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10 INTRODUCTION

that qualitative and guantitative approaches to the study of
culturally situated communication are not mutually exclusive,
and that each can and should inform the other. While
ethnography has tended to be identified exclusively with
qualitative approaches, many practitioners today are recogni-
zing the need to extend the boundary to include quantitative
data in ethnographic descriptions. Gumperz and others have
also stressed the need to look at the larger socio-political
contexts within which culturally situated communication takes
place, as these contexts may determine features of communi-
cation in ways thatjare not evident from a focus on
coummunicative patterns alone.

Thus while the ethnography of communication has a unique
contribution to make in terms of the questions it asks and its
relativistic perspective, its contribution to the description and
understanding of culturally constituted patterns of communi-
cation will be limited if its methods and findings are not
integrated with other descriptive and analytical approaches. It
is the nature of ethnography to be holistic in nature, and this
should also characterize the disciplinary orientation of its
practitioners. .

A well-known fable tells of three blind men describing an
elephant: to one (feeling the tail) it is like a rope; to one
{feeling the side) it is flat and leathery; and to one (feeling the
trunk) it is like a long rubber hose. While each perception is
accurate so far as it goes individually, they fail to provide an
accurate picture of the total animal because there is no
holistic perspective. Such an integrative approach seems
essential if we are to fulfill Hymes’ call to develop an
ethnographic model for the study of communication which
will help us more fully to understand its role in human affairs.
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Basic Terms, Concepts, and Issues

The principal concerns in the ethnography of communication
as these have been defined by Hymes and as they :m<m
m:._mamoa from the work of others, include the following
topics: patterns and functions of communication, nature and
definition of speech community, means of no_“sB:anmm:m
components of communicative competence, relationship 0m
language to world view and social onmEN.mnoP and linguistic
and social universals and inequalities.

PATTERNS OF COMMUNICATION

It has long been recognized that much of linguistic behavior is
E_w-moﬁq:oa_ i.e. it follows regular patterns and constraints
which can be formulated descriptively as ‘rules’. Thus, sounds
must be produced in language-specific but regular sequences
if they are to be interpreted as a speaker intends; the possible
order and form of words in a sentence is constrained by the
w_.:am of grammar; and even the definition of a well-formed
n:mno:.nmm is determined by culture-specific rules of rhetoric.
Sociolinguists such as Labov (1963; 1966), Bailey (1976)

m.za .._.Eam:_ {1974) have demonstrated that what n.&:n_“.
ramimﬁm had considered irregularity or ‘free variation’ in
::m:._mnn behavior, can be found to show regular and
Eo.&nm.&_m statistical patterns. The ethnography of communi-
cation is concerned with discovering regularitiés in language
use, but while sociolinguists focus on variability in pronunci-
mﬂ._o_.. and grammatical form, ethnographers are concerned
with how communicative units are organized and how they
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pattern in 2 much broader sense of ‘ways of speaking’, as well
as with how these patterns interrelate in a systematic way with
and derive meaning from other aspects of culture.

Some common patterns are so regular, so predictable, that
a very low information load is carried even by a long
utterance or interchange, though the social meaning involved
can be significant. For instance, greetings in some languages
(e.g. Korean) may cairy crucial information identifying
speaker relationships (or attitudes toward relationships). An
unmarked greeting sequence such as ‘Hello, how are you
today? Fine, how are you? has virtually no referential
content. However, silence in response 10 another’s greeting in
this sequence would be marked communicative behaviot, and
would carry a very high information load for speakers of
English.

Greetings in many languages are far more elaborate than in
English (e.g. Arabic, Indonesian, Igbo), but even a lengthy
sequence may convey very little information as long as it is
unmarked. In all cases patterned variations can be related to
aspects of the social structure or value and belief systems
within the respective cultures.

The potential strength of a pattern may be illustrated by the
opening sequence of a telephone conversation in English
(Schegloff 1968). The ring of the telephone is a summons, and
the person who answers must speak first even though the
caller knows the receiver has been picked up. (Many people
will not pick up the telephone in the middle of a ring because
they feel it is an interruption of the summons.) Even an
obscene telephone caller generally waits for the person who is
answering to say something before the obscenities begin. If
someone picks up the telephone and does not say anything,
the caller cannot proceed. He or she can either say something
like ‘Hello, hello, anybody there?’ as a second summons, Or
else hang up. The caller may diat back again to repeat the
sequence, but not continue if there has not been an
appropriate response.

