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Linguistic Anthropology

Linguistic anthropology is a subfield of anthropology that studies language in context,
focusing on the relationship among language, communication, and culture.
Communication and language are not synonymous but should be studied together.
Language is a special system of signs (e.g., words) and structures (e.g., grammar) used
to convey meaning based on culturally agreed-upon rules while communication is a
more expansive concept. Language is a subset of communication since there are many
ways to convey meaning (e.g., yawning at a lecture, screaming when you see a spider).

Linguistic anthropologists draw from training in a range of fields, including linguistics,
sociolinguistics, and sociocultural anthropology to assess how people communicate
based on collective norms, as well as how meaning is conveyed through
communication—in ways that we, as speakers, do and do not intend.

Linguistic anthropologists are distinct from those who are trained in other communication-
centered fields because they take a contextually grounded and holistic approach to understand
the form and function of communication choices. A degree in linguistic anthropology—at any
level—can provide the concepts and credentials needed to assess and affect power relations
inherent in social structures and systems, organizational norms, product designs, political
expectations, and everyday interactions.

Linguistic anthropologists typically study:

» Interwoven Sign Systems: Language is a system of signs which is central to commmunication.
The way we convey and interpret meaning is only understandable when we consider how
language is used in context alongside or within other sign systems (e.g., clothing, media
choices, body posture).

o Culture & Identity: Because language is both individual and collective, the communication
choices we make are connected to identity and group membership. We are socialized
throughout life depending on the languages and dialects we speak, where we grew up, where
we live now, who we tend to talk to, how we see ourselves, and where we work.

» Variability, Power, & Context: Linguistic and commmunication
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interpret what we say. In fact, the same commmunication choice
might be interpreted differently depending on who uses it, how
they use it, and when/where they use it, as well as how the
speaker is viewed by others.



https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Living+Language%3A+An+Introduction+to+Linguistic+Anthropology%2C+3rd+Edition-p-9781119608141
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780199766567/obo-9780199766567-0112.xml
https://escholarship.org/content/qt7198t0cr/qt7198t0cr_noSplash_ad458b2f8a5f59aa0dc8b9c4fdc67302.pdf
https://escholarship.org/content/qt7198t0cr/qt7198t0cr_noSplash_ad458b2f8a5f59aa0dc8b9c4fdc67302.pdf
https://www.sapiens.org/language/what-is-linguistic-anthropology/
https://web.stanford.edu/~eckert/Courses/ParisPapers/EckertInPress.pdf
https://web.stanford.edu/~eckert/Courses/ParisPapers/EckertInPress.pdf

« Patterns: In spite of the possible variability of interactions, identities, and contexts, patterns
tend to emerge in how people communicate. These patterns are contingent upon who they
are, their prior life experiences, and how power functions in situations and relationships.
Collectively, these patterns contribute to our understanding of norms, identities, and values.

o Feelings, Experiences, & Beliefs: Language users experience the world differently based on
how they feel about and value certain ways of communicating, including their own. These
experiences, beliefs, and feelings shape their own and others’ communication choices, and
help reinforce or shift existing norms.

Some terms that are central in linguistic anthropology appear frequently in public discourse,
including code-switching, register, linquistic diversity, second language acquisition, linguistic
discrimination, and framing.

What skills does Linguistic Anthropology help you develop?

Many linguistic anthropologists are trained in sociocultural anthropology. However, given the
prioritization of communication and sign-systems, linguistic anthropologists also gain specialized
skills, some of which are articulated below.

Skills that Overlap with Skills Unique to

Sociocultural Anthropology Linguistic Anthropology

¢ Qualitative and mixed-methods research o Knowledge of the structure and function of
skills (e.g., data collection, data analysis) language and communication
e Observation skills e Research and analytical skills that focus explicitly on
e Active listening linguistic form and structure (as well as content and
e Increased empathy and ability to function)
understand various perspectives e Linguistic data analysis techniques (e.g.,
e Literature review writing conversation analysis, multimodal discourse analysis)
o Storytelling e Ability to connect patterned linguistic data with
e Critical thinking broader socio-cultural structures and norms
o Ability to make connections between e Increased metalinguistic awareness, or heightened
individuals and groups, and societal beliefs, ability to notice language and communication
norms, and actions norms and patterns
e Understanding of systems and systemic e Improvement in (inter)personal communication
inequalities skills
e Holistic problem solving e Meticulous data labeling and project management

What can you do with a Linguistic Anthropology Degree?

