WILEY-

BLACKWELL ’))

Ar s B Kol v+ N
ANTHROPOLOGICALI
ASSQQCIATION

Review: [untitled]
Author(s): Greg Urban
Reviewed work(s):

Language and Communicative Practices by William F. Hanks
Source: American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 100, No. 2 (Tun., 1998), p- 582
Published by: Blackwell Publishing on behalf of the American Anthropological Association
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/683190

Accessed: 24/07/2010 12:00

Y our use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JISTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JISTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of ajournal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of thiswork. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/acti on/showPublisher?publisherCode=bl ack.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is anot-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in atrusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Blackwell Publishing and American Anthropological Association are collaborating with JISTOR to digitize,
preserve and extend access to American Anthropologist.

http://www.jstor.org


http://www.jstor.org/stable/683190?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black

582 AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGIST * VoL. 100, No. 2 « JUNE 1998

Language and Communicative Practices. William F.
Hanks. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996. 335 pp.

GREG UrRBAN
University of Pennsylvania

A daunting task confronts linguistic anthropology:
investigating the relationship between language and re-
ality (an investigation now, ironically, stereotyped in
the phrase “Sapir-Whorf hypothesis™) and doing so, spe-
cifically, by situating language with respect to culture
and society. Reading William Hanks’s new book is in-
vigorating in this regard. We see just how hard people
have thought about one aspect of this problem, and we
glimpse some new lines of research and thinking that
are shaping contemporary approaches to it.

This book is signature Hanks, for cognoscenti of
his other work. It is all about context; dare I say it is
saturated by “context”? It is about the situatedness of
language and speech in space and time, and relative to
“here”s and “now”s. Context is one way to approach the
language and reality problem. Through ostensive refer-
ence (“This computer before my eyes”), language seems
to brush up against a piece of nonlinguistic reality,
which is, simultaneously, part of my immediate con-
text. Through deictics (“I,” “this,” “here,” “now™), lan-
guage seems to reach out of its Saussurean system into
the sensible realm, to anchor itself in a context. No
wonder one approach to the language/reality problem
(the approach Hanks has adopted) has been through
context. An understanding of contextualization seems
to tell us how language taps into the world.

If this book is signature Hanks, there is also some-
thing new here. Unlike his earlier Referential Practice:
Language and Lived Space among the Maya (University
of Chicago Press, 1990), this book is designed to be ac-
cessible to readers other than technically trained lin-
guistic anthropologists. Here is the opening of chapter 1:

Start with a simple scenario. It is 7:28 a.m. on September
19, 1993. Chicago. Jack has just walked into the kitchen.
He is standing at the counter by the sink, pouring a cup of
coffee. Natalia is wiping off the dining room table. Gazing
vacantly at his coffee cup, still drowsy, Jack says,

“D’the paper come today, sweetheart?”
She says,

“It’s right on the table.”
Turning to the small table inside the kitchen, he picks up
the paper and his cup of coffee. He joins her out in the
dining room. [p. 1]

We follow this one example, fragmentary as it is,
through a remarkable portion of the book, looking at it
from first this angle and then that. We even see, in
figure 1.2, a plate of the front page of the New York
Times of September 19, 1993, the paper to which Jack
was presumably referring. The example proves so
complex (and this is part of Hanks’s point: to show us

Jjust how much goes into something so seemingly sim-
ple) that we do not get to another comparable example
until a hundred pages later.

What is Hanks up to in all of the intervening pages?
He is not just illuminating the opening example. He is
taking us on a tour of the intellectual landscape of lin-
guistic anthropology. Because he does it so skillfully
and entertainingly, I at first thought his intent was to
produce an introductory textbook in linguistic anthro-
pology. I still think the first and, possibly, second parts
(there are three in total) can serve as an introduction to
key texts and concepts. We go through Saussure,
Peirce, Boas, Sapir, Bloomfield, Chomsky, Austin, Grice,
and Voloshinov. Curiously, we also hear quite a bit
about Ragnar Rommetveit, an early critic of Noam
Chomsky but not exactly a household name for linguis-
tic anthropologists, and about literary phenomenolo-
gist Roman Ingarden, along with the more familiar
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Alfred Schutz.

In the book’s final part, “Communicative Prac-
tices,” however, we see why this is not an introductory
survey of great ideas in linguistic anthropology. Here
Hanks lays out his own new synthesis, drawing on
Pierre Bourdieu’s work on social fields and developing
an approach to genres. In chapter 12, “Meaning in His-
tory,” Hanks tackles some ethnohistorical Mayan docu-
ments, illustrating how his practice approach provides
new ways to explore empirical problems pertaining to
documents.

The approach to the language/reality problem
through context is one significant new development in
linguistic anthropology. A complementary approach,
though not one discussed in this book, is through the
problem of circulation, in which the abstract aspect of
language as shared meaning-bearing system is seen to
depend on the replication and circulation of discourse
that is simultaneously in the world and about the world.
This is, so to speak, a horizontal approach to the prob-
lem, in which one looks at the different types of inter-
conversion between language as abstract meaning and
language as tangible thing. Along these lines, I was
struck by the fact that the Jack and Natalia example,
concrete and in this world as it is made to seem through
diagrams and a photo of the New York Times cover
page, is one that Hanks actually made up! The power of
discourse to create worlds and contexts that can then
be analyzed is impressive, indeed; and Hanks'’s book is
an impressive synthesis of ways of thinking about such
problems. ®
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