The relationship of form and function is an example of
communicative patterning along a different dimension. Asking
someone in English if he or she has any cigarettes is readily
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Ro@mmﬁma as a request rather than an information question
for instance, because it is part of the regular structural _um:n:“
for requesting things in English; the person who answers
‘Yes, thanks’, without offering one is joking, rude, or a
member of a different speech community. B

wm:mﬂnmam occurs at all levels of communication: societal
group, m_.a _.H_&cazm_ {cf. Hymes 1961). At the societal _o<o~,
communication usually patterns in terms of its ?:n:o:m.
categories of talk, and attitudes and conceptions mco:m
_mnmcmmn and speakers. Communication also patterns according
to vm:_n.c_m_. roles and groups within a society, such as sex
age, social status, and occupation: e.g. a teacher has &mo_.osm
ways of speaking from a lawyer, a doctor, or an insurance
mm_omams. Ways of speaking also pattern according to
ma:.nm:o:m_ level, rural or urban residence, geographic
region, and other features of social o_.mmsmwmaom.

Finally, communication patterns at the individual level, at
the level of expression and interpretation of personality .‘_,o
the extent emotional factors such as nervousness :mf.& a
_u_&m.ﬂo_ommom_ effect on the vocal mechanism, they are not
nosmaon.aa part of ‘communication’, but there are many
nOJ<n=~Ho=m~ symbols which are part of patterned communi-
cation. An example of conventional expression of individual
emotion is the increased volume meaning ‘anger’ in English
A Zwﬁao expressing anger uses enclitics not recognized mw
emotion markers by speakers of other languages, and a
friendly greeting on the street between Chinese mvmm_mm_.m may
have surface manifestations corresponding to anger for
mvmmrmaw of English. Similarly, American Indian students
often interpret Anglo teachers’ ‘normal’ classroom projection
level as anger and hostility, and teachers interpret students’
.mow.mm level as shyness or unfriendliness. Perceptions of
individuals as ‘voluble’ or ‘taciturn’ are also in terms of
cultural norms, and even expressions of pain and stress are
nc_::.mE patterned: people in an English speech community
_m.m_.b. withdrawal or anger, in Japanese nervous laughter or
giggling, and in Navajo silence.

Although I have listed these levels of patterning separately
there is an invisible web of interrelationships among :.65“
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and indeed among all patterns of culture. There may very
well be general themes that are related to a world view
present in several aspects of culture, including language.
There are societies that are more direct than others, for
instance, and this will be manifested in ways of speaking as
well as in belief and value systems. The notion of a hierarchy
of control seems to be pervasive in several cultures, and must
first be understood in order to explain certain language
constraints as well as religious beliefs and social organization
(cf. Thompson 1978; Watkins 1979; Witherspoon 1977).

The concern for pattern has always been basic in anthro-
pology (cf. Benedict 1934; Kroeber 1935; 1944), with
interpretations of underlying meaning dependent on the
discovery and description of normative structure or design.
More recent emphasis On processes of interactions in generat-
ing behavioral patterns (cf. Barth 1966) extends this concern
to explanation as well as description.

COMMUNICATIVE FUNCTIONS

At a societal level, language serves many functions. Chief
among these, perhaps, is that of creating/reinforcing bound-
aries, unifying its speakers as members of a single speech
community, and excluding outsiders from intragroup com-
munication. Many languages are also made to serve a social
identification function within a society by providing linguistic
indicators which may be used to reinforce social stratification.
Linguistic features are often employed by peopie, consciously or
unconsciously, to identify themselves and others, and thus serve
to mark and maintain various social categories and divisions.

