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INTRODUCTION

Linguistic anthropology has remained largely unaffected by debates surrounding the notion 
of ontology in other subfields in the past two decades. Itself part of a broader intellectual 
trend interrogating key analytic concepts of academic knowledge production in ongoing 
efforts at intellectual decolonization, the “ontological turn” (Holbraad and Pedersen 2017) 
has reverberated throughout sociocultural anthropology and beyond. While some linguistic 
anthropologists have occasionally weighed in on the debate (Course 2010; Keane 2009, 
2013; Mannheim 2019), most of this engagement has been about what linguistic or semiotic 
approaches— including attention to the grammatical features of particular languages— have 
to say about ontologies, not what ontological approaches might have to say about language.

Abstract
Linguistic anthropology has remained largely unaf-
fected by debates about ontology in other subfields. 
In turn, the concept of language has been conspicu-
ously absent from ontological debates. The past few 
years, however, have seen attempts at articulating the 
two, interrogating what language is from ethnographic 
perspectives and extending the analytic focus to on-
tologies of language or linguistic natures. This article 
discusses such efforts and compares them to previous 
critical engagements with the concept of language. 
Calling into question the ontological equivalence of 
language within and across cultures, communities, and 
regions, it explores understandings of what language is 
that go against the grain of existing theoretical models.
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If linguistic anthropologists have not yet embarked on an ontological exploration of language, 
neither have those involved in discussions of ontology, whether proponents of the ontological 
turn or their critics. There is now a large body of ontological literature that puts foundational 
Western concepts such as nature, culture, humanity, or personhood to the test of ethnographic 
realities elsewhere. But save a few notable exceptions (Vilaça 2016), language has so far largely 
escaped ontological scrutiny. This is all the more regrettable given that particular conceptions of 
what language is frequently inform these other concepts— from how the Ancient Greeks devised 
humanity (Heath 2005, 7– 10) to the modern concept of culture (Bauman and Briggs 2003, 257).

To be sure, ontologically challenging understandings of what language is abound in eth-
nographies. To name but a few, for some communities language is a bodily substance, in 
others it is shared with nonhumans, elsewhere it is intrinsically connected with the land or 
has its own spirit, power, or agency (e.g., Chernela 2018; Course 2012; Ferguson 2019). But 
while they may be discussed as examples of local language ideologies, such understand-
ings are rarely employed to challenge prevalent theories of language as a human practice or 
a system of symbols— theories on which we continue to rely to analyze discourse. We seem 
to have all but made up our minds about what language is.

The past few years, however, have seen efforts by some linguistic anthropologists to 
put the question of what language is back on the table. Starting from ethnographic chal-
lenges to prevalent understandings of language, we have begun to interrogate language 
ontologically, extending our analytic focus to “ontologies of language” (Ferguson 2019; 
Hauck 2016) or “linguistic natures” (Heurich and Hauck 2018). Parallel endeavors have also 
been undertaken in disciplines adjacent to linguistic anthropology, in particular applied lin-
guistics (Demuro and Gurney 2021; Gurney and Demuro 2022; Hall and Wicaksono 2020; 
Ortega 2018; Pennycook 2018) and integrational linguistics (Orman 2013; Pablé 2021; 
Severo and Makoni 2021). There the decolonial impulse of scrutinizing language ontolog-
ically has fallen on fertile ground as part of renewed attempts at theory building from the 
Global South (Makoni, Verity, and Kaiper- Marquez 2021; Pennycook and Makoni 2020).

In this article, I situate such efforts in relation to other critical engagements with the con-
cept of language. I then discuss different ways ontological questions have been posed in 
sociocultural anthropology before specifying the approach that Guilherme Orlandini Heurich 
and I have developed under the label of “linguistic natures”— and why we prefer this term 
over “ontologies of language” (Hauck and Heurich 2018). Lastly, I turn to ethnographic cases 
to exemplify what an ontological approach to language may offer to linguistic anthropology.

CRITICAL LANGUAGE SCHOLARSHIP

The concept of language is a central concept not just for the anthropological subfield bear-
ing its name but also for the human and social sciences more generally. It is usually taken to 
designate one of the core traits distinguishing humans from nonhumans, as well as a means 
through which human communities distinguish themselves from one another. It has also 
played a crucial role in the shaping of other foundational anthropological concepts, such as 
culture, and modes of analysis, such as structuralism.

But the concept has also been the target of criticism. For a long time, we have been 
pointing out that conceptions of languageness inevitably rest on unexamined philosophical 
assumptions that are the products of a particular intellectual history, while making claims of 
their universal applicability and relevance to the ways of speaking or communicating of the 
Others of that history. This is what Richard Bauman and Charles Briggs (2003, 68) charac-
terize as the “deprovincialization of language,” drawing on Dipesh Chakrabarty's (2000) cri-
tique of the reliance on European concepts and theories to represent non- European histories 
and experiences in the practice of (European and non- European) scholars. Analyzing the 

 15481395, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jola.12384 by L

ondon School O
f E

conom
ics A

nd, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [09/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



    | 3JOURNAL OF LINGUISTIC ANTHROPOLOGY

discourses of Enlightenment and Romantic philosophers such as John Locke and Johann 
Gottfried Herder, Bauman and Briggs (2003) unearth the origins of ideas such as that lan-
guage exists as an autonomous entity, that it should be maintained in a pure form to ensure 
clear communication, and that each nation has one language that best expresses its culture 
and character. They analyze how a politics of inequality was enshrined in the very concep-
tion of what language is through the twin processes of language ideological purification— by 
which language was devised as an autonomous, representational medium, severed from 
its (indexical) ties to nature and society— and indexical hybridization— by which language 
came to represent the ways of speaking of particular (white, male) intellectual elites and 
national and cultural traditions. To this day, such an understanding of language works as the 
“silent referent” (Chakrabarty 2000, 28), the benchmark to which all language practices are 
aligned, enabling deficit views of non- standard varieties or of practices of mixing and switch-
ing (Hauck and Mitsuhara 2023) associated with negative stereotypes held about racialized 
and socioeconomically marginalized populations (Rosa and Flores 2017).

At the risk of oversimplifying a vast literature, I suggest that the strategies that we employ 
to counter such default understandings of language usually come in four forms. On the one 
hand, we advocate for abandoning the concept of language entirely, on the other, for ex-
tending it. And we employ each of these strategies for each of the two senses of the English 
term “language,” language in general (as a human capacity) as well as particular (named) 
languages, tokens of the type. I will briefly outline these four strategies in what follows.

The argument that language in general does not exist most often targets narrow under-
standings of language as a module of the brain in the formal linguistic tradition but also the 
broader idea of language as autonomous domain and a trait that distinguishes humans from 
nonhumans. It has been cast in both evolutionary and historical terms. As Tim Ingold (2000) 
argues, all that humans have evolved is speech, a skill and practice; attempts to look for the 
origin of language are futile, the results of misguided conceptions of what language is. The 
idea of language arose in a particular historical context and was entirely unknown in many 
other parts of the world (Heryanto 1990). We should therefore strive to “disinvent” (Makoni 
and Pennycook 2007) language and replace it with alternative concepts such as discourse 
or languaging (Becker 1991; Sabino 2018).

