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In this innovative textbook Alessandro Duranti introduces linguistic
anthropology as an interdisciplinary field which studies language as a
cultural resource and speaking as a cultural practice. He shows that it
relies on ethnography as an essential element of linguistic analyses, and
that it draws its intellectual inspiration from interactionally oriented
perspectives on human activity and understanding. Unlike other current
accounts of the subject, it emphasizes that communicative practices are
constitutive of the culture of everyday life and that language is a power-
ful tool rather than a simple mirror of pre-established social realities. An
entire chapter is devoted to the notion of culture, and there are invalu-
able methodological chapters on ethnography and transcription. The
theories and methods of linguistic anthropology are introduced through
a discussion of linguistic diversity, grammar in use, the role of speaking
in social interaction, the organization and meaning of conversational
structures, and the notion of participation as a unit of analysis.

Original in its treatment and yet eminently clear and readable,
Linguistic Anthropology will appeal to upper-level undergraduate and
graduate students.
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PREFACE

Linguistic anthropology has undergone a considerable transformation in the last
few decades. In this book I present some of the main features of this transforma-
tion. Rather than striving for a comprehensive treatise of what linguistic anthro-
pology has been up to now, I have been very selective and often avoided topics
that could have reinforced what I see as a frequent stereotype of linguistic
anthropologists, namely, descriptive, non-theoretically oriented, technicians
who know about phonemic analysis, historical linguistics, and “exotic” lan-
guages and can teach these subjects to anthropology students who may be wary
of taking courses in linguistics departments. Rather than a comprehensive
“everything-you-always-wanted-to-know-about-language-but-were-afraid-to-
ask” for cultural anthropologists and other social scientists, this volume is con-
ceived as a statement about contemporary research on language and culture
from a particular point of view. This view is my own but it also echoes the work
of a number of productive researchers in departments of anthropology, linguis-
tics, applied linguistics, sociology, folklore, performance studies, philosophy,
ethnomusicology, and communication. Whether or not they see themselves as
doing linguistic anthropology, the researchers from whose work I extensively
drew are all concerned with the study of language as a cultural resource and with
speaking as a cultural practice, rely on ethnography as an essential element of
their analyses and find intellectual inspiration from a variety of philosophical
sources in the social sciences and the humanities. What unites them is the
emphasis on communicative practices as constitutive of the culture of everyday
life and a view of language as a powerful tool rather than a mirror of social
realities established elsewhere.

The focus on the history, logic, and ethics of research found in this book is
unusual in linguistics but common among anthropologists, who have long been
concerned with the politics of representation and the effects of their work on the
communities they study.

Like any other writer of introductory books, for every chapter, section, or
paragraph I had to choose among dozens of possible ways of presenting a

XV



Preface

concept, making connections with other fields, or finding appropriate examples
from the literature or my own research experience. Simplicity of exposition and
recognition of historical sources were often in conflict and I am aware of the fact
that I have not given adequate space to many important authors and topics. In
particular, I said very little about three areas that are traditionally associated
with linguistic anthropology, namely, language change, areal linguistics, and pid-
gins and creoles. These and related topics are however dealt with in other vol-
umes in this series such as Hudson’s Sociolinguistics and Bynon’s Historical
Linguistics. I have also said relatively little about such classic pragmatic notions
as conversational implicatures and presuppositions; these themes receive ade-
quate attention in Levinson’s Pragmatics and Brown and Yule’s Discourse
Analysis, also in this series. Finally, I hardly touched the burgeoning literature
on language socialization and did not include the impressive body of work cur-
rently devoted to literacy and education. I hope that future volumes in the series
will develop these important areas to the readers’ satisfaction.

There is another way in which this volume complements the other volumes in
the series, namely, in the attention given to culture and the methods for its study.
I have dedicated an entire chapter to current theories of culture. I have also writ-
ten two methods chapters: one on ethnography and the other on transcribing live
discourse. Finally, I have discussed several paradigms — structuralist analysis,
speech act theory, conversation analysis — from the point of view of their contri-
bution to an anthropological theory of language.

The book is aimed at upper-division undergraduate courses and introductory
graduate seminars on linguistic anthropology or (as they are often called) “lan-
guage and (or in) culture” courses. Instructors who like challenges should be
able to experiment with at least some of the chapters for lower division classes
that deal with culture and communication. I have for instance used the chapters
on theories of cultures and ethnography with some success with freshmen. I also
believe that instructors can easily remedy whatever thematic, methodological,
and theoretical lacunae they will detect in the book by integrating its chapters
with additional articles or monographs in linguistic anthropology. Finally, all
chapters are written to stand on their own. Hence, students and researchers
interested in selected issues or paradigms should be able to read selectively with-
out feeling lost.

When I was an undergraduate student at the University of Rome, one day I
discovered a small library on the third floor of the Faculty of Letters and
Philosophy. It was filled with books and journals about languages, many of
which had names I had never heard before. As I became acquainted with the
people who frequented that library — instructors, students, and visiting scholars
from other parts of Italy or from other countries —, I also developed a sense of
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curiosity for the knowledge contained in those rich descriptions of linguistic phe-
nomena. My later experiences — as a graduate student, fieldworker, university
researcher, and teacher — have not altered that earlier curiosity for linguistic
forms and their description. In the meantime, I have also developed something
new: a commitment to understanding language as the voice, tool, and foundation
for any human experience. It is this commitment that I have tried to articulate in
this book.

xvii






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Over the last twenty-five years I have ventured into a number of fields and
paradigms, searching for a way of studying languages that would preserve the
richness of linguistic communication as we live it and know it in everyday
encounters. This book is my first attempt to put many of these strands together
in a systematic way. Many teachers and colleagues have guided me in this unend-
ing quest, suggesting models of communication, cognition, and interaction that
are increasingly sensitive to the fluid, co-constructed, constitutive force of
language as a system of tools among other tools, stock of knowledge among
other stocks of knowledge, semiotic resources among other resources, physical
sounds or marks on paper among other physical objects in our lifeworld. At the
University of Rome, in the early 1970s, I was fortunate to be around a group of
young and innovative scholars who were shaping new ways of making connec-
tions between language, cognition and culture. Among them, it was Giorgio
Raimondo Cardona who first introduced me to linguistic anthropology and
encouraged me to work on my first article, on Korean speech levels. My gradu-
ate years in the Department of Linguistics at the University of Southern
California coincided with what I regard as the golden age of that department and
perhaps of linguistics in the US, when linguistics students and teachers with
the most diverse backgrounds and interests easily conversed with each other
and believed that no one paradigm could alone provide all the answers or
should be used as a measure for the success of everyone’s accomplishments.
My two postdoctoral experiences, at the Australian National University, in the
Department of Anthropology of the Research School of Pacific Studies in
1980-81, and at the Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition at the
University of California at San Diego in 1983-84, opened up several new intel-
lectual horizons, including an interest in new technologies for research and
education, Vygotskian psychology, and Bakhtinian linguistics. During the 1980s,
I held positions at the University of Rome, in the newly formed department
of Studi Glottoantropologici, at the University of California, San Diego
(Department of Communication) and at Pitzer College, where I taught courses

Xix



Acknowledgments

on linguistics, computers as tools, and film theory and production. These
appointments and the people I interacted with kept me intellectually engaged
and hopeful during difficult years, when I wasn’t sure I would be able to stay
in academia. My appointment in linguistic anthropology at the University of
California, Los Angeles, in 1988 provided an ideal working environment that
has recently culminated with the establishment of an interdisciplinary center
for the study of language, interaction, and culture. It is quite obvious to me that
this book is partly coauthored by the voices and ideas of the many scholars I
interacted with in these and other institutions over more than two decades.
Among them, I owe the most to one person: my wife Elinor Ochs, the most
creative linguistic anthropologist I have ever met. From our fieldwork experi-
ence in Western Samoa to the postdoctoral fellowship at ANU and all the way to
the more recent years together at UCLA, Elinor has shown me again and again
how to transform primitive intuitions and precarious associations into stories
that can be shared with an audience. I hope this book will be one of those stories.

A number of people generously gave me feedback on earlier drafts. Elizabeth
Keating worked as my editor for my first draft, providing many crucial insights
on content and format; Rowanne Henry, Jennifer Schlegel, and Diana Wilson
gave me useful comments on several chapters; Jennifer Reynolds and Melissa
Lefko Foutz helped me locate references. Special thanks go to Asif Agha and
Lisa Capps for many detailed suggestions and positive reinforcement on my
second draft. Finally, I owe a great deal to four colleagues who acted as reviewers
for Cambridge University Press: Jane Hill (who carefully read and gave feed-
back on two drafts), Paul Garrett, Susanne Romaine, and Bambi Schieffelin.
Their comments and questions made the text more readable and hopefully more
useful. Any remaining shortcomings are, of course, my own responsibility.

The idea of this book came out of a conversation at the Congo Cafe in Santa
Monica with my editor Judith Ayling in the Spring of 1992. She didn’t know then
how much work - including countless messages over electronic mail — this would
cost her. I am very thankful to Judith for her encouragement and her wise
decisions at different stages of this project.

The less obvious and yet most important help in writing this book came from
my family. The warm and stimulating environment Elinor and I routinely enjoy
in our house owes a great deal to our son Marco’s affection, generosity, and
unique thirst for learning. My parents’ emotional and material support in run-
ning our household during the winter, when they come to stay with us in
California, is invaluable. Between Christmas and Easter, I can afford to sit writ-
ing at the computer or reading an article only because I know that my mother is
preparing a delicious dinner and my father is fixing the latest problem with the
roof in some very original and inexpensive way.

XX



Acknowledgments

This book is dedicated to the people that have made this effort meaningful, my
students. In large undergraduate courses just as much as in small graduate semi-
nars, | often perceive the overwhelming passion and determination with which
many students implicitly ask for a lesson about language that could go beyond
the rigid canons of academia and reach into the meaning of life. Needless to say,
very rarely do I feel able to even come close to delivering such a precious mes-
sage, but their confidence that I might do it one day is a reward for my efforts to
communicate across generational and cultural boundaries. This book is a modest
but sincere acknowledgment of their trust and an invitation to continue our
conversations.

XX1






1

The scope of linguistic
anthropology

This book starts from the assumption that linguistic anthropology is a distinct
discipline that deserves to be studied for its past accomplishments as much as for
the vision of the future presented in the work of a relatively small but active
group of interdisciplinary researchers. Their contributions on the nature of lan-
guage as a social tool and speaking as a cultural practice have established a
domain of inquiry that makes new sense of past and current traditions in the
humanities and the social sciences and invites everyone to rethink the relation-
ship between language and culture.

To say that linguistic anthropology is an interdisciplinary field means that it
draws a great deal from other, independently established disciplines and in par-
ticular from the two from which its name is formed: linguistics and anthropology.
In this chapter, I will introduce some aspects of this intellectual heritage — other
aspects will be discussed in more depth later in the book. I will also begin to show
how, over the last few decades, the field of linguistic anthropology has developed
an intellectual identity of its own. It is the primary goal of this book to describe
this identity and to explain how it can enhance our understanding of language
not only as a mode of thinking but, above all, as a cultural practice, that is, as a
form of action that both presupposes and at the same time brings about ways of
being in the world. It is only in the context of such a view of language that lin-
guistic anthropology can creatively continue to influence the fields from which it
draws while making its own unique contribution to our understanding of what it
means to be human.

1.1 Definitions
Since the term linguistic anthropology (and its variant anthropological linguis-
tics)! is currently understood in a variety of ways, it is important to clarify the way

1 The two terms “linguistic anthropology” and “anthropological linguistics” have been
used in the past more or less interchangeably and any attempt to trace back semantic or
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The scope of linguistic anthropology

in which it will be used in this book. Engaging in this task at the beginning puts me
in a somewhat difficult position given that the entire book is dedicated to the def-
inition of the field and therefore I could never hope to do justice to its many
aspects and subfields in a few introductory remarks. At the same time, it is impor-
tant to recognize the need to give a first, however sketchy, idea of the type of
enterprise pursued by the discipline described in this book. I will thus start with a
brief definition of the field of linguistic anthropology and will then proceed to
expand and clarify its apparent simplicity in the rest of this chapter. I should men-
tion at this point that much of what I will discuss in this book has also been called
ethnolinguistics, a term that enjoyed only a limited popularity in the US in the
late 1940s and early 1950s (Olmsted 1950; Garvin and Riesenberg 1952), but has
been quite common in European scholarship,? perhaps following the general
preference, up to recently, in Continental Europe for “ethnology” and its cog-
nates over “anthropology.”3 As will become clear in the rest of this chapter, my
choice of “linguistic anthropology” over both “anthropological linguistics” and
“ethnolinguistics” is part of a conscious attempt at consolidating and redefining
the study of language and culture as one of the major subfields of anthropology.
This view of the field was clearly stated by Hymes (1963: 277), when he defined it
as “the study of speech and language within the context of anthropology.”

Simply stated, in this book linguistic anthropology will be presented as the
study of language as a cultural resource and speaking as a cultural practice. As an

practical distinctions risks rewriting history. Hymes tried to stabilize the use of the term
linguistic anthropology in a number of essays in the early 1960s (Hymes 1963, 1964c).
But even Hymes, as scrupulous an historian as he is, can be found alternating between
the two. In Language in Culture and Society, he uses “linguistic anthropology” when
defining the field in the introduction (Hymes 1964a: xxiii) — see also note 6 below — and
both “linguistic anthropology” and “anthropological linguists” when discussing Boas’s
influence: “Boas and other shapers of linguistic anthropology in America ...” and, in the
next paragraph, “Boas et al. (1916) defines a style that characterizes the field work of
both Boas and a generation or more of American anthropological linguists” (p. 23).
Cardona (1973, reprinted in 1990: 13-44) mentions several cognates of the English eth-
nolinguistics in other European languages, such as the Russian étnolingvistika, the
French ethnolinguistique, the German Ethnolinguistik, the Spanish etnolingiiistica, and
the Portuguese etnolinguistica. Cardona himself eventually followed this European
trend by abandoning linguistica antropologica in favor of etnolinguistica in his introduc-
tion to the field (Cardona 1976).

Malinowski used the term ethno-linguistic in his early writings: “there is an urgent need
for an ethno-linguistic theory, a theory for the guidance of linguistic research to be done
among natives and in connection with ethnographic study” (1920: 69).

IS}
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1.1 Definitions

inherently interdisciplinary field, it relies on and expands existing methods in
other disciplines, linguistics and anthropology in particular, with the general
goal of providing an understanding of the multifarious aspects of language as a
set of cultural practices, that is, as a system of communication that allows for
interpsychological (between individuals) and intrapsychological (in the same
individual) representations of the social order and helps people use such repre-
sentations for constitutive social acts. Inspired by the work of a number of lead-
ing anthropologists in the first half of this century who made language a central
theoretical concern and an indispensable tool of cultural anthropology, linguistic
anthropologists work at producing ethnographically grounded accounts of lin-
guistic structures as used by real people in real time and real space. This means
that linguistic anthropologists see the subjects of their study, that is, speakers, first
and above all as social actors, that is, members of particular, interestingly com-
plex, communities, each organized in a variety of social institutions and through
a network of intersecting but not necessarily overlapping sets of expectations,
beliefs, and moral values about the world.

Contrary to earlier definitions of the field and some commonsense under-
standing of the term by non-practitioners, linguistic anthropology in this book
is not synonymous with just any study of language done by anthropologists. Nor
is it equivalent to the collection of “exotic” texts studied by anthropologists —
texts, that is, usually produced by members of technologically less advanced,
non-literate societies.* The act of providing a written account of some aspects of
the grammar of a language spoken by a people without writing — in the Brazilian
jungle or in the Kalahari desert — does not qualify someone as a linguistic anthro-
pologist. It is rather specific goals and methods that distinguish a linguistic
anthropology project from a linguistic study or survey, on the one hand, and
from an ethnographic account on the other.

What distinguishes linguistic anthropologists from other students of language
is not only the interest in language use — a perspective that is shared by other
researchers, dialectologists and sociolinguists in particular (Hudson 1980) —, but
their focus on language as a set of symbolic resources that enter the constitution
of social fabric and the individual representation of actual or possible worlds.
Such a focus allows linguistic anthropologists to address in innovative ways some
of the issues and topics that are at the core of anthropological research such as
the politics of representation, the constitution of authority, the legitimation of

4 My position here is in sharp contrast with Hoijer’s (1961: 110) definition of anthropolog-
ical linguistics as “... an area of research which is devoted in the main to studies, syn-
chronic and diachronic, of the languages of the people who have no writing.”



The scope of linguistic anthropology

power, the cultural basis of racism and ethnic conflict, the process of socializa-
tion, the cultural construction of the person (or self), the politics of emotion, the
relationship between ritual performance and forms of social control, domain-
specific knowledge and cognition, artistic performance and the politics of aesthetic
consumption, cultural contact and social change.

Linguistic anthropology is often presented as one of the four traditional
branches of anthropology (the others being archaeological, biological or physical,
and sociocultural anthropology’). However, being an anthropologist and work-
ing on language are two conditions that do not necessarily qualify someone as a
linguistic anthropologist. It is in fact quite possible to be an anthropologist and
produce a grammatical description of a language that has little or nothing to
offer to linguistic anthropological theory and methods. Linguistic anthropology
must be viewed as part of the wider field of anthropology not because it is a kind
of linguistics practiced in anthropology departments, but because it examines
language through the lenses of anthropological concerns. These concerns include
the transmission and reproduction of culture, the relationship between cultural
systems and different forms of social organization, and the role of the material
conditions of existence in a people’s understanding of the world. This view of lin-
guistic anthropology, however, does not mean that its research questions must
always be shaped by the other subfields in anthropology. On the contrary, the
very existence of an independent field of linguistic anthropology is justified only
to the extent to which it can set its own agenda, which is informed by anthropo-
logical issues but needs not be led exclusively by such issues.® In particular, as I
will discuss below, not all views of culture within sociocultural anthropology are
equally conducive to the dynamic and complex notion of language presently
assumed by most linguistic anthropologists. Many cultural anthropologists con-
tinue to see language primarily as a system of classification and representation
and when linguistic forms are used in ethnographies, they tend to be used as
labels for some independently established meanings. Linguistic anthropologists,
on the other hand, have been stressing a view of language as a set of practices,
which play an essential role in mediating the ideational and material aspects of

5 For the purpose of this discussion I am conflating the distinction that is at times made
between social anthropology — which is concerned with the reproduction of particular
social systems — and cultural anthropology — which is the study of the more cognitively
oriented notions of culture proposed by Boas and his students.

6 T am here reformulating an earlier definition given by Hymes (1964a: xxiii): “In one
sense, [linguistic anthropology] is a characteristic activity, the activity of those whose
questions about language are shaped by anthropology ... Its scope may include prob-
lems that fall outside the active concern of linguistics, and always it uniquely includes the
problem of integration with the rest of anthropology.”
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human existence and, hence, in bringing about particular ways of being-in-the-
world. It is such a dynamic view of language that gives linguistic anthropology its
unique place in the humanities and the social sciences.

1.2 The study of linguistic practices

As a domain of inquiry, linguistic anthropology starts from the theoretical
assumption that words matter and from the empirical finding that linguistic signs
as representations of the world and connections to the world are never neutral;
they are constantly used for the construction of cultural affinities and cultural
differentiations. The great success of structuralism in linguistics, anthropology,
and other social sciences can be partly explained by the fact that so much of
interpretation is a process of comparison and hence entails differentiation. What
linguistic anthropologists add to this fundamental intuition is that differences do
not just live in the symbolic codes that represent them. Differences are not just
due to the substitution of a sound with another (/pit/ vs. /bit/) or of a word with
another (a big fan of yours vs. a big dog of yours). Differences also live through
concrete acts of speaking, the mixing of words with actions, and the substitution
of words for action. It is from structuralists that we learned to pay attention to
what is not said, to the alternative questions and the alternative answers, to the
often dispreferred and yet possible and hence meaningful silence (Basso 1972;
Bauman 1983). When we think about what is said in contrast with what is not
said, we set up a background against which to evaluate the said (Tyler 1978). But
how wide and how deep should we search? How many levels of analysis are suf-
ficient? This is not just a question about the number of utterances, speakers, and
languages that should be studied. It is about the function of ethnography, its
merits and limits. It is about the range of phenomena that we take as relevant to
what language is and does. Such a range is infinitely wide but de facto con-
strained by human action and human understanding. We can’t think about the
whole world at once and much of the work done by linguistic anthropologists is
about the ways in which the words said on a given occasion give participants first
and researchers later a point of view, a way of thinking about the world and the
nature of human existence. As pointed out by the great philosophers of the past,
humans are the only creatures who think about themselves thinking. Such an
awareness is closely connected with symbolic representation and hence with the
language faculty. But language is more than a reflective tool whereby we try to
make sense of our thoughts and actions. Through language use we also enter an
interactional space that has been partly already shaped for us, a world in which
some distinctions seem to matter more than others, a world where every choice
we make is partly contingent on what happened before and contributes to the
definition of what will happen next.
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Consider greetings, for example. In many societies, greetings take the form of
questions about a person’s health, e.g. the English “how are you?” In other soci-
eties, greetings include questions about the participants’ whereabouts, e.g. the
pan-Polynesian “where are you going?” discussed by Firth (1972). There are
many questions we can ask and hypotheses we can entertain in studying such
phenomena. Are these questions formulaic? And, if so, why does the way in
which one answers matter? Does the content of such routine exchanges reveal
something about the users, their ancestors, humanity at large? Why do people
greet at all? How do they know when to greet or who to greet? Do the similari-
ties and differences in greetings across language varieties, speech communities,
and types of encounters within the same community reveal anything interesting
about the speakers or fo the speakers?

Although linguistic anthropology is also defined by its ethnographic methods
(see chapter 4), such methods are by no means unique; there are other disci-
plines concerned with the empirical investigation of human behavior that follow
similar, although not necessarily identical procedures. Linguistic anthropolo-
gists also attach a great deal of importance to writing practices, that is, the ways
in which both speech and other symbolic activities are documented and made
accessible first for analysis and later for argumentation through a variety of tran-
scription conventions and new technologies (see chapter 5). But, again, there are
other disciplines that can claim expertise in such procedures. Although they can
help establish a creative tension between theory and practice, methods can
never exhaust or define a discipline’s uniqueness.

What is unique about linguistic anthropology lies somewhere else, namely, in
its interest in speakers as social actors, in language as both a resource for and a
product of social interaction, in speech communities as simultaneously real and
imaginary entities whose boundaries are constantly being reshaped and negoti-
ated through myriad acts of speaking. Linguistic anthropology is partly built
upon the work of structuralist linguists, but provides a different perspective on
the object of their study, language, and ultimately shapes a new object. Such a
new object includes the “language instinct” discussed by formal grammarians
who underscore the biological foundations of the language faculty (Pinker
1994), but it also manifests a different set of concerns and hence a different
research agenda.

As discussed in the following chapters, grammarians typically deal with lan-
guage as an abstract system of rules for the combination of distinct but meaning-
less elements (phonemes) into meaningful units (morphemes), which, in turn,
are combined into higher-level units (words, phrases, sentences). The implied
theoretical separation found in structuralist linguistics between language as an
abstract system and language as a concrete one restricts the range of phenomena
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relevant to the theory.” This kind of idealization has meant considerable
progress in the understanding of formal properties of languages. Its ultimate
goal, however, is not the understanding of the role and place of linguistic forms
and contents (grammar included) in people’s individual and collective lives, but
the universal properties of the human mind entailed by the formal properties of
the linguistic systems inferred from the study of intuitions. In such a perspective,
speakers only count as representatives of an abstract human species. What one
particular speaker or one particular dialect can or cannot do compared to others
is interesting only in so far as it reveals something about the human brain and
our innate capacity to have a language at all. It is the faculty of speaking more
than speaking itself that is the object of study of much of contemporary formal
linguistics. It is hence a very abstract and removed homo sapiens that is being
studied by most formal grammarians, not the kids in a Philadelphia neighbor-
hood or the Akan orators of Ghana. For linguistic anthropology, instead, the
object and goal of study is, to borrow Toni Morrison’s (1994) inspiring
metaphor, language as the measure of our lives. This is one of the reasons for
which linguistic anthropologists tend to focus on linguistic performance and situ-
ated discourse. Rather than exclusively concentrating on what makes us cogni-
tively equal, linguistic anthropologists also focus on how language allows for and
creates differentiations — between groups, individuals, identities.

Language is the most flexible and most powerful intellectual tool developed
by humans. One of its many functions is the ability to reflect upon the world,
including itself. Language can be used to talk about language (see chapter 3). More
generally, as argued by Michael Silverstein (1976b, 1981, 1993), the possibility of
cultural descriptions and hence the fate of cultural anthropology depend on the
extent to which a given language allows its speakers to articulate what is being
done by words in everyday life. As Boas, Malinowski, and the other founders of
modern anthropology knew from the start, it is language that provides the inter-
pretations of the events that the ethnographer observes. In fact, without language
there are no reported events. Much before interpretive anthropologists proposed
to think of culture as a text, it was mostly texts that ethnographers went home
with, that is, notebooks full of descriptions, stories, list of names and objects, a
few drawings, and some awkward attempts at translation. What really count are
the stories ethnographers heard and the descriptions they collected of people,
relationships, places, and events. This aspect of their work makes it even more
compelling for all ethnographers to become expert discourse analysts.

But a culture is not just contained in the stories that one hears its members

7 T am here thinking of the well-known distinction originally made by Saussure (1959) and
later reframed by Chomsky first in terms of competence and performance (Chomsky
1965) and then as I-language and E-language (Chomsky 1986).
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recount. Itis also in the encounters that make the tellings possible, in the types of
organization that allow people to participate or be left out, be competent or
incompetent, give orders or execute them, ask questions or answer them. As dis-
cussed in the next chapters, to be an ethnographer of language means to have the
instruments to first hear and then listen carefully to what people are saying when
they get together. It means to learn to understand what the participants in the
interactions we study are up to, what counts as meaningful for them, what they
are paying attention to, and for what purposes. Tape recorders and video cameras
are a great help, of course, but we also need sophisticated analytical instruments.
The discussion of units of analysis in this book has been guided by the idea that
analysis means to divide the continuous flow of experience that characterizes
one’s perception of the world into manageable chunks that can be isolated and
scrutinized, in some none too ad hoc, hopefully reproducible ways. An anthro-
pological approach to the problem of establishing units of analysis implies a con-
cern for whether the segmentation we as analysts propose is consistent with what
the participants themselves believe. Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on
the point of view), we cannot just ask people whether it makes sense for us to
analyze what they do in terms of the notions developed by language analysts.
Such concepts as morphemes, sentences, language games, adjacency pairs, par-
ticipant frameworks usually make little sense outside of a particular research
paradigm. The issue then is how to find analytical concepts that are consistent
with the participants’ perspective without turning every informant into an
anthropologist with our own analytical preferences.

Linguistic anthropologists’ quest for the relevant dimensions of human under-
standing, for the criteria of relevance has entailed an attention to the details of
face-to-face encounters that has been seen by some social theorists as implying a
separation between the interactions studied and the societal forces operating
outside such interactions. Thus, Pierre Bourdieu (1990; Bourdieu and Wacquant
1992) argues that certain analyses done by conversation analysts and linguistic
anthropologists fall into what he calls the “occasionalist fallacy” of believing that
each encounter is created on the spot. Instead, Bourdieu argues, the world of
any encounter is predefined by broader racial, gender, and class relations
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 144f).

But no linguistic anthropologist would argue against the potential relevance
of “broader relations,” and in fact much of the discipline’s empirical work is dedi-
cated to establishing ways to connect the micro-level phenomena analyzable
through recordings and transcripts with the often invisible background of people’s
relations as mediated by particular histories, including institutional ones. The
fact that such connections are hard to make at times — and there is certainly room
for improvement in this area — is not always a sign of theoretical weakness or
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political naiveté. What might appear as a theoretical gap to sociocultural anthro-
pologists is in fact due to the unwillingness to embrace theories and categories
born out of questionable empirical work. Too often the just assumption that
“[e]very linguistic exchange contains the potentiality of an act of power”
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 145) means that analysts can ignore the details of
how such acts of power are actually produced. Too often we are presented with
phenomena that seem to be out of a script based on the political wisdom of the
moment. This wisdom includes the attention to what we do as analysts. If one of
the basic ethnographic questions is “Who does this matter for?”, we must be pre-
pared to say that in some cases something matters for us, that we are the context,
as contemporary critical anthropologists have taught us (Clifford and Marcus
1986). But such a recognition — and the reflexivity that it implies — cannot be the
totality of our epistemological quest. Other times we must decenter, suspend
judgment, and hence learn to “remove ourselves,” to be able to hear the speak-
ers’ utterances in a way that is hopefully closer to — although by no means identi-
cal with — the way in which they heard them. Knowledge of the participants’
social class, family background, or gender gives us only a portion — albeit a
potentially important one — of the story that is being constructed. As pointed out
by Susan Gal (1989), the recent work on women’s language rightly rejects any
essentialist idealization of a “woman’s voice” and its implicit notion of a
women’s separate culture and puts forward the hypothesis of “more ambiguous,
often contradictory linguistic practices, differing among women of different
classes and ethnic groups and ranging from accommodation to opposition, sub-
version, rejection or reconstruction of reigning cultural definitions” (Gal 1989:
4). If we want to talk about gender, speech, and power, Gal argues, the first thing
we need to do is to find out what counts as power and powerful speech crosscul-
turally. We must be prepared for the possibility that power means different
things within different cultures. For the linguistic anthropologist, a differentiated
notion of power means that we are likely to find linguistic practices distributed
differently across gender, class, and ethnic boundaries. But such distribution
cannot be determined once and for all exclusively on the basis of a language-
independent assumption of dominance or hegemony.