At the level of individuals and groups interacting with one
another, the functions of communication are directly related
to the participants’ purposes and needs (Hymes 1961, 1972).
These include such categories of functions as expressive
(conveying feelings or emotions), directive (requesting or
demanding), referential (true or false propositional content},
poetic (aesthetic), phatic (empathy and solidarity), and
metalinguistic (reference to language itself).
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This list is similar to Searle’s (1977a) classes of illocutionary
moﬁm, (representatives, directives, commissives, expressives
declarations), but there are differences in perspective mum
scope which separate the fields of ethnography of communi-
cation and speech act theory or pragmatics. Among these are
the latters’ primary focus on form, with the speech act almost
always coterminus with sentences in analysis; for ethno- .
graphers, the functional perspective has priority in description
and while function may coincide with a single mamBannmm
sentence, it often does not, or a single sentence may serve
wa<ﬁ.m_ functions simultaneously. Further, while speech act
theorists and pragmaticists generally exclude the metaphorical
and mrm:n uses of language from basic consideration, these
constitute a major focus for ethnographic description. Bhatic
P@Eﬂgﬁwﬂr@ conveys a message, but has-no referential
meaning. The ing-is in the act of communication itself.
Much .o.m ritual interaction is included in this category, fully
comprising most brie encounters, and at least opening and
closing most longer ones (Goffman 1971). Not accounting for
mcn.r ?:nzonm of communication is ignoring much of language
as it is actually used.

,_,:.m distingtion between intent and effect in function
.Am_d_:..ﬂa_uv 1972) is comparable to the difference between
illocutionary and perlocutionary acts in pragmatics (cf. Searle
1969; 1977b). The difference between the functional intent of
the speaker and the actual effect on the hearer is part of the
notion of functional relativity (Hymes 1972). Both are rele-
vant to the description and analysis of a communicative event.

ﬁE.H_n many of the functions of language are universal, the
ways communicatio in an iety to
serve these functions is language specific. The same relative
status of two speakers may be conveyed by their choice of
ﬁ.nonoBEm_. forms in one language; in another, by the
distance they stand apart or their body position while
speaking; and between bilinguals, even by their choice of
which language is used in addressing one another.

The functions of language provide the primary dimension
for characterizing and organizing communicative processes
and products in a society; without understanding why a
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language is being used as it is, and the consequences of such
use, it is impossible to understand its meaning in the context
of social interaction. o

To claim primacy of function over form in analysis is not to
deny or neglect the formal structures of . communication;
rather it is to require integration of function and E:ﬂ in
analysis and description. Sentences and even longer strings of
discourse are not to be dealt with as autonomous units, but
rather as they are situated in communicative settings and
patterns, and as they function in society.

SPEECH COMMUNITY !

Since the focus of the ethnography of noEBcEnmmon.mm on
the speech community, and on the way noaa.canmso.u. is
patterned and organized within that unit, clearly its definition
is of central importance. Many definitions have been proposed
(cf. Hudson 1980:25-30), including such criteria as shared
language use (Lyons 1970), frequency of interaction by a
group of people (Bloomfield 1933; Eonwo: Ho.mmw Gumperz
1962), shared rules of speaking and interpretation of speech
performance (Hymes 1972), shared attitudes and values
regarding language forms and use (Labov 1972), E.a shared
sociocultural understandings and presuppositions with regard
to speech (Sherzer 1975). -
Linguists are generally in agreement that a speech community
cannot be exactly equated with a group of voo.v_n who speak
the same language, for Spanish speakers in Texas .m.sn_
Argentina are members of different speech communities
although they share a language code, and husbands w:.a wives
within some speech communities in the South Pacific use
quite distinct languages in speaking to one muomrma. .mummwﬂm
of mutually unintelligible dialects of Chinese ao.an them-
selves as members of the same speech community (they do
indeed share a written code, as well as many :..:om for
appropriate use), while speakers of Spanish, ITtalian mma
Portuguese are not members of the same speech community
although their languages are 10 some degree mutually
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intelligible. Questions arise in deciding if speakers of English

from Britain and the United States (or Canada and Australia,

or India and Nigeria) are members of the same speech

community. How different must rules of speaking be to be

significantly different? Are deaf signers and hearing interpreters

members of the same speech community? Answers to such

questions are based on history, politics, and group identifica-

tion, rather than on purely linguistic factors. It is thus useful

to distinguish between participating in a speech community

and being a member of it; speaking the same language is
sufficient (yet not necessary) for some degree of participation,
but membership cannot be based on knowledge and skills
alone.

