?  

M: Salad must have at least 50% raw veggies. That’s a necessary condition.  

D:  I thought you said you couldn’t put a box around salad.  

M:  Well, I changed my mind. That’s what good scientists do when presented with 
new information, right, Papa? 

KP: Hey guys, do you put salt in the boiling water before or after I put in the pasta? 

D: Before. 

KP: Okay. 

D:  The dictionary makes some good points though. Salad has to be cold. That’s 
another – uh – necessary but not sufficient condition, right? Suppose you cook 
green beans and corn, cool it down, throw in some diced tomatoes and onions, 
add a little dressing. THAT can be salad, right? So part of it can be cooked, but 
you have to cool it down.  

M:  Mmmph. It doesn’t really satisfy my raw-ness desire, but I suppose I could 
handle it. So are you saying that the cold condition can replace the raw 
condition?  

D:  It doesn’t replace it, I’m just saying that your 50% is too rigid.  

M: Okay, I’ll grant you that, but there has to be enough raw stuff.  How much is 
enough? 

T: Maybe it’s not about the numbers; it’s about the perception of the food. So if I 
take one kilo of cooked green beans and corn, cool it down, throw in half a 
teaspoon of diced tomatoes, and add a little dressing, I wouldn’t call it salad. 
The raw tomatoes have to be perceptually significant for you to feel like you’re 
eating salad. And another thing:  if I blend… 

D: Whoa, whoa, whoa.  I’m getting lost here.  Too many parts, I can’t even 
remember everything we’ve already said. We need to write this down to keep 
track of the necessary conditions, to see at what point they become sufficient. 

 [Denali gets a sheet of paper and a pen, and starts writing.]  

KP: Where’s the olive oil? 

M: On top of the fridge. Condition one: Salad needs a significant proportion of raw 
veggies.  

T:  Perceptually significant. And another point … 

D: Wait, wait, let me write this one down first. Okay (speaking slowly at the 
writing speed): A salad has a perceptually significant proportion of raw 
vegetables.  
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M: There should be at least two kinds of ingredients mixed in it.  

D: Condition two (speaking slowly at the writing speed): A salad has at least two 
kinds of ingredients mixed together. Are we agreed that both are necessary? 
Any counter-examples?  

KP:  Vinegar? 

D:  What?  That’s not a counterexample. 

KP: No, I mean where is it? 

M: I don’t know, start opening cabinets until you find some. OK, ummm, no 
counterexamples. 

T: Now can I say what I was going to say? 

D:  Go for it. 

T: The ingredients should be separately perceivable. 

M: Huh?? 

T:  If I take your salad with all those chopped vegetables, lettuce, cucumbers, 
tomatoes and whatnot, add a little dressing, and then put it all through a 
blender, that won’t be salad anymore. It will be a cold soup.    

M: That’s right, but you don’t need a separate condition for it.  Look at the list: 
every salad has at least two kinds of ingredients MIXED in it.     

T: But your mixing doesn’t rule out blending.  In fact, check it out, you need even 
more.  You can’t just stick a tomato, a cucumber, and an onion in a bowl and 
call it salad. So you do need a third condition: ingredients have to be chopped 
and mixed, but still separately perceivable.  

M: Ooh, Ma, you’re on a roll here. 

KP: Rolls would go nicely with the pasta. 

M: Hm!  Yeah, I guess we do need that third condition.  Like, you can’t put peanut 
butter on a stick of celery and call it salad.  But if you chop celery up finely 
with a peanut butter dressing… 

T: Exactly. 

D: Okay, the third condition then. (Speaking slowly). The ingredients of a salad 
should be chopped and mixed, but still perceptually distinct.   

 [KP comes out of the kitchen, carrying a bowl of salad.] 

D: Do we need a fourth condition? 

KP: Did you forget the coldness condition, Denali? Like this, see? 

 [Denali continued writing, muttering to himself softly.] 

D: Fourth condition:  Salad must be served cold. 

M: What have you got there, Papa? 

KP: Sit down.  You asked for pasta and salad. Here’s pasta salad. 

[By then, Tara had cleared enough space on the table and set four places. She took a fork 
and tasted the salad, analyzing the ingredients. Mali watched her, then picked up her 
fork, and started sniffing the salad. Denali was filing away the sheet of paper.] 
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T: Hmm, nice. Pasta, cooked and then cooled.  Tomatoes, capsicum, cucumber, 
apple, all raw and chopped. 

M: With olive oil, lime juice, and crushed nuts for dressing. Mmmm. Well done, 
Papa. 

D: Yes, very tasty looking.  Mm, but you know what?  Technically, tomatoes, 
cucumbers, and capsicum are not vegetables, they’re fruits.   

M:  Ah, so how do we define vegetable?   

KP: Enough, enough! Define later, eat now!! 

 

~*~*~*~ 