Linguistic anthropologists start from the assumption that there are dimensions
of speaking that can only be captured by studying what people actually do with
language, by matching words, silences, and gestures with the context in which
those signs are produced. A consequence of this programmatic position has been
the discovery of many ways in which speaking is a social act and as such is subject
to the constraints of social action. It has also allowed us to see how speaking pro-
duces social action, has consequences for our ways of being in the world, and
ultimately for humanity.
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1.3 Linguistic anthropology and other disciplines in the
humanities and social sciences

In the last twenty years, the field of linguistic anthropology has grown to include
or draw from a vast array of other fields including folklore and performance
studies (Bauman 1975; 1977; 1986; Bauman and Briggs 1990; 1992; Briggs 1988;
Hymes 1981), literacy and education (Cook-Gumperz 1986; Heath 1983;
Schieffelin and Gilmore 1986; Scollon and Scollon 1981; Scribner and Cole
1981), cognitive sociology (Cicourel 1973), interactional sociology (Goffman
1961, 1963, 1972, 1974, 1981), social cognition (Hutchins 1995; Lave 1988; Lave
and Wenger 1991; Rogoff 1990; Rogoff and Lave 1984), and child language
acquisition (Ochs and Schieffelin 1984; 1995; Schieffelin and Ochs 1986). Some
linguistic anthropologists have also been influenced by an active group of cultur-
ally minded psychologists (Michael Cole and James Wertsch in particular) who
brought into American scholarship the work of the Soviet sociohistorical school
of psychology headed by Lev Vygotsky and his associates and helped revive the
interest of cognitive and social scientists in the theoretical contributions of other
Russian scholars, in particular, in the writings of the literary critic Mikhail
Bakhtin and his circle (Bakhtin 1968, 1973, 1981a; Clark and Holquist 1984; Cole
and Griffin 1986; Volo§inov 1973; Wertsch 1985a; 1985b; 1991). As we shall see
in later chapters, some of the concepts introduced by these scholars such as
activity, reported speech, voice, and heteroglossia, have an important role in
contemporary models of language use.

Ethnomethodology, as the study of the methods used by social actors in inter-
preting their everyday life (Garfinkel 1972), also offered several important and
innovative ideas for those researchers interested in applying traditional ethno-
graphic methods to the study of everyday speaking. From this phenomenologi-
cally inspired approach, linguistic anthropologists can learn or see confirmed
several recurrent intuitions about the constitution of culture and society in
communicative encounters. First, they can easily relate to the ethnomethodologi-
cal principle that social structure is not an independent variable, which exists
outside of social practices, whether in the form of social categories like “status”
and “role” (Cicourel 1972) or in assumptions about what constitutes someone’s
gender (Garfinkel 1967). Social structure is an emergent product of interactions,
in which social actors produce culture by applying native (typically implicit)
methods of understanding and communicating what they are and what they care
about. In other words, members of society work at making their actions (words
included) accountable, i.e. rational and meaningful for all practical purposes.

Second, if knowledge is implicit, it follows that we cannot just go and ask people
what they think (that often just gives us more data to analyze — and if we kept

10



1.3 Linguistic anthropology and other disciplines

using interviews we would produce an infinite regress). Rather, we must look
at how participants carry out their daily interactions and solve everyday prob-
lems such as getting along with others, making or maintaining friends, getting
directions, giving orders, filling out forms, looking for jobs, paying traffic tickets.
In engaging in these everyday activities, members first of all must often make
available to others their own understanding of what is going on. Given that so
much of mutual monitoring of what is going on in any given interaction is done
through speech — as well as through other semiotic resources (e.g. gestures and
postures, artifacts and documents of various sorts), language use has become an
important area of study for ethnomethodologically oriented sociologists.
Among them, conversation analysts have introduced ideas and methods that
have been influential on many linguistic anthropologists interested in the
sequential organization of everyday talk (see chapter 8).

Linguistic anthropologists have also benefited from the work of contemporary
social theorists who pay particular attention to the constitution of society and
culture in everyday life. This is particularly true of Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) prac-
tice theory, Anthony Giddens’s (1979, 1984) structuration theory, and Michel
Foucault’s historical study of technologies of knowledge as technologies of
power (e.g. 1973, 1979, 1980a, 1988).

Bourdieu has been particularly influential in the critique of culture as a ratio-
nal system made up of beliefs or hierarchically organized rules. He has stressed
the importance of socialization and the priority of our lived experience over our
rationalization and thematization of distinct social categories and norms. This
perspective, which attempts to integrate the Heideggerian theme of the primacy
of our being-in-the-world with traditional social science methods,® provides a
model of symbolic domination based on unconscious dispositions inculcated
through participation in routine interactions rather than through cognitive
processes ascribed to a rational subject.

In Giddens’s view, social agents and social structures represent a temporally
and spatially organized reproductive process whereby society provides resources
for organizing the social life of its members while members’ use of such resources
in turn reproduces them. The idea of the structual properties of social systems as
both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organize — Giddens’s
principle of the “duality of structure” — is consistent with the perspective of lin-
guistic anthropologists who view talk not simply as a medium for the representa-
tion of a language-independent reality but also as a ubiquitous resource for
reproducing social reality, and hence existing relations of power and dependence.

8 As pointed out by Dreyfus (1991: 205), Heidegger and Bourdieu share the view that
“much of human behavior could and does take place as ongoing skillful coping without
the need for mental states (i.e. beliefs, desires, intentions, etc.)...”
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Giddens’s work on regionalization, defined as the “zoning of time-space in
relation to routinized social practices” (Giddens 1984: 119) is particularly rele-
vant to that of those linguistic anthropologists who are engaged in the analysis of
how talk and material resources, including the built environment and other
existing artifacts, are used by speakers in their daily interactions and commu-
nicative practices (see section 9.6). Synthesizing earlier work by Teun
Hiégerstrand and others, Giddens brought attention to how a living space like a
house is a locale, a place that becomes “a ‘station’ for a large cluster of interac-
tions in the course of a typical day. Houses in contemporary societies are region-
alized into floors, halls and rooms. But the various rooms of the house are zoned
differently in time as well as space" (1984: 119).

Space is the pervasive field of study and metaphor of social thought used by
Foucault in his discussion of the relation between knowledge and power. For
Foucault the nineteenth century was obsessed with history and hence with time
and the twentieth century will be known as the epoch of space (Foucault 1980b;
Soja 1989). To understand how knowledge is never neutral and always a form of
power, Foucault suggests that we think of it in terms of spatial concepts such as
“region, domain, implantation, displacement, transposition” (1980b: 69). Once
we start doing this, we are faced with the political or militaristic connotations of
such terms and we may then soon realize that such connotations are not acciden-
tal. They correspond to frames of reference that inform how we understand and
use language within particular institutions.

Foucault uses the term “discourse” as something much wider than a text or a
sequence of speech acts. Discourse, for Foucault, is a particular way of organiz-
ing knowledge through speech but also through other semiotic resources and
practices (e.g. the way of conceptualizing and institutionalizing hygiene in eight-
eenth-century France) — this use explains why Foucault speaks of discourses (in
the plural). This widening of the meaning of the term “discourse” has important
consequences for anyone interested in the relationship between language and
context, given that it draws attention to the fact that particular uses of language,
particular speech acts (see chapter 7), turn sequences (see chapter 8), and partici-
pant frameworks (see chapter 9) are connected to particular spatio-temporal
arrangements such that speakers have access to one another in limited spatial
configurations and for limited periods of time. Finally, this emphasis on dis-
courses as technologies of knowledge makes us aware of the role of language in
institutional efforts (in schools, hospitals, prisons) to organize and hence control
the private lives of members of society, including their conceptualizations of self,
ethnic identity, and gender relations.

12
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1.3.1 Linguistic anthropology and sociolinguistics

Among the disciplines in the social sciences and humanities that study communi-
cation, sociolinguistics is the closest to linguistic anthropology. In fact, looking
back at the history of the two disciplines, it is sometimes difficult to tell them
apart. Although many sociolinguists favor quantitative methods and tend to
work in urban environments whereas most linguistic anthropologists favor quali-
tative methods and tend to work in small scale societies, the overall goals of their
research agendas appear very similar to outsiders — especially as more and more
anthropologists turn their attention to urban contexts. Some of the differences
between the two disciplines have to do with their history. Linguistic anthropology
was one of the four subfields of anthropology when the discipline was officially
defined by Boas and his colleagues at the beginning of the twentieth century (see
section 3.1). Sociolinguistics came out of urban dialectology in the late 1950s and
early 1960s. The closeness between the two disciplines was partly enhanced in
the 1960s and 1970s by several efforts to merge them, including Dell Hymes’s
attempt to define an interdisciplinary field centered around language use. This is
evident in the introduction to Gumperz and Hymes’s (1964) collection, where
Hymes worked hard at constituting the field of the ethnography of communica-
tion by creating links with almost everything one could think of at the time as
even marginally relevant to the study of the interface between language and cul-
ture or language and society. When we examine the articles and authors included
in the 1964 collection, we find the following fields represented: sociological lin-
guistics (Bernstein), folklore (Arewa & Dundes), interactional sociolinguistics
(Ervin-Tripp), comparative sociolinguistics (Ferguson), cognitive anthropology
and ethnoscience (Frake), historical linguistics (Malkiel), quantitative sociolin-
guistics (Labov), and interactional (micro)sociology (Goffman). In the later col-
lection (Gumperz and Hymes 1972), we find some of the same contributors with
several additions, most notably, non-verbal (or kinesic) communication, repre-
sented by Birdwhistell, and the ethnomethodological school, represented by
Garfinkel, Sacks, and Schegloff.

Gumperz and Hymes helped shape intellectual connections and collaborations
that continue to be an important part of linguistic anthropology as an interdisci-
plinary field, but they did not succeed in the ecumenical effort to create a unified
field in which all of the authors and schools mentioned above could recognize
themselves. This becomes evident when we examine the main foci of theoretical
interest in contemporary sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology.

Sociolinguists have continued to work on language choice and language change,
while trying to engage in a dialogue with formal grammarians, with whom they
share an interest in how to represent linguistic competence, while disagreeing on
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the criteria by which to evaluate such competence and its boundaries. Soci-
olinguists also continue to be concerned with the definition of the speech com-
munity as a reference point for investigating the limits of individual variation
in language use. For these intellectual pursuits, the study of phenomena like
pidgins and creole languages or language planning have proved to be rich testing
grounds.” Other areas of study, such as speech register, language and gender,
speech acts, and discourse, have been more often shared with linguistic anthro-
pologists and have thus provided opportunities for crossfertilization between
the two disciplines. In addition to the importance of the concept of culture (see
chapter 2), which alone makes linguistic anthropological methods and theo-
retical goals quite distinct from sociolinguistic research, there are a number of
theoretical concerns that have developed as more uniquely associated with the
work of linguistic anthropologists. I will turn to three of these concerns in the
next sections.

1.4 Theoretical concerns in contemporary linguistic anthropology
There are three major theoretical areas that have been developed within linguis-
tic anthropology in the last few decades. Each of these areas is devoted to the
understanding of one of the following analytical notions: (i) performance, (ii)
indexicality, and (iii) participation. As it will be made clear in the following dis-
cussion, the three notions are interconnected.

1.4.1 Performance
The concept of performance draws from a number of sources and can thus be
interpreted in a number of ways. One use of the term originates in the theo-
retical work of Noam Chomsky and the distinction he made in Aspects of the
Theory of Syntax (1965) between competence and performance. This distinction
was in part inspired by de Saussure’s contrast between langue and parole
(Saussure 1959), with the first being the system as a whole, independent of par-
ticular uses by particular speakers, and the second the language of a particular
user of the system. In this context, competence describes the capacity for lan-
guage, that is, the knowledge — mostly unconscious — that a native speaker has of
the principles that allow for the interpretation and use of a particular language.
Performance, instead, is the actual use of a language and is not only seen by
Chomsky as based upon competence but also following principles such as atten-
tion, perception, and memory which do not need to be invoked for the notion of
competence as the abstract knowledge speakers have independent of their use of

9 See Hymes (1971), Jourdan (1991), Miilhdusler (1986), Romaine (1986, 1994: ch. 6),
Thomason and Kaufman (1988). For a survey of the structure of pidgin and creole lan-
guages, see Holm (1988, 1989).
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language.!® Competence in this case is the knowledge of a language that an ideal
speaker has.!! Performance instead is the implementation of that knowledge in
acts of speaking.

This notion of performance is different from the one used by the philosopher
J. L. Austin (1962) in his category of performative verbs, which make explicit the
type of action a particular utterance is trying to achieve (see chapter 7). In the
utterance [ order you to leave the room said by a person who has the authority to
issue such a command to another who is in a position to execute the command,
the verb order is not describing what the speaker believes to be true about an
independently existing reality. It is instead an attempt to affect reality, by mak-
ing it conform to the speaker’s wants and expectations. This is an example of the
ways in which words do things. For Austin, it turned out, all utterances do some-
thing, even those that seem to simply describe a state of affairs (the sky is blue).
They do the job of informing.

There is no question that linguistic anthropologists are interested in what
speakers do with language. In this sense, their work can be seen as falling either
within Chomsky’s notion of performance as “use of the linguistic system” or
within Austin’s notion of performance as the “doing of things with words.”
However, either one of these understandings of linguistic anthropologists’
interest in performance would leave out a third and equally important sense of
the term, which comes from folklore studies, poetics, and, more generally, the
arts (Bauman 1992b; Bauman and Briggs 1992; Palmer and Jankowiak 1996).
Performance in this sense refers to a domain of human action where special
attention is given to the ways in which communicative acts are executed. This
special attention to the form of the message is what Roman Jakobson (1960)
called the “poetic function” of speech (see section 9.2). Performance is
“something creative, realized, achieved” (Hymes 1981: 81). It is a dimension of
human life that is most typically emphasized in music, theater, and other public
displays of artistic abilities and creativity. It is for instance found in verbal
debates, story tellings, singing, and other speech activities in which what
speakers say is evaluated according to aesthetic canons, that is, for the beauty of

10 In Chomsky’s more recent writings, the distinction between competence and perfor-
mance is revived through the distinction between what he calls “internal language” (I-
language) and “external language” (E-language) (Chomsky 1986) (see section 3.5.1).
Chomsky’s notion of competence was criticized by Dell Hymes (1972b) who introduced
the alternative notion of communicative competence. This is the knowledge that a
speaker needs to have in order to function as a member of a social group. Although
Hymes’s notion tries to solve some of the problems inherent in Chomsky’s notion, it
subscribes to the same epistemological assumptions. Some of these assumptions have
been questioned by more recent theoretical perspectives such as practice theory and
distributed cognition (see chapter 2).
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their phrasing or delivery, or according to the effect it has on an audience,
namely, for their ability to “move” the audience (Briggs 1988). But this notion of
performance can also describe what is often found in the most ordinary of
encounters, when social actors exhibit a particular attention to and skills in the
delivery of a message. To subscribe to and focus on this other notion of
performance is more than the recognition of the fact that in speaking there is
always an aesthetic dimension, understood as an attention to the form of what is
being said. It also means to stress the fact that speaking itself always implies an
exposure to the judgment, reaction, and collaboration of an audience, which
interprets, assesses, approves, sanctions, expands upon or minimizes what is
being said (Duranti and Brenneis 1986). In this other meaning of performance,
in addition to the dimension of accountability, there is also a dimension of risk or
challenge (Bauman 1977). Even the most competent speaker can say the wrong
word at the wrong time just like the best of actors can miscalculate a pause or an
opera singer can fail to control the pitch of his voice. This dramatic dimension of
verbal performance is recognized in a number of approaches in the social
sciences, including Goffman’s use of dramaturgic metaphors like actor, stage,
foreground/background, frame, and Bourdieu’s (1977) criticism of objectivist
paradigms in anthropology that, in trying to spell out the “logic” of human
action, miss the importance of the “unknown” — with its tension and uncertainty
— during the different phases of an exchange (see section 2.1.5).

Performance in this sense is an ever-present dimension of language use
because it is an ever-present dimension of language evaluation and there is no
use without evaluation. We are constantly being evaluated by our listeners and
by ourselves as our own listerners.

Finally, the notion of performance implies a notion of creativity (Palmer and
Jankowiak 1996) and improvisation (Sawyer 1996). This is found across all kinds
of speech activities and speech events, from the most ritualized and formal to the
most ordinary and casual. In the NorthYemeni tradition studied by Steven
Caton, the poet’s skill in actual performance is not just to recite memorized
verses, but to “situate the performance in its concrete setting by little details of
reference and address” (Caton 1990: 106). This means that the poet must know
how to connect traditional verses to the here-and-now. This is true in general of
verbal performance. One of the attributes of a great orator in Samoan society is
to know what to include and what to leave out of a speech while connecting well-
known metaphors and proverbs to the occasion on which the speech is delivered,
including the names and titles of the people present.

To be a fluent speaker of a language means to be able to enter any
conversation in ways that are seen as appropriate and not disruptive. Such
conversational skills, which we usually take for granted (until we find someone
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who does not have them or ignore their social implications) are not too different
from the ways in which a skilled jazz musician can enter someone else’s compo-
sition, by embellishing it, playing around with its main motiv, emphasizing
some elements of the melody over others, quoting other renditions of the same
piece by other musicians, and trying out different harmonic connections — all of
this done without losing track of what everyone else in the band is doing
(Berliner 1994).

1.4.2  Indexicality
Philosophers have long recognized that there are different kinds of signs.
Immanuel Kant, in his Anthropology from a pragmatic point of view ([1798]
1974), distinguished between arbitrary and natural signs. Letters representing
linguistic sounds would be an example of arbitrary sounds. There is no necessary
relationship between the shape of a particular letter and the quality of the sound
or sounds it stands for, as shown by the fact that the same sound can be
represented by different letters in the same alphabets or by different symbols in
different orthographic traditions (e.g. Latin vs. cyrillic). A letter represents a
sound and can evoke that sound in a reader because a convention has been
established and accepted by a community. On the other hand, the smoke alerting
us that there is fire is a sign that is not established by convention, but by the
knowledge of a recurrent natural phenomenon. There is a relationship of
contiguity between the sign (smoke) and the phenomenon it stands for (fire).
Based on the belief that “if smoke, then fire,” a person seeing smoke can infer
that it might come from a nearby fire. The smoke does not “stand for” the fire
the way in which the word fire might be used in telling a story about a past event.
The actual smoke is connected, spatio-temporally and physically, to another,
related, phenomenon and acquires “meaning” from that spatio-temporal, physi-
cal connection.!2 Starting from similar observations, the American philosopher
Charles Peirce called the smoke an index and distinguished it from completely
arbitrary signs (symbols) and signs that try to reproduce some aspect of their
referent (icons) (see section 6.8). Indices (or indexes, as most scholars prefer
today) are signs that have some kind of existential relation with what they refer
to (Burks 1949). This category can be easily extended to linguistic expressions
like the demonstrative pronouns this, that, those, personal pronouns like / and
you, temporal expressions like now, then, yesterday, and spatial expressions like
up, down, below, above. The property of these expressions has been called
indexicality and has been shown to extend to much of linguistic communication.

12 The philosopher Paul Grice (1957/1971) called this kind of meaning “natural” and the
meaning established by convention “unnatural.” For Grice, unnatural meaning is char-
acterized by intentionality (see section 7.3.2).
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Language use is full of examples of linguistic expressions that are connected to
or point in the direction of aspects of the sociocultural context.

In a topological image, indexicality is by definition what I call a
radial or polar-coordinate concept of semiotic relationship:
indexical sign-vehicles point from an origin that is established in, by
and “at” their occurring as the here-and-now “center” or tail, as it
were, of a semiotic arrow. At the terminus of the radial path, or
arrowpoint, is their indexical object, no matter what the perceptual
and conceptual dimensions or properties of things indexed. Strictly
by virtue of indexical semiosis, the “space” that surrounds the
indexical sign-vehicle is unboundedly large (or small),
characterizable in unboundedly many different ways, and its
indexical establishment (as having-been-brought into being) almost
limitlessly defeasible. (Silverstein 1992: 55)

Thus, an expression like this table includes an imaginary arrow!? to something
recognizable, most likely something perceptually available to both the speaker
and the addressee. Such availability, however, needs not be immediate. For
example, a word or expression can be used to index a past or future experience.
Code switching is often used as an index of this sort. By uttering a word in
another language, speakers might point to another time or place, where either
they or their addressee have been or will be. In bilingual communities, where
language switching is a daily affair, the choice of a particular language over
another may index one’s ethnicity or a particular political stance toward the rela-
tion between language and ethnicity. This is the case, for example, in Quebec,
Canada (Heller 1982, 1995). In the following telephone conversation, for example,
the use of French by a patient who is calling the appointments desk in a hospital
is interpreted as an index of the patient’s preference for French over English:

(1) Crerk: Central Booking, may I help you?
PATIENT: Oui, all6?
CLERK: Bureau de rendez-vous, est-ce que je peux vous aider?14
(from Heller 1982: 112)

Because of its political implications, however, the offer of a choice between the
two languages might be resisted, as it is the case in the following example:

13 Sometimes the “arrow” is not that imaginary given that the use of demonstratives like
this are often accompanied by gestures.

14 In a footnote, Heller points out that this expression, as common in language contact
situations, appears to be a word-by-word translation of the English formula may I help
you? rather than a corresponding French expression to achieve the same effect.
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(2) WAITER: Anglais ou frangais, English or French?
2 BILINGUALS: Bien, les deux ...
“Well, both ...”
WAITER: No, mais, anglais ou francais?

“No, but, English or French?”
2 BILINGUALS: It doesn’t matter, ¢c’est comme vous voulez.
“whatever you want.”
WAITER: (sigh) OK, OK, I’ll be back in a minute.
(from Heller 1982: 116)

These examples show that indexes range from apparently innocuous inquiries
(can you speak French?) to political commitments (which side are you on?). For
this reason, it is important to distinguish among different kinds or degrees of
indexicality. For example, Silverstein (1976b) suggested that the index this simply
presupposes the existence of an identifiable referent. The pronoun you, on the
other hand, does something more than imply the existence of an addressee, it
actually makes the social category of “addressee/recipient” happen or at least
puts it on record. A person is not officially an addressee until he or she is
addressed as you (whereas the table is already next to the speaker before he
says “this”). Languages that have socially differentiated second-person pronouns
(e.g. the classic T/V type of distinction of many European languages, French
tu/vous, Spanish tu/Usted, German du/Sie, and Italian tu/Voi or tu/Lei) further
exploit the indexical properties of personal pronouns by using them as pointers
toward contextually relevant social coordinates of equality/inequality, solidarity/
power (Brown and Gilman 1960). These are indexes that Silverstein (1976b)
called “maximally creative or performative.” The ways in which we define the
world around us is part of the constitution of that world. It is this creative and
performative aspect of indexicality that is used by speakers in the construction of
ethnic and gender identities (Gumperz 1982a, 1982b; Hall and Bucholtz 1995).
To say that words are indexically related to some “object” or aspect of the world
out there means to recognize that words carry with them a power that goes
beyond the description and identification of people, objects, properties, and
events. [t means to work at identifying how language becomes a tool through which
our social and cultural world is constantly described, evaluated, and reproduced.
According to Gumperz, this interactional work is performed through a vast
range of contextualization cues, a subclass of indexical signs which let people
know what is going on in any given situation and how interaction is expected to
proceed (see section 6.8.2.2). Since contextualization cues are unequally dis-
tributed in any given population, indexicality is an important aspect of how
power relations and power dynamics are played out in institutional encounters

where a minority group is confronted with a new set of indexes:
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Contextualization practices diffuse in accordance with
institutionalized networks of relationship and their acquisition is
constrained by the economic, political, and ideological forces that
serve to minoritize large sectors of the population. This mismatch
becomes particularly important as formerly isolated populations
become absorbed into modern nation states ...

(Gumperz 1996: 402)

We should now be able to see the strong connection between indexicality and
performance. Such a connection is made even more apparent in the discussion of
the third notion, participation.

1.4.3 Participation
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, linguistic anthropologists share with other
social scientists a concern for speakers as social actors. This means that speaking
is seen above all as a social activity involving always more than linguistic expres-
sions. This epistemological stance is well captured in the following statement,
which was originally written by Hymes as a criticism of Chomsky’s notion of
competence:

We have ... to account for the fact that a normal child acquires
knowledge of sentences, not only as grammatical, but also as
appropriate. He or she acquires competence as to when to speak,
when not, and as to what to talk about with whom, when, where, in
what manner. In short, a child becomes able to accomplish a
repertoire of speech acts, to take part in speech events, and to
evaluate their accomplishment by others. This competence,
moreover, is integral with attitudes, values, and motivations
concerning language, its features and uses, and integral with
competence for, and attitudes toward, the interrelation of language
with the other code of communicative conduct.

(Hymes 1972b: 277-8)

One of the main points in this passage is the recognition of the fact that to be a
speaker of a language means to be a member of a speech community. The latter,
in turn, means having access to a range of activities and uses of language. To be a
competent speaker of a language means then to be able to do things with that
language as part of larger social activities which are culturally organized and
must be culturally interpreted. The notions of communicative event, speech
event, and speech activity are some of the notions used in the past to capture this
basic idea. The concept that is currently used to capture the fact that speaking is
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part of larger activities is participation. This notion stresses the inherently social,
collective, and distributed quality of any act of speaking. To speak a language
means to be able to use sounds that allow us to participate in interaction with
others by evoking a world that is usually larger than whatever we can see and
touch at any given moment. The connection through this larger world, whether
real or imaginary, is partly produced through the ability of words to do things —
their performative power (see section 1.4.1 above) —, which is, in turn, partly pos-
sible thanks to their ability to point to something beyond themselves — through
their indexical properties (see section 1.4.2 above).

Participation assumes cognition to manage the retrieval of information and
the prediction of others’ action necessary for problem-solving. It also assumes a
corporeal component, a live body that interacts with the environment not only
physically (for instance, by touch) but also meaningfully. To be a human being
means to be engaged in a continuous process of interpretation of our spatial and
temporal relations to the world around us (Umwelr). Such a world includes
material objects — tools and artifacts — as well as other live bodies (C. Goodwin
1981, in press; Goodwin and Goodwin 1996; Hanks 1990; Heidegger 1962;
Merleau-Ponty 1962). Participation implies the sharing of material and ideational
resources (languages included), but it does not assume an equally shared knowl-
edge or control of such resources. One of the reasons to explore the notion of
participation in the study of cultural practices has been the differentiation that
characterizes any community or group of people (see chapter 2). Finally, partici-
pation as an analytical concept replaces old dichotomies like speaker-hearer or
sender-receiver. As we will learn in the rest of this book (especially in chapter 9),
any text can simultaneously represent several authors; meaning is often con-
structed by the juxtaposition of different voices, each of which is achieved
through the use of different languages, dialects, and styles of delivery.