Effective communication is at the core of functional relationships, workplaces, and societies.
Consequently, linguistic anthropologists are well suited to apply their knowledge and skills in
many different fields. Degree-holders may be a good fit for a variety of roles within and beyond
academic teaching and research areas, including Second Language Acquisition, Applied
Linguistics, Language Teaching, and Communications. Linguistic anthropologists are found in
the following fields.
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https://web.stanford.edu/~eckert/Courses/ParisPapers/EckertInPress.pdf
https://web.stanford.edu/~eckert/Courses/ParisPapers/EckertInPress.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/9781118786093.iela0217
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/9781118786093.iela0217
https://linguisticanthropology.org/blog/2010/02/04/code-switching-and-language-alternation/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43102470
https://academic.oup.com/book/26572
https://academic.oup.com/book/26572
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/29633652/Alternative_SLA-libre.pdf?1390877360=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DAlternative_Approaches_to_Second_Languag.pdf&Expires=1757724656&Signature=XtMj5KXFEMF3kubS29bWQMdh46kL9Y7Ol6GtDehA5sLsgqVAABbqwnEbIKfW3mMtOo-9nRQOpx6vm3MCACVhRezXB9yKomAe-RSiK~5v5Q745ajom3-6pnczLGvEHiNrA6y0PKp3xwp0ndaX36T2Fnx3dZaGCUpeEQguec4S0fw~eY22LtgIZaOJ8U4OK79FGZSEpjp7dSsICO-kIQWto4uRuQvALxgHlY8o8Gm0xp45Kospex5XIX1l-0xYfwRFuJeAlF30GCIlNN7S01sXpHNv3x7KFTZbbLSb6ni5aQSLx~J14exQ8SC9rWt3ffRAiqjC7BMWBvvaaoRveKAh3g__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=108
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4168513
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4168513
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781405198431.wbeal0437.pub2
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Translating-Anthropology-for-the-Workplace-07.23.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Translating-Anthropology-for-the-Workplace-07.23.2024.pdf
https://graduate.northeastern.edu/knowledge-hub/essential-project-management-skills/

Public Relations and Advertising

Linguistic anthropologists work in for-profit, educational, and non-profit sectors to help craft
external commmunications. Expertise in contextual variation, cultural relevance, sign systems, and
how people attach feelings to certain ways of communicating can be applied in many workplaces
to refine logos and branding, sell products, educate a skeptical sector of the public on an issue
(e.g., climate change), convey messages to protect public health, and deliver internal and external
organizational communications. Job titles may include:

e internal communications director e social media analyst

» media strategist e copywriter

e media coordinator e advertising coordinator
e brand ambassador e applied strategic

e public information specialist communications

e communications coordinator * public relations advisor

Human-Computer Interaction and Translation

Linguistic anthropologists work in multiple domains that focus on interactions between humans
and computers as well as machine learning (using pattern-based internet learning to predict
outcomes) and generative Al (using Al to generate new content, like images). Such areas may
include user experience (UX) and product design for human-computer interfaces, or the
development and refinement of systems that enable computers to understand, process, and
translate human language. Equipped with a holistic understanding of language, culture, and
communication, linguistic anthropologists can also contribute to the development of better and
more nuanced products, such as Al interfaces that are more emotionally intelligent and context-
aware, as well as to products (e.g., air pods Pro 3) that specifically translate between human
languages.

Expertise in the nuances of cross-cultural and cross-linguistic interaction, deeper understanding
of the importance of mediums, and objects (e.g., clothing; architecture) in human
communication, and the historical and current role of communication technologies in meaning-
making make linguistic anthropologists excellent candidates for these positions. Those who have
a strong background in linguistic data analysis, coding languages (e.g., Python), and/or computer
science offer employers significant skill sets. Job titles may include:

e product development manager e interaction designer

e UXresearchers » accessibility designer

« UX designers e conversation designer
e User Interface (Ul) researcher e prompt engineering

o Ul designer ¢ linguistic data specialist

Public Policy

Linguistic anthropologists are well suited for serving in an advisory capacity on the development,
refinement, and implementation of language-related policy, such as laws that are passed to
regulate bilingual education, voting in different languages or mediums, and/or translation
services in medical and legal settings. This kind of policy advisory work may occur in legislative
offices, non-profit organizations, think tanks, and lobbying firms. While some background in legal
studies, public policy, or political science is useful in particular roles, legal training is not necessary
in contributing to policy development. Job titles may include:
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https://anthrocareerready.net/how-can-linguistic-anthropology-help-you-work-with-ai/
https://anthrocareerready.net/how-can-linguistic-anthropology-help-you-work-with-ai/
https://anthrocareerready.net/how-can-linguistic-anthropology-help-you-work-with-ai/
https://www.mheducation.com/highered/blog/2024/06/emotionally-intelligent-ai.html
https://frankspillers.com/what-is-context-awareness-in-ai/
https://frankspillers.com/what-is-context-awareness-in-ai/

research assistant e policy director

* legislative aid * legislative advocate
e policy analyst e |obbyist

* (language) policy advisor

Traditional Translation-Law/Healthcare/Business

Linguistic anthropologists have specific language and cultural knowledge so they are in demand
in domains that seek linguistic and cultural translation. While some translation services have
been ceded to Al, non-intelligence interpretation and translation positions are common in
specific domains where nuance and real-time services are important, including medical,
business, and legal settings. Positions in the U.S. military and intelligence services seek such
expertise. Job titles may include:

e language and culture specialist
e interpreter (for verbal communication)
» translator (for written communication)