If not outright abandoning the concept of language, an alternative strategy has been to ex-
pand or amplify it to include features that had before been considered non-  or paralinguistic. 
Language use is always accompanied by gestures and other forms of embodied behavior, me-
diated by artifacts and technologies, and embedded in micro-  and macro- contexts that shape 
the forms it takes and are co- constitutive of meaning- making. A lot of recent work in linguistic 
anthropology has contributed to broadening the concept of language by focusing on multimo-
dality (Goodwin 2010; Streeck, Goodwin, and LeBaron 2011) or materiality (Cavanaugh and 
Shankar 2017). As Alessandro Duranti (1997, 339) points out at the very end of his textbook trea-
tise of the field, this “has meant that we have amplified the phenomenon ‘language’ to such an 
extent that it seems increasingly difficult to identify what is not language.” Alastair Pennycook's 
(2018) posthumanist applied linguistics equally strives to expand language as distributed, cog-
nitively and spatially, and not necessarily confined to the human. And similar arguments can 
be found in research on language evolution (Hauck 2021): the discovery of features once con-
sidered uniquely human in various nonhuman animals has led some to call for abandoning the 
Cartesian conviction that “language belongs to man alone” (quoted in Lieberman 2000, 8) and 
can thus be said to attack reductionist definitions of language from the other side.1

Parallel arguments have been advanced with regards to particular (named) languages. It 
has become commonplace to argue that languages don't exist other than as social construc-
tions. Much of the work on language ideologies (Kroskrity 2022) is dedicated to investigating 
the motivated construction of linguistic boundaries (Urciuoli 1995), deconstructing notions of 
linguistic purity, and challenging “one language, one people, one nation” equations. Instead 
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of uncritically relying on common glottonyms, we should shift our analytic focus to linguistic 
units (Enfield 2005), to linguistic or communicative repertoires (Blommaert and Backus 2013; 
Gumperz 1964, 137; Pennycook and Otsuji 2015), or to translanguaging (García and Li 2014).

At the same time, the recognition of languages as (mere) ideological constructs has led to 
efforts at expanding what particular glottonyms may designate. We now pluralize Englishes 
(Ortega 2018) and focus on processes of codeswitching, mixing, hybridization, creolization, 
and the ubiquity of language change to contest understandings of languages as stable, ho-
mogenous entities (Hauck and Mitsuhara 2023). As Sinfree Makoni and Alastair Pennycook 
(2007, 21) emphasize, “all languages are creoles,” which is to say that any language always 
already incorporates elements beyond its borders.

The four strategies are not mutually exclusive and are frequently employed jointly, chal-
lenging conceptions of language from multiple angles and from a variety of disciplinary and 
theoretical orientations. Linguistic anthropologists frequently draw from the toolkit of the 
semiotics of Charles Sanders Peirce (1991). One the one hand, semiotic concepts such as 
indexicality may be said to expand language by grounding it in sociocultural and physical con-
texts of use. On the other hand, a semiotic approach also goes far beyond language. Unlike 
Ferdinand de Saussure, for whom a definition of language was a precondition for his inquiry, 
Peirce remained agnostic about the ontological status of language (Benveniste [1969] 1981). 
A sign need not be a linguistic sign and a semiotic framework is thus able to illuminate a wide 
variety of phenomena, from grammar, style, register, or accent to identity, race, gender, or 
fashion. Thus, Peircean semiotics has proven highly productive for critical analyses while at 
the same time furnishing an inclusive and nonreductive model of communication.

My goal is not to question the merits of critiques of mainstream Western conceptualizations 
of language or of efforts to develop alternatives, especially for those of us who work with 
communities whose diverse discursive practices— ranging from forms of song, music, and 
ritual speech to practices of switching and mixing— have for a long time challenged narrow 
understandings of language as autonomous medium of denotational code. And yet, while 
such efforts are no doubt important for destabilizing the Western and colonial constitution of 
language, the concepts and theories to replace or transform language have been adopted, yet 
again, from the Euro- American tradition— whether derived from critical French theory or from 
American pragmatism. Given the wide availability of ready- at- hand critical and nonreductive 
models for understanding communicative practices, few linguistic anthropologists have felt 
the need to seriously engage alternative analytic concepts from people with whom we are 
doing our fieldwork. Moreover, the ontological assumptions underlying our own concepts re-
main largely unexamined. The scrutiny that we are so adept at applying to mainstream Euro- 
American models of language— especially the formalist linguistic tradition— is rarely applied 
to the ontological commitments that we rely upon for our critical models.

As Pennycook and Makoni (2020, 58) have recently put it, while “we cannot move straight 
towards alternative visions of language without establishing what they are alternatives to … 
in doing so we inevitably bring a lot of northern baggage into the discussion.” They urge us 
“to be cautious lest the critique fills too much space (a critique of northern linguistics can still 
be seen as an internal debate)” and to “seek alternative forms of knowledge for renewal of 
our discipline” from the Global South. While Pennycook and Makoni are talking specifically 
about applied linguistics, much the same is true for linguistic anthropology.

We have already made up our minds about what language is not. Language is not a 
module hardwired into the brain, it is not an autonomous domain separate from the material 
and social worlds, it is not an essence tied to soil, blood, race, ethnicity, or gender. We have, 
of course, good reasons for rejecting such ontological presuppositions. But we have made 
up our minds about them nonetheless. Likewise, we also have already made up our minds 
about what language is, namely a social construction, a human practice, or, rather, a set of 
heterogeneous practices, an assemblage of linguistic or communicative resources, verbal 
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and nonverbal (see below and Demuro and Gurney 2021, 8). Again, there are good reasons 
for taking language in these ways. However, most of the time they are, yet again, a priori as-
sumptions with little regard for whether or not they correspond to those of our interlocutors.

Such ontological commitments have not emerged as a major problem as long as critique 
of Western mainstream conceptions of language (and their local effects) has remained our 
primary goal. They are also rarely an issue for those of us who work within a linguistic an-
thropological or semiotic framework but whose primary interests are phenomena other than 
language. But those of us working in contexts where we encounter communicative practices 
and language ideologies that rest on fundamentally different ontological assumptions about 
what language is, we are often confronted with a disjuncture between our concepts and 
those of our interlocutors.

We are frequently at a loss when we encounter claims that go radically against the 
grain of our carefully crafted critical stance, such as that language is a kind of bodily es-
sence (Chernela 2018), that language is not what separates humans from nonhumans 
(Vilaça 2016, 59), that a specific language or register is to be kept pure (Ferguson 2019, 81– 
106; Kroskrity 1998, 107– 9), or that when people cease speaking their language they also 
cease being the kind of people their language is supposed to index.2 What are we to make 
of such claims? Indeed, why are so many Indigenous communities struggling to maintain 
and revitalize their ways of speaking as “languages,” standardizing and institutionalizing 
them (Costa, De Korne, and Lane 2018)? And why are others interested in adopting the 
“languages” of the former colonizers (Horta 2021; Menezes de Souza 2014)? Should such 
efforts be dismissed simply as “misrecognition” (Bourdieu 1990, 112– 21)? Mistaken “beliefs” 
about language? The “colonization of consciousness” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991)? As 
Pennycook and Makoni (2020, 134) put it:

What is considered to be progressive in the North is projected onto the Global 
South as what scholars there are (or perhaps should be) interested in. And re-
latedly, projects that do not fit this progressive mould— forms of southern pos-
itivism, for example, or demands for access to European languages … — are 
likely to be rejected as northern capitulation rather than southern creation (the 
old false consciousness framework mapped onto North and South).