1.5 Conclusions
In this chapter I have introduced the discipline of linguistic anthropology by
focusing on some of its main theoretical notions and concerns. I stressed the
importance of looking at language as a set of cultural practices and the need to
understand linguistic anthropology as fundamentally an interdisciplinary enter-
prise that draws from a variety of approaches within the humanities and the
social sciences and yet presents its own unique views of the nature of speaking
and its role in the constitution of society and the interpretation of culture.
Among the other linguistic sciences, linguistic anthropology is the closest to
sociolinguistics. As it will become clearer in the following chapters, linguistic
anthropologists share an interest in speakers as members of speech communities
and in the social distribution of linguistic forms, repertoires, and speech activities.
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Whereas sociolinguists tend to view formal grammarians and historical linguists
as their main interlocutors, linguistic anthropologists are concerned with main-
taining a dialogue with the the social sciences in general and the other subfields
of anthropology in particular. Such a dialogue is made possible through the
development of areas of research which are centered around a number of key
concepts. Among them, I have introduced three: performance, indexicality, and
participation. I will return to these concepts in the next chapters, but of the
three, participation is the one that will be more fully developed (see chapter 9).
This is due to the fact that I see it as a potentially useful link between several
important trends of research within and outside of linguistic anthropology. In
proposing different units of analysis for the study of language, units of partic-
ipation will emerge as a promising attempt to study linguistic structures without
losing track of the rich social fabric in which they are used.
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Theories of culture

If the premise of linguistic anthropology is that language must be understood as
cultural practice, our discussion of the field must include a discussion of the
notion of culture. This task is particularly challenging at the moment. Never
before has the concept of culture been so harshly scrutinized and attacked from
all sides. In recent years, the concept of culture has been criticized as an all-
encompassing notion that can reduce sociohistorical complexities to simple
characterizations and hide the moral and social contradictions that exist within
and across communities. Many social scientists — including some anthropologists
—have argued that the notion of culture is so identified with a colonialist agenda
of intellectual, military, and political supremacy on the part of western powers
toward the rest of the world that it cannot be used without assuming a series

9«

of naive and misleading dichotomies such as “us” and “them,” “civilized” and

<

“primitive,” “rational” and “irrational,” “literate” and “illiterate,” and so on.
“Culture” is what “others” have, what makes them and keeps them different,
separate from us. In the nineteenth century culture was a concept used by
Europeans to explain the customs of the people in the territories they came to
conquer and populate (in Africa, North and South America, Australia, the
Pacific Islands, Asia). Today, culture is used to explain why minorities and mar-
ginalized groups do not easily assimilate or merge into the mainstream of soci-
ety. A criticism of such uses is valuable, among other things, in making us aware
of the role of academic discourse in the production and legitimation of marginal-
ization; a role that academic personnel engage in often without an awareness of
it (e.g. Bhabha 1994; Fox 1991; Said 1978). At the same time, new generations of
students of human social conduct need to have a historical understanding of our
root metaphors and concepts, if they want to attempt new theoretical elabora-
tions and syntheses. Whatever problems earlier concepts of culture might have
had, they are small compared with the danger of avoiding defining the concept
that can help us understand similarities and differences in the ways in which
people around the world constitute themselves in aggregates of various sorts.
Rather than systematically reviewing the different theories of culture that

23



Theories of culture

have been proposed over the last century by anthropologists,! I will limit myself
here to six theories of culture in which language plays a particularly important
role. These theories are by no means uncontroversial and one of them is based
on a paradigm — Vygotskian psychology — that is certainly not part of main-
stream anthropology. My choice should be seen as instrumental to the main goal
of this book, the discussion of language from an anthropological perspective. For
each theory of culture, I will highlight the concept of language either explicitly or
implicitly embedded in the theory.

2.1 Culture as distinct from nature

A common view of culture is that of something learned, transmitted, passed
down from one generation to the next, through human actions, often in the form
of face-to-face interaction, and, of course, through linguistic communication.
This view of culture is meant to explain why any human child, regardless of his
genetic heritage will grow up to follow the cultural patterns of the people who
raised him. A child separated from his blood relatives and brought up in a soci-
ety different from the one in which he was born will grow up to be a member of
the culture of his adoptive parents. Largely through language socialization, he
will acquire the culture (language included) of the people he lives with.

In anthropology a culture is the learned and shared behavior
patterns characteristic of a group of people. Your culture is learned
from relatives and other members of your community as well as
from various material forms such as books and television programs.
You are not born with culture but with the ability to acquire it by
such means as observation, imitation, and trial and error.

(Oswalt 1986: 25)

Despite the acknowledgment made in textbooks like the one just mentioned of
the need for an “ability to acquire” culture, the view of culture as learned is often
understood in opposition to the view of human behavior as a product of nature,
that is, as an endowment which is passed down from one generation to the next
through the principles of genetics. The “nature/nurture” dichotomy has divided
scholars who are in fact interested in the same question: what makes humans
special? The answer of this question must lie at the crossroads of biology and
culture, inheritance and acquisition. No better example could be found than lan-
guage. There is no question that humans have a capacity to acquire a language.
Hearing children all over the world, when exposed to the sounds of the language
spoken by those around them will be able in a relatively short time (two, three

1 Useful reviews of theories of culture are provided in Keesing (1974) and Ortner (1984).
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years) to start processing first and then producing complex messages with com-
plex ideas. The capacity to learn a language is in fact independent of the ability
to hear sounds, as shown by the spontaneous use of sign language by deaf
people. When exposed to an environment in which people systematically use
gestures to communicate, deaf children easily adopt those gestures and use them
just as efficiently as hearing children use linguistic sounds (Monaghan 1996;
Padden and Humphries 1988; Sacks 1989; Lane 1984). What is clear at this point
is that in the acquisition of language, nature and culture interact in a number of
ways to produce the uniqueness of human languages.

The idea of an opposition between culture and nature was brought to
American anthropology by scholars like the German-born Franz Boas,2 who was
influenced by the philosophy of Immanuel Kant as well as by nineteenth-century
idealist philosophers. From Kant, Boas certainly took the idea that our intellect
is a major force of our understanding of the world. In 1798, Kant had published a
book based on a course he had given in the last thirty years called Anthropologie
in pragmatischer Hindsicht (Anthropology from a pragmatic perspective), in
which he defined anthropology as the study of what a human being does because
of his free spirit, as opposed to the natural laws that govern human physiology.
This definition of anthropology follows from Kant’s view of culture (German
Kultur) as the ability to set arbitrary (i.e. non-natural) ends, a necessary condi-
tion for human freedom (The Critique of Judgment, §83). This view is further
articulated in G. W. Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Mind, where people are said
to be different from animals not only for their ability to control their instincts,
but also for their capacity to overcome their idiosyncracies by sharing needs and
accepting standards that are more universal. For Hegel, culture is a process of
estrangement from (in German Entfremdung) or “getting out of” (Entduflerung)
the “natural” or biological self. It is part of this “natural” self to be self-centered.
Culture means the ability to step out of our own, limited ways of seeing things
and take someone else’s perspective. This process makes it possible to have
knowledge of oneself (Selbstbewusstsein) as well as knowledge of the Other.
Such knowledge is always a theoretical way of thinking. The word that Hegel
uses for culture is instructive: Bildung, that is, formation (echoing the Latin for-
matio) or shaping (of matter or thought). According to Gadamer ([1960] 1975),
this concept originates in eastern mysticism and is strongly associated not only
with the idea of humans carrying in their soul the image of God but also with a

2 “Culture may be defined as the totality of the mental and physical reactions and activities
that characterizes the behavior of the individuals composing a social group collectively
and individually in relation to their natural environment, to other groups, to members
of the group itself and of each individual to himself. It also includes the products of these
activities and their role in the life of the groups” (Boas 1911/1963: 149).
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universal ethics, a struggle to control human instincts and thereby rise toward
pan-human values. The process of socialization, of which the acquisition of
language is such an important part, is aimed at shaping the child’s mind and
behavior toward ways of thinking, speaking, and acting that are acceptable to a
community that is larger than the child’s own family (Mauss 1935).

In this perspective, language is part of culture. More specifically, languages
categorize the natural and cultural world in useful ways. They are rich systems of
classification (taxonomies) that can give important clues about how to study par-
ticular cultural beliefs or practices. Such systems of classification are arbitrary —
how to explain, otherwise, the differences in vocabulary and semantic domains
across languages? We know, for instance, that where one language may group all
components of a given set under the same label (e.g. English we), another lan-
guage may make several, more subtle, distinctions within the same set (e.g. many
languages have several different ways of translating the English we, depending
on whether or not there are more than two parties or on whether or not the
hearer is included) (see pp. 305-6). Properties of objects or persons that are
irrelevant to one system of classification may be crucial for another. Linguistic
anthropologists in the past have documented innumerable examples of such
language-specific classifications (see Cardona 1985 for a review of relevant liter-
ature). Lounsbury (1962/1969), for instance, showed that in Seneca (an Iroquois
language of western New York State), unlike English and many other languages,
a crucial distinction is made in terms of patrilineal vs. matrilineal kin, with the
term ha?nih covering one’s father, father’s brother, father’s mother’s sister’s
son, father’s father’s brother’s son, etc. and the term hakhno?séh applying to
mother’s brother, mother’s mother’s sister’s son, mother’s mother’s brother’s
son, etc. (Lounsbury [1962]1969: 195). These examples show that linguistic
labels can give cultural anthropologists important clues about the type of social
distinctions that are relevant for a given group. This is true not only of what a
language has but also of what it does not have. The fact that some languages do
not have a translation for the English word privacy, for instance, might indicate
that the concept of “privacy” is not present or it is conceptualized in ways that do
not allow for a single word to represent it.

Similar considerations can be made about how verbs in different languages
classify actions and agents. In English, for instance, the same verb die is used for
both humans and animals (and sometimes metaphorically extended to machines
and objects that seem to have a “life,” e.g. batteries, engines). In Samoan, on the
other hand, a distinction is made between the dying of people (ofi) and that of
animals (pe) — with machines being treated like animals, e.g. ‘ua pe le ta’avale
“the car is/has broken, lit. has died.” Does this mean that the relationship between
humans and animals is felt to be different by Samoan and English speakers?
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These are the kinds of questions that those investigating linguistic relativism have
been interested in (see chapter 3).

Attention to lexical distinctions of this sort was very much part of the struc-
turalist program in linguistics, as exemplified in Europe by the work of Trier
(1934) and Hjelmslev ([1949]1961)3 and in the United States by the proponents
of componential analysis (Conklin 1962/1969; Goodenough 1956; Lounsbury
1956). In these studies, language is seen as a system of “abstractions” that identifies
classes of objects (mostly typically through nouns), classes of actions (through
verbs), classes of properties (through adjectives), classes of relationships (through
prepositions or postpositions), classes of events (through verb phrases), classes
of ideas or thoughts (through full sentences [Boas 1911: 21]).

2.2 Culture as knowledge
If culture is learned, then much of it can be thought of in terms of knowledge of
the world. This does not only mean that members of a culture must know certain
facts or be able to recognize objects, places, and people. It also means that they
must share certain patterns of thought, ways of understanding the world, making
inferences and predictions. In a famous statement that sums up what we might
call the cognitive view of culture, Ward Goodenough wrote:

... asociety’s culture consists of whatever it is one has to know or
believe in order to operate in a manner acceptable to its members,
and do so in any role that they accept for any one of themselves.
Culture, being what people have to learn as distinct from their
biological heritage, must consist of the end product of learning:
knowledge, in a most general, if relative, sense of the term. By this
definition, we should note that culture is not a material
phenomenon; it does not consist of things, people, behavior, or
emotions. It is rather an organization of these things. It is the forms
of things that people have in mind, their models for perceiving,
relating, and otherwise interpreting them.

(Goodenough [1957] 1964: 36)

There is a linguistic homology at work here. To know a culture is like know-
ing a language. They are both mental realities. Furthermore, to describe a
culture is like describing a language. Hence, the goal of ethnographic descrip-
tions is the writing of “cultural grammars” (see Keesing 1972: 302 and section
6.3.2).

3 See Lehrer (1974) for a discussion of the theory of semantic fields in lexical analysis.
Tyler (1978) contains detailed discussions of different models of lexical analysis within
linguistics.
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In the cognitive view of culture, the body of knowledge necessary for
competent participation in a community includes both propositional knowledge
and procedural knowledge.

Propositional knowledge refers to beliefs that can be represented by prop-
ositions such as cats and dogs are pets, smoking is bad for your health, and new-
born babies cannot crawl. These are the “know-that” types of statements
ethnographers often try to elicit from informants. Procedural knowledge is the
“know-how” type of information that must often be inferred from observing
how people carry on their daily tasks and engage in problem-solving. To drive a
car we not only need to know what different parts of the cars do, e.g. a certain
pedal if pressed increases the speed or stops the car (propositional knowledge);
we also need to actually know when and how to use that information. We need to
know the “procedures,” that is, the specific sequences of acts, through which a
given goal, for instance, accelerating or stopping, can be achieved. We also need
to recognize whether a situation requires a certain action.

In the 1960s cognitive anthropologists became interested in terminologi-
cal systems as a way of tapping into the cognitive world of a given group of
people:

To the extent that cognitive coding tends to be linguistic and tends
to be efficient, the study of the referential use of standard, readily
elicitable linguistic responses — or terms — should provide a fruitful
beginning point for mapping a cognitive system. And with verbal
behavior we know how to begin. (Frake [1962]1969: 30)

Language in this case is understood as a set of propositions about what the
speaker (as a member of a society/speech community) knows (or believes). Such
propositions must all be reduced to the form: Subject + Predicate, e.g. this plant
(Subject) is a strawberry bush (Predicate), John (Subject) is Mary’s father’s
brother (Predicate), a hibiscus (Subject) is a kind of flower (Predicate). Such
propositions can then be connected to larger sets through rules of inference like
the following:

John is Mary’s father’s brother
x’s father’s brother is x’s uncle

John is Mary’s uncle

Cognitive anthropologists rely then on the knowledge of linguistic categories
and their relationships to show that to be part of a culture means (minimally) to
share the propositional knowledge and the rules of inference necessary to
understand whether certain propositions are true (given certain premises). To
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this propositional knowledge, one might add the procedural knowledge to carry
out tasks such as cooking, weaving, farming, fishing, giving a formal speech,
answering the phone, asking for a favor, writing a letter for a job application.

In more recent work on culture and cognition, the task of finding cultural
“rules” on the model of linguistic rules has been abandoned in favor of models
that are said to be less dependent on linguistic formalism and linguistic analysis
(Boyer 1993a; Dougherty 1985). Psychologists, philosophers, and anthropolo-
gists have argued that there are categorical schema (or schemata) that are readily
available to the human mind and these form natural kinds, categories about
which people seem to be able to make inferences without having an explicit
“theory” or “model” of such concepts. The approach earlier advocated by eth-
nosemanticists like Frake or Goodenough does not seem to work because people
are not able to provide the propositions (or the features) that describe the neces-
sary and sufficient conditions for what constitutes a “dog” or a “shaman,” but
they consistently show that they have an intuitive understanding of what these
concepts imply. Even young children can easily infer that something that was
referred to as a dog eats food, sleeps, and looks at things, whereas an object like
a hammer cannot engage in any of those activities. One of the most commonly
mentioned example of a natural kind is “living kind” (Atran 1987, 1990; Atran
and Sperber 1991; Sperber 1985). The fact that children seem to easily acquire an
understanding of living-kind terms without being taught and with very little
direct experience has been used as evidence that there are “innate expectations
about the organization of the everyday biological world.” (Atran 1993: 60)
According to Atran, one of these expectations is that living kinds have an
essence whereas artifacts are defined by functions.

This theory about innate ability to make categorial distinctions has been vari-
ously used by symbolic anthropologists interested in ritual and religious life
(Boyer 1990; Boyer 1993b). Bloch (1993), for example, utilizes Atran’s hypothe-
sis about the naturalness of the living-kind category for a rather complex argu-
ment about how the Zafimaniry of Madagascar can conceptualize the transfor-
mation of human beings into artifacts (the houses they used to inhabit). After
the death of the couple who built it, a house is seen as the couple and becomes a
“holy house” (trano masina), a source of blessing for the descendants (Bloch
1993: 115). To understand this symbolic transformation, Bloch argues, we must
take into consideration the fact that before becoming “wood,” the material with
which the house was built was trees. “This passage from people to trees was pos-
sible in the mind because it is premised on the unity of the domain of living
kinds” (Bloch 1993: 119). The further passage, from living kind (trees) to artifact
(house), is however more problematic or less natural for the human mind and
therefore, Bloch argues, needs material symbols, including massive decorated

29



Theories of culture

wooden planks which replace, over time, the flimsy parts of the house (woven
bamboos and mats) used by the original couple. The central posts and hearth
become then the permanent replacement of the ancestors and it is these artifacts
that the descendants address when seeking a blessing.4

Although this new generation of cognitive anthropologists claim to be less
dependent on linguistic analysis than their predecessors, the shift of focus from
the description of separate cultural systems to the universal bases of human
cultures reproduces the shift from behaviorist to innativist theories of language
in the last thirty years. Chomsky (1965, 1968) argued for innate principles for
language acquistion based on the fact that children do not have sufficient input
to be able to produce the type of generalizations they need to acquire the
fundamentals of language in a relatively short time (two to three years).
Similarly, contemporary cognitive anthropologists argue that for certain types of
cultural concepts, there is not sufficient evidence in people’s experience. For
example, religious symbolism tends to involve implicit principles — principles
that are rarely fully articulated — and vague statements. Hence their acquisition
would not be possible “without having certain principles that make it possible to
go further than the material given” (Boyer 1993: 139). Such principles consist of
the application of assumptions about natural kinds to a non-natural domain.
According to Boyer, much of religious practice is made possible by the con-
struction of such “pseudo-natural kinds.” This simply means that many cultural
categories (e.g. what constitutes a shaman, a poet, or anyone who has some
special, undefinable characteristic) are used “either directly as natural-kind
names, or as a predicate which implies the existence of a natural kind” (Boyer
1993:132).

2.2.1 Culture as socially distributed knowledge
Recent work by anthropologists and cultural psychologists (Lave and Wenger
1991; Resnick, Levine, Teasley 1991; Suchman 1987) on how people think in real
life situations has provided another perspective on culture as knowledge. For
these researchers, knowledge is no longer something exclusively residing in a
person’s mental operations. As succinctly stated by anthropologist Jean Lave
(1988: 1), when we observe how people problem-solve in everyday life, we find
out that cognition is “distributed — stretched over, not divided — among mind,
body, activity and culturally organized settings (which include other actors).” To
say that cultural knowledge is socially distributed means to recognize that (i) the
individual is not always the end point of the acquisition process, and (ii) not

4 One of the complications here is that the Zafimaniry have the same word (hazo) for tree
(living thing) and wood (non-living thing), but see Bloch’s (1993: 116) way out of this
apparent puzzle.
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everyone has access to the same information or uses the same techniques for
achieving certain goals. The first point implies that knowledge is not always all in
the individual mind. It is also in the tools that a person uses, in the environment
that allows for certain solutions to become possible, in the joint activity of sev-
eral minds and bodies aiming at the same goal, in the institutions that regulate
individuals’ functions and their interactions. This is the position taken by cogni-
tive anthropologist Edwin Hutchins, who, by studying navigation as practiced on
the bridge of a Navy ship, came to the conclusion that the proper unit of analysis
for talking about how cognition takes place must include the human and mater-
ial resources that make problem-solving possible.

The proper unit of analysis for talking about cognitive change
includes the socio-material environment of thinking. Learning is
adaptive reorganization in a complex system. It is difficult to resist
the temptation to let the unit of analysis collapse to the Western
view of the individual bounded by the skin, or to let it collapse even
further to the “cognitive” symbol system lying protected from the
world somewhere far below the skin. But, as we have seen, the
relevant complex system includes a web of coordination among
media and processes inside and outside the individual task
performers. (Hutchins 1995: 289)

Such diversity in the distribution of knowledge across participants and tools does
not only concern the more esoteric, technical, or specialized fields (e.g. medicine,
navigation, arts and crafts, public speaking); it also permeates everyday domains
and activities. This perspective on knowledge and learning implies that what a
person needs to know or do in order to be a competent member of a given group
cannot be easily represented by a set of propositions. The idea that one might
learn how to do something from a set of explicit instructions is daily challenged
by anyone who has ever tried to learn to cook from a cookbook or to use a com-
puter program following a manual. More often than one might suspect, there is a
moment when one gets stuck or the unexpected happens. It is then that we real-
ize the invaluable experience of having been previously exposed to an expert’s
actions, the need of having been in the task before being able to reproduce it on
our own, the degree to which words alone can reproduce the context in which a
transformation called learning takes place. Individual change is difficult to pro-
duce when it is the individual alone that is in charge. It is not by accident that the
most common way of transmitting knowledge in the world is apprenticeship. It is
a system that limits participation in the task and yet allows a person to feel
involved in the whole task. The novice can watch the experts at work and is
slowly let into the task. This means that at each stage of learning the learner
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already has an image of what the next step should be like. This kind of learning is
quite different from the learning that is fostered in schools, where the learner is
continuously exposed to a set of instructions on how to do something without
having had the experience of watching experts at work for a while and without
knowing why something is needed.

The idea that knowledge is distributed affects our notion of what it means to
be a member of a culture. In the western popular view, all members of a culture
are considered to have the same knowledge. But this is clearly not the case.
People from different parts of the country, different households within the same
community, or sometimes even individuals within the same family, may have
quite different ideas about fundamental cultural beliefs (e.g. the identity or exis-
tence of God), different expertise in mundane cultural practices (e.g. cooking
and eating), and different strategies for interpreting events and problem solving.
Edward Sapir seemed quite aware of this property of culture when he stated that
“Every individual is, then, in a very real sense, a representative of at least one
sub-culture which may be abstracted from the generalized culture of the group
of which he is a member” (Sapir 1949a: 515).

In some cases, people may not even be aware of the degree of diversity
expressed in their own community — one could in fact argue that linguistic
practices are important ways in which a homogeneous view of culture may be
perpetrated. Languages provide ready-made categorizations and generali-
zations that are accepted as given. We speak of “Americans,” “Italians,”
“Japanese,” as if they were monolithic groups. We use expressions like in this
country we believe in freedom or English prefers short sentences, despite the fact
that the notion of “freedom” is not something shared by all members of society
and the notion of “short sentence” is quite context-specific and often violated by
the best writers. Language, not only as a system of classification, but also as a
practice, a way of taking from and giving to the world, comes to us with many
decisions already made about point of view and classification. Although this
does not mean that when two individuals use the same expression they are neces-
sarily sharing the same beliefs or the same understanding of a given situation,
stereotypes are routinely reproduced through the unreflective use of linguistic
expressions that presuppose gender, race, or class differentiation.

Although communities vary in terms of the range of diversity represented in
them, diversification is the norm rather than the exception. Within anthro-
pology, it was Anthony Wallace’s theoretical writings on culture and personality
that first introduced the alternative view of culture as an organization of diversity
(see Wallace 1961: 28). According to Wallace, what characterizes people who
share the same culture is not uniformity but “their capacity for mutual pre-
diction.” Whether or not prediction is a factor, we know that communities are
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successful, that is, they survive with a manageable degree of internal conflict, not
when everyone thinks the same (something that seems impossible), but when
different points of view and representations can co-exist. Racial, ethnic, and gen-
der discrimination as well as violence are manifestations of problems people
have accepting as meaningful other ways of being, including their ways of speak-
ing. The work done by John Gumperz and his associates on the use of language
in multilingual communities highlights the specific ways in which language can
be a barrier to social integration (Gumperz 1982a, 1982b; Jupp, Roberts, and
Cook-Gumperz 1982).

2.3 Culture as communication

To say that culture is communication means to see it as a system of signs. This is
the semiotic theory of culture. In its most basic version, this view holds that cul-
ture is a representation of the world, a way of making sense of reality by objecti-
fying it in stories, myths, descriptions, theories, proverbs, artistic products and
performances. In this perspective, people’s cultural products, e.g. myths, rituals,
classifications of the natural and social world, can also be seen as examples of the
appropriation of nature by humans through their ability to establish symbolic
relationships among individuals, groups, or species. To believe that culture is
communication also means that a people’s theory of the world must be commu-
nicated in order to be lived.

2.3.1 Lévi-Strauss and the semiotic approach
One of the earliest examples of the view of culture as communication is found in
the work of structuralist anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. According to him,
all cultures are sign systems that express deeply held cognitive predispositions to
categorize the world in terms of binary oppositions (Leach 1970; Lévi-Strauss
1963a, 1963b, 1978; Pace 1983). Lévi-Strauss starts from the assumption that the
human mind is everywhere the same and cultures are different implementations
of basic abstract logical properties of thinking which are shared by all humans
and adapted to specific living conditions. In his view, which is partly a reaction to
and a criticism of earlier conceptualizations of “primitive thought,” there is no
basic cognitive difference between thinking about the world in terms of abstract
concepts such as algebraic expressions or binary numbers and thinking in terms
of totemic names (e.g. eagles vs. bears, earth vs. sky, upstream vs. downstream)
taken from the natural world (physical surroundings, plants, and animals). The
differences between the ways of thinking of so-called “traditional” societies
(hunters and gatherers, for instance) and western, technologically advanced
people have to do with the resources they use in building their theories.
“Primitive thought” constructs myths by using a limited number of already
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existing characters, metaphors, and plots.> Western science, on the other hand,
constantly creates new tools and new concepts; for instance, doctors and engi-
neers have instruments specifically designed for their work and their work only.
But myth and science work alike, they both use signs and work by analogies and
comparisons.

The view of culture as communication is particularly evident in Lévi-Strauss’s
use of concepts taken from linguistic theory for explaining the relationships
between different cultural categories. For instance, Lévi-Strauss extended the
Russian linguist Roman Jakobson’s theory of the acquisition of sounds to the
distinction between culture and nature. Jakobson argued that children start to
make sense of the sounds they hear by constructing a system of oppositions that
has a binary distinction between vowels and consonants on the one hand and a
trinary distinction among the three maximally distinct vowels (i, a, u) and the
three maximally distinct consonants (p, t, k) on the other. For Jakobson, the tri-
angles of maximal distinction among vowels (figure 2.1) can be described by
means of two basic oppositions in acoustic properties of sounds, namely,
between what he called compact and diffuse and between what he called grave
and acute sounds:®

Grave Acute (Pitch)

compAcT (loudness) a

DIFFUSE

u i

Figure 2.1. Jakobson’s vocalic triangle

5 Lévi-Strauss used the French term bricolage to refer to the use of whatever is at hand to
build or construct something. A “bricoleur” is “someone who works with his hands and
uses devious means compared to those of a craftsman” (Lévi-Strauss 1966: 17).
“Primitive people” would be those who work like bricoleurs, rearranging elements
already found somewhere else.

The distinction between “compact” and “diffuse” is based on the shape of the acoustic
signal as shown in a spectogram, depending on whether it shows a higher vs. a lower con-
centration of energy in a relatively narrow, central region of the spectrum, accompanied
by an increase vs. decrease of the total amount of energy. “Grave” and “acute” refer to
a concentration of energy in the lower vs. upper frequencies of the spectrum. See
Jakobson, Fant, and Halle (1963), Jakobson and Halle (1956), Hyman (1975: 35).

o
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Lévi-Strauss saw in this triangle a method for talking about cultural transfor-
mations of nature, including the universal activity of cooking. He adapted
Jakobson’s triangle of maximally distinct vowels to a culinary triangle (Lévi-
Strauss 1965) in which the sounds are replaced by properties of food and the
oppositions between acoustic features are replaced by the opposition between
culture and nature and between elaborated and unelaborated:

CULTURE NATURE

UNELABORATED Raw

ELABORATED Cooked Rotted

Figure 2.2. Lévi-Strauss’s culinary triangle (Lévi-Strauss 1965)

The binary distinction between “unelaborated” and “elaborated” is used to
represent the tranforming action of both culture (cooking) and nature (rotting)
on food. The category “raw” is in between culture and nature because raw foods
are typically admitted in culinary traditions (as when raw fruit or vegetables are
served on a plate during a meal) but are not as elaborated or transformed by cul-
ture as cooked ones.”

The issue then becomes the extent to which the same types of combinations or
substitutions are found in a variety of different cultures. If they are found in his-
torically unrelated societies, the anthropologist may see in these associations
universal categories of human thought. In this method notions taken from lin-
guistic theory can be used in cultural analysis because culture is understood as a
system which communicates itself through social actors. Lévi-Strauss believed
that it is not people who communicate through myths, but myths that communi-
cate through people. The best statement about this position is found in a com-
ment he wrote about his own writing.

You may remember that I have written that myths get thought in
man unbeknownst to him. This has been much discussed and even
criticized by my English-speaking colleagues, because their feeling

7 Lévi-Strauss’s original formulation introduces more subtler distinctions such as the dis-
tinction between roasted and smoked and roasted and boiled (see also Leach 1970:
28-31).
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is that, from an empirical point of view, it is an utterly meaningless
sentence. But for me it describes a lived experience, because it says
exactly how I perceive my own relationship to my work. That is, my
work gets thought in me unbeknown to me. I never had, and still do
not have, the perception of feeling my personal identity. I appear to
myself as the place where something is going on, but there is no “I,”
no “me.” Each of us is a kind of crossroads where things happen.
The crossroads is purely passive; something happens there. A
different thing, equally valid, happens elsewhere. There is no
choice, it is just a matter of chance. (Lévi-Strauss 1978: 3-4).

In this paradigm, the concrete human being, the historical being who is not only
the site of sensations, thoughts, and feelings, but also the source and origin
of actions, vanishes in a transcendental, non-cultural, non-historical subject
(Mannheim 1991: 150-1). We need to get to Geertz and interpretive anthropol-
ogy in order to rethink of human beings as sociohistorically located, interpreting
subjects (section 2.3.2) and to Bourdieu and practice theory (section 2.5) to fully
realize that there is more than decoding in interpretation (Moore 1994: 74).