All _definitions—of community used in the social sciences
include the dimension of shared knowledge, possessions, or
behaviors, derived from Latin communitae ‘held in commeon’,
just as the sociolinguistic criteria for speech community
enumerated above all include the word ‘shared’. The key
question is whether our focus in initiatly defining communities
for study should be on shared language form and use, or on
common geographical and political boundaries, culture traits,
and perhaps even physical characteristics (e.g. a particular
skin color may be considered a requirement for membership
in some communities, a hearing impairment for others). Since
patterns of language use and interpretation, rules of speaking,
and attitudes concerning language are part of the product of
ethnographic investigation, it is somewhat circular to use
them as basic criteria for defining a group to study.

If circularity is to be minimized, ethnographers of com-
munication should begin with an extra-linguistically defined
social entity, and investigate its communicative repertoire in
terms of the socially defined community: the nature and
distribution -of linguistic resources, how they are organized
and structured, how they relate to the social organization,
how they function as a patterned and integrated component
of the community as a whole.

Part of the difficulty we have in defining speech community
must be attributed to the differential scope which ‘community’
has according to different criteria:
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1 It is any group within a society which has anything
significant in common (including religion, ethnicity, race,
age, deafness, sexual orientation, or occupation, but not
eye color or height)

2 It is a physically bounded unit of people having a full
range of role opportunities (a politically organized tribe or
nation, but not a single-sex, single-age, or single-class unit
like a monastery, home for the aged, or ghetto).

3 1t is a collection of similarly situated entities that have
something in common (such as the Western World,
developing countries, European Common Market, or the
United Nations).

Depending on the degree of abstraction desired, social
units may be selected at different levels; virtually any
community in a complex society might be considered part of
another larger one, or subdivided into smaller groups. While
one can focus on a single school, a neighborhood, a factory,
or the gay ‘community’, an integrated ethnographic approach
would require relating such subgroups to the social and
cultural whole, with its full complement of roles. There is no
expectation that a community will be linguistically homo-
geneous, but as a collectivity it will include a range of
language varieties (and even different languages) that will
pattern in relation to the salient social and cultural dimensions
of communication, such as role and domain. From this
perspective, patterns of language use do not define a
community to be investigated, but their description is part of
the outcome of an ethnographic study which focuses on a
community selected according to non-linguistic criteria. Also
a product of investigation is the determination of whether a
community is a ‘speech community’ according to selected
linguistic criteria. To the ones already mentioned, 1 would
add that language must be found to play a significant role in
identifying the boundary of a speech community, at least from
the perspective of its own members.

At any level of speech community selected for study, the
societal functions of language will include the boundary
functions of separating, unifying, and stratifying. The inter-
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actional functions which are present will be dependent on the
level of community studied, with a full complement of
language functions and domains present only at the level
defined as including a range of role opportunities. At this
more inclusive level, a speech community need not share a
single language, and indeed it-will not where roles are
differentially assigned to monolingual speakers of different
_mam_._.mmam in a single multilingual society (e.g. speakers of
Spanish and Guarani in Paraguay, discussed in Chapter 3).

An informal typology of speech communities as ‘soft-
shelled’ versus ‘hard-shelled’ may be distinguished on the
basis of the strength of the boundary that is maintained by
language: the ‘hard-shelled’ community has of course the
stronger boundary, allowing minimal interaction between
members and those outside, and providing maximum main-
tenance of language and culture.

Speech communities which primarily use one of the world
languages are more likely to be ‘soft-shelled’, because it will
vo known as a second language by many others, and
_mﬁnm&on across the boundary will be relatively easy in both
directions. A speech community speaking Japanese or other
language with limited distribution would more likely be ‘hard-
shelled’, because few outside the community learn to use it.
Educated Japanese learn a world language for interaction
across the boundary, but this is unidirectional, with outsiders
still very restricted in their linguistic participation with Japan.
The most extreme form of a ‘hard-shelled’ community would
be one like Mongolia, where members speak a language
outsiders do not know, yet few learn a world language for
wider communication; another would be the Tewa-speaking
San Juan pueblo in New Mexico, where outsiders are
forbidden even to hear the language, and only a few insiders
learn either-English or Spanish.