We, the enlightened northern anthropologists and linguists are aware that languages are ac-
tually social constructions, that people don't really speak the pure or standard forms that they 
purport to be using, that nonhumans are not truly capable of symbolic reference. We can accept 
challenges to such understandings as particular examples of local language ideologies. But we 
would not go as far as letting such claims call into question our own scientific models of lan-
guage and communication, no matter how “ideological” we take these to be. Our own ontology 
of language or communication remains untouched.

It is here that I would like to urge us to pause— to take ontological challenges to language se-
riously in their own right. I do not mean this as a replacement for the other critical strategies sur-
veyed. We don't need an ontological critique to recognize that Indigenous and minority efforts 
at language standardization or purification are the consequence of being subjected for decades 
if not centuries to the regimenting and standardizing educational policies of nation- states. It 
would be hypocritical to reject the desire of Indigenous communities for their children to be ed-
ucated in a non- Indigenous language (Horta 2021; Menezes de Souza 2014) as “capitulation” 
to the Northern hegemon. We also don't need an ontological critique to recognize that there 
is a big difference between a nation- state regimenting language use through deprovincializing 
practices imposing a literate standard on a diverse population (Silverstein 1996), and a small 
Indigenous village fighting for resources to create a literate standard of their own language 
(Costa, De Korne, and Lane 2018); that there is a big difference between claims of an intrinsic 
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connection between a national language and national character and interest (Bauman and 
Briggs 2003, 163– 96), and Indigenous claims to a connection between their ways of speaking 
and their ways of being (Meek 2012); and finally, that there is a big difference between the use 
of a colonial language by an anthropologist when addressing a non- Indigenous audience (in-
cluding in the very practice of writing this article) and an Indigenous leader's use of a colonial 
language to have their voice heard by the same audience (Cusicanqui 2012; Kopenawa and 
Albert [2010] 2013; Krenak 2019). Laura Graham (2002) has aptly described the double bind 
that Indigenous leaders find themselves in, having their authenticity questioned by a white au-
dience when speaking in a colonial language, while compromising their ability to communicate 
to that audience when speaking in an Indigenous one (see also Horta 2021; Muehlmann 2008). 
We must never lose sight of such differences.

And yet, while nation- state purism is different from Indigenous purism, while the indexi-
cal relation of a European language to the nation- state regimenting its use is different from 
that of an Indigenous language to its speakers, while the use of a colonial language of an 
Indigenous leader is different from that of an anthropologist or linguist, we assume that what 
language is is nonetheless the same. We locate the respective differences in context, in 
power, in ideology, in different subject positions. Paying attention to such differences is no 
doubt important. But they are not the only differences that we should be paying attention to.

Taking seriously our interlocutors' claims about language, even if— and perhaps espe-
cially if— they are at odds with our critical stance, means being open to the possibility that 
when we, anthropologists or linguists, and our interlocutors use the term language we may 
not be talking about the same thing. Could it be that disjunctures such as those mentioned 
above not only point to different stances, opinions, or beliefs that different people have about 
the same thing, language— different language ideologies— but instead may hint at more 
fundamental misunderstandings about what language is? Heurich and I suggest the notions 
of “linguistic natures” or “natures of language” as a way of conceptualizing fundamental, 
ontological differences in language (Hauck and Heurich 2018), taking inspiration from the 
renewed ethnographic interest in other concepts such as humanity, nature, culture, or per-
sonhood that the turn to ontology exemplifies.

ONTOLOGICAL TURNS

The notion of ontology has caused many debates in anthropology in the past decades. A 
common starting point that unites different theorists that have turned to the concept in their 
work is the search for alternatives to what Bruno Latour ([1991] 1993) calls the “modern con-
stitution,” the great divide between natural and social realms. One of the primary motivations 
for this search is the desire to do justice to ethnographic realities that do not abide by such a 
divide or that configure it in radically different ways, and which, therefore, are excluded from 
participation in modernity. In one way or another, all ontological turns aim at displacing the 
modern constitution and “provincializing its alleged universal ontology as specific to the West: 
one world (even if perhaps the most powerful one) in a pluriverse” (de la Cadena 2010, 346).

A comprehensive review of different understandings and uses of ontology in anthropol-
ogy is beyond the scope of this article. But to situate the concept of linguistic natures and to 
address common misperceptions of ontological approaches, I shall briefly clarify some uses 
of the term in recent anthropological scholarship. Following Martin Holbraad and Morten 
Pedersen (2017, 30– 68) we may distinguish three trends of ontological thinking in anthro-
pology.3 The first is the search for an alternative ontology. Holbraad and Pedersen (2017, 
46– 54) identify this tendency with the proposal for a nondualist ontology in the work of T. M. 
S. Evens (2009), with that of a “one world anthropology” of a “world of becoming” in the phe-
nomenologically inspired work of Ingold (2018), as well as with the semiotic anthropology 
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beyond the human of Eduardo Kohn (2013). What unites these arguably very distinct pro-
posals is the desire to find an alternative ontology, but in the singular, a better alternative to 
replace the “dualist” or “two worlds” ontology of the moderns.4

The second trend in scholarship on ontology does not necessarily aim to replace the 
modern constitution with an alternative one but rather to situate it in relation to other such 
ontologies. Explicitly comparative, this work is united in its goal to uncover the primordial 
assumptions underlying a given ontology, which is why Holbraad and Pedersen (2017, 55– 
65) label them “deep ontologies.” Michael Scott (2007, 10, 12), for instance, distinguishes 
mono- ontology, based on the “consubstantiality of all things as a result of their common 
origin,” from poly- ontology, that “posits two or more fundamental and independently arising 
categories of being.” Philippe Descola ([2005] 2013) proposes four ontologies or “modes of 
identification,” conceptualized as different relations of continuity and discontinuity between 
“interiorities” and “physicalities.”