2.3.2  Clifford Geertz and the interpretive approach

Culture is communication also for Clifford Geertz, who, in contrast to Lévi-
Strauss, does not see cultural differences as variations of the same unconscious
human capacity for abstract thought. Rather than striving to understand under-
lying similarities among cultures, Geertz is more interested in developing a
method of inquiry that stresses the never-ending interpretive process character-
istic of human experience — this perspective he shares with philosophical
hermeneutics (Gadamer 1976). His goal is to find ways of understanding human
cultures rather than trying to explain them by means of causal theories that use
general laws of behavior:

The concept of culture I espouse ... is essentially a semiotic one.
Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in
webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those
webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental
science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of
meaning. (Geertz 1973: 5)

For Geertz, the “webs” out of which culture is made must be uncovered through
careful ethnographic investigations and reflections which might bring out differ-
ent points of view on what seem to be the same event. The concept of thick
description — borrowed from Gilbert Ryle — is a leading metaphor in Geertz’s
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theory of culture: an ethnographer goes back to the same materials and adds
“layers” — this would be the sense of “thick” as in a thick pile — as well as density,
concentration — like in a thick soup. Geertz’s view of culture focuses on culture
as a product of human interaction — “culture ... is public ... it does not exist in
someone’s head ...” (ibid.). Human beings both create culture and must interpret
it. To say that culture is not in someone's head means to emphasize the fact that
culture is out there, both produced by and available to humans for interpreta-
tion. In this perspective, cultural manifestations are acts of communication.
When we observe people engaged in a public debate, participating in a funeral,
going to a soccer match, or watching a cock fight, we see people engaged in coor-
dinated behaviors which not only imply but also produce worldviews, including
local notions of person (or self), a concept that is central to Geertz’s work as well
as to much of cultural anthropology. To be standing in a line to get into a theater
not only implies a set of assumptions (and hence knowledge) on how to get
access to a seat for a public performance — a theme that would be foregrounded
by cognitive anthropologists —, it also communicates notions of public order,
individual rights, and social cooperation. It communicates a certain notion of
person while bringing it into being. For the same reasons, to refuse to be in a line
is also a communicative act which publicly asserts defiance of public norms and
criticism of the rights and duties implied by those norms.

2.3.3 Theindexicality approach and metapragmatics
More recent versions of the view of culture as communication have been
informed by work on indexicality (see sections 1.4.2 and 6.9.2). This is particu-
larly the case in Michael Silverstein’s expansion on Peirce’s and Jakobson’s the-
oretical work. In this new perspective,® the communicative force of culture
works not only in representing aspects of reality, but also in connecting individu-
als, groups, situations, objects with other individuals, groups, situations, and
objects or, more generally, with other contexts. In this view, meaning (of mes-
sages, acts, situations) is made possible not only through conventional relation-
ships between signs and their contents — e.g. the word desk means a certain type
of material object at which people sit and carry out certain tasks — but also
through signs-activated connections between selected aspects of the on-going
situation and aspects of other situations. Communication is not only the use of
symbols that “stand for” beliefs, feelings, identities, events, it is also a way of
pointing to, presupposing or bringing into the present context beliefs, feelings,
identities, events. This is what is sometimes called the indexical meaning of signs.

8 See Silverstein (1976b; 1981; 1985a; 1985b; 1987; 1993), Hanks (1990; 1996), Lucy
(1993), Mertz and Parmentier (1985), Parmentier (1994), Wertsch (1985a).
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In this type of meaning, a word does not “stand for” an object or concept. It
rather “points to” or “connects” to something “in the context” (see section 1.4.2).
What it points to is either “presupposed” or entailed (that is, “created”).

This means that communicative forms (linguistic expressions, graphic signs,
gestures, live performances) are vehicles for cultural practices to the extent to
which they either presuppose or establish some contextual features (for example,
who is the recipient of what is being said, the relative social relation between
speaker and hearer) that are not necessarily “described” by the message (or its
denotational meaning), but are nevertheless understood. This type of meaning
covers not only the so-called deictic terms like here, there, now, yesterday, I, you,
etc., which must be interpreted vis-a-vis the conventionalized spatio-temporal
context of the utterance in which they are used. It also includes highly ideologi-
cal aspects of language and culture such as the establishment of authorship and
recipientship (through the use of pronominal forms and reported speech) and
the relative status of the participants (through special lexical or morphological
choices) (see section 6.8.2). In this framework, a language, through its indexical
uses of its elements, provides a theory of human action, or a metapragmatics
(Silverstein 1985a, 1985b, 1993).

2.3.4 Metaphors as folk theories of the world
Finally, the considerable body of literature on metaphors can also be considered
as another case in which culture is seen as transmitted through linguistic forms
and hence as communication, although the study of metaphors has been particu-
larly attractive to anthropologists who subscribe to the cognitive view of culture
(Keesing 1974) (see also section 3.2.2).

From the functional view of metaphors as ways of controlling our social and
natural environment (Sapir and Crocker 1977) to the more recent cognitive the-
ories that see metaphors as processes “by which we understand and structure one
domain of experience in terms of another domain of a different kind” (Johnson
1987: 15),° figurative language has always attracted anthropologists, linguists,
and philosophers interested in how the specific form and content of our speech
can be seen as a guide to our experience of the world (see chapter 3). The cogni-
tive study of metaphors as cultural schemata (or as expressions dependent upon
schemata) is closely associated with the idea that we understand the world, lan-
guage included, in terms of prototypes, which are simplified, generalized views or
folk theories of experience (Rosch 1973, 1978). Prototype theory is opposed to
any “checklist theory,” which tries to define membership to a class (or words,
acts, events) in terms of a discrete set of features or properties — for example, a

9 This concept is discussed in Lakoff and Johnson (1980). See also Lakoff (1987).
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bachelor is described in terms of the following features: (i) male, (ii) adult, and
(iii) unmarried. Prototype theorists explain the difficulty in applying the word
bachelor to certain unmarried men by postulating a folk theory of the world in
which people marry at a certain age and only one time (Fillmore 1977b). In the
more complex, real world, there are people who cannot marry (priests) and people
who are too young or old or who have been married and divorced too many times
to be seen as real bachelors. Along similar lines, Sweetser (1987: 44) argued that
the meaning of the word lie “is inherently grounded in a simplified or prototypi-
cal schema of certain areas of human experience.” Such simplified schema
includes moral principles such as (i) Try to help, not harm, and (2) Knowledge is
beneficial. Life of course is more complicated and there can be cases of conflict
between the two principles. When informing might hurt people, speakers might
resort to withholding information or even lying (for example, for politeness).10

2.4 Culture as a system of mediation

The common use of a language takes place at the same level as the
common use of all of the objects which surround us in the society in which
we were born and in which we live. (Rossi-Landi 1970: 521)

Tools are by definition mediational objects. They are objects that come in
between the user and the object of his work. This view of tools goes
all the way back to Marx’s notion of “instrument of labor,” as shown by the
following quote:

An instrument of labour is a thing, or a complex of things, which
the labourer interposes between himself and the object of his
labour, and which serves as the conductor of his activity. He makes
use of the mechanical, physical, and chemical properties of some
substances in order to make other substances subservient to his
aims. ... The earth itself is an instrument of labour, but when used as
such in agriculture implies a whole series of other instruments and a
comparatively high development of labour. (Marx 1906: 199)

In this view, “instruments of labor” are whatever humans use to control the envi-
ronment and produce resources. By definition, such instruments are always
“between.” They are between people and their food (e.g. a fork), people and
the weather (e.g. an umbrella), people and physical matter (e.g. an ax), people
and other people (gestures, utterances), people and their own private thoughts
(private speech, mental representations).

10 For folk theories as cultural models, see the essays in Holland and Quinn (1987) and
D’Andrade and Strauss (1992).
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Figure 2.3 offers a preliminary representation of the mediating role played by
tools.

HUMAN —mm TOOL — ENVIRONMENT

Figure 2.3 Tools mediate between humans and the environment

In figure 2.3, tools and artifacts produced by human labor stand between
humans and their environment, viz. mediate the interaction with the physical or
social world. Culture organizes the use of tools in specific activities, such as hunt-
ing, cooking, building, fighting, remembering the past and planning the future.
In each case, people’s ability to appropriate, exploit, or control nature or their
interaction with other human beings is augmented or simply modified by the use
of tools. Our relation with the world, however, needs not always be mediated. If
it starts raining while we are sitting in a park and our hair and face get wet, the
relation between us and nature becomes less direct, less mediated (we still have
our clothes and our thoughts). If we pull out an umbrella, however, by trying to
control nature’s impact on part of our body, we modify the potential consequences
of a natural phenomenon to fit our needs or limitations. In this case, our relation
with nature is mediated by a specific tool, the umbrella, which, in this case, rep-
resents culture. This double possibility of human experience, as either direct or
mediated, is represented in figure 2.4 through a triangle (see Vygotsky 1978: 54).

TOOL

HUMAN ENVIRONMENT

Figure 2.4 Tools as a mediating alternative between humans
and the environment

This model includes the possibility of both material cultural objects, e.g.
umbrellas, and non-material or ideational objects, e.g. symbols — the use of an
intermittent line for representing the relationship between humans and the envi-
ronment foreshadows doubts about the empirical reality of such an unmediated
relationship (see below). For instance, our relationship with nature, rain
included, can be mediated by a theory of rainfall — is rain good or bad, or even a
sign of achieved communication with God? What matters in figure 2.4 is that the
mediated relationship (straight lines) is an alternative to the unmediated rela-
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tionship with the environment (intermittent line). We can get someone to leave
our room by pushing him out, e.g. by using our hands and arms, or we can get
him to do the same thing by utilizing symbols, e.g. by pointing to a sign on the
wall that says “no visitors” or by asking him to leave. When we use our body to
achieve our goal, our relation with the “intruder” is not necessarily (or com-
pletely) mediated by culture. When we use symbols, it is always mediated.

In this view, culture includes material objects such as the umbrella and
ideational objects such as belief systems and linguistic codes. Both material and
ideational structures are instruments through which humans mediate their rela-
tionship with the world. Although in some cases people attempt to control the
environment through direct, physical intervention, at other times, they are
equally if not more powerfully able to control their environment by means of
symbolic tools. Thus, culture includes adzes, arrows, hammers, saws, chairs,
buildings, paper, pens, transistors, disk drives, bicycles, and cars, as well as theo-
ries about God (religion), the Earth and the universe (cosmology), the human
body (medicine), human emotions, tools such as natural-historical languages
(e.g. English, Arabic, Malagasy), and artificial languages (e.g. musical notations,
computer languages). Cultural products include conversations, declarations of
friendship and love, letters to the editor, phone calls to our parents, as well as
plays, radio announcements, movies, and music videos. Culture includes small as
well as complex “objects,” that is, whole languages and specific expressions or
code words we use in our everyday life (e.g. how are you?; hi; we should get
together one of these days; have I ever met you before?, etc. — to know what each
of these expressions really means we need to know how to use them). All of
these products are ways of representing and dealing with the world. They are
interpretations of the world and interpretations are themselves tools to act
within the world.!!

Mediation is a fairly neutral concept in which neither the Subject/User nor the
Tool/Mediating Object is given prominence. It is however a model that needs
further development and refinement in a number of areas. First, it does not say
much about the internal organization of each of the elements in the triangle. In
particular, for linguistic anthropologists, it does not say enough about the theory
of language structure that should be pursued. Second, it leaves out the method-
ological issue of the kinds of material we would be looking for, and how they
should be analyzed. Finally, it still assumes that there is an experiential dimen-
sion of unmediated, or natural relationships with the environment. This, as cul-
tural anthropologists have been arguing for some time, is a questionable claim,

1 For a criticism of the tool-metaphor and its political and economic implications, see
Baudrillard (1975) and Sahlins (1976).
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given that even when we stand naked in the middle of the rain forest or swim in
the middle of the ocean, we have our culture with us. We stand (or swim) in cul-
turally defined ways and we think and represent ourselves in that environment
through conscious thought, which has been shaped by culture-specific socializa-
tion practices, including practices defining our relationship with the forest and
the ocean.

Once we start thinking about culture as a set of related but different systems of
mediation that rely on communicative and cognitive tools of various kinds, the
unity of the notion of culture starts to be seriously questioned. It becomes, in
other words, more difficult to talk about “a” culture, although it is still possible
to use the adjective “cultural” in discussing systems of mediation that are used
by particular groups in particular types of activities. The term culture however
loses its power to sweepingly represent an entire population or group. This
deconstruction of the notion of culture is further developed in the next theory I
will be introducing, namely, the view of culture as a system of practices.

The theory of culture as a mediating activity between people and the world
they inhabit (mentally and physically) is but an extension of the notion of lan-
guage as a mediating system. It is based on the similarity of tools and signs
(words included) and builds on that metaphor, especially on the idea that lan-
guage is a historical product and hence something that must be understood in the
context of the process that produced it (Rossi-Landi 1973: 79). The instrumental
view of language implies the theory of language as a system of classification since
it recognizes that linguistic expressions allow us to conceptualize and reflect
upon events while giving us the means to exchange ideas with others. But it also
assumes that linguistic expressions are not just representations of an external
reality; they are very much part of that reality and instruments of action in the
world. To speak of language as a mediating activity means to speak of language
as tool for doing things in the world, for reproducing as much as changing reality.
It is through language that we make friends or enemies, exacerbate or try to
solve conflict, learn about our society and try to either conform to it or change it.
The theory of language as a mediating system and speaking as a mediating activ-
ity is close to the theory of language presented by speech act theorists (see chap-
ter 7). In both cases, language is an instrument of action (with representation or
informing being kinds of action), a tool that is available and that, like all tools, is
both enabling and constraining. This concept of language is thus very close to
Sapir’s, as shown by the following quote:

...if I shove open a door in order to enter a house, the significance
of the act lies precisely in its allowing me to make an easy entry.
But if I “knock at the door,” a little reflection shows that the knock
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in itself does not open the door for me. It serves merely as a sign
that somebody is to come to open it for me. To knock on the door is
a substitute for the more primitive act of shoving it open of one’s
own accord. We have here the rudiments of what might be called
language. A vast number of acts are language in this crude sense.
That is, they are not of importance to us because of the work they
immediately do, but because they serve as mediating signs of other
more important acts. (Sapir 1949a: 163—4)

What are these other “more important acts”? Probably the fashions of speaking,
the ways of being in the world suggested by the ways we speak of and in the
world. Language is a “guide” to social life because it stops us from acting in a cer-
tain way (e.g. opening a door by shoving it), that is, it suggests and implements
alternative ways of relating to objects and people (see section 3.2).

2.5 Culture as a system of practices

The notion of culture as a system of practices owes a great deal to that intellec-
tual movement known as poststructuralism. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a
number of European scholars started to question some basic assumptions of the
structuralist paradigm, including the idea that there is a one-to-one correspon-
dence between a meaning and its expression. Generalizations about entire cul-
tures and abstractions based on symbolic oppositions — like the ones used by
Lévi-Strauss (see section 2.1.3) — were criticized as “essentialist” or “metaphysi-
cal” and there was more interest in the moment-by-moment and dialogic con-
struction of interpretations. The interest in the stable aspects of cultural systems
was replaced by a return to diachrony and historicity. The search for societies
where one might still find “primitive” forms of organization and thought intact
was replaced by a widespread recognition of the fluidity of cultures, their inher-
ently contaminated nature. The same ideas motivated contemporary interest in
multiculturalism and transnational communities.

It is not by accident that poststructuralism originates in France, especially in
the writings of scholars like Lacan, Foucault, and Derrida (Sarup 1989). Postwar
French intellectuals had been strongly influenced by Martin Heidegger’s philos-
ophy and this philosophy can be seen as at the heart of the poststructuralist agenda,
regardless of its different versions and beyond its criticism of Heideggerian
thought.

In the late 1920s, Heidegger (1962, 1985, 1988, 1992) argued that what philoso-
phers and scientists so easily identify as the “objects” of their study are not the
most basic entities of our experience. The rational thinking Subject identified by
the great philosophers of Modernity — Descartes, Kant, and Husserl — is not the
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exclusive or privileged source of our understanding of the world. Our abstract,
conceptual, “theoretical” understanding of the world is not primary but derived
from other existential premises including our being immersed in an environment
where objects are encountered as pragmatically useful, situations are experi-
enced in the context of particular attitudes or “moods,” and people are beings to
be-with. These relationships with the world cannot easily be represented with
the analytical tools used by social scientists who are experts at isolating elements
out of their context. The extension of Heidegger’s reasoning to contemporary
social science brings the realization that binary oppositions and propositional
knowledge are no longer the conditions or causes of our experience of the world,
but generalizations and representations that presuppose other, more fundamen-
tal dimensions of human experience, including historicity (Dilthey [1883] 1988)
and what Heidegger called Befindlichkeit “affectedness” or “disposition”
(Dreyfus 1991; Heidegger 1962).

Despite Bourdieu’s criticism of Heidegger’s philosophy,!2 practice theory is a
good example of a poststructuralist paradigm that builds on some of Heidegger’s
intuitions about the existential roots of human knowledge and human under-
standing of the life-world. For example, Bourdieu stresses the inextricable rela-
tionship between knowledge and action-in-the-world, past and present condi-
tions (Bourdieu 1977, 1990). For him, social actors are neither completely the
product of external material (e.g. economic or ecological) conditions nor socially
conscious intentional subjects whose mental representations are self-sufficient:

The theory of practice as practice insists, contrary to positivist
materialism, that the objects of knowledge are constructed, not
passively recorded, and, contrary to intellectualist idealism, that the
principle of this construction is the system of structured, structuring
dispositions, the habitus, which is constituted in practice and is
always oriented towards practical functions. (Bourdieu 1990: 52)

As a unit of analysis, Bourdieu introduces the notion of habitus, a system of dis-
positions with historical dimensions through which novices acquire competence
by entering activities through which they develop a series of expectations about
the world and about ways of being in it.13

The habitus — embodied history, internalized as a second nature
and so forgotten as history —is the active presence of the whole past
of which it is the product. As such, it is what gives practices their

12 See especially Bourdieu (1988) and Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 150-6).
13 For an earlier use of the term habitus as socially transmitted habits, see Mauss ([1935]
1979:101).
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relative autonomy with respect to external determinations of the
immediate present. (Bourdieu 1990: 56)

This approach is an attempt to overcome the subjectivist/objectivist dichotomy
in the social sciences by emphasizing the fact that the Subject or human actor can
culturally exist and function only as a participant in a series of habitual activities
that are both presupposed and reproduced by his individual actions. Such repro-
duction must not, of course, be thought of as completely predictable, otherwise
we would have another form of determinism, which Bourdieu, like all poststruc-
turalist, post-Marxist theoreticians, is trying to escape. For him, culture is neither
something simply external to the individual (e.g. in rituals or symbols handed
down by older members of the society) nor something simply internal (e.g. in the
individual mind). Rather, it exists through routinized action that includes the
material (and physical) conditions as well as the social actors’ experience in
using their bodies while moving through a familiar space.

Social theorists like Bourdieu have emphasized the importance of language
not as an autonomous system — as proposed by structuralists (see section 6.1) —
but as a system that is actively defined by sociopolitical processes, including
bureaucratic institutions such as schools (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1982, Bourdieu,
Passeron, and de Saint Martin 1994). For Bourdieu one cannot discuss a lan-
guage without taking into consideration the social conditions that allow for its
existence. It is, for instance, the process of state formation that creates the condi-
tions for a unified linguistic market where one linguistic variety acquires the
status of standard language. A language only exists as a linguistic habitus, to be
understood as recurrent and habitual systems of dispositions and expectations.
A language is itself a set of practices that imply not only a particular system of
words and grammatical rules, but also an often forgotten or hidden struggle over
the symbolic power of a particular way of communicating, with particular systems
of classification, address and reference forms, specialized lexicons, and metaphors
(for politics, medicine, ethics) (Bourdieu 1982: 31). Although Bourdieu’s empha-
sis on the social meaning of alternative forms or stylistic variations (Bally 1952)
is a classic topic of sociolinguistic inquiry (cf. Ervin-Tripp 1972), his reflections
force variationists and pragmaticians to look beyond specific linguistic exchanges.
What is often forgotten by those linguists and philosophers who stress the power
of words to do things (see chapter 7) is that a certain linguistic expression can
perform an action (e.g. a request, offer, apology) only to the extent to which
there is a system of dispositions, a habitus, already shared in the community
(Bourdieu 1982: 133). Such systems are, in turn, reproduced by daily speech acts,
organized and given meaning by institutions such as the school, the family, the
work place, which are not only established to exclude others, but also to keep
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those who are in them under control, to make sure that the acts they perform and
the meanings they attribute to such acts remain within an acceptable range.

These reflections are important because they link individual acts to larger
frames of reference, including the notion of community, a concept that has been
at the center of much debate within sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology
(see chapter 3).

2.6 Culture as a system of participation

The idea of culture as a system of participation is related to culture as a system of
practices and is based on the assumption that any action in the world, including
verbal communication, has an inherently social, collective, and participatory
quality. This is a particularly useful notion of culture for looking at how language
is used in the real world because to speak a language means to be able to
participate in interactions with a world that is always larger than us as individual
speakers and even larger than what we can see and touch in any given situation.
Words carry in them a myriad possibilities for connecting us to other human
beings, other situations, events, acts, beliefs, feelings. This is due to the ability
that language has to describe the world as well as to its ability to connect us with
its inhabitants, objects, places, and periods; each time reaffirming a socio-
historical dimension of human action among others. The indexicality of language
is thus part of the constitution of any act of speaking as an act of participation in
a community of language users. We might come into a situation assuming a com-
mon language to later realize that it is through acts of speaking that such a lan-
guage is constituted, challenged, and changed.

If the world is held together by communicative acts and connected through
communicative channels, to speak means to choose a particular way of entering
the world and a particular way of sustaining relationships with those we come in
contact with. It is then through language use that we, to a large extent, are mem-
bers of a community of ideas and practices.

Any system of participation requires a cognitive component to manage the
retrieval of information and the prediction of others’ action necessary for
problem-solving, and a corporeal component, which accounts for our ability to
function in a physical environment which is full of material objects as well as live
bodies. Participation also requires the explicit sharing of existing resources
(belief systems, languages, the built environment, people) and their implicit
assessment for the task at hand. But it does not assume an equally shared knowl-
edge or control of such resources. In fact, if we start from the notion of partici-
pation, it is easier to approach variation, given that we can maintain a sense of
the different parties involved while recognizing the fact that they exist socially as
part of a larger unit. Participation will be further developed in chapter 9, as we
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discuss its usefulness in defining a valid unit of analysis for the study of linguistic
practices.

2.7 Predicting and interpreting

A basic distinction among different theories of culture as well as among different
theories of language — some of which we will examine in more detail in the next
chapters —is the extent to which theorizing means providing predictions of indi-
vidual occurrences of phenomena as opposed to an interpretation of individual
events, performances, dialogues, speech acts, utterances, and even individual
sounds.!4 The tension between these two approaches is not unique to anthropol-
ogy and continues to permeate much of the current metatheoretical debate
within the social sciences. Such a tension, of course, is not new. The very incep-
tion of such fields as sociology and anthropology in the nineteenth century was
characterized by a debate about the extent to which doing a science of people
should follow the methods of a science of the physical world. Can we predict
human behavior in the same way in which we can predict the motion of solid bod-
ies in physics? Should we be more concerned with what is unique about a group of
people or with the features of their language or culture that make them part of the
larger human species? Can we speak of scientific “laws” when we are dealing with
human actions? Each of the anthropologists mentioned above (Boas, Malinowski,
Goodenough, Lévi-Strauss, Geertz, etc.) has his or her own more or less original
answer to these questions. I have of course my own preferences, which will
become more apparent in the rest of the book as we move into other, more spe-
cific topics of discussion. Before concluding this chapter, however, I want to offer
a few general principles implicitly or explicitly assumed by most contemporary
social scientists thinking and writing about language and culture:

1. Social actors themselves, and hence speakers, must have ways of making
predictions in their daily life, otherwise they would be living in a state of constant
chaos and uncertainty that would be too unstable to ensure their well being.
People make predictions such as which language or dialect is appropriate to
speak in a given situation, that a question is likely to be followed by an answer,
and that people will laugh at their jokes if they are friendly.

2. Social actors, however, are complex beings who participate in complex
systems. This means that there is always the possibility that people will behave
in unpredicted (if not generally unpredictable) ways (e.g. not speak at all when

14 T am leaving out the issue of the particular method to be used in either one of these two
enterprises. Thus, I am not discussing the merits or problems of, say, deductive vs.
inductive methods. Either method can be used to pursue the universalistic or the
particularist interest.
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questioned or not laugh at a good joke). In particular, it is possible that certain
behaviors will not be easily interpretable (either by the actors or by the analyst).
Rather than seeing these cases as anomalies, the student is advised to treat them
as the manifestations of the not fully predictable (not pre-determinate) nature
of human conduct, an important component of the meaning-making mechanisms
that characterize human social life (both Geertz and Bourdieu, among others,
have stressed this point). In addition to being open to the possibility of different
interpretations (by different people, at different times, in different languages or
styles), we must actively engage in the suspension (or “bracketing”) of the most
obvious interpretation, an act that phenomenological approaches have often seen
as a crucial step for the rational understanding of the world. As students of
human behavior, we must realize that what might appear “natural” about any one
interpretation may in fact be extremely “cultural” and hence that confessions of
ignorance or uncertainty are just as important as the reasonable explanations
provided by our favorite consultant or our favorite theorist.

3. Regardless of whether or not one uses statistical methods, it is important
to give other researchers a sense of how common or recurrent a given phenome-
non is or, rather, how frequently it appears in our data. How often something
happens (is said, heard, written, done) is important in people’s life.

4. The extent to which a given phenomenon is seen as an occurrence of a more
general category is partly due to our interpretive frame. This is true of individual
sounds and words, which are never pronounced exactly in the same way (see
chapter 6), as well as of types of speech exchanges or verbal performances. This
means that we always have two choices: look for the general in the particular or
the particular in the general. The theoretical question is always also an empirical
question: what is the ground for our generalization? Where did we get our
categories? Where did we look for evidence?

5. Social actors themselves are involved in the work of making their actions
and their interpretations fit into particular “models.” An actor-oriented approach
tries to understand those models through an analysis of the participants’ specific
actions. The following chapters are about the ways in which such an analysis can
be done.

6. In general, metaphors are good to think with, but they should not get in the
way of new ways of thinking about a problem. This applies to formal representa-
tions as well. Formalization is a tool and like all tools is designed for a certain
job. More generally, as researchers, we must understand the advantages and
limitations of the analytical procedures we employ. We must monitor our own
procedures. This does not mean, however, that we should make such monitoring
the exclusive or principal subject of our work.

7. Finally, all theories are mortal.
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2.8 Conclusions

Culture is a highly complex notion and a much contested ground within contem-
porary anthropological theory. Many of the basic assumptions that guided
anthropological research only a few decades ago have been critically assessed by
new generations of researchers. Current theories have tried to avoid an all-
encompassing notion of culture in favor of more context-specific and context-
dependent practices or forms of participation. In all theories of culture pre-
sented here, however, language always plays an important part. For the notion
of culture as learned patterns of behavior and interpretive practices, language is
crucial because it provides the most complex system of classification of experi-
ence. Language is also an important window on the universe of thoughts that
interest cognitive scientists (see section 2.2). As psychologists and linguists have
been saying for several decades, linguistic and cognitive development are closely
connected and a complex communicative system — whether spoken or signed —is
a prerequisite for a rich intellectual life. Human languages are also powerful
metalanguages (see section 9.3), communicative systems that can be used to talk
about other communicative systems, themselves included (as demonstrated by
any linguistic textbook!). Furthermore, languages imply or express theories of
the world and thus are ideal objects of study for social scientists.

So much of our social life is conducted, mediated, and evaluated through lin-
guistic communication that it should be no surprise that social scientists like
Lévi-Strauss used concepts developed within linguistics as tools for the study of
culture (see section 2.3). Language also provides us with a useful link between
inner thought and public behavior. Even when we articulate our thoughts in our
own mind we are only partly doing something “private.” We are also relying on a
set of cultural resources (including categorizations, theories, and problem-solving
strategies) that probably belong not only to us but to a community. The public
nature of language is what allows ethnography to exist (see chapter 4). An ethno-
grapher uses language both as a resource for knowledge (what people say, what
people say they think, what people say they do, what they do by saying, etc.) and
as a tool for the representation of such knowledge (see chapters 4 and 5).

