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PREFACE

In the winter of 1998, I volunteered to organize an “educational” session on
the state of the art in linguistic anthropology for the Annual Meetings of the
American Anthropological Association, to be held in December in Philadel-
phia. The session, one of a series for each of the major subfields in anthropol-
ogy, was meant to inform the AAA members about contemporary research
in linguistic anthropology.

[ thought that the best way to accomplish this goal was to invite as many
people as possible to talk about what they knew best about language matters
in anthropology. As the number of contributors and topics grew, I realized
that despite the three hours and forty five minutes alloted for the session,
there was not going to be sufficient time for a series of fifteen-minute papers.
One solution was to limit the time of each presentation to seven minutes.
That is how the idea of papers structured as entries of a lexicon emerged. |
asked each author to write about one thousand words on one key concept in
the study of language. The result was a very original and thought-provoking
series of statements that kept the audience at the AAA meetings engaged for
almost four hours (the room was filled beyond capacity and many people
could not get in). After the session, I decided that the papers should be col-
lected and published. Free from the temporal constraints of the meetings, 1
also realized that I could include other topics and authors. As I approached
more colleagues or wrote again to those who had not been able to participate
in the session because of previous commitments, the list grew to include about
ninety potential contributors. Of those to whom I wrote, the great majority
responded with enthusiasm, despite the short notice and the close deadline I
had set. The question then arose as to where to publish the papers. I thought
that the Journal of Linguistic Anthropology would be the ideal place to publish
the entries. Under editors Ben Blount and Judith Irvine, the journal has ac-
quired a reputation for high quality contributions in a wide range of research
topics and paradigms within our field. This book reproduces the special
issue (JLA vol. 9) I edited under the title Language Matters in Anthropology:
A Lexicon for the Millennium, an ambitious collective attempt to push the
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xvi Preface

boundaries of our discipline even further into realms that just a generation
ago would not have been thought of as linguistic anthropology. The con-
tributors to this collection give voice to research programs and intellectual
agendas that, each in their own unique way, celebrate the complexity and the
richness of language as the ever present instrument and living record of the
human experience on Earth.

Most of the contributors to this volume are linguistic anthropologists, but
there are also colleagues from other fields, including folklore, linguistics,
philosophy of language, psychology, sociclogy, ethnomusicology, conversa-
tion analysis, biological anthropology, and medical anthropology. Although
not everything you always wanted to know about linguistic anthropology -
or language - is represented here, the entries and authors in this issue cover
a vast territory of knowledge about linguistic matters. They are written to
inform, suggest, provoke, and open up new horizons while looking back at
our relatively short, no more than a century-long, history. If they succeed in
engaging the readers with new ideas and making them reconsider or deepen
their views of language matters, they will have accomplished their goal.

This project required a considerable amount of work by many people. 1
want to thank all the contributors for their willingness to adapt to the format
of the entries and the strict deadlines without losing their creativity. The origi-
nal session was made possible by the encouragement of the 1998 Annual
Meetings Program Chair, Susan Greenhalgh, and the hard work of Lucille
Horn at the AAA office in Arlington. In editing the volume, corresponding
with the contributors, and making sure that I would not forget anything or
anyone, I was fortunate to have the support of three skillful and energetic
editorial assistants, Adrienne Lo, Sarah Meacham, and Vincent Barletta.
Finally, this was my first collaboration with the publication staff at the AAA
headquarters. Many thanks to John Neikirk, Neada Ross-Fleming, and the
rest of the staff who made this at first improbable enterprise something that
you can hold in your hands and read. The publication of the JLA special issue
as Key Terms in Language and Culture would not have been possible without
the skillful negotiation and support of Susi Skomal at AAA headquarters
and Jane Huber at Blackwell, and without the expert editorial assistance of
Margaret Aherne. I am also grateful to Tracy Rone for compiling the index.

In making the original collection available to a wider audience, I hope that
this book will invite reflections and reactions that will widen and deepen our
understanding of and commitment to the study of language as both a human
capacity and a human activity.

Alessandro Duranti
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®m Susan Ervin-Tripp

Acquisition

derstand what speakers mean. A language used in late childhood

for inner speech and abstraction can survive in memory the rest of
life, as we see in the last speakers of dying languages. What's acquired is
knowledge of the sound system of an oral language, syntax, vocabulary or
lexical system, semantics underlying both, and the pragmatic or sociolinguistic
system that relates language to conditions of use.