While there are important lessons to be learned from both of these for ontologies of 
language, the inquiry into linguistic natures (Hauck and Heurich 2018) resonates primarily 
with the third trend in ontological thinking, which Holbraad and Pedersen associate with 
the work of Roy Wagner ([1975] 1981), Marilyn Strathern (1988), and Eduardo Viveiros de 
Castro ([2009] 2014). The primary way in which the provincialization strategy of this ap-
proach differs from the others is that instead of substituting the modern constitution with a 
better alternative or situating it as one possible configuration among others, the goal is its 
transformation by means of the ethnographic encounter. Perhaps closest to Chakrabarty's 
(2000, 16) project of provincializing Europe, which does not aim at “rejecting or discarding 
European thought” but rather at “exploring how this thought— which is now everybody's her-
itage and which affects us all— may be renewed from and for the margins,” this ontological 
turn aims at the reconceptualization of anthropology's core concepts from the ethnographic 
realities it encounters. As Martin Savransky (2017, 19, emphasis in original) summarizes,

its task is no longer that of putting non- European realities and the thinking that 
is cultivated in and from them to the test of modern, western thought. Nor is it 
that of attempting to level the playing field by raising all concepts to the status of 
representations thereby forcing others to partake in the modern game of epis-
temology. Instead, such a decolonial, speculative project seeks to put modern, 
western thought to the test of non- modern, non- western realities, and to experi-
ence the transformation of our western imagination by the radical, decolonising 
differences other realities, other concepts, and other truths, make.

In a certain way, this approach may be seen as simply taking to its logical conclusion one of the 
most fundamental axioms of anthropological practice, to not study other cultures with catego-
ries derived from one's own (Boas 1889). This may not seem to cause too much trouble as long 
as we are dealing with kinship categories, the classification of plants, or a phonological inven-
tory. But what about the core concepts that the practice of anthropology itself relies upon, in-
cluding the notion of “culture”? Any anthropological inquiry proceeds, as Wagner ([1975] 1981, 
10) reminds us, “‘as if’ there was culture.” However, this invention of culture— made possible by 
the counterinvention of nature (Wagner [1975] 1981, 71), Latour's ([1991] 1993) “great divide”— 
was the invention of one particular culture: the European one. Deprovincialized into a human 
universal, the concept is now supposed to be what explains differences between human groups 
from Tierra del Fuego to Siberia. But, as Wagner ([1975] 1981, 16) elaborates, the study of cul-
ture operates on our, Western terms, and runs the risk of “forcing our own preconceptions onto 
other peoples. … For every time we make others part of a ‘reality’ that we alone invent, … we 
use those people and their way of life and make them subservient to ourselves.”
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8 |   LANGUAGE OTHERWISE

The counterstrategy that Wagner proposes is to recognize peoples' fundamental creativity 
and inventiveness. Across the world, people are as capable of creating concepts as are Western 
theorists. Our job as anthropologists is to recognize these concepts on their own terms— and 
to acknowledge that they might be at odds in crucial ways with corresponding concepts that we 
are familiar with. Instead of assuming that we already know what culture “is” and only have to go 
around the world and document local instances of it, we should ask what culture might be from 
perspectives that do not make an a priori radical distinction between nature and culture, between 
reality and its representation, between humans and nonhumans, or where such distinctions are 
configured in a fundamentally different way. Thereby, the goal is not to abandon any such dis-
tinction altogether in favor of a nondualist ontology, but, as Tânia Stolze Lima (2000) puts it, to 
develop an “ethnographic theory of the nature/culture distinction”— a theory grounded in the eth-
nographic reality of the people we work with. If, for instance, the Yudjá in the Brazilian Amazon 
with whom Lima has been working do not take culture, language, and social life as that what 
distinguishes humans from nonhumans— since spirits and animals have such traits as well— 
then this ethnographic fact invites us to reconsider what culture, language, and social life might 
be. It does not suffice to say that Yudjá “culture” is different in the sense of different practices or 
beliefs or world views and the like. Nor does it do justice to them to say that the Yudjá “don't have” 
culture or that the culture concept “doesn't apply” to them. If, in terms of the modern constitution, 
we take culture or language to be “what humans have” and what makes us different from nonhu-
mans, taking the claims of the Yudjá seriously inevitably forces us to reconsider both culture and 
language. In this way, the issue is less one of finding alternative ontologies in the sense of com-
prehensive “accounts of whatever there is” (Lloyd 2012, 39), but rather acknowledging ontolog-
ical differences in the kinds of conceptual translation that we are always inevitably engaged in.5

Viveiros de Castro (2004, 9) uses the notion of equivocation to refer to a “communicative 
disjuncture where the interlocutors are not talking about the same thing, and know this.” 
The Yudjá and the anthropologist may both be using concepts translatable as “culture” or 
“humans,” but since they rely on different underlying ontological assumptions of what these 
are, they are involved in an equivocation. Viveiros de Castro's point is that such equivoca-
tions are inevitable, and it should not be our aim to render them invisible in the ways we 
explain them in anthropological discourse but to make them explicit— “to avoid losing sight 
of the difference concealed within equivocal ‘homonyms’” (Viveiros de Castro 2004, 7) 
such as “culture,” “nature,” but also “language.” Disclosing such ontological differences in 
what language may be is what the concept of linguistic natures aims to do.

LINGUISTIC NATURES AND ONTOLOGIES OF LANGUAGE

To begin a discussion about ontological linguistic differences, Guilherme Heurich and I con-
vened a double panel on “Language in the Amerindian Imagination” at the 2016 AAA meet-
ings in Minneapolis, which we were then invited to submit as a special issue to Language & 
Communication (Heurich and Hauck 2018). Expanding on the well- known notion of language 
ideologies, while going beyond narrow understandings of ideologies in terms of beliefs or 
representations, initially we did frame our discussions in terms of an inquiry into different 
“ontologies of language.” As we advanced in writing the introduction, however, we became 
increasingly concerned with how the term ontology was being used (perhaps overused) in 
anthropology, losing some of its purchase. Moreover, the concept “ontology of language” 
(Smith 1987) could be easily misunderstood as if our goal was to establish its “real” nature, 
similar to other work aiming to find an alternative to the Western ontology. Indeed, much of 
the critical language scholarship seemed to be doing just that, whether implicitly or explicitly 
(see Hall and Wicaksono 2020, and below). We agreed that we needed a better concept 
and Heurich suggested “language natures” as a construct that would best capture our goals. 
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While using a core component of the modern constitution, “nature,” the plural “s” disrupts 
its association with a singular “nature of language” and also resonates with perspectivist 
multinaturalism (Viveiros de Castro [2009] 2014). Pluralizing “the nature of language … 
creates a conceptual uneasiness, a discomfort to be systematically addressed” (Hauck and 
Heurich 2018, 3). We elaborated on our reasoning more fully in the introduction to the spe-
cial issue and specified the concept as “linguistic natures”6 with the side effect of allowing us 
to talk about the “linguistic natures of …” different communicative phenomena (see below).

Reservations about the term ontology notwithstanding, I recognize here that in recent years 
a number of parallel efforts have been advanced by like- minded scholars who frame them in 
terms of “ontologies of language” but who otherwise are very much aligned with our goals. For 
instance, Eugenia Demuro and Laura Gurney (2021, 3) take our special issue introduction as 
their “starting point … [but] prefer to use the term ‘ontologies of language’ in place of ‘natures 
of language’” for their tripartite typology (see below). Similarly, Pennycook and Makoni (2020, 
71– 4) draw on our work and incorporate the idea of “multiple language ontologies” into their 
repertoire of “innovations” for a renewal of applied linguistics from the Global South.