Language is also the prototypical tool for interacting with the world and speak-
ing is the prototypical mediating activity. Control over linguistic means often
translates into control over our relationship with the world just as the acceptance
of linguistic forms and the rules for their use forces us to accept and reproduce
particular ways of being in the world (see section 2.5). Finally, the view of lan-
guage as a set of practices emphasizes the need to see linguistic communication as
only a part of a complex network of semiotic resources that carry us throughout
life and link us to particular social histories and their supporting institutions.
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Each of the theories presented so far highlights a particular aspect of linguistic
systems. In this sense, each theory contributes to our understanding of culture as
a complex phenomenon and points toward a different set of properties that can
be studied. Each theory implies a different research agenda, but all of them
together form a broad mandate for the study of culture and for the analysis of
language as a conceptual and social tool that is both a product and an instrument
of culture. The chapters to follow will examine in more detail some of the
methodological and theoretical foundations of such a research agenda.
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Linguistic diversity

Linguists have always been concerned with linguistic diversity. But, depending
on the theoretical approach and research interest of the scholars involved, the
goals and methods for looking at differences across languages have varied con-
siderably. Generative grammarians like Noam Chomsky and his students have
devoted their professional lives to explaining phonological, morphological, and
syntactic differences across languages by means of a few general principles. They
developed a theory of Universal Grammar, a set of rules and conditions on rules
that should allow us to describe the grammar of any language and could hence be
used to hypothesize the innate interpretive strategies that allow children to
acquire any human language. In their endeavor to describe and account for dif-
ferences between languages, formal grammarians have tended to ignore differ-
ences within the same language. Their research strategy has been to assume
homogeneity rather than diversity within the same speech community. Sociolin-
guists have criticized this strategy and chosen the opposite route. They have
started from the empirical observation that there is a considerable amount of
differentiation within any given speech community in terms of how people pro-
nounce words, construct and interpret utterances, and produce more complex
discourse units across social contexts. On the basis of this observation, sociolin-
guists have devised methodologies for the systematic study of linguistic variation
and its relation to contextual factors (including social class, gender, age, setting,
style). This research dealt with a number of issues usually ignored by formal
grammarians, like, for instance, the challenging goal of defining the boundaries
of speech communities and the type of knowledge that is necessary for being
a competent member of any such community. Linguistic anthropologists have
been concerned with similar issues, but they have also faced the complex ques-
tion of the relation between language and thought or what has been known as
the “linguistic relativity hypothesis.” More recently, language diversity has been
recast as one of the dimensions of what has been called “language ideology.”
This chapter will introduce linguistic diversity by drawing from these various
traditions.
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3.1 Language in culture: the Boasian tradition

To understand how the issue of linguistic diversity arose in North American
scholarship, we must go back to when linguistic anthropology was conceived as
part of the “four fields approach” in anthropology. Starting with the founding of
the American Ethnological Society in 1842 and the American Anthropological
Association in 1902, which was launched by members of Section H of the
American Association for the Advancement of Sciences (AAAS), anthropology
in the United States was conceptualized and in many respects practiced as a
holistic discipline that studied the physical (now “biological”), linguistic (first
referred to as “philological”), cultural, and archaeological records of human
populations. In contrast to Europe, where ethnologists had their own depart-
ments, separate from archaeologists, paleontographers, and philologists (the
earlier incarnation of today’s “linguists”), in the United States anthropology stu-
dents were required to have some knowledge of all four fields, in addition to an
in-depth knowledge of their own field of specialization. The scholar who more
than anyone else represented in theory and practice this holistic view of anthro-
pology was Franz Boas.

3.1.1 Franz Boas and the use of native languages

One of the founders of American anthropology, the German-born Boas
(1858-1942) was attracted to the study of language by his experience among the
Eskimos and the Kwakiutl Indians of the Northwest Coast.! He argued that one
could not really understand another culture without having direct access to its
language. Such a need for linguistic study was not only a practical one, but, he
insisted, a theoretical one, due to the intimate connection between culture and
language:

In all of the subjects mentioned heretofore, a knowledge of Indian
languages serves as an important adjunct to a full understanding of
the customs and beliefs of the people we are studying. But in all
these cases the service which language lends us is first of all a
practical one — a means to a clearer understanding of ethnological
phenomena which in themselves have nothing to do with linguistic
problems ... It seems, however, that a theoretical study of Indian
languages is not less important than a practical knowledge of
them; that the purely linguistic inquiry is part and parcel of a

I For discussions of Boas’s role in the development of the field of anthropology in general
and in the US in particular, see Hatch (1973: 37-73), Langness (1987); on Boas’s views
on language, see Hymes (1964b), Lucy (1992a), Stocking (1974).
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thorough investigation of the psychology of the peoples of the
world. If ethnology is understood as the science dealing with
the mental phenomena of the life of the peoples of the world,
human language, one of the most important manifestations of
mental life, would seem to belong naturally to the field of work of
ethnology.

([1911]n.d.: 52)

Boas’s interest in American Indian languages was transmitted to his students,
some of whom, like Edward Sapir, went on to make important contributions not
only to American Indian linguistics but to the study of language in general (see
below). More importantly, however, Boas’s view of the necessity of language for
human thought and hence for human culture became a basic thesis of American
cultural anthropology in the first half of this century, as shown in this passage by
another of his students, A.L. Kroeber ([1923]1963: 102):

In short, culture can probably function only on the basis of
abstractions, and these in turn seem to be possible only through
speech, or through a secondary substitute for spoken language such
as writing, numeration, mathematical and chemical notation, and
the like. Culture, then, began when speech was present; and from
then on, the enrichment of either meant the further development of
the other.

Methodologically, this view of the role of language in culture meant that linguis-
tic systems could be studied as guides to cultural systems. In Boas’s case, his
fascination with language led to the publication of numerous volumes of ethnog-
raphy almost exclusively based on recorded “texts,” that is, transcriptions of
what (usually bilingual) key informants would recall about past traditions,
including ceremonies, art, etc. These transcriptions were sometimes done by
Boas himself, at other times directly by his key informant (see Sanjek 1990c: 107;
Stocking 1974). Many, for example, were done by his Kwakiutl collaborator
George Hunt who learned Boas’s transcription techniques (Boas 1966: 4-5;
Sanjek 1990b: 199).

Transcribing native descriptions of ceremonies and other aspects of tradi-
tional culture was part and parcel of the “salvaging anthropology” practiced by
Boas and had obvious implications. Like other anthropologists of his time, Boas
was concerned with the rapid disappearance or dramatic alteration of Native
American languages and cultures and wanted to preserve them by document-
ing them while there were still people who spoke the languages fluently and
could describe their cultural tradition. A positive side of this process was the
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realization that many of the ideas about “primitive languages” found in the lit-
erature were empirically unsound, including the claim that in American Indian
languages sounds were not pronounced as accurately as in European languages.
This view, Boas showed, was based on the limitations of the observers who
had difficulties recognizing sounds that were uncommon in European lan-
guages (Boas 1911). A less positive consequence was that, by concentrating
on narratives about the past, the method used by Boas created an ethnographic
present that was empirically questionable (Fabian 1983). Ethnographers
concentrated on informants’ recollections of past customs and ignored a
century or more of European contact, even when such contact had quite
striking consequences in the life of the people they were studying. Further-
more, the texts were often produced by one “key informant” and were not
checked against other sources or versions (see chapter 5 for a discussion of
transcription).

Despite these limitations, however, Boas’s methods became a landmark of
what became linguistic anthropology. He insisted on the publication of verbatim
native accounts of ceremonies and other aspects of their cultural heritage.
Publications of the texts used by the ethnographers in formulating their accounts
should allow readers to have access to some of the sources from which the
ethnographies were based. This is the same logic that is used today in providing
detailed transcription of verbal interaction (see chapters 5 and 8). Readers can
see with their own eyes what the discussion is based on. Although not all
information can be shown on a transcript, there is in it much more than can be
found in descriptions that offer no textual sources. When participant-obser-
vation (see chapter 4) was introduced and accepted as a standard method in
ethnography, it replaced the so-called “armchair anthropology.” Direct
experience of cultural practices — “being there” (Geertz 1988) — became the
source of most descriptions and the collection. At the same time, however, the
practice of publishing texts with the informants’ accounts was largely
abandoned. Paradoxically, although participant-observation was meant to be a
more empirical method for collecting information on a community’s customs,
once ethnographers started to give their own descriptions of the social life of the
people they studied, the empirical validation of fieldwork experience suffered a
considerable blow: readers no longer had access to the textual sources of such
descriptions (Tedlock 1983).

While transcribing native texts and translating them, Boas became fascinated
by the different ways in which different languages classify the world and the
human experience. He used this observation as another argument in favor
of cultural relativism — the view that each culture should be understood in
its own terms rather than as part of an intellectually or morally scaled master
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plan, in which the Europeans or those of European descent tended to be at the
top.2

Boas used his knowledge of American Indian languages to show that the
way languages classify the world is arbitrary. Each language has its own way of
building up a vocabulary that divides up the world and establishes categories of
experience. What in English might be represented by different words (water,
lake, river, brook, rain, etc.), in another language might be expressed by the
same word or by derivations from the same term (Boas 1911/n.d. 19). It is in this
context that he mentioned what is now the famous example of the different
words for “snow” in Eskimo:

It seems important ... to emphasize the fact that the groups of ideas
expressed by specific phonetic groups [read “words” or
“morphemes”] show very material differences in different
languages, and do not conform by any means to the same principles
of classification. To take again the example of English, we find that
the idea of WATER is expressed in a great variety of forms: one term
serves to express water as a LIQUID; another one, water in the form
of alarge expanse (LAKE); other, water as running in a large body
or in a small body (R1VER and BROOK ); still other terms express
water in the form of RAIN, DEW, WAVE, and FoaM. It is perfectly
conceivable that this variety of ideas, each of which is expressed by
asingle independent term in English, might be expressed in other
languages by derivation from the same term.

Another example of the same kind, the words for sNow in
Eskimo, may be given. Here we find one word, aput, expressing
SNOW ON THE GROUND; another one, gana, FALLING SNOW; a
third one, pigsirpoq, DRIFTING sNow; and a fourth one, gimugsug,
A SNOWDRIFT.

As shown by Laura Martin (1986), the “words for snow in Eskimo” became a
standard reference in the popular and scientific discusssions of the relationship
among language, culture, and thought, with the number of words escalating from

2 Tt is important to understand Boas’s cultural relativism in the context of the types of
evolutionary models of societies common at the time. It is also important to remember
that culture for him was a mental or psychological concept. Hence, he was especially a
relativist with respect to intellectual achievement (he criticized the view that there were
living people who were less intelligent than others) and moral standards (he ridiculed
the use of the term “savages” when talking about people, like the American Indian
tribes he studied, who in many respects, like, for example, hospitality, seemed to Boas
much more gracious than “civilized” Europeans).
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five to the hundreds.? Whereas there would be nothing special about the fact that
a language has more words than another for a particular area of experience,
Boas was aiming at the more general point that there might be a cultural motiva-
tion for the development of lexical distinctions. This intuition was later modified
by Sapir and by Whorf who argued that if a language encodes a particular expe-
rience of the world, its use might predispose its speakers to see the world accord-
ing to the experience encoded in it. Before examining some of the implications
of this intuition, I need to introduce some of Sapir’s and Whorf’s ideas which are
relevant to this discussion.

3.1.2 Sapir and the search for languages’ internal logic
Edward Sapir (1884-1939), probably the most famous scholar in the history of
linguistic anthropology, continued and expanded Boas’s interest in languages by
paying more attention to linguistic structures and emphasizing the ways in which
each language is a complete and perfect system that must be understood in its
own terms (Darnell 1990). He saw language as a prerequisite to the development
of culture and continued in the Boasian tradition of harsh criticism of any
attempt to classify certain languages as “primitive” or more “limited” than others#

No tribe has ever been found which is without language and all
statements to the contrary may be dismissed as mere folklore ...
language is an essentially perfect means of expression and
communication among every known people. Of all aspects of
culture it is a fair guess that language was the first to receive a
highly developed form and that its essential perfection is a
prerequisite to the development of culture as a whole.

(Sapir 1933: 155)

Sapir’s fascination with the internal logic of each linguistic system is well illus-
trated by his enthusiasm for the notion of phoneme, an abstract unit of linguistic
analysis to which we will return in later chapters. Sapir was well aware of the
potential psychological consequences of the idea that languages have their own
internal logic . What came to be later known as the “Sapir-Whorf hypothesis” or
the “linguistic relativity hypothesis” is partly an outcome of his views on the
socializing and uniformizing force of human languages. At the same time, Sapir

v

Martin shows that all the “Eskimo” words mentioned by Boas are actually derived from
two roots — she also points out that there is no “Eskimo” language, but a number of
related language varieties belonging to either the Yupik or Inuit-Inupiaq branches (see
Woodbury 1984). This means that “Eskimo” has as much differentiation as English,
which distinguishes between snow and flake (Martin 1986: 422f).

4 For a more recent criticism of the work on “primitive” languages, see Wierzbicka
(1994).
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was also an advocate of the importance of individuality in culture. He saw cul-
ture as the symbolic interplay between individuals and society. He used to say
that anthropologists “believe in a world of discrete individuals but a oneness and
continuity of culture” (Sapir 1993: 141). His distinction between “genuine” and
“spurious” cultures (Sapir 1924) is a theoretical warning against the dangers of a
society — such as the industrialized western society in which Sapir lived — that
does not properly recognize the needs of its individual members. A genuine cul-
ture is one in which there is harmony between societal and individual needs —
as in the traditional American Indian societies Sapir came into contact with dur-
ing his fieldwork. A spurious culture instead is one in which the individual is
forced into frustrating and spiritually meaningless tasks in the name of higher
efficiency. In a genuine culture, “[t]he major activities of the individual must
directly satisfy his own creative and emotional impulses, must always be some-
thing more than means to an end” (1924: 316). Sapir’s interest in poetry and
aesthetic functions of language was part of his efforts to make sense of the strug-
gle of individuals against what he saw as the constraints (or “tyranny”) of the
symbolic system (e.g. language) they must use to express themselves. As pointed
out by Jane Hill (1988b), Sapir’s position on how tight each linguistic system is
changed over time. We must thus be careful to assign to Sapir either a determin-
istic stance on the language-thought relation (i.e. “language determines thought”)
or a pre-structuralist view of language as a closed system (i.e. “we cannot explain
language structure through non-linguistic factors”). For instance, it is question-
able whether he really believed that any “language is an essentially perfect
means of expression and communication” (see quote above). After all, it is in his
book Language that he makes the famous statement: “Unfortunately, or luckily,
no language is tyrannically consistent. All grammars leak” (Sapir 1921: 38). In
the next chapters, we will occasionally return to Sapir’s work to examine or draw
from his contributions to specific areas of study within linguistic anthropology.

3.1.3 Benjamin Lee Whorf, worldviews, and cryptotypes
Benjamin Lee Whorf (1897-1941) was a chemical engineer who managed a double
career as a successful insurance agent and as a linguist. His interest in languages
arose out of his concern, in his adult life, for the potential and actual conflict
between religion and science. But even as a boy, according to his biographer
John B. Carroll (1956: 6), Whorf had been an avid reader of Middle America
prehistory and Maya archaeology. Whorf later studied Hebrew in order to read
the Old Testament and became fascinated by a book by an early nineteenth-
century French dramatist, philologist, and mystic, Antoine Fabre d’Olivet, entitled
La langue hébraique restituée. Fabre d’Olivet had proposed a theory of interpre-
tation in which each letter of the Hebrew alphabet was associated with a specific

57



Linguistic diversity

meaning. These meanings could be used as keys to what the author saw as the
hidden meanings of the book of Genesis. Such an approach, on more scientifi-
cally solid but not less original grounds, was later extended by Whorf to the
study of grammar. As he became motivated to read more widely on languages
and linguistics, Whorf approached the subject of American Indian languages. In
a few years, he was presenting papers at the International Congress of
Americanists and publishing papers in professional journals. His meeting with
Sapir in 1928 and his consequent studies at Yale put him in contact with new
intellectual resources and sharpened his understanding of grammatical theory
and analysis.

Whorf’s most famous contribution to linguistic theory is his focus on the rela-
tionship between language and worldview. He believed that the structure of any
language contains a theory of the structure of the universe, which he at times
called “metaphysics.” Such a structure becomes particularly evident when one
examines languages and cultures that are quite different from one’s own:

I find it gratuitous to assume that a Hopi who knows only the Hopi
language and the cultural ideas of his own society has the same
notions, often supposed to be intuitions, of time and space that we
have, and that are generally assumed to be universal. In particular,
he has no general notion or intuition of TIME as a smooth flowing
continuum in which everything in the universe proceeds at an equal
rate, out of a future, through a present, into a past; or, in which, to
reverse the picture, the observer is being carried in the stream of
duration continuously away from a past and into a future.

(Whorf 1956a: 57)

Thus, the Hopi language and culture conceals a METAPHYSICS,

such as our so-called naive view of space and time does, or as the

relativity theory does; yet it is a different metaphysics from either.
(Whorf 1956a: 58)

For Whorf, the goal of linguistic analysis is to describe such worldviews. Since
they cannot be inferred from direct questioning of informants, who are often not
aware of their choices and habits, they must be studied on the basis of systematic
observations of grammatical patterns and, in particular, on the basis of compari-
son between languages that are radically different, such as, for instance, English
(or other European languages) and Hopi (or other American Indian languages).
The systematic study of patterns of language — Whorf also used the term “config-
urations” — can reveal not only explicit or overt categories (also called pheno-
types) but also implicit or covert categories (also called cryptotypes). In English,
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for instance, the plural of nouns is an overt category because it is either marked
by the suffix -s or by other features of the phrase or sentence they occur with (e.g.
form of the verb, the use of the article). A noun like fish for instance does not
inflect in the plural (remains fish), but its number may be reflected in the shape
of the verb (the fish are in the tank) or in the presence or absence of the article
(fish appeared). Intransitive verbs in English are instead a covert category because
they do not have a particular suffix or marker that distinguishes them from other
types of verbs. “The classification of the word is not apparent until there is a
question of using it or referring to it in one of these special types of sentence, and
then we find that this word belongs to a class requiring some sort of distinctive
treatment, which may even be [a] negative treatment,” (1956f: 89) that is, the
fact that certain rules cannot apply. Only by applying certain kinds of rules do we
realize that certain English verbs like go, lie, sit, rise, gleam, sleep, arrive, appear,
rejoice behave alike and differently from other verbs (e.g. from transitive verbs
like cook, push, see, seat, take, show). For instance, we cannot use intransitive
verbs in passive sentences. We do not say it was being gone or it was arrived.

The recognition of covert categories is an important intuition for a number of
reasons. First, it shows that languages make distinctions not only in terms of
what words look like or can do, but also in terms of what they do not or cannot
do — this insight was further developed by Noam Chomsky in his use of unac-
ceptable sentences in linguistic argumentation (see below). The notion of covert
category or cryptotype can also be seen as a precursor of the notion of deep
structure (Chomsky 1965) — a level of linguistic categorization that is not directly
visible or audible but nevertheless necessary to explain why a language behaves
in a certain way (see chapter 6). Second, the belief in cryptotypes meant that lan-
guages that may appear rather “simple” at the superficial level (e.g. languages
that have no overt gender or number distinctions) might actually be quite com-
plex at a more abstract, covert level (Whorf 1956b: 83). This was one of the ways
in which Whorf linked his research to his moral and political views. He was com-
mitted to reducing the European sense of superiority and with promoting a
“brotherhood of thought” (Carroll 1956: 27). A careful linguistic analysis allows
us to appreciate the complexities of linguistic systems that at a superficial level
might seem simple. Finally, the systematic identification of overt or covert pat-
terns in a given language makes it possible to form empirically verifiable
hypotheses about the limits of awareness that native speakers can have about
their own use of language, a theme more recently explored by Silverstein (1981),
Lucy (1992a) and others (Lucy 1993) (see section 6.8).

The relationship between language and worldview, which is such a central
part of Whorf’s program, has continued to be an important part of linguistic
anthropology (Hill 1988a; Koerner 1992). But our notions of language and
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worldview have changed and so have our ideas about their relationship
(Gumperz and Levinson 1991, 1996; Hill and Mannheim 1992). This has meant
not only that the range of phenomena investigated under the rubric “linguistic
relativity” has been modified and partly expanded, but also that we can no
longer take for granted some of the assumptions on which Sapir’s and Whorf’s
work were based. The notion of worldview used by Whorf (as well as by Sapir
and Boas) is tied to a particular theory of culture, namely, culture as knowledge
(see section 2.2). It is also tied to a particular theory of language, one that pre-
dates the work of sociolinguists and other researchers devoted to the empirical
study of variation within communities as well as within individuals. Before intro-
ducing some of these more recent contributions, we need to review some of the
implications of the classic view of linguistic relativity.

3.2 Linguistic relativity
One of the strongest statements of the position that the way in which we think
about the world is influenced by the language we use to talk about it is found in
Sapir’s 1929 article “The status of linguistics as a science” where he states that
humans are actually at the mercy of the particular language they speak:

It is quite an illusion to imagine that one adjusts to reality
essentially without the use of language and that language is merely
an incidental means of solving specific problems in communication
or reflection. The fact of the matter is that the “real world” is to a
large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits of the
group. No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be
considered as representing the same social reality. The worlds in
which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the
same world with different labels attached. (Sapir [1929] 1949b: 162)

This position was echoed a decade later by Whorf, who framed it as the “linguis-
tic relativity principle,” by which he meant “that users of markedly different
grammars are pointed by the grammars toward different types of observations
and different evaluations of extremely similar acts of observation, and hence are
not equivalent as observers but must arrive at somewhat different views of the
world” (Whorf 1956¢: 221). As mentioned earlier, for Whorf, the grammatical
structure of any language contains a theory of the structure of the universe or
“metaphysics.” He articulated this view in a number of examples on how differ-
ent languages classify space, time, and matter. Perhaps the most famous English
example he ever gave is the use of the word empty referring to drums that used to
contain gasoline. In this case, he argued, although the physical, non-linguistic sit-
uation is dangerous (“empty” drums contain explosive vapor) speakers take it to
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mean “innocuous” because they associate the word empty with the meaning
“null and void” and hence “negative and inert” (1956d: 135). The relationship
among these different meanings and levels of interpretations is well captured in

figure 3.1.

Linguistic form empty

Linguistic meanings “container no longer “null and void,
contains intended negative, inert”
contents”

Mental interpretations drum no longer drum is no longer
contains gasoline dangerous; oK to

smoke cigarettes
Nonlinguistic observables gasoline drum worker smokes

without gasoline cigarettes

Figure 3.1 Diagram of one of Whorf’s fire-causing examples
(Lucy 1992a: 50)

These ideas generated a considerable debate within anthropology and psy-
chology, including a fair number of empirical studies aimed at either confirming
or disproving the linguistic relativity hypothesis (Hill and Mannheim 1992;
Koerner 1992; Lucy 1992a). Whorf’s ideas remain attractive even after studies
that show that some of his specific claims about the Hopi language are empir-
ically questionable or simply inadequate. Malotki (1983), for example, showed
that Hopi verbs do have tense inflection (present, past, future) (Whorf 1956d:
144) and that the Hopi language does use spatial metaphor for talking about
time.

Despite some of the empirical problems encountered by Whorf’s linguistic
analyses, the issue of whether or not, or to what extent, language influences
thought is likely to remain an important topic within linguistic anthropology,
especially as a new generation of scholars find themselves attracted by new ways
of testing Whorf’s intuitions about how “grammatical categories, to the extent
that they are obligatory and habitual, and relatively inaccessible to the average
speaker’s consciousness, will form a privileged location for transmitting
and reproducing cultural and social categories” (Hill and Mannheim 1992: 387).
This is an attractive idea for many reasons, including the fact that it deals
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with epistemological themes that are quite central to the study of cultural
practices.

3.2.1 Language as objectification of the world: from von Humboldt to
Cassirer
Sapir and Whorf were not the first ones to articulate the view that language
might influence thinking. A century earlier, the German diplomat and linguist
Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835) wrote the treatise Linguistic variability and
intellectual development, published posthumously by his brother Alexander,
which presents the first systematic statement on language as worldview (German
Weltanschauung). This book, although not always consistent in its argumenta-
tion, does anticipate the basic formulation of linguistic relativity, as shown in the
following statement:

Each tongue draws a circle about the people to whom it belongs,
and it is possible to leave this circle only by simultaneously entering
that of another people. Learning a foreign language ought hence to
be the conquest of a new standpoint in the previously prevailing
cosmic attitude of the individual. In fact, it is so to a certain extent,
inasmuch as every language contains the entire fabric of concepts
and the conceptual approach of a portion of humanity. But this
achievement is not complete, because one always carries over into a
foreign tongue to a greater or lesser degree one’s own cosmic
viewpoint — indeed one’s personal linguistic pattern.

(von Humboldt [1836] 1971: 39-40)

By being handed down, then, language is a powerful instrument that allows us to
make sense of the world — it provides categories of thought —, but, at the same
time, because of this property — constrains our possibilities, limits how far or how
close we can see. Embedded in these existential themes, there lie several impor-
tant assumptions about the nature of language and the relationship between lan-
guage and the world.

First, the conceptualization of language as an objectification of nature, and
hence the evolutionary step toward the intellectual shaping of what is considered
as an otherwise unformed, chaotic matter, is at the basis of the philosophical
assumptions that guide a linguist like Ferdinand de Saussure and a philosopher
like Ernst Cassirer. The roots of these assumptions can be found in Kant’s view
of the human intellect as a powerful device that allows people to make sense of
an otherwise unordered or incomprehensible universe. We can interpret experi-
ence thanks to a priori principles such as time and space — we learn about the
world from perceiving objects in our environment, but we can experience them
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only through the a priori concepts of time and space. When we examine the neo-
Kantian perspective represented by Cassirer’s philosophical work on language,
we find something that Humboldt had in fact already done, namely, the replace-
ment of Kant’s cognitive categories (the transcendental knowledge that allows
humans to make sense of experience) with linguistic categories.

Like cognition, language does not merely “copy” a given object; it
rather embodies a spiritual attitude which is always a crucial factor
in our perception of the objective. (Cassirer 1955: 158)

This substitution of cognitive categories with linguistic categories, however,
comes with a price. Whereas the categories of human thinking can be at least
in principle conceived as shared and hence universal, the categories of human
languages immediately present themselves as highly specific, as shown by the
inherent difficulties of translating from one language into another and by the
attempts to match linguistic patterns across languages. For instance, the “cases”
or inflections of nouns in Latin do not easily match the surface distinctions
made in languages with very little nominal morphology, like English or Chinese.
Similarly, the gender distinctions found in European languages (masculine,
feminine, and, sometimes, neuter) are too crude for the distinctions made by
Bantu languages, which can have more than a dozen of gender (or “noun
class”) distinctions (cf. Welmers 1973: ch. 6). If we read these problems as evi-
dence of the fact that different languages classify reality in different ways, we are
faced with the question of freedom of expression. In other words, if a language
gives its speakers a template for thinking about the world, is it possible for
speakers to free themselves of such a template and look at the world in fresh,
new, and language-independent ways? For Cassirer, like for Kant before him,
humanity solves this problem partly through art, which allows an individual
to break the constraints of tradition, linguistic conventions included. The
true artist, the genius for Kant, is someone who cannot be taught and has his or
her own way of representing the world. This uniqueness is a partial freedom
from the constraints of society as they exist in language and other forms of
representation.

Language — which is understood by Cassirer as an instrument for describing
reality’ — is hence a guide to the world but is not the only one. Whereas individ-
ual intuitions can be represented by art (Cassirer [1942] 1979: 186), the group’s
intuitions can be represented by myth, which sees nature physiognomically, that
is, in terms of a fluctuating experience, like a human face that changes from

5 This is what linguists and philosophers of language refer to as the “denotational func-
tion” or property of linguistic expressions (see 6.1).
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one state to the opposite, “from joy to grief, from elation to depression, from
mildness and benevolence to anger or fury” (Cassirer [1942] 1979: 174).

For Cassirer, these are ways of escaping the “prison of language.” Both art
and myth, in their own specific ways, have a life of their own, independent from
logos, the rational thought articulated through language. Thanks to art and myth
humans have a way of representing, as well as perceiving, understanding, and
acting out, aspects of their psychosocial being that may not be objectified in lan-
guage. Although Cassirer makes too sharp a division between the language of
myth, art, and the language of logic and ends up reducing language (as opposed
to myth and art) to logical and context-independent thinking,® his ideas are
helpful because he attempts what most linguists avoid, namely, the discussion
of linguistic forms and functions within the more general category of human
expressive behavior.

3.2.2 Language as a guide to the world: metaphors

Another version of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis is represented by the recent
contributions to the study of metaphors, which have been analyzed as providing
conceptual schemata through which we understand the world. George Lakoff
and Mark Johnson (1980) suggested that (i) our everyday language is much
richer in metaphors than we might suspect, (ii) metaphors are means of viewing
one kind of experience in terms of another, and (iii) metaphors imply certain
theories (or “folk theories”) about the world or our experience of it. For exam-
ple, the concept “theory” is understood in English through the metaphorical
concept THEORIES ARE BUILDINGS (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 52), as shown
by the following expressions that can be used in talking about theories: foun-
dation, support, shaky, stand, fall, collapse, framework (ibid. p. 46). Another
conceptual metaphor is UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING (Or IDEAS ARE LIGHT
SOURCES), as in: “I see what you’re saying. It looks different from my point of
view. I've got the whole picture. That’s an insightful idea. That was a
brilliant remark. The argument is clear. Could you elucidate your remarks?”
(ibid. p. 48).