Language often serves to maintain the separate identity of
speech communities within larger communities, of which their
muomwﬂ.m may also be members. Within the United States, for
instance, Armenian continues to function in some areas as the
language of home, religion, and social interaction among
members of the group. Because the Armenians are bilingual
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and also speak English, they _um_.mn:uma. fully in the :_:mﬁ
speech community, but _onnwzm.o oE.mam_.w seldom Mmg
Armenian, the language is a barrier which wwm.vm others BH.M
participating in their internal social and ﬂm__m.ﬁocw .m«msﬁm.— :
similar situation exists in Syria, where Armenians bilingua _ﬂ
their native language and Arabic ﬁmn_n_.n.mﬂm in two mﬁomw
communities; these remain separate n.n.::nm because of ﬁHm
one-way boundary function the Armenian language SeIves. n
cases where individuals and groups c.m—o:.m to more EE.._ one
speech community, it is useful to distinguish between primary
ondary membership. o
w:%s%mazm_w particularly in complex societies, may E:w
participate in 2 number of discrete OF oﬁlﬁv:.m m@on.n_
communities, just as they participate In a .<m:na~ .om mmgm
settings. Which one or ORes a person orients EEmN. o“
herself to at any moment - which set of .E_am. € ,m
she uses — is part of the strategy of communication. :o
understand this phenomenon, it is necessary to recogmze t .m:_
each member of a community has 2 repertoire of m.on_ma
identities, and each; identity in a given context is associate ;
with a number of appropriate ﬁﬁc& and _.go_zmn_umu forms .o_
expression. It is therefore mmmma_w_ to identify M.o mom”po
categories recognized in a community in order to determi ¢
how these are refiected ::mﬁmnom:&. and roi they nammﬁ an
constrain  interpersonal interaction in commumcative
m:%wwmm_”wm:m_ anthropological and sociological definitions of a
community frequently contain _mum&mmoino_mmoa Qﬂmn:? mw
circularity frequently cannot by entirely .m<oao.a. mﬁ:@m 2
shared culture, having 2 native name with which Mﬁ% ¢
identify, having a social network for contact, an ; aving
common foiklore or history are all largely dependent on

having a common mode of communication.

COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE

Hymes (1966a) observed that speakers who could produce
any and all of the grammatical sentences of a language (per
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Chomsky’s 1965 definition of linguistic competence) would be
institutionalized if they tried to do so. Communicative compe-
tence involves knowing not only the language code, but also
what to say to whom, and how to say it appropriately in any
given situation. It deals with the social and cultural knowledge
speakers are presumed to have to enable them to use and
interpret linguistic forms. A child who uses a taboo expression
in public and causes embarrassment is said not to ‘know
better’, i.e. not to have acquired certain rules for social
conduct in the use of language (the embarassment itself
presupposes the existence of this competence). The concept
of communicative competence (and its encompassing congener,
social competence) is one of the most powerful organizing
tools to emerge in the social sciences in recent years.
Communicative competence extends to both knowledge
and expectation of who may or may not speak in certain
settings, when to speak and when to remain silent, whom one
may speak to, how one may talk to persons of different
statuses and roles, what appropriate nonverbal behaviors are
in various contexts, what the routines for turn-taking are in
conversation, how to ask for and give information, how to
request, how to offer or decline assistance or cooperation,
how to give commands, how to enforce discipline, and the
like — in short, everything involving the use of language and
other communicative dimensions in particular social settings.
Clear cross-cultural differences can and do produce conflicts
or inhibit communication. For example, certain American
Indian groups are accustomed to waiting several minutes in
silence before responding to a question or taking a turn in
conversation, while the native English speakers they may be
talking to have very short time frames for responses or
conversational turn-taking, and find silences embarrassing.
Conversely,” Abrahams (1973) has pointed out that among
Blacks conversations may involve several persons talking at
the same time, a practice which would violate White middle-
class rules of interaction. And as mentioned earlier, even such
matters as voice level differ cross-culturally, and speaker
intent may be misconstrued because of different expectation
patterns for interpretation.