From a linguistic anthropological perspective, perhaps the most explicit formulation of a concept 
of “ontologies of language” has been that of Jenanne Ferguson (2019) in her recent book Words 
Like Birds. Building on her earlier work (Ferguson 2016) on the spirit of language, tyl ichichite, that 
Sakha speakers recognize (see below), Ferguson argues for the need to situate understandings 
of language “in relation to culturally shaped ideas of existence and being” (Ferguson 2019, 6). 
Parallel to the trajectory Heurich and I have followed, Ferguson takes the concept of language 
ideologies as her starting point, while also recognizing its limitations. She writes:

My issue with the phrasing of “language ideologies” is that it does not always link 
those ideologies to those fundamental existential, spiritual conceptualizations of 
what speakers believe to be the nature of existence, or what it means to be and 
to act with agency in the world. 

(Ferguson 2019, 25)

Much in line with recent work by Paul Kroskrity (2018, 134) on “language ideological assem-
blages” that recognizes language ideologies “as part of a larger complex of relevant beliefs 
and feelings,” Ferguson (2019, 97) suggests “to broaden the definition of language ideology 
to include spiritual or existential beliefs about what language is— and does— as well.”

At first sight this seems to contrast with our call to “move beyond” the notion of belief (Hauck 
and Heurich 2018, 2) and therefore to be unsuited for our project: standard definitions of lan-
guage ideologies as “beliefs about language” still rest on modernist assumptions of a dualism 
between reality (language) and its representation (beliefs about). However, Ferguson's emphasis 
on “spiritual conceptualizations of what speakers believe to be the nature of existence” also points 
beyond such a conceptualization of belief, moving it towards the realm of ontology. Broadening 
the concept of language ideologies to “spiritual or existential beliefs” in this way accomplishes 
much the same as our linguistic natures— and furthermore implies ontological differentiation of 
“belief” in addition to “language.” A similar move can be found in efforts to expand linguistic ide-
ologies to semiotic ideologies (Keane 2003, 2018; Tedlock 1988). As Webb Keane (2018, 65– 6) 
puts it, semiotic ideology refers to people's “underlying assumptions about what does or does not 
count as a sign,” linking “the ways people make sense of their experiences to their fundamental 
presuppositions about what kinds of beings animate the world”— their ontology.

Ultimately, then, I take such efforts to be united in their goal to mobilize kinds of difference 
that we have heretofore not been able to capture within our conventional, Euro- American 
theoretical frameworks; “rather than attempting to think about difference, … to think with the 
difference that thinking from the South itself makes” (Savransky 2017, 19, emphasis in the 
original).
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10 |   LANGUAGE OTHERWISE

FROM MULTIPLE ONTOLOGIES OF LANGUAGE …

To reiterate, then, the goal is not to come up with an “alternative” (Holbraad and Pedersen 2017, 
46) ontology (sg.) of language or communication to replace the Western one— parallel to efforts 
within the first ontological turn identified earlier. Nor are we aiming at a finite set of ontologies 
(pl.) of language, to situate a set of linguistic natures within a set of ontologies as prepredica-
tive “modes of identification” of self and other (Descola [2005] 2013)— such as a “naturalist” 
linguistic nature that would contrast with “animist” or “totemic” linguistic natures— in line with 
the second ontological turn, Holbraad and Pedersen's (2017, 55) “deep ontologies” trend.

Both of these are valuable enterprises. The critical efforts reviewed in the first sec-
tion, whether aimed at expanding or abandoning notions of language/languages, as well 
as the explicitly ontological critiques of applied and integrational linguists (e.g., Hall and 
Wicaksono 2020; Orman 2013; Ortega 2018) have come a long way towards destabilizing 
underlying assumptions of what language/languages are and highlighting more inclusive 
alternatives (e.g., García and Li 2014; Sabino 2018)— “better” ontologies of language. The 
same can be said of Kohn's (2013, 40) critique of anthropologists' “conflation of represen-
tation with language” and his call for attention to sign processes beyond the human with its 
explicit goal to provincialize language, not in favor of an ontological multiplicity (of language 
or otherwise) but rather for a singular (albeit “open”) ontology (see also Pennycook 2018).

Likewise, in view of the multiplicity of ontologies or modes of identification as basic ori-
entations to self and the world (Descola [2005] 2013), it is certainly a valuable research 
endeavor to try to understand how language fits into such schemas. When contrasting “lan-
guage in naturalism” with “Amerindian natures of language” (Hauck and Heurich 2018, 3– 
5), we have already advanced a number of thoughts in this direction, and we do not want 
to dismiss the possibility of some commonalities in the linguistic natures of animist col-
lectives, where a “generalized pan- spiritual form of communication between souls” would 
contrast with a “physical intra- species form of communication via bodily specific languages, 
constructed for non- general forms of communication (such as daily conversations between 
an Indigenous kin group in non- ritual, non- shamanistic, and non- transformational events)” 
(Hauck and Heurich 2018, 4). But this should not be assumed as a general model for a finite 
set of but two distinct linguistic natures in Amerindian collectives (Hauck forthcoming).

Furthermore, we also do not want to suggest that there is a singular ontology— whether 
of language or more broadly— of “the West” that would be radically distinct from ontologies 
(pl.) of “the rest,” where the former would rest on an ostensibly “false” understanding of the 
nature of language as an autonomous domain, an object, an innate faculty, or a cognitive 
operator, while elsewhere people “correctly” recognize language as a practice, behavior, 
or activity, and languages as heterogeneous, hybrid assemblages. When using “naturalist” 
ontological assumptions about language as a foil for Amerindian linguistic natures, we did 
not mean to imply that there is but a singular Western/naturalist linguistic nature opposed 
to an animist or perspectivist radical linguistic- natural multiplicity. While it is true that the 
constitution of language as autonomous realm that was part and parcel of the modernist 
separation of nature and society (Bauman and Briggs 2003; Latour [1991] 1993) has had 
a lasting impact on Western folk- understandings of and scholarly approaches to language 
alike, even in arguably naturalist collectives such as contemporary Euro- American societies, 
understandings of what language is vary greatly in practice and ideology, “folk” as well as 
“scientific” (see Candea and Alcayna- Stevens 2012, for a parallel argument). The point is to 
recognize that there are important ontological distinctions of language/languages within as 
well as across geographical regions but also within and across collectives and communities.

In a recent article that brings our work on linguistic natures into conversation with work 
in applied and educational linguistics, Demuro and Gurney (2021, 6– 10) survey three 
distinct ontologies of language, namely language- as- object, language- as- practice, and 
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language- as- assemblage. They associate language- as- object primarily with the familiar 
ontology of language as autonomous domain or internal module that Bauman and Briggs 
trace back to the work of John Locke. Language- as- practice, by contrast, is the ontology 
underlying post- monolingual and languaging approaches in applied and integrationist lin-
guistics (e.g., García and Li 2014; Orman 2013; Pennycook and Otsuji 2015), and, I would 
argue, also most work in linguistic anthropology. Finally, language- as- assemblage sub-
sumes Deleuze and Guattari ([1980] 1987)- inspired, critical posthumanist, new materialist, 
affect- theoretical, and ontological approaches (see DeLanda 2016, esp. chapter 2; Gurney 
and Demuro 2022; Pennycook 2018) that take language “as neither object nor practice, 
but as the (post- Cartesian) junctures which manifest between these: emergent practices 
reconceived in line with the relations between the constituent parts of (more- than- )linguistic 
interactions” (Demuro and Gurney 2021, 10).