These generalized metaphorical concepts allow us to make connections across
experiential domains and to find coherence between unrelated or not necessarily
similar events. What Lakoff and Johnson call “structural metaphors,” for example,
can “induce similarities” (1980: 147). For example, the IDEAS ARE FOOD
metaphor establishes similarities across two domains (thinking and eating)

6 For a criticism of Cassirer’s distinction between mythic and logical thought, see
Tambaiah [1968]1985: 33—4). Tambaiah himself, however, ends up making a similarly
questionable distinction when he categorically opposes language to non-verbal action
(1985:53).
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which are not otherwise necessarily linked in a person’s experience and is, in
turn, based on some more basic metaphors, including the MIND IS A CONTAINER
metaphor, which represents a strong theory of the nature of the human mind.
According to Lakoff and Johnson, a metaphor is acceptable as a characteriza-
tion of our experience partly because it fits with other, more general metaphor
concepts and forms with them a coherent whole. This paradigm is particularly
appealing to cultural anthropologists who see culture as a system of knowledge
(see sections 2.2 and 2.3.4).

3.2.3  Color terms and linguistic relativity

One of the strongest criticisms of linguistic relativity came from researchers who
studied color terms crosslinguistically. Berlin and Kay (1969) reported results
based on the empirical study of color terminology in twenty languages and the
consultation of the literature of an even larger number (78 according to Kay and
McDaniel 1978: 610) and argued that there are universal constraints on (i) how
languages encode and organize basic color terms and (ii) how languages change
over time by adding new basic color terms to their lexicon.” They discovered that
there are eleven universal perceptual categories organized according to the fol-
lowing implicational hierarchy illustrated in figure 3.2 below — where the expres-
sion “a <b” means that b implies a, that is, “a is present in every language in
which b is present and also in some language in which b is not present” (Berlin
and Kay 1969: 4).

purple
white green pink
< < < <
black [red] vellow [ blue | [ brown ] < orange
grey
Figure 3.2 Implicational hierarchy of basic color terms
(Berlin and Kay 1969)

The same eleven categories in the same ordering can be interpreted tempo-
rally, in terms of an evolutionary scale which goes from a system that has only
white and black to the more differentiated system with more basic color terms.

7 Berlin and Kay present a number of criteria for the identification of a color as “basic.”
The criteria include the following characteristics: (i) the term is monolexemic, that is,
the meaning is not derived from the meaning of its parts, (ii) its meaning is not included
in any other kind of color term, (iii) its application should not be restricted to a narrow
class of objects, and (iv) it must be psychologically “salient” for informants (Berlin and
Kay 1969: 8).
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Kay and McDaniel (1978) later explained these findings — with some minor mod-
ifications — on the basis of human neurophysiological processes of perception.
They also reiterated the claim that the basic color terminology discovered
around the world in genetically unrelated languages provided strong empirical
evidence against either the strong or weak versions of the Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis. Whorf’s statement that “the world is presented in a kaleidoscopic
flux of impressions which has to be organized by our minds — and this means
largely by the linguistic systems in our minds” was interpreted by Kay and
McDaniel (1978: 610) as saying that “each language imposes on the individual’s
‘kaleidoscopic flux of impressions’ its own idiosyncratic semantic structure.”
This seems to be invalidated by the universal regularities identified by the
research on basic color terms.

This work has generated a considerable number of follow-up studies, some
supporting and other ones criticizing the original design and its results (Maffi
1991). Some critics of Berlin and Kay’s work argued that (i) they misread Whorf
and (ii) linguistic categorization does seem to matter for certain types of psycho-
logical task. For example, Lucy and Shweder (1979) not only argued that lan-
guage matters in recognition memory, but also that Whorf did not say that the
world is perceived in a “kaleidoscopic flux of impressions” but simply that the
world presents itself as such and that the work of language is to organize such a
flux. In this version, Whorf’s point was about logical necessity (or lack thereof).
He believed that all things “are equally alike and equally different, that is, the
number of true things one can say about any two things (the number of predi-
cates that apply) are equal, and perhaps infinite.” (Lucy and Shweder 1979: 602)
There is no implication that language is the independent variable and catego-
rization the dependent one. Rather, language includes perceptual categorization
(although, in some cases, it might choose to ignore it). More recently, Lucy
(1992a: 178) pointed out that linguistic relativity — at least in Whorf’s version —
does not rule out the possibility of discovering semantic universals.

Beyond the specific claims made about basic color terms, Berlin and Kay’s
research contained a number of important hypotheses and research agendas. By
discovering a “natural” tendency to name certain color distinctions, they were
undermining the notion of the arbitrary (i.e. conventional) nature of linguistic
signs made popular by de Saussure. If genetically unrelated languages come up
with similar classification systems, there must be principles of linguistic encoding
that are language independent (this hypothesis is at the basis of Berlin’s work on
sound symbolism, see section 6.8.1). Furthermore, the lexicon, as displayed by
color terminology, does not seem to be organized in discrete categories to be
represented by binary features, as proposed by generative semanticists like
Jerrold Katz (1964), but as continuous functions. Kay and McDaniel (1978)
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argued that fuzzy set theory and prototype theory are better equipped for han-
dling these data. Whereas in standard set theory (and in feature analysis of the
lexicon) an element either is or is not a member of a given set, in fuzzy set theory
and prototype theory, an element is a member to a certain degree (Lakoff 1972;
Kay and McDaniel 1978; Rosch 1973, 1975; Zadeh 1965, 1971). These ideas later
contributed to Kay’s collaboration with Charles Fillmore and Mary O’Connor to
devise a “construction grammar” where syntactic configurations are linked to
semantic and pragmatic interpretations (Fillmore 1996; Fillmore, Kay, and
O’Connor 1988). Similar ideas are found in George Lakoff’s (1987) notion of
“idealized cognitive models,” which he developed around the notion of
metaphor (see above).

3.2.4 Language and science
The issue of linguistic relativity speaks to the core of the anthropological enter-
prise because it touches upon the possibility of a science of humans as entities
that are more than biological beings. If indeed language (in a broad sense of the
term) is (or can be) really constraining, how can we use it to describe what we or
others do, believe, think, and feel?

If language itself represents a particular way of looking at the world, a pair of
glasses that we are given at birth and keep wearing without being conscious of it,
how can we see what others, wearing different glasses, see?

There are a number of answers to this question. None of them is in itself com-
pletely satisfactory, but all of them together constitute the tools of trade that
allow us to engage in anthropological research.

First, inspired by Cassirer’s theory, we could accept his challenge and try to
turn into artists. This means that we need to act as creative beings who are not
afraid of violating expectations while moving within still predictable canons of
communication. There is no question that in science, like in art, many ideas are
born out of sudden intuitions, epiphanies that are difficult to reconstruct in an
accurate manner. There is an art of discovery just like there is an art of present-
ing an idea to the public. At the same time, like in the artists’ world, in science as
well new ideas can only be generated and sustained when they do not go too far
from what is already accepted. Like artists, researchers live in a market of ideas,
where cultural capital is produced and rules of success are constantly evaluated
(Bourdieu 1982, 1985; Rossi-Landi 1970, 1973).

The second solution implicitly proposed by Cassirer is to study cultural prod-
ucts, like myths, that reveal certain truths about a community that the members
themselves might not be aware of or might not be willing to openly recognize.
This is one of the central concerns of symbolic anthropology (see Dolgin,
Kemnitzer, and Schneider 1977). The assumption is that a culture communicates
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in a myriad ways beyond the descriptive statements produced by natives when
interviewed by the ethnographer (see the discussion in section 2.1.3 about cul-
ture as communication). This is also an extension of Freud’s intuition that
dreams are smarter than dreamers and that in dreams we are able to make new
connections, recognize problems, and even find solutions. A group of people
might not be able to articulate what they really care about or why they behave
the way they do, but their stories, performances, and everyday expressions might
reveal their inner motivations.

A third solution is to study the conditions under which a language or, better,
its speakers can overcome the limits of their own worldview or metaphysics. This
is, for instance, what suggested by Silverstein’s work on metapragmatics (see
sections 1.4.2 and 6.8). For Silverstein, given our use of language to study cultural
phenomena, we need to test the extent to which a language and its speakers are
able to recognize certain distinctions and give us crucial hints on how to find gen-
eralizations. A theory of indexicality provides the analytical tools for such an
investigation. In this perspective, the “prison of language” is a hypothesis that
must be tested by comparing statements that native speakers make about their
own language usage with hypotheses based on actual usage.

Another solution is to rethink the very concept of language and combine our
discoveries about grammatical categories and their implications with our under-
standing of linguistic communication as a practice that implies the simultaneous
cooperation and collusion of several distinct codes, modes of communication,
and participants (see chapter 9). In this sense, whatever “limits” might exist in
one of the components of the communicative event could be overcome through
the qualities of other components. A language is more than a set of phonologi-
cal, morphological, syntactic, or lexical categories and rules for their use. A
language exists in the context of cultural practices which, in turn, rely on a num-
ber of other semiotic resources, including the representations and expectations
provided through the participants’ bodies and movements in space, the built
environment in which they act, and the dynamic relations established through
recurrent ways of doing things together.

Whichever route we choose, we must recognize that some kind of linguistic
relativity affects in principle any scientific enterprise. Any theorizing — e.g. mak-
ing hypotheses, isolating phenomena, providing general principles — needs a lan-
guage and implies a perspective, a point of view. Such a recognition, however,
should not be seen as the end of science, but simply as the end of a simple-
minded notion of science. Science always lives in a tension between two poles or
forces, sometimes called subjectivism and objectivism. Subjectivism starts from
the assumption that any phenomenon is partly created, co-constructed by the
person (i.e. subject) who “discovers” it or simply describes it. Historicism is but a
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particular version of this approach: all phenomena are historically located; they
exist in relation to other phenomena that give it meaning, whether or not we are
aware of it. Language, of course, enters into such a historical context at different
levels and in different ways. Objectivism is the theoretical perspective which
purposedly ignores the sociohistorical grounding of interpretations and claims
the possibility of a universal, context-independent set of criteria for the descrip-

9«

tion of a given phenomenon. When we talk about “sentences,” “complements,”

“prepositions,” “inflection” or individual sounds, we ignore — for the purpose of
analysis — their sociohistorical and psychological grounding in particular speech
acts and speech activities produced by particular subjects at a particular time, in
a particular place.

The difference among different approaches to the study of cultural phenomena,
speech included, lies in the extent to which researchers operate within one set of
assumptions or the other. Researchers also vary in the extent to which they try to
move in and out of these two different modes. Formal linguists, for instance, tend
to live in an objectivist world of phenomena, where sentences and meanings have
lost their connection to particular situations and are examined for their suppos-
edly universal properties. They step out of such a world only to gather more data,
i.e. examples for further analysis. Linguistic anthropologists, on the other hand, try
to devise ways of maintaining a connection between linguistic forms and its pro-
ducers. Both groups, however, work with theoretical constructs. The notion of
“speech event” used by ethnographers of speaking (see chapter 9) is just as theo-
retical as the notion of “verb” used by grammarians or the notion of “adjacency
pair” used by conversation analysts (see chapter 8). In the world “out there,” there
are no verbs, no speech events, and no adjacency pairs. There are particles of mat-
ter moving around in certain recurrent and yet not fully predictable patterns. We
interpret such experiences as and through symbolic means, including linguistic
expressions. That’s what it means to be human. The anthropological study of lan-
guage aims at clarifying the factors that go into the production of such representa-
tions, including their similarities and differences. Such a study, however, cannot
proceed without reexamining the very notion of “language.” Despite its routine
use by social scientists, the term “language” is often left unanalyzed. I will con-
tinue this discussion of linguistic diversity by returning to the meaning of “lan-
guage” and proposing to replace it with a number of alternative notions, including
linguistic varieties, repertoire, and speech community.

3.3 Language, languages, and linguistic varieties
It is important to distinguish between “language” and “a language.” The former
refers to the human faculty to communicate using particular types of signs (e.g.
sounds, gestures) organized in particular types of units (e.g. sequences) and the
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latter refers to a particular sociohistorical product, identifiable with a label such
as “English,” “Tok Pisin,” “Polish,” “Swahili,” “Chinese,” “American Sign
Language,” “Sign English.” Although sociolinguists (and linguistic anthropolo-
gists) routinely use the term “language” in the first, general sense, much of the
research in sociolinguistics in the last four decades has shown that the identifica-
tion of “a language” as the linguistic system used by a given group of people can
be quite problematic. Every time we subject a language (e.g. “English,” “Swahili,”
etc.) to systematic investigation, we discover that it displays a considerable vari-
ation across speakers and situations. This means that we cannot be sure that
what we are describing for a few speakers or even for an entire group of people
will have a social distribution larger than that group. Not only are there places,
for instance, in Melanesia, where several different “languages” are recognized
within a relatively small territory — Papua New Guinea is supposed to have more
than 750 languages —, but even in large urban settings where speakers might con-
sider themselves speakers of the “same language,” there might in fact be rather
different forms and rules for their interpretation. Just like a group of teenagers
hanging out at the same intersection every afternoon might have their own special
style of speaking, different from the style used by their parents and maybe even
from their older siblings, members of a profession will have their own lexicon
and assumptions about how to describe a problem or prescribe a solution. This
means that in our investigations we need to be aware of variation and be pre-
pared to use or devise methods that allow us to get a sense of the relationship
between the group of people we study and the larger networks in which they
operate (L. Milroy 1987; Milroy and Milroy 1992). In the past, linguistic anthro-
pologists have been skeptical of some of the theoretical assumptions implicit in
the quantitative methods necessary for assessing intragroup variation, but they
have been dealing mostly with small groups or relatively small data sets. As more
linguistic anthropologists extend their work to urban environments, they will
have to reassess their evaluation of quantitative sociolinguistics and face the chal-
lenge of a confrontation with its methods and theoretical assumptions.
Sociolinguists have also taught us that we cannot always trust members’ char-
acterization of linguistic differences and groupings. What people call “a language”
as opposed to “a dialect” might simply be due to social stigma or to the political
decision to give one particular dialect the status of standard language. For these
reasons, sociolinguists prefer the term variety (also linguistic variety or variety of
language), to be thought of as a set of communicative forms and norms for their
use that are restricted to a particular group or community and sometimes even to
particular activities. Sociolinguists’ varieties might cover what other researchers
call languages, dialects, registers, or even styles (Andersen 1990; Biber and
Finegan 1994). The advantage of using the term variety is that it does not carry
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the usual implications associated with words like “language” and “dialect” and
can cover the most diverse situations, including “all the languages of some multi-
lingual speaker, or community” (Hudson 1980: 24).

In addition to the notion of social distribution, the term “variety” also implies
the concepts of linguistic repertoire and speech community, both of which are
central for a clarification of “language” as the object of our study.

3.4 Linguistic repertoire

Linguistic repertoire is a concept originally introduced by Gumperz (1964: 137)
to refer to “the totality of linguistic forms regularly employed in the course of
socially significant interaction.” The assumption in this case is that speaking a
language means to be involved in a continuous process of decision-making,
although not necessarily a conscious one (see also Ervin-Tripp 1972). Repertoire
is thus a concept that can apply to either groups or individuals (Platt and Platt
1975). Whether an individual’s repertoire can ever be the same as the repertoire
of his community is partly an empirical question. It can be ascertained through
detailed investigation of the speech of individuals matched against the range
available in their community. But it also depends on our choice of the constitut-
ing elements of repertoire (or units of analysis) and the boundaries of the com-
munity in which the repertoire is found. If we only concentrate on phonological
variation and a small community, for instance, it might be easier to find individu-
als whose repertoire coincides with the repertoire of their community. If we
include larger units (e.g. lexical choices, speech genres) and we widen the bound-
aries of the community, it will be unlikely that individuals would be able to
match the repertoire of their community.

The notion of repertoire then raises a number of issues. The first is the issue of
variation. Does the study of repertoire give us a sense of the extent to which vari-
ation is pervasive in a given speech community? Can it shed light on how impor-
tant variation is? The second is the issue of meaning. Once we ascertain the exis-
tence of a range of possible choices (phonological, syntactic, lexical, etc.), can we
also tell whether a decision with respect to one of the alternative forms has
implications for individual speakers? The third issue concerns the social and cul-
tural organization of a repertoire. What are the criteria by which individual
speakers make choices within a given repertoire? Can we trace such choices to
individual, situational, institutional factors? How important is the type of social
organization in which a repertoire is assessed? Most of the work on sociolinguis-
tic variation is done in communities where social differences can be framed in
terms of social classes. Do other kinds of social systems (e.g. small egalitarian
communities, caste or feudal types of systems) treat repertoire differently? The
fourth question has to do with individual freedom and change. To what extent do
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individual speakers have real options in adopting one variant over another (e.g.
dropping the postvocalic /r/ in NYC, using honorific language in those communi-
ties that recognize it as a “special” or “separate” register)? To what extent does
the behavior of an individual reflect group expectations? Do some individuals
(e.g. community leaders, famous artists) have the power to affect the linguistic
choices of their community?

As shown by these questions, the notion of repertoire forces researchers to
think about a range of issues that are central to the role of language in social life.
Although repertoire is different from what is usually understood as “grammar”
it makes similar assumptions about norms and expectations. One of its advan-
tages is that it does not have the same presuppositions about “speaking proper.”
A repertoire is something that all speakers have, regardless of where they went to
school or for how long. At the same time, it is obvious that one’s life experience,
including schooling, is a crucial element of one’s repertoire. For researchers,
concentrating on repertoire means to select a range of linguistic features, a set of
situations, and a speech community.

3.5 Speech communities, heteroglossia, and language ideologies

The conventional wisdom of the Tower of Babel story is that the collapse
was a misfortune. That it was the distraction or the weight of many
languages that precipitated the tower’s failed architecture. That one
monolithic language would have expedited the building, and heaven
would have been reached ... Perhaps the achievement of Paradise was
premature, a little hasty if no one could take the time to understand other
languages, other views, other narratives. Toni Morrison (1994: 19)

As it will be made clear in the discussion of ethnographic methods in chapter 4,
linguistic anthropologists typically do not just work on a language variety but on
the language variety (or varieties) spoken in a particular community. In other
words, linguistic anthropologists start from the assumption that any notion of
language variety presupposes a community of speakers. Such a community is a
point of reference for the individuals who use a given variety as much as for the
researcher who is interested in documenting such usage.

3.5.1 Speech community: from idealization to heteroglossia
Linguistic anthropologists share with sociolinguists the concern for a definition
of speech community as a real group of people who share something about the
way in which they use language. This concern yields an approach that differs
from the one proposed by most formal grammarians, who start from the assump-
tion that the community they work in is homogeneous (Chomsky 1965: 3).
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Homogeneity is an idealization common (although by no means universal) in
science: investigation starts with the assumption of order and uniformity.
Variation is usually put aside as “exceptions to the rule” or “insignificant.”
Locating himself in this tradition, Chomsky assumes that there must be a prop-
erty of the human mind that allows “a person to acquire a language under condi-
tions of pure and uniform experience” (Chomsky 1986: 17). Only after having
established the rules and principles governing such an idealized community,
should more complex conditions be introduced and studied. The idealized type
of experience mentioned by Chomsky is studied by investigating native speak-
ers’ (often the linguist’s own) intuitions about whether or not a given linguistic
form or sentence is acceptable, that is, roughly speaking, whether it “sounds
right” (this is different from whether it would be judged acceptable by a school
teacher). The English sentences below are an example of this method at work.
Three verbs that can take a complement clause — marked by square brackets —
starting with what are examined by imagining possible sentences in which they
might occur. The examples preceded by an asterisk (*) are the unacceptable
ones (from Chomsky 1986: 88):

(1) Tasked [what time it is]

(2) TIwondered [what time it is]

(3) I(don’t)care [what time it is]
(1)’ it was asked what time it is

(2)’ *it was wondered what time it is
(3) *itwas cared what time it is

Acceptability judgments provide the basis for the generalizations made by the
linguist about particular grammars. For instance, the fact that only the sentence
with the verb ask can be made into an acceptable passive sentence with the verb
be (it was asked ...) is used to show that the relationship between the main verb
(ask, wonder, and care) and the following complement clause (what time it is) is
different for ask as opposed to wonder and care. Whereas ask is a transitive verb,
wonder and care are not and therefore the embedded clause starting with what ...
cannot become the subject of the passive verbs was wondered and was cared.’
Such generalizations, in combination with hypotheses about the “underlying” or
“deep” structures that might describe such phenomena,’ are used to posit

8 Sentences (1)’-(3)’ in fact are not standard passives, otherwise the “subject” clause
[what time it is] would be before the main verb, as in
(1)” [what time it is] was asked
This is however a bit odd in English and another rule has been applied to “move” the
subject to the end and replace it with the “empty” pronoun it.
9 See chapter 6.
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principles that should apply to all languages (what Chomsky calls “Universal
Grammar”).

As shown by the development of formal linguistics from the 1960s on, the use
of intuitions on how different words fit into the same pattern has been a very
powerful method for quickly producing rules and generalizations about syntac-
tic regularities. But this method encounters some problems when adopted as the
main source of information about what it means to know a language or even a
small part of it. Labov (1972b: ch. 8) articulated a number of these problems,
including the limited range of data available by working on only one’s own or a
few informants’ intuitions, the difficulty of having intuitions about variation and
its meaning for the speakers, and the theoretical limitations of assuming that dif-
ferences in intuitions can be resolved by attributing them to different “dialects.”
Looking at it from an anthropological perspective, Hymes (1972b) pointed out
that the very definition of acceptability is problematic given that to know a lan-
guage means not only to know what is grammatically acceptable. It also means to
know what is socially and culturally acceptable. Again, this kind of information
is difficult if not impossible to gain by simply imagining examples or situations.
To these objections, formal grammarians often reply that there is a fundamental
misunderstanding in this debate. They are talking about a different kind of “lan-
guage” from the one that is studied by sociolinguists and anthropologists. What
formal grammarians are interested in is not a sociopolitical product or process
but an abstraction, constructed by the linguist to make hypotheses about the
human mind. Chomsky (1986) uses the term “Internalized language” (or “I-lan-
guage”) for this kind of construct and distinguishes it from the “Externalized
language” (or “E-language) studied by those interested in language use.

It is important to stress that from a sociological and anthropological perspec-
tive, the problem with this approach is not idealization per se, but some of its
implications and consequences. I will mention here only two problematic areas.
The first is the connotations of linguistic purism that a linguistic theory exclu-
sively based on idealization carries. Chomsky (1986: 17) explicitly says that a
speech community in which people use a mixture of two languages, e.g. French
and Russian, would not be “pure” enough to be an ideal object of study for theo-
retical linguistics. But this assumption could mean the exclusion of most if not all
real communities in the world. All speech communities that have been studied
systematically show some degree of linguistic, sociological, and cultural differen-
tiation. Sociolinguists and linguistic anthropologists believe that there is always
some “mixing” whether in the form of two very different varieties (French and
English) or in the form of “dialectical” or “stylistic” differentiation (see below
the discussion of heteroglossia). Without getting into the negative connotations
of the use of the term “pure,” the idealization program in practice means that at
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least for now we should not be studying any community where we perceive a
considerable degree of “mixing” or “impurity.” Although this kind of approach
is presented as the most rational method, what is left for “later” might never be
studied, if all the existing human resources continue to be used for testing and
revising models of “pure” communities rather than for considering whether
these models can be extended to real life situations where “impure” mixing is the
norm. This is indeed what has happened to theoretical linguistics as developed
by Chomsky and his students. In forty years of intense research by a group of
innovative and highly productive scholars, very little if anything has been said
about how to relate the abstract knowledge of the idealized members of “pure”
communities to the concrete acts of linguistic performance by people who live in
real communities.

It is in the context of this discussion that I see Toni Morrison’s statement
(quoted above) as a powerful reminder of the origins of the myth of linguistic
purity. Why don’t we use our theoretical stance, our scientific wisdom, to aban-
don the belief that it would be better and easier if we all spoke the same lan-
guage, the same dialect, or in the same style? Why don’t we embrace instead the
idea that variety is part of human cultures and human nature? Why don’t we
accept that there always are contrasting forces in any human aggregate and even
within the same individual? Such a recognition would define a different kind of
program for the study of humanity, including language. We would start from the
assumption that variation is the norm and we would look for ways of documenting
it in order to understand language as part of the human condition.

This is what is suggested by the work of many contemporary theorists, includ-
ing the ones inspired by the work of the Russian linguist, philosopher, and liter-
ary critic Mikhail Bakhtin, who argued that the linguistic homogeneity assumed
by most linguists, philosophers, and philologists is an ideological construction,
historically tied to the development of the European states and the efforts to
establish a national identity through a national language to be called by one
name: German, French, Russian, Italian. Such a unified notion of a language has
no necessary relation to real language use. In the reality of everyday life (as well
as in the careful work of great artists such as some of the novelists studied by
Bakhtin), the speech of any one person is filled by many different voices or lin-
guistically constructed personae, a quality that Bakhtin called raznorecie, a term
translated in English as heteroglossia:

At any given moment of its evolution, language is stratified not only
into linguistic dialects in the strict sense of the word ... but also —
and for us this is the essential point — into languages that are socio-
ideological: languages of social groups, “professional” and
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“generic” languages, languages of generations and so forth. From
this point of view, literary language itself is only one of these
heteroglot languages — and in its turn is also stratified into
languages ... (Bakhtin 1981b: 271-2)

The many social, cultural, cognitive, and biological factors responsible for het-
eroglot language or what sociolinguists call linguistic variation conspire toward
a continuous tension between what Bakhtin called the centripetal and the
centrifugal forces of language.

The centripetal forces include the political and institutional forces that try to
impose one variety or code over others, e.g. Quechua in Peru in the sixteenth
century (Mannheim 1991), English in Scotland in the twelfth and sixteenth cen-
turies, the Tuscan dialect in Italy in the fourteenth century (De Mauro 1976:
23-4), Spanish in the Indian communities in Mexico and other parts of Central
and South America, and so on. These are centripetal because they try to force
speakers toward adopting a unified linguistic identity.1® The centrifugal forces
instead push speakers away from a common center and toward differentiation.
These are the forces that tend to be represented by the people (geographically,
numerically, economically, and metaphorically) at the periphery of the social
system.

Linguistic anthropologists have looked at such alternative norms as strategies
for the construction of social or ethnic identity. By virtue of their resistance to
the official, standard, majority language or variety, speakers maintain alterna-
tive, often parallel identities.!!

3.5.2  Multilingual speech communities
Among the Arizona Tewa community studied by Paul Kroskrity (1993), three
centuries of contact, including intermarriage, with their more numerous Hopi
neighbors have not eradicated the Tewa language, although there are signs of
language loss among the younger members of the community. Despite the fact
that there are times when the Arizona Tewa identify themselves as Hopis (espe-
cially with respect to the outside world), “they reserve an identity for themselves
which is unavailable to the Hopi and uniquely their own” (Kroskrity 1993: 7).
The language brought by the ancestors of the Arizona Tewas from the Rio
Grande Pueblos almost 300 years ago is the most important symbolic vehicle of
this identity. Although most members of the Arizona Tewa speech community

10 By no means should this statement be interpreted as implying that speakers have no
roles in defining the future of a particular linguistic variety. See Kulick (1992) for a dis-
cussion of the role of local beliefs in the adoption of Tok Pisin in Papua New Guinea.

11" The notion of covert norm in sociolinguistics tries to explain the preference of non-stan-
dard linguistic features by certain speakers (see Trudgill 1974, 1978).
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have some knowledge of at least three languages (Tewa, Hopi, and English), the
Arizona Tewa language has a special status for the Tewas, as shown by the ways
in which they try to protect it. Paradoxically, the special status of Tewa as symbol
of ethnic identity is what makes it also particularly vulnerable, given that it can-
not be transmitted to or by people considered to be outsiders.

Kathryn Woolard’s (1989) study of the use and prestige of Catalan in
Barcelona provides another interesting case where one can see how a minority
language can survive as a symbol of ethnic identity and a measure of personal
prestige. Despite centuries of political control by the central Spanish govern-
ment and the gradual imposition of the language of the Spanish state, Castilian,
as the language of school instructions, Catalan has survived as the first language
of a large part of the population while maintaining a high status in Catalonia.

How is it possible that the Castilian political dominance has not been able to
secure linguistic prestige for its speakers? This is due, according to Woolard, to
the fact that in Catalonia there is a reversal of the usual power relation between
majority and minority languages. The “minority language,” Catalan is not the
“low prestige” language, but the language of the economically dominant
bourgeoisie. Castilian, on the other hand, is the language of the immigrant work-
ers from Andalusia and other, less prosperous areas of the country. This means
that the centrifugal forces in Catalonia are represented by a native population
that is wealthier than the population of immigrants for whom Castilian is their
first language.

