
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
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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.
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