In light of this classification, we might be tempted to associate the language- as- object 
ontology only with distinctively “Western/Northern” or “naturalist” assumptions. However, 
Demuro and Gurney also cite work by Janet Chernela (2018), Harry Walker (2018), and Alan 
Rumsey (2018) as non- Western examples of ontologies of language as object— although, 
as they recognize, the kinds of objects as which languages emerge in these cases are quite 
distinct from and should not be conflated with Western ones (see below). If anything, they 
“exemplify the multiple, complex and widespread practices which give ontological validity 
to stable and separable languages as entities, which are storied in different ways” (Demuro 
and Gurney 2021, 8). Furthermore, while the language- as- assemblage ontology may be 
“the least likely to generate specific and replicable ontonorms”— and thus well- suited for 
critical projects— they are careful “to avoid putting [it] forward … as the ‘correct’ form of on-
tologising languages/languaging” (Demuro and Gurney 2021, 10). While some approaches 
may be more complex and comprehensive than others, “it would be remiss and inconsistent 
… to declare that x ontology has more validity than y or z” (Demuro and Gurney 2021, 11).

In this regard, even language- as- practice or language- as- assemblage could be charac-
terized as Western or Northern ontologies— after all, both of them originate in intellectual 
traditions that have their roots in Euro- American modernity. They are also what Holbraad 
and Pedersen (2017, 46) identify as “alternative” ontologies, attempts to displace and repro-
vincialize the language- as- object ontology, although not in favor of an ontological openness 
to multiple linguistic natures, but rather in favor of an open ontology, a singular ontology even 
if designed to be “open” (in the sense of Kohn 2013, 15) to accommodate all of humanity 
and beyond.

Instead of a typology of ontologies of language or linguistic natures, I would like to suggest 
we might want to take inspiration from Susan Gal and Judith Irvine's (2019) work on semiotic 
differentiation and recognize not just multiple ontologies of language but multiple axes of 
ontological linguistic differentiation, i.e., multiple ways in which linguistic- natural distinctions 
emerge locally. Axes of differentiation may appear across regions and across collectives, 
but there may also be axes within regions and within collectives.

… TO A XES OF ONTOLOGICAL DIFFERENTIATION

Gal and Irvine (2019, 19) introduce the notion of axes of differentiation as a way of concep-
tualizing how qualitative contrasts between signs and their objects are recursively projected 
onto other levels, forming “large clusters of paired, contrasting qualities” (118). Their main 
focus is on social differentiation, on the ways differences and hierarchies between social 
groups come to be organized via sign processes. I propose here that we may productively 
extend their notion to capture how discursive phenomena are ontologically differentiated, 
i.e., how linguistic- natural contrasts emerge between different discursive forms. Importantly, 

 15481395, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jola.12384 by L

ondon School O
f E

conom
ics A

nd, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [09/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense
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Gal and Irvine (2019, 118) emphasize that while axes of differentiation are “totalizing sche-
mas” that organize difference at multiple levels, there can be multiple axes that may inter-
sect or encompass one another. In the remainder of this article, I will discuss a number of 
possible axes of ontological contrast that have been reported in ethnographies, both within 
as well as between regions or collectives.

The Mapuche in southern Chile speak two languages, Spanish and Mapudungun, which 
stand in an asymmetrical relation to each other. It is highly inappropriate to use Spanish 
in certain contexts, above all for particular rituals that mandate the use of Mapudungun. 
Magnus Course (2012, 2018) attributes this asymmetry to the Mapuche understanding that 
Mapudungun is coextensive with the force, newen that is constitutive of all being.

That language is said to have its own “force” is neither to personify it, nor to 
deny that it can serve the intentions of a speaker. Rather, it is to suggest that the 
excess or potentiality of language is of a kind, or continuous with, the essential 
force of which all things are instances. 

(Course 2012, 10)

This connection to newen is particular to Mapudungun and does not extend to Spanish in the 
same way. Indeed, while the Mapuche term for Spanish is winkadungun, the language of the 
winka (whites), the corresponding term for the Mapuche language, mapudungun is not con-
ceived of as the language of a particular group of people such as the Mapuche but rather as 
the dungun (language/speech) of the mapu, the land itself. This asymmetry leads Course to 
suggest that it might actually be wrong to think about Spanish and Mapudungun as “languages” 
in the common sense of the term, as symbolic systems of representation each indexical of 
different values and identities but each to a certain extend arbitrary and translatable. Instead, 
he suggests, Spanish and Mapudungun may be ontologically nonequivalent, “fundamentally 
different kinds of things,” where Spanish is indeed an arbitrary system of signs representing 
things in the world, whereas Mapudungun is part of the world itself, a force that exceeds human 
intentions and agency (Course 2018, 12). Within the same collective, the Mapuche, we are thus 
able to recognize an axis of ontological differentiation between Mapudungun and Spanish. The 
two “languages” do not come together on a metalevel as different tokens of the same type (lan-
guage) but should be understood as having different linguistic natures.

The understanding that language has a particular force or agency is not unique to the 
Mapuche. The Sakha in Siberia, as Ferguson (2019, 22) reports, understand “words (especially 
Sakha words) to have a very real, agentive power in the world.”

Language is believed to possess a kind of guardian spirit (ichchi) or spirited es-
sence, just as a lake or a tree or fire does. The usual term is tyl ichchite, or the 
“ichchi of language.” This spiritedness, or animacy, of language in turn entails 
a certain relationship with the speaker; for Sakha who ascribe to this belief, 
language has both its own intrinsic power as well as power that is imbued by 
the speaker of the words; acting in the world via language thus takes on certain 
agentive qualities. 

(Ferguson 2019, 28)

Thus, language is not just a practice used by human beings or a system of referents used to talk 
about states of affairs but language itself is a type of being. Similar to Mapudungun, it also en-
tails a deep connection to the land and other beings that inhabit it as part of a “broader ontology 
that configures land, language, ancestors, and creatures who would apprehend said language 
as parts of a whole system” (Ferguson 2019, 99).
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Here, we have thus a radically different understanding of what language is when compared 
to the Western intellectual tradition. But does this understanding apply to Sakha only? Is Sakha 
of a different linguistic nature than, say, Russian or English? Or is language generally con-
sidered differently. I read Ferguson's rich ethnography in that both would be true. On the one 
hand, Sakha say that “not only the Sakha language, but every language, has its own soul” 
(Ferguson 2016, 95). On the other, the power of words is “especially” attributed to Sakha words 
(Ferguson 2019, 22, 28). This is also true for the Mapuche. As Course (2018, 13) makes clear, 
“theoretically” the relationship of language with force is applicable also to Spanish. However, 
there is no doubt that Mapudungun is “more embedded in the flow of newen than is Spanish” 
and the “insistence on the use of Mapudungun in certain contexts, is … premised on its per-
ceived continuity with the ‘world’ (mapu), an indexical rather than wholly arbitrary relationship 
like that constituted through Spanish.”