It is who speaks a language rather than where it is spoken that gives
itits force. Authority is established and inculcated most thoroughly
not in schools and other formal institutions, but in personal relations,
face-to-face encounters, and the invidious distinctions of the
workplace and residential neighborhoods. (Woolard 1989: 121)

In another sociohistorically oriented study of a bilingual community, Jane and
Kenneth Hill (1986) discuss the fate of Mexicano — also known as Aztec or
Nahuatl —, the modern descendant of the language of the Aztecs, Tlaxcalans, and
many other peoples of Mexico and Central America. They show that for hundreds
of years the people of the Malinche Volcano communities in Mexico borrowed
extensively from Spanish by taking from it grammatical and lexical features such
as suffixes (e.g. the adverb-forming -mente or the nominal plural marker -es),
complementizers (e.g. que, which also acquires an evidential function), and full
clauses with main verbs (e.g. yo creo que “I believe that” and parece que “it
appears that”). Spanish and Mexicano are woven into one another in such a way
that Hill and Hill prefer to speak of a “syncretic language” rather than “language
mixing.” Mexicano speakers, for instance, have reanalyzed certain Spanish
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forms and adapted them in creative ways to Mexicano syntax or morphology.
Until recently, Mexicano speakers had managed to control ideologically the
force of Spanish by restricting its fuller use “to the sphere of the elevated, the
distance between strangers, the realm of inauthenticity, as opposed to the
domestic, intimate, authentic voice of Mexicano speaking in everyday uses”
(Hill and Hill 1986: 402). But the strategy of syncretism is under attack. Today
Spanish is replacing Mexicano, which is passing out of use in many towns and
becoming a secret language — or “anti-language” in Halliday’s sense (1976). Not
only is Mexicano used for a much restricted range of communicative functions
and situations (e.g. for “passwords” or obscene challenges to outsiders), but the
attitudes toward its use have undergone a radical shift. There is a real devalua-
tion of Mexicano as spoken today — its syncretism — and a resurgence of purism.
Given the lack of institutional support for the re-establishing the older variety of
Mexicano, such a devaluation is equivalent to the rejection of Mexicano alto-
gether, which has become an “oppressed language” (Albé 1979). This trend in
language use and language attitudes is part of a wider trend to abandon an
Indian or “indigenous” identity in favor of a “Mexican” identity. Such a larger
trend is manifested in the way in which people dress, the kinds of houses they
build and the like, and the kinds of products they consume. But the struggle is
not over. There are people who learn Mexicano as adults as a way of participat-
ing in local networks of reciprocity, instantiated in ritual and religious activities.
Furthermore, Spanish still has a “distancing” function for most speakers.
Although many Malinche towns are divided between mexicanos (Mexicano-
dominant speakers) and castellanos (Spanish-dominant speakers), some speak-
ers are starting to recognize the possibility of a shared ethnic identity that
accepts both kinds of speakers. This allows for members of the same family not
to be divided over linguistic issues. It also grants indigenous people the authority
to make choices, including linguistic ones, instead of being mere passive victims
of centripetal forces and dominating ideologies. Toward the end of their book,
Hill and Hill eloquently summarize their attitude toward these complex issues:

As linguists and anthropologists, we celebrate human diversity. We
are awed by the power through which human beings construct an
infinite variety of symbolic universes, each so intricately detailed
and delicately organized that our sciences cannot comprehend
them, yet so responsive to change that a way of speaking like
Mexicano, for 500 years under the most ferocious attack, can
respond and change and meet the attack through nothing more
than the everyday linguistic struggle expressed in the talk of
humble people. These symbolic universes of language constitute
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the principal treasurehouse of the human intellect, and when one is
lost — as Mexicano may be lost if nothing is done — we are all
deprived. (Hill and Hill 1986: 446)

They proceed to propose a number of possible steps to counteract the discourse
of purism, recognize the changing, heteroglot nature of any speech community,
and defend the cultural heritage contained in indigeneous languages. Anticipating
the words of Toni Morrison quoted at the beginning of this section, Hill and Hill
conclude with a homage to language diversity and the responsibility of “the peo-
ple of the world” to contain cultural imperialism and allow for the preservation
of historical-natural languages as treasures that belong to humanity as a whole.12

3.5.3 Definitions of speech community

Itis in the context of this kind of enterprise that the notion of speech community
(or what Gumperz called “linguistic community,” see below) becomes an extremely
important notion for the anthropological study of linguistic phenomena. In this
section, I will review some of the issues involved in its definition and propose a
working definition to which I will return in the final chapter.13

The idea of the inherently variable nature of any language or speech community
is nothing new, as shown by the following quote from the American structuralist
linguist Leonard Bloomfield “The difficulty or impossibility of determining ...
exactly what people belong to the same speech-community, is not accidental, but
arises from the very nature of speech-community. ... no two persons — or rather,
perhaps, no one person at different times — spoke exactly alike” (1935: 45).

Whereas the realization of such variability convinced formal grammarians to
ignore it by establishing an idealized homogeneity of homogeneity, sociolinguists
decided to face variability and make it the subject matter of their investigation.

In Labov’s (1966, 1972a, 1972¢) important studies of linguistic variation in
New York City, speech community was first defined “by participation in a set of
shared norms” (Labov 1972c: 120). These are norms for the use of language as
well as for the interpretation of linguistic behavior.

That New York City is a single speech community, and not a
collection of speakers living side by side, borrowing occasionally
from each others’ dialects, may be demonstrated by many kinds of
evidence. Native New Yorkers differ in their usage in terms of
absolute values of the [sociolinguistic] variables, but the shifts

12 For different views on the role of linguists in helping preserve indigenous languages, see
Hale et al. (1992), Ladefoged (1992), Dorian (1993).

13 For a useful review of the debate up to the late 1980s, see Hudson (1980: 25-30). More
recent discussions will be mentioned in the rest of this section.
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between contrasting styles follow the same pattern in almost every
case. Subjective evaluations of native New Yorkers show a
remarkable uniformity, in sharp contrast to the wide range of
response from speakers who were raised in other regions.

(Labov 1966: 7)

For Labov, participation in the same speech community is defined on the basis of
shared patterns of variation or evaluation of linguistic behavior. As long as
speakers who have different patterns of use understand and evaluate the differ-
ent linguistic forms in the same way, we can say that they belong to the same
speech community.!4 If their evaluation varies, however, we can no longer say
that they belong to the same speech community.

As pointed out by some critics of this approach (Dorian 1982; Romaine 1982),
this evaluative measure may exclude speakers who perceive themselves to be
part of the same community even though their linguistic norms or evaluations of
speech forms may differ. For instance, in her study of descendants of Gaelic-
speaking fisherfolk in eastern Sutherland, Dorian (1981) discusses what she
calls “semi-speakers,” that is, “individuals who have failed to develop full flu-
ency and normal adult proficiency in East Sutherland Gaelic, as measured by
their deviation from the fluent-speaker norms within the community” (Dorian
1982: 26). Despite the fact that their speech is quite different from the speech of
the fluent bilingual and they are insensitive to many breaches of grammatical
norms, these semi-speakers consider themselves part of the Scottish Gaelic
speech community. Their self-perception is supported by their ability to under-
stand what is said and how to interact in Gaelic:

Low-proficiency members of these networks, unlike the linguist-
guest, were never unintentionally rude. They knew when it was
appropriate to speak and when not; when a question would show
interest and when it would constitute an interruption; when an offer
of food or drink was mere verbal routine and was meant to be
refused, and when it was meant in earnest and should be accepted;
how much verbal response was appropriate to express sympathy in
response to a narrative of ill health or ill luck; and so forth.

(Dorian 1982:29)

To account for these kinds of situations Dorian prefers definitions of speech

14 <. it seems plausible to define a speech community as a group of speakers who share a
set of social attitudes towards language. In New York City, those raised out of town in
their formative years show none of the regular pattern of subjective reactions character-
istic of natives where a New York City variable such the vowel of lost is concerned”
(Labov 1972a: 248, footnote 40).
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community that do not make reference to either norms or evaluations. One solu-
tion favored by Dorian is Corder’s (1973: 53) definition: “A speech community is
made up of people who regard themselves as speaking the same language; it need
have no other defining attributes.” This notion of speech community is close to
the notion of imagined community introduced by Anderson (1983).

Another solution is to abandon altogether the criterion of either norms or
expectations and look at what speakers do in their daily life, who they interact
with. Gumperz’s earlier definition of “linguistic community” avoided norms and
expectations and concentrated on social contact:!5

[a linguistic community is] a social group which may be either
monolingual or multilingual, held together by frequency of social
interaction patterns and set off from the surrounding areas by
weaknesses in the lines of communication. Linguistic communities
may consist of small groups bound together by face-to-face contact
or may cover large regions, depending on the level of abstraction
we wish to achieve. ([1962: 29] 1968a: 463)

This definition is more appropriate for those situations where speakers who live
in close contact speak different languages. The literature on multilingualism
abounds of cases where within the same village or family speakers of different
age, gender, or social status have differentiated competence in different lan-
guage varieties. One of the most complex cases ever reported is Sorensen’s
(1967) and Jackson’s (1974) discussion of the Vaupés territory of southeast
Colombia, where over twenty exogamous patrilineal descent units are identified
with a corresponding number of mutually unintelligible languages. Since lan-
guage is the main criterion for exogamy (people must marry someone who
speaks a different language), there is always multilingualism within each village,
longhouse, and family. Given demographic factors, marriage patterns, and
patrilocal residence, there can be up to four different father-languages repre-
sented by the in-married women within the same longhouse (Jackson 1974: 56).
Although there is one language, Tukano, which is used as a lingua franca, in cer-
tain situations people may use a language that is not understood by everyone.!6

15 Gumperz’s later definition, however, includes the notion of “a shared body of verbal
signs” (1968b: 381). An attempt to implement the notion of “contact” within a variationist
framework is provided by Milroy’s (1980) use of the unit “network.”

16- Although sometimes politeness might dictate the choice of a language (e.g. on the basis
of the the addressee’s father’s language), other times code shifting is described by
Jackson as simply motivated by the pleasure of using a different variety: “I have been
with women who said, ‘Let’s speak Tukano’ and did so for a period of time, even though
none of them had Tukano as a father-language and all spoke [two other languages] as
well as Tukano” (Jackson 1974: 59).
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This system allows for a fluidity of code shifting and adaptation to variation that
is puzzling to anyone brought up in a monolingual community, but has a ring of
familiarity to most multilingual speakers. Linguistic variation is in fact not as
rare as monolingual speakers or some theorists would like to believe. Even
within monolingual communities — as demonstrated by several decades of soci-
olinguistic empirical research — differentiation and shifting of codes may be
more pervasive than usually believed. What in some communities might result in
a shift from one language to another (e.g. from English to Spanish, from a local
vernacular to a pidgin), in some other communities might result in a shift from
one style or register to another (e.g. from authoritarian to egalitarian, from dis-
tant to familiar, from ritual to casual). Even within monolingual communities, in
other words, different groups and different individuals within a group may use or
switch between what Hymes (1974) called different ways of speaking, a term
inspired by Whorf’s fashions of speaking. A great deal of linguistic anthropolog-
ical research is about such different ways of speaking, their distribution, their
function, and the ideologies associated with their use, including an increasingly
rich body of work on gender differences in language use (e.g. Hall and Bucholtz
1995; Philips, Steele and Tanz 1987; Tannen 1993a).

I propose that we take a speech community to be the product of the commu-
nicative activities engaged in by a given group of people. This definition takes the
notion of speech community to be a point of view of analysis rather than an already
constituted object of inquiry. It recognizes the constitutive nature of speaking as
a human activity that not only assumes but builds “community.” According to
this definition, to engage in linguistic anthropological research means, first of all,
to look at a group of people’s daily dealings with one another from the point of
view of the communication they exchange and the communicative resources
they employ. This definition is inspired by Rossi-Landi’s (1973) definition, but it
avoids his assumption of the existence of an already defined “language”:

The totality of the messages we exchange with one another while

speaking a given language constitutes a speech community, that is,

the whole society understood from the point of view of speaking.
(Rossi-Landi 1973: 83, translation mine)

Another aspect of Rossi-Landi’s theory that deserves consideration is the intu-
ition that the linguistic forms and contents used by members of a community
have a value just like goods have values in the context of a market. To study a
speech community for Rossi-Landi means to study the circulation of linguistic
signs seen as products of human labor that satisfy certain needs while at the same
time suggesting or imposing new ones. As articles of consumption, words have
power over their speakers; they presuppose a worldview just like commodities
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presuppose certain desires in the potential users. Through the view of the speech
community as a market, Rossi-Landi reframes in Marxist terms — that is, as lin-
guistic alienation — one of the most important concerns of linguistic anthropolo-
gists, namely, the relationship between individual speakers and the language
system they use, an issue that is at the core of Sapir’s and Whorf’s legacy. To
what extent are individuals in control of the linguistic resources they use in com-
municating? To what extent can speakers impose their own meaning and inter-
pretations on the messages they produce? How do we assess authorship in
speaking (or writing)? How expressive is language? How shared is it? What does
linguistic communication teach us about the tension between autonomy and
sociability? These questions are at the core of the issue of the relationship
between linguistic code and ideology that informs the current debate on linguis-
tic relativity as it resurfaces through the work on language and identity.

3.6 Conclusions

In this chapter, I have examined a number of basic theoretical issues centered
around the notion of “language” and “language diversity.” I have argued that the
notion of language diversity ties together the earlier discussions of linguistic
relativity and the more recent discussions of language contact and language mix-
ing. The study of language from the point of view of the differentiation presup-
posed or brought about by linguistic options and linguistic choices commits
linguistic anthropologists to a notion of language that builds on the assumption
that variation is the norm rather than the exception. In making this assumption,
linguistic anthropologists share sociolinguists’ program for a socially minded lin-
guistics. At the same time, due to their historical roots, linguistic anthropologists
are more directly involved in the study of language ideology with the wide range
of issues that such a complex notion implies (see Silverstein 1979; Woolard and
Schieffelin 1994). To study language in culture means something more than the
ways in which cultural categories are reflected in language or the ways in which
linguistic taxonomies are guides to the worldview of those who employ them. An
anthropologically minded study of language means the recognition of the com-
plex interplay between language as a human resource and language as a histori-
cal product and process. Such an interplay must be approached with a number of
theoretical tools, including the concepts introduced in this chapter. It also needs
sophisticated methods for the documentation of the ways in which linguistic
communication enters into and sustains our social life. The next two chapters
will be dedicated to the latter goal.
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This chapter and the next will present a critical review of the more common
data-collection techniques and analytical procedures currently practiced by pro-
fessional linguistic anthropologists.! With the exception of occasional references
to practical questions, this chapter will emphasize the logic of research habits
and procedures rather than the technical solutions needed to solve common
research problems. In a few cases, I will briefly discuss what I consider some of
the most innovative and interesting ways of documenting the role of communi-
cation in the constitution of culture. A more specific discussion of the practice of
transcription will be done in chapter 5.

Linguistic anthropologists use traditional ethnographic methods such as par-
ticipant-observation and work with native speakers to obtain local interpretive
glosses of the communicative material they record. They also use elicitation
techniques similar to those employed by typological linguists interested in gram-
matical patterns. Recently, these methods have been integrated with new forms
of documentation of verbal practices developed in such fields as urban sociolin-
guistics, discourse analysis, and conversation analysis. The advent of new tech-
nologies for the electronic recording of sounds and actions has broadened the
range of phenomena that can be studied, increased our analytical sophistication,
and, at the same time, multiplied the number of technical, political, and moral
problems that a fieldworker must confront. As we enter this new technological
era, it is imperative to develop a discursive arena in which to examine the pros
and cons of the new tools within a general discussion of methodology for the
study of human communicative behavior.

4.1 Ethnography
If the goal of linguistic anthropology is the study of linguistic forms as constitutive
elements of social life, researchers must have ways of connecting linguistic forms
1 Within the related field of sociolinguistics, Stubbs (1983) is an introductory textbook to

discourse analysis that is particularly sensitive to the methods used for collecting con-
versational data. See also Milroy (1987).
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with particular cultural practices. Ethnography offers one valuable set of techniques
for such a goal. For this reason, the integration of ethnography with other methods
for the documentation of speech patterns is one of the most important distinguishing
qualities of linguistic anthropologists as compared to other researchers interested
in language or communication. In this section I will provide a brief discussion of the
basic features of what constitutes an ethnographic inquiry and suggest ways in
which such features can be an integral part of the study of language .2

4.1.1 What is an ethnography?

As a first approximation, we can say that an ethnography is the written descrip-
tion of the social organization, social activities, symbolic and material resources,
and interpretive practices characteristic of a particular group of people. Such a
description is typically produced by prolonged and direct participation in the
social life of a community and implies two apparently contradictory qualities: (i)
an ability to step back and distance oneself from one’s own immediate, culturally
biased reactions so to achieve an acceptable degree of “objectivity” and (ii) the
propensity to achieve sufficient identification with or empathy for the members
of the group in order to provide an insider’s perspective — what anthropologists
call “the emic view” (see section 6.3.2).

A few words should be said here about the use of the term “objectivity,” which
has been harshly criticized in recent writings about the ethnographic experience
(Kondo 1986; Rosaldo 1989) and, more generally, in current debates in and about
the social sciences (Manicas 1987). With respect to ethnography, the problems
with the term “objectivity” arise from its identification with a form of positivistic
writing that was meant to exclude the observer’s subjective stance, including
emotions, as well as political, moral, and theoretical attitudes. Such an exclusion,
in its more extreme or “purest” form, is not only impossible to achieve, it is also a
questionable goal, given that it would produce a very poor record of the ethnog-
rapher’s experience (De Martino 1961). How would one be able to say what people
are doing without at least a minimal identification with their point of view? One
would end up saying things like “people squat on the floor, grab their food with
their hands and bring it to their mouth — and this, they call ‘eating’.” As it is obvious
from this example, rather than being “objective” and impartial, accounts of this
kind can easily be read as implying a negative evaluation of local practices.

2 What follows is by no means a full-scale introduction to ethnographic methods, but a
brief discussion of what I consider some of the central issues pertaining to the process of
practicing ethnography and producing ethnographic descriptions. For more informed
descriptions of current ethnographic methods in cultural anthropology and related
fields, see Agar (1980), Spradley (1980), Jackson (1987), as well as the critical appraisals
in Clifford and Marcus (1986), Geertz (1988), Rosaldo (1989), Sanjek (1990a).
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Equally implausible is a description that completely identifies with the native per-
spective and does not, in some fashion, reflect the researchers’ perception of the
described events, including their own sociohistorical awareness of pecularities
(or, alternatively, predictability) of such events and hence their value for compar-
ative purposes. What matters, however, is the attempt to control or put between
brackets one’s value judgment. Although this might be seen as a step that anthro-
pologists share with phenomenological philosophers like Husserl and interpre-
tivist sociologists like Weber, the practice of refraining from thinking the obvious
is an important part of doing any kind of science. The problem, of course, is that it
is not sufficient. A science of people, a human science, cannot but also exploit the
researchers’ ability to identify, empathize with the people they are studying. This
implies that there exists in ethnography a certain playful element which consists
of changing the familiar into the strange and, vice versa, the strange into the familiar
(Spiro 1990) (see also section 2.1 on Hegel’s notion of culture).

Given that there are different degrees of distance from or closeness to a given
ethnographic reality, descriptive adequacy for most ethnographers lies some-
where in the middle. Geertz (1983) adopted the psychoanalytic contrast between
“experience-near” and “experience-distant” to illustrate this point:

An experience-near concept is, roughly, one that someone —a
patient, a subject, in our case an informant — might himself
naturally and effortlessly use to define what he or his fellows see,
feel, think, imagine, and so on, and which he would readily
understand when similarly applied by others. An experience-
distant concept is one that specialists of one sort or another — an
analyst, an experimenter, an ethnographer, even a priest or an
ideologist — employ to forward their scientific, philosophical, or
practical aims. “Love” is an experience-near concept, “object
cathexis” is an experience-distant one. “Social stratification” and
perhaps for most people in the world even “religion” (and certainly
“religious system”) are experience-distant; “caste” and “nirvana”
are experience-near, at least for Hindus and Buddhists ... The real
question ... is what roles the two sorts of concepts play in
anthropological analysis. Or, more exactly, how, in each case, ought
one to deploy them so as to produce an interpretation of the way a
people lives which is neither imprisoned within their mental
horizons, an ethnography of witchcraft as written by a witch, nor
systematically deaf to the distinctive tonalities of their existence, an
ethnography of witchcraft as written by a geometer.

(Geertz 1983: 57)
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The “balance” between being insensitive and turning into a witch is simply the
realization that writing ethnography implies the understanding of several, some-
times contradictory, sometimes complementary points of view. A successful
ethnography, then, is not a method of writing in which the observer assumes one
perspective — whether “distant” or “near” —, but a style in which the researcher
establishes a dialogue between different viewpoints and voices, including those
of the people studied, of the ethnographer, and of his disciplinary and theoretical
preferences. This is indeed the style of the best ethnographies we have. They are
a composite of a number of viewpoints, including the observer’s and the
observed. They combine the sense of awe at what the ethnographer might see or
notice for the first time with a genuine attempt at finding out how such practices
are made “ordinary” for the participants — or, conversely, how something that is
taken for granted by the ethnographer appears exceptional or incomprehensible
to the people being studied.

What is, however, often missing in most ethnographies is an explicit discussion
and documentation of the dialogical practices out of which descriptions are
born. As Dennis Tedlock (1983) points out, despite the fact that most of what we
learn in the field is the product of live dialogue — between ourselves and the
“natives” as well as among the natives themselves —, one sees very little if any-
thing of that dialogue in published ethnographic accounts. Tedlock’s criticism of
what he calls analogical anthropology and his proposal for a dialogical anthro-
pology articulates the contribution of linguistic anthropological methods to the
study of culture. Rather than replacing native discourse with the observer’s
monologic narrative (whether in the first or third person), as typical of analogical
anthropology, dialogical anthropology promotes native talk to the position of
prominence so as to give readers more direct access to how members represent
their own actions as well as how they deal with fieldworkers and comply with
their demands.? The practice of transcription (see chapter 5) and its embedding
in ethnographic description is an essential element of this process as investiga-
tors make explicit the sources from which they derive their understanding of a
given cultural phenomenon.

The criteria for identifying a community as suitable for an ethnography can be
quite varied, including political, geographical, racial, theoretical, and method-
ological considerations. The complex of features required for thinking about a

3 “In the classic ethnography, the informants, collectively, speak occasional isolated
words in a totally exotic language; in confessions or reflections, on the other hand,
where contact between individuals and between cultures is an undeniable reality, infor-
mants are allowed occasional complete utterances, but these are likely to contain or
even to consist entirely of words from contact languages. In any case, the dominant
mode, even of the confession, is the monologue” (Tedlock 1983: 326).
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number of individuals as forming a “community” also vary, ranging from shared
living space to affiliation with the same political, religious, or educational institu-
tion. We have thus ethnographies of people who live or work in the same town,
village, island, building, and factory, and ethnographies of those who spend
a certain period of time together, such as the participants in a class, a political
confrontation, a religious movement, a ceremonial exchange.

4.1.1.1 Studying people in communities

The initial assumption that the people studied form a “community” must be sus-
tained by systematic observations. This means that ethnographers expect to find
certain commonalities among the members of the group, certain shared or mutu-
ally intelligible habits, social activities, ways of interacting and interpreting
social acts. Language is of course an important indication of membership in a
community; variation in linguistic patterns such as a frequent switching between
languages, dialects, or registers (see chapters 1 and 9) is an index of possible
internal subdivision within the same community. In general, the focus on one
group should not be seen as implying cultural homogeneity in the group. The
more we study different societies and especially complex multiethnic, post-
industrial societies like the US the more we realize that the homogeneous com-
munity where everyone speaks the same language (or dialect) and knows every-
thing there is to know for daily survival is either a romantic idealization of
small-scale societies or a collective construct that is at the heart of nationalism
(Anderson 1991). Despite this recognition, however, ethnographers are still in
constant search for patterns, that is, recurrent configurations in people’s behav-
iors, descriptions, interpretive procedures, uses of natural resources, and pro-
duction and handling of tools and artifacts. Whether or not an ethnographer will
be attracted more by similarities than by differences among members of the
community will be, in large part, determined by his theoretical preferences. This
is why the notion of culture he adopts is so very important in the process of pro-
ducing an ethnography. If the ethnographer assumes, following Wallace’s (1961)
suggestion, that a culture is an organization of diversity, she will look for the
ways in which members are able to coordinate their actions and goals, despite
their differences (see section 2.1.2). In other words, the ethnographic account
will try to describe not only how a particular group of people are kept together
by their similarities but also how they are united despite or on account of their
differences. If, on the other hand, the ethnographer is oriented toward a view of
culture as something shared more or less in equal measure by all members, he
will concentrate on commonalities and will tend to ignore differences, claiming
that they are irrelevant variations of a basic, underlying pattern.

Ethnographers assume that the information they need is somehow available
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through particular types of data-collection techniques. In this sense, ethnogra-
phers do not differ from other human scientists, such as psychoanalysts, for
instance, who believe that it is possible to arrive at hidden psychological conflicts
through the examination of overt behavior such as oral narratives, drawings, or
physical reactions. What differentiates ethnographers from other students of
human conduct is that they try to come as close as ethically appropriate to their
subjects’ cultural experience (the American Anthropological Association has
guidelines that can be consulted). Rather than acquiring knowledge of the real-
ity they want to study from oral or written reports, ethnographers live for an
extended period of time with the people whose way of life they want to under-
stand, watching them work, eat, play, talk, laugh, cry, be angry, sad, happy, satis-
fied, frustrated. The observation of a particular community is not attained from
a distant and safe point but by being in the middle of things, that is, by participat-
ing in as many social events as possible. It is this often difficult but necessary
combination of modalities of being with others and observing them that is
referred to as participant-observation, a building stone of anthropology’s contri-
bution to our understanding of human cultures (Malinowski 1935, vol. 2: 3-4).

In this sense, before being a product, that is, a written text, ethnography is an
experience or a process (Agar 1980: 1). It is the experience of participating in
the social life of a given group as a way of understanding how they constitute
each other into a collectivity, what makes them at the same time unique and
predictable.

As it becomes obvious from the exemplary anecdotes that ethnographers like
to tell about their fieldwork, their experience is for them rich with meanings that
go well beyond the satisfactory completion of the research project as originally
envisioned. Fieldwork has important consequences for the ways in which a
researcher will, from that point on, think about his work and, at a more personal
level, his own personal life. For the apprentice, however, all of the talk about
transformations and understanding is often too vague. For anyone who has
never tried it before, it is difficult to imagine exactly how one engages in ethno-
graphic work. The first questions anthropology students ask are about the kinds
of phenomena they should look for once in the field. Answers such as “an ethno-
grapher is interested in everything” or “anything can be the object of inquiry for
an ethnographer, it depends on his or her interest” are not much help to the
novice. Non-exhaustive but extensive lists like the one in table 4.1 might be more
useful as a first approximation.

89



Ethnographic methods

Table 4.1 Topics of ethnographic study

Ethnographers are interested in:

what people do in their daily lives (e.g. the activities they engage in, how they are

organized, by whom and for whom)

— what they make and use (artifacts)

— who controls access to goods (land products) and technologies

— what people know, think, feel

— how they communicate with one another

— how they make decisions (e.g. what is right or wrong, what is permissible, what is
strange, unusual, what is true)

— how they classify objects, animals, people, natural and cultural phenomena

— how the division of labor is organized (across genders, ages, social classes, ranks,
etc.)

— how the life of the family/household is organized, etc.

The general issue behind these themes is a concern with the constitution of
society and culture. Ethnographers gather information in order to answer two
basic questions: (1) how is social order constituted (created, managed, repro-
duced), that is, what makes this particular group of people a functioning unit of
some sort? and (2) how do individuals make sense of their way of living, that is,
how do they explain (to themselves first) why they live the way they do and dif-
ferently from others (sometimes even their neighbors)?

In collecting information that might help them answer these questions, ethno-
graphers are expected to respect analytical, methodological, as well as ethical
standards that have been established over the years by a long series of docu-
mented individual experiences. Here are some of these rules as seen by British
anthropologist Raymond Firth, one of Malinowski’s most acclaimed successors:

Opver the last fifty years social anthropology has developed a fairly
sensitive technique of fieldwork. Rules have been worked out for
securing as accurate information as possible. The fieldworker is
encouraged to have maximum contact with the people he is
studying, as by living in their midst. He is expected to use the
vernacular, not only to avoid the misconstructions of an interpreter,
but to be able to reinforce his set questions with material picked up
by listening to ordinary conversation between the people
themselves. He is expected not to rely on single informants for all
significant data, but to indulge in a thorough process of checking.
The opinions he obtains from individuals are not to be taken as
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objective statements of the social reality, but as reflections of the
position and interests of the people who give them. Above all,
generalizations about local institutions are not expected to be
framed solely upon verbal data collected from informants, but to be
backed up at every turn by the field-worker’s own observations of
the actual behaviour of the people. (Firth 1965: 3)

As revealed by this eloquent and succinct statement, a major preoccupation for
ethnographers is the reliability of the information they collect. They must not
only develop ways of ascertaining the accuracy of what people tell them but also
ways of assuring their readers that their descriptions are accurate. This means
that ethnographers have to deal with two types of interlocutors: the subjects of
their studies and their future readers. The recognition of these two, often con-
flictual, allegiances unveils a profession that is constantly dealing with issues of
“power, resistance, institutional constraints, and innovation” (Clifford 1986: 2)
during fieldwork and after. There is no way of turning away from these questions
and responsibilities. There are, however, ways of incorporating into the research
and its public (re)presentation the tension created by the ethnographer’s intru-
sion into the world of Others who (by definition) have different ideas and stan-
dards from the ethnographer’s. This means that in addition to the issue of access
(to people, resources, information), ethnographers have become sensitized to
the question of their role in the community where they work. More and more
have ethnographers become concerned with how they are perceived, what they
are expected to do, and the extent to which their individual research agenda as
well as their representation of such an agenda is the by-product of several, some-
times complementary, sometimes conflicting forces and allegiances.