Three conditions are necessary for acquisition: capacity, access, and mo-
tive. Language requires the capacity to form classes of classes, an ability only
humans have. There must also be a peripheral system — touch, vision, or sound.
Both cognitive and social development in children affect the order of acquisi-
tion. The increase in capacity, as well as transfer from first language, explains
why second languages are acquired so fast in late childhood. On the other
hand, after puberty, a first language has never been learned successfully, and
attaining the skill of a native speaker of a second language is variable.

Second, there must be access to exchanges with others in which language
forms co-occur with information about meanings. This is necessary for sem-
antic mapping to forms. What is learned about forms from access includes
what forms occur together, what is happening physicaily and socially at the
time, who is speaking, and so on. Where there is a regular, distinctive co-
occurrence of any of these events with linguistic form, the information may
be stored. Language is acquired readily from siblings and older play part-
ners because they are likely to provide frequent and easy conditions for
mapping,.

Third, there has to be a motive to attend to or to speak a language. While
not an issue for dependent infants, if speakers of a variety aren’t valued, list-
eners may not get enough access to come to understand new vocabulary,
styles, dialects, or languages, and they may be even more unwilling to be
heard speaking in other varieties. This is a place where social ideology has an
impact on acquisition. In relaxed informal speech, phonetic choices, vocabu-
lary, and other aspects of style reflect the speech of valued others, usually of

ﬁ cquisition of a language refers to learning enough about it to un-
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2 Acquisition

childhood peers. However, we know that children have heard and stored a
great variety of detailed information about who talks, and how, because we
see it if four-year-olds do role-playing, as demonstrated by Elaine Andersen.

All the components of language are being developed simultaneously, but
those aspects that reach their relatively mature state first are the phono-
logical system, core syntax, and probably some basic aspects of the semantic
system for the first language. Vocabulary growth is very sensitive to the physi-
cal and social environment, since it is a form of mapping of objects and con-
cepts, as well as changes throughout life. It has three facets: the representation
of the form of the word, its grammatical properties, and its denotation, con-
notations, and social implications. Taboo words and insults provide a clear
case where the child often acquires these features separately.

Vocabulary development is both affected by and affects the semantic and
cognitive organization of the child, so it can be a focus for socialization. The
semantic system reflects those features that the syntax and vocabulary single
out for marking, so it varies for different languages — for instance, differenti-
ating tight and loose fit for some Korean prepositions, identifying shapes of
objects for Navajo verbs, identifying sources of information for Turkish (which
has evidential markers), and identifying age and status in Korean.

The structure of first sentences is sensitive to the context of language used
for and by children. Two-year-olds’ speech is usually brief - telegraphic -
and often includes only the core information. In one language there may at
first be much more naming of things, in another more naming of actions, or
of changes of location or state. As children’s capacity increases, they compli-
cate syntax by including several types of information at once, such as place
and action. They start to add formal features demanded by their particular
language. If they speak a language that requires coding the gender of a speaker
or the relative time an event occurred in every utterance, they begin adding
that, though they may still have omissions at the age of three or four. Both
complexity and ease of marking affect order; markers that are at the ends of
turns are acquired earlier than those in the middle, just because of salience.

Traditionally, studies of acquisition focused most on the development of
reference and ideational communication, but speech is also organized as to
turn participation, speech actions, social relations marking, register or vari-
ety, speech genres like joking or narration, and speech events like weddings
or trials. Children mark turn organization very early; by three they have re-
plies with linguistic features showing dialog skill. In English we find “I can
too” or “Because he does,” and some topical coherence across turns. Infants
first learn the speech acts, such as greeting rituals, that have similar turns to
mimic. They use an increasing variety of kinds of acts during childhood —
requesting, challenging, justifying, apologies, and so on. Linguistic forms that
mark important or salient social acts are candidates for early acquisition, so
they vary culturally. Complex genres and their situating in larger speech
events can continue acquisition throughout life.

Social indices in speech range from address terms, to mitigating or aggra-
vating of speech acts by tone of voice or explicit formal choices, to selection