We may thus be facing two intersecting axes of ontological contrast. On the one hand, 
the linguistic nature of language in general in these communities differs considerably from 
Western ones. On the other, different languages used in these communities may each also 
be of a different linguistic nature. I suspect that more often than not we will encounter mul-
tiple axes of differentiation in a given community and it requires careful analysis to work out 
their relationships.

Take natures of language as substance, reported from a wide variety of communities 
across the world. The Dogon in the central plateau region of Mali, for instance, understand 
words to be bodily fluids that are contained in the collar bone. To speak them, they are 
heated in the liver and then evaporate in the lungs before leaving through larynx and mouth. 
The addressee's ear then absorbs and recondenses them (Calame- Griaule [1965] 1986, 
50– 61). Thereby, speech also has a life of its own. While it is a part of human beings, it is 
also considered as the “double of a living being” (Calame- Griaule [1965] 1986, 17) with its 
own force and agency.

This understanding mirrors that of the Urarina in the Peruvian Amazon who also take 
speech to be a material substance. As Walker (2018, 16) observes, here words can have 
“a greater or lesser degree of materiality, as well as force or instrumentality, depending on 
the context.” This is the case for a particular class of chants called baau, which are used 
for healing children suffering from mystical harm caused by spirits and other non- humans. 
To heal a child, someone experienced must whisper words into a bowl of mother's milk or 
other liquid, which the infant ingests. Inside the body the words spread out and “paint” or 
“dye” the blood which alleviates the symptoms. Walker here draws on work by Emanuele 
Fabiano (2015), who explains the ability of the chants to enter the body with the fact that they 
are a kind of fluid themselves. And the words not only have materiality but also an agency 
of their own that allows them to have material effects on the body of the patient. Importantly, 
as Walker (2018) points out, comprehension of the words by the patient is not necessary, 
nor are they thought to carry a “message.” On the contrary, the performative force of ritual 
chanting is more like a physical action. “Words are considered to be subject to direct absorp-
tion by the body, rather than interpretation by the mind” (Walker 2018, 16).

We see that in these cases, differences in what language is inevitably intersect with other 
ontological differences, and different linguistic natures should always be understood as part 
of larger “assemblages” (Kroskrity 2018, 134) of practices and understandings of “the nature 
of existence” (Ferguson 2019, 25) that shape the linguistic lifeworld of a particular com-
munity. We cannot simply try to uncover multiple ontologies of language while leaving the 
rest of our metaphysics intact. On the other side of the globe in Aotearoa (New Zealand), 
for instance, a Māori philosophy of language holds “language in its various forms— from 
general phenomenon to discrete word— to be dense with the full interplay of the world” 
(Mika 2016, 166). According to Carl Te Hira Mika (2016, 167), “in Māori thought, a con-
cept and a real thing are equally material.” A Māori ontological challenge to the concept of 
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language thus inevitably entails a challenge of the concept of the concept (Corsín Jiménez 
and Willerslev 2007).

A particularly striking example of the interconnectedness of linguistic natures and particu-
lar understandings of the body, identity, and kinship comes from the Upper Rio Negro region 
across the Colombian and Brazilian border, especially the valley of the Vaupés River. This 
area is well known to linguists and anthropologists for the role that languages play in exog-
amous marriage patterns (Jackson 1983; Sorensen 1967). The language one speaks deter-
mines whom one can and cannot marry. In particular, it is one's “patrilect” (Chernela 2018), 
the language of one's father's clan or sib that determines one's identity. Given exogamous 
marriage practices, one must therefore marry someone who speaks a language different 
from the language of one's father. This leads to a system where one's “mother always rep-
resents a different tribe and a different linguistic group” (Sorensen 1967, 677).

A classic linguistic anthropological take on this phenomenon would interpret it in terms 
of indexicality. Jean Jackson (1983, 165), for instance, proposed to understand language 
as a “badge of identity” that carried “a kind of message.” The strong association between 
one's patrilect and one's kin group results from the fact that specific ways of speaking index 
a speaker's identity— by virtue of their similarity to the practices of other speakers. However, 
Chernela (2018) goes beyond this interpretation, based on her ethnography among the 
Tukano/Kotiria, one of the groups in the area. She suggests that language is not merely 
a practice but instead a corporeal substance, a material component of the person that is 
shared with one's paternal kin. Marrying someone speaking the same language as oneself 
is proscribed not because of a shared practice (speaking in the same way), but because of 
shared substance.

Note that here we have a common, perhaps “dominant” (Kroskrity 1998) nature of lan-
guage as bodily substance that is attributed to all languages in the area, whether Kotiria, 
Makuna, Bará, or Desana and governs their relationships. Unlike the ontological distinction 
between Mapudungun and Spanish, this linguistic nature is shared across the region. And 
yet, even here we may still be able to detect other axes of ontological differentiation within 
each language community. As Stephen Hugh Jones (2021) discusses, similar to the Urarina 
and many other groups, a nature of language as substance is especially true for songs and 
flute music for which an equivalence of language, blood, breath, and soul is widely recog-
nized. As he puts it, “all language qua speech … is substance but some (versions of) lan-
guage/speech is more substance than others” (personal communication). Linguistic natures 
may come in kinds but also by degrees.

Axes of linguistic- natural differentiation are often particularly salient when comparing 
everyday speech to song and other ritual languages, and here we are indeed able to find 
some commonalities across communities. First, ritual forms of communication frequently 
foreground materiality (Heurich 2020) and downplay referentiality (Graham 1986) in ritual 
performance. Second, they often extend the possibility of communication to nonhumans, 
whether animals (Kohn 2013, 135– 40), spirit beings (Ball 2018; Lewy 2017; Oakdale 2018), 
or the dead (Heurich 2018a). And finally, they thereby allow the practitioner to inhabit differ-
ent perspectives simultaneously, to bridge different domains of the cosmos (Graham 1995; 
Lewy 2017; Oakdale 2018; Townsley 1993). Thus, a linguistic- natural multiplicity is intrinsi-
cally connected to other ontological differences, both in the sense of different ontological 
regimes as well as in the sense of the different worlds that these disclose.

Finally, how languages are connected to nonhumans, to the land, or to personhood may 
have important implications for language pedagogy, revitalization, and reclamation. Indeed, 
the “decontextualizable nature of language” implied in linguistic documentation, focusing 
on orthography and dictionary development, contrasts markedly with Indigenous under-
standings of language “as essentially connected to places and people” (Ennis 2021, 320). 
Bernard Perley (2012, 146) aptly criticizes what he calls “zombie languages,” i.e., Indigenous 
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languages that only exist in an undead state in the form of recordings and documentary 
artefacts but disembodied and disconnected from their community of speakers. Taking on-
tological differences seriously means to recognize that activities such as writing or recording 
a language (High 2018) or saving it in digital format (Heurich 2018b) may have far reaching 
consequences for its linguistic nature (Hauck 2018). As Perley (2011, 145) emphasizes, 
language death itself implies ontological change.7 Revitalization initiatives need to take 
ontologies of language into account, not merely to preempt disjunctures between differ-
ent stakeholders (Ennis 2021), but also because recognizing how language is embedded 
in encompassing ontological frameworks may help their valorization and reappropriation 
(High 2018). Among the Sakha, for instance, in school curricula children are taught about 
the importance of respectfully addressing other people, other beings, and aspects of nature 
in Sakha, and treating the Sakha language itself with respect, which has contributed to its 
relative vitality (Ferguson 2019, 99, 276). Recognizing ontological differences may thus help 
opening new pathways for “alternative vitalities” (Perley 2011).

