Anth B246  Words that Matter: Applying Linguistic Anthropology

What is Linguistic Anthropology?

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 and relationships.
>> Language is not just reflective/representational, but productive and performative— it does things in the world

This means that linguistic anthropologists see the subjects of their study not just as speakers of a language, but as social actors.
>>Language as resource for, and product of, social interaction


Fields

-Linguistics- focus on the system of a lang and the faculty of speaking
(Anthropological linguistics)- part of 4-field American Anthropology

-Sociolinguistics- emerged from urban dialectology 1950s/60s U.S.; tends to use quantitative methods; focus on lang policy; study of variation in pronunciation, word usage, etc.

-Linguistic Anth- focus on situated discourse, in context

-Semiotics- how linguistic (and other) signs mediate/organize beliefs, classificatory systems, experience

What distinguishes linguistic anthropologists from other students of language is 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 power, the cultural basis of racism and ethnic conflict, the process of socialization, the cultural construction of the person (or self), the politics of emotion, the relationship between ritual performance and forms of social control, domain-specific cultural knowledge, artistic performance and the politics of aesthetic consumption, cultural contact and social change.






Principles of linguistic anthropology

-Language is productive of social relations and hierarchies, not just reflective of them

-We can learn from attention to the micro-level of language use in social context

-Speaker competence and creativity (descriptive vs prescriptive)


Key concepts in linguistic anthropology:

-referential vs. pragmatic functions of language: beyond the referential function (conveying content/information), language does pragmatic work (accomplishes social actions)
[also: denotation vs. connotation]

-speaker: a socially situated actor
-speech event: the context in which a stretch of talk or interaction takes place
-speech act: a smaller-scale unit within the speech event; speech act theory recognizes the different social purposes utterances can have

Sociolinguistic concepts
-prestige, stigma
-sociolinguistic variables

-language ideology: ideas about what constitutes proper or standard language; what constitutes “bad” language, etc.

-stance: the relationship established between a speaker and her words (eg being sincere or sarcastic) and/or the interpersonal relationship established between participants (eg solidarity, conflict, formality, informality, etc.)

-participant roles: the different roles participants in any interaction take on, beyond “speaker” and “hearer”— (Goffman’s animator, author, principal, bystander, overhearer)

-register: a socially recognized complex of language features (specialized vocabulary, paralinguistic features, grammatical structures) associated with a particular role or situation of use (eg. “parentese” or “lawyer-speak”)

-indexicality: different ways of speaking are associated with socially recognized types or personae; speakers use these associations for particular purposes (there can be different levels or orders, of indexicality)
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