4.1.2 Ethnographers as cultural mediators

Ethnographers thus have started to recognize that they operate as cultural medi-
ators between two traditions: one established by their discipline and their partic-
ular theoretical orientation and the other represented by the people they study
and live with, who have their own understanding of what the fieldworkers should
be doing and how they should conduct themselves. In recent ethnographies, the
role of members in influencing the ethnographer’s research agenda has been
made more explicit. Here is an example from the introductory chapter of Fred
Myers’s ethnography of the Pintupi, an Aboriginal people from the Western
Desert in Australia:

As Margaret Mead once said, anthropology has informants, not
objects of study. People teach us. The condition of my living in
Pintupi communities has always been my participation as a
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“relative.” Their acceptance has never been based on my research,
which they have never been much interested in once they decided I
was a friend (despite my sincere and lengthy attempts to explain my
work). Rather, what they expect from me is my human
commitment to them as fellow people. This condition has set the
tone of my whole research. Since the Australian government’s
policy of “self-determination” began, the Pintupi have insisted that
those who live in their communities must “help Aboriginal people.”

Their willingness to provide me instruction in Pintupi culture has
followed a similar course in making me part of their lives. The
Pintupi I know have emphasized my learning through participation
and have been reluctant to submit to the sort of “white room”
formal sessions of inquiry of which, in frustration, I have
occasionally dreamed. It is neither polite nor productive to ask a lot
of questions. When individuals have sponsored me with their help,
we have worked by my spending a day in participant-observation,
waiting for opportune moments to ask questions. In this way I
learned gradually to identify certain Pintupi symbolic constructs
with realms of action, not just as objects of analysis, but also in
making myself understood. My experience of Pintupi culture, then,
conforms to Wittgenstein’s dictum not to ask what a thing means,
but to look to its use. (Myers 1986: 15)

Asimplied by Myers’s remarks, being an ethnographer means first of all learning
to look and to listen. While in the field, there are all kinds of interactions and
transactions around us, the majority of which is (fortunately) not just caused by
our mere presence. In order to describe these interactions, we must first learn to
recognize them as of the same “kind.” This means that the repetitiveness of
everyday life is a crucial element in our ability to learn to detect patterns. As par-
ticipant-observers, we acquire expectations and learn to make predictions about
what a given act (including words) produces and where or how it might have
originated. In the process of learning to make these predictions, we must locate
ourselves in time and space. We must choose where to sit (or stand) and when to
be present. Such choices are not without consequences. We know this and, as
Myers reminds us, the members of the group we study know it too. People often
have strong ideas about where an outsider/visitor/guest (plus or minus other
identities we might have acquired during our stay) should be and what he or she
should be doing. They also have strong ideas about which public persona should
be presented to the fieldworker. For these reasons, fieldwork is nothing but a
long series of negotiations and compromises between our expectations and stan-
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dards and those of our hosts. An emblematic example of such negotiations is
provided by Elinor Ochs in the introduction to her ethnographic study of language
acquisition and socialization in Western Samoa:

When I first began recording Samoan children and their caregivers
in the summer of 1978, I encountered a serious methodological
problem. Instead of engaging in the usual range of everyday
household activities and interactions, the children would sit very
properly on mats near my own mat and either wait for me to tell
them what to do or perform at the command of an older sibling,
parent, or other relative. Worse for the poor researcher, instead of
conversing in the register typical of most social interactions in the
village (the register Samoans call “bad speech”), caregivers and
children appeared to use only the register Samoans call “good
speech,” characteristic of written Samoan and of Samoan spoken in
school, church, and certain business settings and to foreigners who
know Samoan. “Please,” I would say over and over to members of
the household, “just go on doing what you usually do and do not
pay attention to me.” I hoped somehow that this formula would
magically create the context for the “spontaneous” talk of children
and caregivers that is characteristic of longitudinal studies of child
language in other societies. How else would I be able to bring back
“comparable” data? The failure of my magic and the prospect of
loss of face in the world of developmental research led me to a full-
scale analysis of the basis of this problem. (Ochs 1988: 1)

Ochs’s solution to her problem was to readjust her intellectual focus and reframe
her interest in language development within a larger setting that included,
among other features, the social organization of space in a Samoan household.
In her case, the behavior of the children and adults she was observing and
recording forced her to reconsider not only the effect that her presence in the
house might have but also the boundaries of her analytical framework. If, as she
discovered, people’s verbal behavior changes in different parts of the house and
depends on where the researcher is sitting, the very notion of “language” as the
object of inquiry must be reconsidered to include in its scope the interplay
between sounds and spatial orientation, speech acts and bodily acts (see chapters
3 and 6).

Myers’s and Ochs’s experiences illustrate how the process of ethnography
always involves ways of learning from the people one studies (Spradley 1980: 1).
This learning is often seen as part of the ethnographer’s strategy “to grasp the
native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world,”
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according to Malinowski’s now classic definition of the goal of ethnography
(1922: 25). But this view is only partly accurate. In the Malinowskian tradition,
the ethnographer is portrayed as a novice, treated by the natives as a grown-up
child who still needs attending as well as constant reminding of what is appropri-
ate and what is inappropriate in any given situation. Ethnographers routinely
sustain this perception by putting themselves in situations in which they are
clearly incapable of competent behavior. This is done sometimes unknowingly
and other times strategically, to see how people react to one’s blunders, given
that error-corrections may offer an opportunity to hear explicit definitions of
social norms and rules of etiquette.

Beyond the representation of ethnographers as naughty children or culturally
impaired adults lie other sometimes complementary sometimes contrasting real-
ities. Ethnographers’ relationships with the people they study are by no means
simply those of subordinate novices to superordinate experts. Their humility to
be detected in some of their attitudes is part of a professional posture that,
whether or not subjectively intentional, is expected to pay off in the long run.
The ethnographer’s interest in people’s lives and their problems is often similar
to the lawyer’s interest in his clients’ complaints and the therapist’s interest in his
patients’ conflicts. It is sympathetic but detached. In listening to people’s stories,
especially the more dramatic ones, the ethnographer’s interest is often not only
for the tellers and their personal drama, but for the plot behind their stories, not
for the individuals involved in those dramas but for the dramatis personae they
represent, not necessarily for the ways in which a conflict might be resolved but
for the logic implicit in that conflict. In their conversations with their subjects,
ethnographers have an awareness of professional goals that projects them
beyond the here-and-now and into the realm of academic writing and profes-
sional quests. This does not mean that real interest in human dramas or real
friendships is not there to start with or cannot develop during or after the field-
work experience. It just means that as ethnographers we cannot pretend to be
what we are not: one of “them.” There is a need for honesty with others as well as
with ourselves in terms of our very special forms of participation in people’s lives
and dramas. As suggested by Narayan (1993: 672), “what we must focus our
attention on is the quality of relations with the people we seek to represent in
our texts: are they viewed as mere fodder for professionally self-serving state-
ments about a generalized Other, or are they accepted as subjects with voices,
views, and dilemmas — people to whom we are bonded through ties of reciprocity
and who may even be critical of our professional enterprise?”

The view of the ethnographer as the child-novice is inaccurate because ethno-
graphers are professional adults who usually come from powerful foreign nations
and institutions that have economic and military superiority over the people
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they are studying. These researchers act and are usually perceived as wealthy
and powerful individuals who have only a temporary and in many respects very
limited interest in the community they study and live in. Beyond ethnographers’
intentions, motivations, or awareness, there are political and global processes
that enter into the relationships they establish in the field. Anthropologists have
just started to investigate these relationships and their potential and actual con-
sequences, especially now that a new generation of ethnographers have gone to
study their own community or the community of their parents (e.g. Abu-Lughod
1991; Appadurai 1991; Kondo 1990; Mani 1990; Narayan 1993; Said 1989). At
the same time, one should not overestimate the power of researchers over their
subjects or informants. As pointed out by Harvey (1992: 75), “the relationship
between researcher and researched cannot be depicted as a straightforward
hierarchical one in which the researcher simply imposes an agenda.” It is simply
patronizing or racist to think of the people we study as innocent victims of our
own academic and scientific plans. They have their own ideas, plans, and goals.
We must fit into their lives just like they need to fit into ours.

The view of ethnographers as cultural mediators emphasizes the fact that no
matter how “close” or “distant” ethnographers act, feel, or think, their interpre-
tations as well as their actions are always embedded in larger processes and more
complex dialogues. Part of the work done in and through ethnography must thus
include an understanding of such dialogues, regardless of the extent to which
individual researchers decide to devote their research and publications to a dis-
cussion of such an interpretive process. Just as it would be naive to characterize
ethnography as always a genuine and selfishless quest for knowledge, it would
also be misleading to see it as an unavoidable and unmediated act of domination
where ethnographers and the people they study simply act as puppets on the
stage of a human theater totally controlled by more powerful and hidden agents.
An ethnography is an interpretive act and as such should be turned on itself to
increase the richness of descriptions, including an understanding of the condi-
tions under which description itself becomes possible. Linguistic anthropolo-
gists’ contribution to the ongoing definition of ethnography, its goals, conditions,
and outcomes is an emphasis on the need to let our subjects speak, as much as
possible, with their voices and their bodies, to tell the stories they normally tell in
their daily life. The process of transcription discussed in the next chapter must be
understood in the context of such an enterprise.

4.1.3 How comprehensive should an ethnography be? Complementarity
and collaboration in ethnographic research
When Malinowski started to promote ethnography in its modern sense, that
is, as participant-observation, he was thinking of ethnographies as total,
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comprehensive accounts of a given people. The ethnographer had one or two
years to become acquainted with the language spoken in the community and (at
the same time!) describe every possible aspect of social life and material and
symbolic culture he or she could document.

An Ethnographer who sets out to study only religion, or only

technology, or only social organisation cuts out an artificial field for

inquiry, and he will be seriously handicapped in his work.
(Malinowski 1922: 11)

This condemnation of partial descriptions and endorsement of fotal ethnogra-
phies produced some remarkable accounts but also well-known oversimplifica-
tions. There were always certain aspects of the culture that were either ignored
or taken for granted, sometimes with the assumption that they were either fairly
straightforward or in no need of special investigation. Language was often one of
those cultural aspects placed in this residual category. Ethnographers could not
do without it, but they would rarely give it the necessary systematic attention. It
was an instrument for other, theoretically more important topics such as the
social organization, the kinship system, and, in some cases, the interpretation of
myths and legends. The sixth edition of the Notes and Queries on Anthropology
produced by the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland
(1951), for instance, dedicates a chapter to “Language”; its best advice to the
prospective ethnographer is either to get hold of already existing linguistic
descriptions or get trained in linguistics. In eleven pages, the reader is intro-
duced to gestures, sign language and spoken language, including sections on
phonology, grammar, and semantics. The next chapter is on material culture,
which occupies one hundred and eighteen pages!

Contemporary anthropologists have come to accept the fact that one person
cannot cover the culture of a group in all its aspects, as originally prescribed by
Malinowski (1922), and that different researchers will emphasize different
aspects, according to their expertise and theoretical interest. We have now
ethnographies of particular groups (e.g. weavers, tailors, drug addicts, doctors),
activities (classroom interaction, musical performances, spirit possession, rites
of passage), events (trials, political meetings, marriage ceremonies, gift exchanges),
and social processes (socialization, acculturation, hospitalization, marginaliza-
tion, institutionalization of certain practices). The ethnographic description of
languages is no exception. Linguistic anthropologists adopt ethnographic methods
to concentrate on the ways in which linguistic communication is an integral part
of the culture of the groups they study. While participating in the broader social
life of a community, the linguistic anthropologist documents communicative
behaviors across a range of interactions (including casual conversation, political
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and ceremonial events, theatrical representations, singing, mourning) and among
particular groups of people (women, men, children, chiefs, commoners, priests,
orators, doctors, etc.). Through the selection and classification of social activities
on the basis of language use, linguistic anthropologists are able to produce more
accurate accounts of language structure and use than those provided by cultural
anthropologists with only limited training in linguistic methods and models.

The danger of a too restricted understanding of the social life of a community
— a danger seen mostly through the lenses of verbal codes and verbal perfor-
mances — must be compensated for by relying on direct or indirect collaboration
with other researchers, who may be studying the same group with different
research foci. Such collaboration has produced some of the best linguistic anthro-
pological studies of the last few decades. For instance, Bambi B. Schieffelin’s
(1990) ethnographically informed study of language socialization among the
Kaluli people of Mount Bosavi in Papua New Guinea and Steven Feld’s (1982)
portrait of the interpenetration of sounds, feelings, and social relations among
the same people clearly benefited from each other. Furthermore, they both
crucially relied on Edward Schieffelin’s (1976) earlier work on the cultural organ-
ization of sentiments (anger and appeal in particular) in the same community.
Genevieve Calame-Griaule’s (1965) much celebrated study of the linguistic ide-
ology of the Dogon (in Mali) was made possible by the massive number of previous
ethnographic studies, including the seventy or so publications by her father,
French anthropologist Marcel Griaule. His work provided a solid foundation on
which she could present a complex series of hypotheses about how language
works both as a metaphor and a connecting element in the Dogon cosmology
and philosophy of everyday life.

These projects, among others, have shown us that the image of the lone field-
worker traveling to a foreign land never visited by an anthropologist before and
then writing single-authored papers and monographs is an anachronism, perhaps
nothing more than a mixture of romantic humanistic ideals with methodological
solipsism.

The criticism of isolated projects or the praising of collaboration should not be
interpreted as an imperative to write only co-authored papers and open up all
one’s notebooks and files for anyone to see; there are still many issues, including
those of privacy and the protection of the people who allowed us to witness their
daily lives, that need to be reckoned with. But an increased awareness of the dia-
logic nature of any epistemological search is certainly in the air, accompanied by
a renewed sense of the importance of the connection between knowledge and
power, access and responsibility. As a new generation of students from a wide
range of ethnic, racial, and national backgrounds enters the western academic
arena, our descriptions are bound to be affected; our discourse of the Other will
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never be the same. The grandchildren of the “primitives” described by the
founding fathers (Boas, Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown) and mothers (Benedict,
Mead, E. C. Parsons) of anthropology are not just reading our books, they are
also sitting in our classes, assessing our descriptions, and, hopefully, getting
trained to ask new questions and propose new answers. Authorship and cooper-
ation are bound to have a new meaning in future ethnographic works. These
issues have been to a great extent brought to light by the contributions of femi-
nist anthropologists who have forced anthropologists and other social scientists
to deal with the gendered nature of so-called objective accounts and with the
situatedness of any ethnographic description (Haraway 1991; Harding 1986;
Spivak 1985).

4.2 Two kinds of field linguistics

Linguistic anthropologists are not the only ones who travel long distances to go
and live within a community of speakers with the goal of describing their lan-
guage. Linguists have been doing it for a long time as well and field methods
courses are an important part of any linguist’s training, at least in the United
States. There are however, some important differences between the ways in
which linguistic anthropologists and most linguists work in the field. The practice
of ethnography I just outlined is one such difference. For linguists exclusively or
mostly interested in grammar, the reason to travel to a distant location and live
within a community of speakers is usually to have the luxury of virtually unlimited
access to speakers of different ages, gender, and social status, who can provide a
much more reliable and varied data base than the one produced by meeting with
one or two native speakers in a research office inside the walls of a western acad-
emic institution. Although they may occasionally participate in the life of the
community, being on site is not seen by most field linguists as an occasion to cap-
ture speakers’ use of the language with one another. Instead, the field experience
is an occasion to train a number of native speakers to become language consultants,
who learn to use their intuitions to provide judgments of acceptability of different
grammatical forms. “Can you say — ?” the linguist says; the native speaker’s reac-
tion to the proposed expression is noted down and the next structure is pre-
sented, “How about — ?”, followed by a series of other questions: Which one is
better? What’s wrong with this one? How would you say it instead? And so on.
These techniques are important for uncovering regularities in the linguistic system
and for getting access to forms that might not be very common in everyday
usage. At the same time the exclusive use of such methods systematically avoids
getting into what makes language a social institution and a cultural practice.

Linguistic anthropologists, on the other hand, make extensive audio and video
recording of everyday encounters. These forms of documentation are comple-
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mented by participant-observation and a number of related field techniques
for the study of verbal performance, including ethnographic notes, drawings,
maps, interviews, and still photography. Such techniques are used with the
aim of revealing local verbal practices as well as local conceptualizations of
such practices and their place in the social organization of the community (see
table 4.2).

Table 4.2 What linguistic anthropologists are interested in

— The basic organization of the relationship between sounds and meanings as revealed
by actual language use in a variety of social activities and (if grammatical
descriptions are already available) the extent to which previous grammatical
descriptions reflect actual language use or only special, e.g. literacy-bound, uses

— local conceptualizations of what constitutes “language,” including characterizations
of newborns’ and outsiders’ speech

— the spatial distribution of language uses (e.g. is there a central place for public verbal
performance, like the marae in Ancient Polynesian societies or the “gathering
house” among the Kuna? Are there differences in the ways language is used in
different parts of a house?)

— the features and cultural significance of what is understood as ritual or ceremonial
language vis-a-vis everyday speech

— the social distribution of different styles, genres, and speech events (e.g. what are the
ways in which different social groups mark themselves off through special linguistic
registers or verbal performances?)

— the extent to which local theories of language structure and language use relate to
local cosmologies

— the role of language socialization in the shaping of notions of person, mind, and
social relations

— the interpenetration of different codes (e.g. speech, gestures, clothes) in the
constitution of messages and their interpretation.

The general theme behind these questions is the different ways in which lan-
guage as an abstract system of classification (of the natural and cultural worlds)
and as a mode of social interaction provides the material out of which a group of
people recognize themselves as a community.

4.3 Participant-observation
There are different modes of participant-observation, from passive participation,
in which the ethnographer tries to be as unintrusive as possible to complete partic-
ipation, in which researchers intensively interact with other participants and
might even get to participate in and perform the very activity they are studying
(Gold 1969; Spradley 1980: 58-62; Williamson et al. 1982: ch. 8). In the case of
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linguistic fieldwork, complete participation means being able to interact compe-
tently in the native language and even perform the verbal genres one is studying.
This might not necessarily be a voluntary choice by the researcher. In Samoa, for
instance, when I was sitting on the side of the house where orators sit, I would be
expected to perform if the occasion arose. Local experts acted as teachers, advisers,
and sympathetic supporters. The expectation that I should speak competently in
public was not due to my declared interest in language and verbal art but to my
acquired social identity as “chief” and spokesperson (Duranti 1994a: 23). Being
the only adult male in our research team,* I was the most suitable candidate for
verbally representing what was considered my “extended family.” Any time
someone would address our group with a ceremonial speech, the other partici-
pants would turn toward me, their faces conveying the expectation that [ would
speak next. In these situations, it was much more difficult for me to keep track of
what was going on around me, run a tape recorder, or have time to scribble down
notes. At the same time, these experiences gave me insights into the pathos of
performance that I could have never gained from observation or interviews.

Complete participation, when possible and ethically appropriate, gives re-
searchers a great opportunity to directly experience the very processes they are
trying to document. Though it is by no means equivalent to entering the mind
and body of a native speaker, performing gives a researcher important insights
into what it means to be a participant in a given situation and suggests hypothe-
ses and further questions. The epiphany produced by entering the activity one is
studying is well captured by Feld’s recounting of his experience of among the
Kaluli:

While there were many things I was able to understand about
Kaluli ideals of sound expression as a result of traditional
participant observation, I don’t think I really began to feel many of
the most important issues, like ... the construction of a song climax,
until the day I composed a song about [E. Schieffelin] and Bambi
[Schieffelin]’s leaving Bosavi that brought tears to the eyes of
Gigio, one of their oldest and closest friends. I wept, too, and in
that intense, momentary, witnessing experience, I felt the first
emotional sensation of what it might be like to inhabit that aesthetic
reality where such feelings are at the very core of being human.
(Feld 1982: 236-7).

4 This does not mean that women in Samoa never deliver ceremonial speeches or engage
in complex negotiations; I have encountered and heard very gifted female orators.
There is however a strong preference for men, especially titled ones (matai), to be the
spokespersons on most occasions. This preference does not apply to activities that are
organized and run by women.
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At the same time, the preoccupation with one’s own performance implies an
attention to one’s role and one’s perception by others that can be very absorbing
and, from the point of view of documenting what is going on, extremely distracting.
For this reason, ethnographers must often restrain themselves from being
complete participants. They learn to assume the strange status of accepted by-
standers or professional overhearers (see also section 9.3.2). This sometimes
implies finding what amounts to a blind spot in the scene, that is, the least intru-
sive place where to sit or stand. For Ochs studying Samoan children’s language,
this meant sitting in what is considered the “back” region of the house, where
she would not be treated with all the honors of high status guests (see section
9.5). For anyone studying the order of servings in a ceremony, the blind spot is
the place where one would not be served. For someone recording a conversation,
the blind spot is the place where the participants would not feel obliged to
include him. For an ethnographer studying a classroom, the blind spot might be a
seat where one would not be in the continuous visual gaze of the majority of the
students; one would want to stay away from the boards on which teachers write
or the place where children stand to give oral presentations. In general, it is much
harder to find the right place to be in more informal and intimate settings than in
public, formal ones. Participant-observation inside a house occupied by a large
family might be one of the biggest challenges an ethnographer might encounter.
Leichter provides a striking portrait of the problems encountered in such situations
in her description of an observer’s dilemmas in trying to learn about a family’s
literacy practices:

On entering a home with the intention of learning how the family
handles literacy, the observer is immediately faced with such
practical problems as where to sit or stand, what areas of the home
to attempt to observe, and which family members to watch and talk
with. Even with a focus as definite as television-viewing, the
observer is faced with numerous decisions about how to focus
observations. Sitting beside family members while they watch
television, for example, makes it impossible to observe their eye-
gaze direction. Since more than one activity is generally going on
simultaneously in most households, the observer must continually
face the question of where to focus his or her attention. These
decisions are made more difficult by the realization that watching
one activity frequently means missing another. (Leichter 1984: 43)

In addition to finding the appropriate place, researchers must also find the right
demeanor for a given place. Sometimes this means that they must be immobile
so as not to draw attention; other times, it means that they have to keep busy.
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For instance, one might be writing notes on a book or attending to some object
or tool (the tape recorder, the camera) that requires one’s unconditional attention.

The underlying rationale for finding the blind spot and trying to be as unintrusive
as possible is not to pretend that one is not there, but to get as close as possible to
what it is like to be a marginal participant. While it is not ethically appropriate
and practically feasible to completely hide one’s presence, at the same time it is
very limiting to collect data solely on participants’ response to our presence on
the scene. Although such data have been shown to be instructive (Duranti 1990;
Haviland 1986, 1991; Howe and Sherzer 1986), they should not constitute the
bulk of our corpus.

There are also times when the most appropriate behavior is to accept being
treated as a guest or being the center of attention (this is especially true during
the first days in a community or the first few visits to a particular site). For this
reason, there are no absolute rules about how one should conduct oneself while
engaged in participant-observation. Questions of social sensibility must determine
in each case what is the most appropriate response to our hosts’ expectations.
This is an area where mistakes are common, often unavoidable, but usually not
fatal, although there have been cases in which the disrespectful behavior of earlier
ethnographers has caused a ban on any future research. A guiding general prin-
ciple here is that respect for our hosts’ sensitivity should always override our
desire for “good” data and the thrill of documenting something exemplary for
our research goals.

Overall, it is safe to say that a variety of modes of participation is necessary for
arich description of any event or social situation. This means that ethnographers
must routinely alternate between moments of high involvement and moments of
low involvement in the activities that surround them.

4.4 Interviews
Interviews, in the loose sense of the term, are a common form of interaction dur-
ing fieldwork. Ethnographers are continuously asking questions and many of the
questions they ask are about topics and issues they are trying to make sense of.
In this sense, ethnographers’ questions are never as naive or as useless as they
might sound, given that any answer, even what might appear the most guarded
or the least informative, might be quite informative for the researcher — if not at
the time, sometimes later. There are however specific times when the researcher
sits down (often with a note pad in his hands or the tape recorder running) and
presents a series of more or less structured, partly preplanned questions to a
member of the community who is believed to be particularly knowledgeable
about a specific area of expertise. For linguistic anthropologists, the interview
might be a time to obtain background cultural information that is crucial for
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understanding particular speech exchanges they are studying. For some
researchers who follow sociolinguistic methods (Labov 1972a, 1972b), the inter-
view might be an occasion for getting a linguistic corpus for studying grammatical
forms, stylistic variations, and attitudes toward the language (Hill and Hill 1986).
In these cases, the linguist is not looking for “experts” but simply for “speakers”
and one of the main concerns is how the speech produced during the interview is
representative of the speaker’s usage. Such a concern is part of a more general
issue regarding the appropriateness of the interview situation for gaining access
to local knowledge and local communicative practices. For William Labov
(1984:29), for instance,

[flace-to-face interviews are the only means of obtaining the volume
and quality of recorded speech that is needed for quantitative
analysis. (italics in the original)

Most linguistic anthropologists do not agree with this general principle and
believe that, although at times useful, interviews can rarely provide the richness
of information needed for a culturally informed linguistic analysis. There is no
substitute for the observation and recording of actual interactions among native
speakers involved in everyday tasks, whether private and mundane or public and
institutionally oriented. Presently available audio and video technologies allow
for a high level of accuracy even when speakers are not speaking directly into a
microphone while sitting in a quiet environment in front of the researcher. When
interviews are considered necessary or unavoidable, a number of caveats must
be kept in mind in order to know what to expect and how to handle an interview
situation.

4.4.1 The cultural ecology of interviews

Reactions to the researcher’s questions will vary, depending on a number of
factors, including the extent to which the interview format fits into local practices
of obtaining information (see below) or the nature of the topics discussed.
Questions might be directed to a domain of knowledge that is recognized as
valuable in the culture, as it is typically the case for public speaking and certain
kinds of specialized (sometimes esoteric) knowledge (medicine, magic, genealo-
gies), or an area that may not be seen as a worthy domain of expertise such as, for
instance, activities involving children (e.g. verbal games, children’s songs, social-
ization routines, speech errors made by children).

In some communities, access to certain topics and events might simply be for-
bidden to an outsider. This is known to be the case with Australian aborigines’
rituals pertaining to the Dreaming and with some Native American religious cer-
emonies. When fieldworkers are allowed to participate in or witness what is
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considered a sacred ceremony with limited access (e.g. only for adults or only for
initiated males), they must be very careful not to violate the trust that has been
placed in them. Any reporting about such events must be weighed carefully and
negotiated with members of the community.

Fieldworkers must be aware of the fact that each community has its own ways
of conceptualizing what an “interview” is. When, as is often the case, a culture
does not have such a speech event in its repertoire, local notions of giving out
information or learning must be taken into consideration for understanding
members’ reactions to the researcher’s attempt to conduct an interview. In
Madagascar, for instance, as reported by Elinor Ochs Keenan (1974; 1976),
information is considered a scarce good and people are reluctant to provide both
insiders and outsiders with what might be considered “news.” Like in many
other societies in the world, genealogies are often jealously protected and the
fieldworkers who are interested in them might have to wait months or years
before finding anyone willing to discuss the subject in some detail. In Samoa, it is
not appropriate to ask questions about people’s personal motivations. Questions
like “why did he do it?” for instance often produce either a standard generic
refusal to commit oneself (ta‘ilo “[how would poor] me know?”) or in cases of
deviant behavior, “(he was) drunk” (ona) — an answer that does not presuppose
factual knowledge about the alcohol intake of the person spoken of. Any further
inquiry is not likely to produce many more details or insights. Not only do
Samoans not like to venture into psychological explanations or speculations
about individuals’ inner states of mind, but the request to engage in such inter-
pretive practices by the researcher can be seen as inappropriate and even dan-
gerous. For instance, the reconstruction of past events to be presented as
causally linked to a present crisis can reopen old wounds and get people emo-
tionally drained. This is made clear in formal occasions such as the village council
(fono) where participants are urged to look forward rather than to reintroduce
into the discussion conflicts that happened in the past and were considered
resolved (Duranti 1994a: 97).

One should also never forget that getting information out of people might
leave them with the feeling that something precious is being taken away. Paying
someone an info