CONCLUSION: THE INHERENT AMBIVALENCE OF “LANGUAGE”

What does thinking with ontological differences entail for a critical linguistic anthropology? 
To think ontologically means first and foremost an invitation to pause. Far from defining on-
tologies of language, the goal of drawing attention to linguistic natures and axes of ontologi-
cal differentiation is to bracket our ontological certainties (Pedersen 2020) about language 
and learn to listen what others might have to say. To forego a priori assumptions of what 
language is and remain open to language otherwise.

By no means does this imply that we would need to disavow our analytical apparatus 
entirely and start from scratch. Recognizing that language has a spirit (Ferguson 2016) or 
that language speaks (Course 2012) doesn't mean it cannot be used by human speakers 
to convey a message. Even as a being in its own right, language can serve as a medium 
of expression for the intentions of other beings, such as human speakers. Indeed, people 
everywhere draw on resources provided by others in meaning- making. To use someone 
else's linguistic resources and agency to convey a message is something that we can also 
observe in contexts familiar to the Euro- American anthropologist, for example, when a man 
with severe aphasia uses his family members' words, memories, and co- presence to tell a 
story (Goodwin 2004). There is nothing particularly “magical” about this. The point is to not 
make a priori assumptions about the ontological status, about the agency, subjectivity, or 
materiality of the linguistic and human “resources” involved.

As mentioned above, Peirce has been so appealing to linguistic anthropologists not least be-
cause he remained agnostic about what language is (Benveniste [1969] 1981). Peircean semi-
otics does not entail “an ontological divide between thought or language and reality” (Ball 2014, 
153). It is “highly ontologically flexible” (Chumley 2017, S4) and does not oblige us to make any 
ontological commitments as to what “language” or “speech” may actually be. As Keane (2018, 
83) emphasizes, “there is in principle no determinant ground of a sign,” i.e., there is no vantage 
point from which the outside observer would be able to judge which construal of a relationship 
of sign and object would be true or false, a matter to be left to the “messier, open- air land-
scapes of ethnography” (Keane 2018, 65; see also Silverstein 1998, 124). Thus, there have 
been a number of recent efforts to conceptualize questions about the ritual efficacy of language 
or its materiality in semiotic terms (Ball 2014; Cavanaugh and Shankar 2017; Chumley 2017; 
Chumley and Harkness 2013; Keane 2003, 2018; Manning and Meneley 2008).

In the previous section, I contrasted understandings of language as cosubstantial with 
its speakers— such as those encountered along the Vaupés River— with claims that lan-
guage (merely) indexes speakers' identity. But Chernela (2018, 30) herself uses this very 
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way of phrasing it when writing that language in the Upper Rio Negro region is “an index 
of group belonging”— albeit with the important qualifier “reflecting a theory of the nature of 
language and being.” There is nothing wrong with this formulation as long as we recognize 
that we are using the concept of indexicality in two very different ways. As Constantine 
Nakassis (2018) argues, there is an inherent ambivalence in the concept of indexicality in 
that it simultaneously signals immediacy, (co- )presence, and existential relations as well as 
mediation and representation. It is a virtue of the ambivalences of semiotic concepts such 
as indexicality that they can be mobilized to explain a vast range of very different phenom-
ena, from a particular speech register to the movements of a woolly monkey in the canopy 
(Kohn 2013, 30– 8). The point is that the ease with which we use such concepts runs the 
risk of overlooking crucial dimensions of the ethnographic phenomena that we are study-
ing. It's not wrong to say that a Kotiria boy from a village on the Vaupés River “indexes his 
identity” by speaking Kotiria. But this should not lead us to believe that we can understand 
this in exactly the same way as, say, the use of a particular style by a Californian nerd girl 
(Bucholtz 1999). The underlying linguistic natures of the phenomena at hand are different, 
even though our descriptive tools allow us to talk about them in similar ways. Speech in 
California and in the Upper Rio Negro region may have different linguistic natures.

An inquiry into linguistic natures thus requires us to remain open to the transformation of 
other concepts. Nakassis (2018, 292) suggests we should take the ambivalence of indexicality 
as an “opportunity and invitation, a site for analytic and theoretical refinement and productivity”:

Rather than assuming that we know what indexicality is so as to show how pres-
ence is realized, how can an openness to the question of presence— in all its 
ethnographic complexity— reformulate our conceptualization, and thus analytic 
use, of indexicality? 

(Nakassis 2018, 291)

As indexical phenomenon, language is inherently ambivalent. As analysts we should take this 
ambivalence as an invitation to remain open to ways of being otherwise of language. With the 
Māori we should “remain open to the influence of language as an entity- filled phenomenon that 
may decide to disclose different facets of itself at its whim, and to be prepared for the uncer-
tainty attending that revelation” (Mika 2016, 173). That also means to recognize the “limitations 
on what we can say definitively about language” (Mika 2016, 174). And if you are now wonder-
ing what I might even mean by the word “language” … I know I have achieved my goal.
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E N D N OT ES
 1 Perhaps tellingly, this has led to a further reduction of what is “essential” to language in the formal tradition (see 

Berwick and Chomsky 2016; Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch 2002).
 2 As one Indigenous teacher with whom I used to work insisted a few years ago: “An indígena (Indigenous per-

son) who no longer speaks their [heritage] language is no longer an indígena.”
 3 I am restricting this discussion to the three anthropological ones of their five ontological turns, bracketing those 

in philosophy and science and technology studies.
 4 Holbraad and Pedersen also count the work of Marisol de la Cadena (2015) and Mario Blaser (2013) as part 

of the “alternative ontology” tendency. While they certainly aim at “alternatives” to the modern constitution, I do 
not read them as necessarily proposing a singular ontology, as their recent volume, A World of Many Worlds, 
attests (de la Cadena and Blaser 2018). Thus, I see them more aligned with the third trend (see below) than 
Holbraad and Pedersen would have it.

 5 This has the side effect of moving the focus from the noun “ontology” with its inevitable invocation of “world” or 
“reality” to the process of ontological differentiation as always unfinished becomings (see below).

 6 At this point, we are not making any distinction between natures of language, language natures, or linguistic 
natures (see Woolard 1998 on linguistic/language ideologies vs. ideologies of language).

 7 I recognize that Perley's concept of distinct “ontological states” of language as alive or extinct differs from the 
ways I have been using the concept of ontology in this article. Nonetheless, I see his call for recognizing alter-
native and emergent vitalities as very much in line with the goals I have articulated here.
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