International and Domestic Law

Linguistic anthropologists may be called upon to serve in expert, consulting, and advisory roles in
legal settings where language skills are central to legal cases, issues, or policies. Providing expert
testimony in cases that involve language discrimination, asylum, or identity or offering advisory
services in the development of multilingual and multicultural policies represent some examples.
Forensic linguists regularly serve in an advisory capacity to law enforcement, providing analyses
of witness testimony and/or texts submitted as evidence in criminal proceedings. Job titles may
include:

« forensic linguist * language consultant

e language analyst o expert witness

e legal consultant * language policy analyst
Healthcare

Linguistic anthropologists may serve as practitioners within the healthcare system as speech-
language pathologists. These healthcare professionals work with patients to identify
communication disorders, develop treatment plans, and design interventions to improve
communication skills. Increased awareness of dominant beliefs, biases, and norms around
communication make linguistic anthropologists a good fit for understanding and identifying
individual patient needs. Entry into speech language pathology requires additional training and
licensing. In addition, linguistic anthropologists may be hired to design strategies for and train
healthcare professionals to foster better interactions between patients and providers, overall. Job
titles may include:

» speech language pathologist

e speech therapist

e speech and language clinician
¢ linguistic insights and analytics
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/4168513
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/600131
https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1555-2934.2008.00003.x
https://academic.oup.com/book/26572
https://www.iilj.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Merry-Measuring-the-World-Current-Anthropology-2011.pdf
https://www.csusb.edu/english/careers/career-paths-english/business-and-law/forensic-linguist
https://www.asha.org/students/speech-language-pathology/?srsltid=AfmBOopJj-SqgOPxf7wC-6GaunKJ0DyXX8BR0eXgT4ds7gEo7QBdNWAA
https://www.asha.org/students/speech-language-pathology/?srsltid=AfmBOopJj-SqgOPxf7wC-6GaunKJ0DyXX8BR0eXgT4ds7gEo7QBdNWAA
https://www.verilogue.com/
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Serving-as-an-Expert-Witness-7.16.2024.pdf

Organizational and Diversity Management

Linguistic anthropologists can work within organizations to conduct mixed-methods
assessments of organizational culture. They make strategic recommendations for the change or
improvement of that culture, often by improving communication practices, internally and
externally. Linguistic anthropologists employed in diversity management do this work with an eye
to making organizations more diverse, equitable, and inclusive. This work may include developing
strategic plans, metrics, tools, and training materials around topics such as inclusive
communication, conflict resolution, team-building, inclusive leadership, and/or linguistic bias.
Linguistic anthropologists may also be involved in the delivery of any trainings developed, often to
leadership and management. Job titles may include:*

¢ Diversity Equity Inclusion and Belonging (DEIB) management consultant
e DEIB program manager

e chief diversity officer

e DEIB director

e DEIB trainer

e DEIB coordinator

*Given the political climate, some U.S.-based positions no longer carry the label DEIB. Instead, they are housed under
new namesttitles (e.g., culture, community, belonging, talent, well-being, access) and organizational functions including
Human Resources, Corporate Social Responsibility, Environment Sustainability and Governance. See Willing Observers
for updates in trends.

Language Documentation and Revitalization

Linguistic Anthropologists work with and within communities to help document, preserve, and
revitalize endangered languages. While the majority of language documentation and
revitalization work takes place as part of academic research, funded by foundations and
governments, support and supervisory positions are also available in museums, non-profit,
community, or government organizations. Sometimes language documentation work may be
listed under the umbrella of Cultural Resource Management or Cultural Preservation. Teaching,
educational development, and educational technology positions may also be offered to develop
teaching and preservation materials. Anyone working in this field should have a close relationship
with, or membership in, the community whose language is being documented/revitalized. Job
titles may include:

e curator of linguistics

» curator of cultural and linguistic revitalization

e endangered language researcher

¢ language and culture documentation technician

¢ language planning specialist

* language learning specialist 5


https://www.willingobservers.com/
http://www.endangeredlanguagefund.org/sldf.html
http://www.endangeredlanguagefund.org/sldf.html
https://www.7000.org/work-with-us
https://global.si.edu/projects/recovering-voices
https://guides.library.harvard.edu/c.php?g=1226355&p=8973152
https://guides.library.harvard.edu/c.php?g=1226355&p=8973152
https://guides.library.harvard.edu/c.php?g=1226355&p=8973152
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781444396065.ch11
https://www.sil.org/training/language-and-culture-documentation

What Kind of Work Can You Do with Your Degree?

e Entry-level positions

e BA degree typically required

e Experience via volunteering,
entry-level work, or
internships

Translation & Interpreting

TransDiversity Management
Training & Coordinator Roles

Lobbying

Legislative Aid / Research
Assistant

Language Revitalization

Brand Ambassador

o Entry-level, mid-level, or
specialist positions

e Some carry experience
requirements

e Advisory and consulting
positions often part-time and
requiring a recognized degree
of subject-matter expertise.

Linguistic Forensics/Forensic
Linguistics

Speech-Language Pathology

Diversity Management Consulting,
Strategy, & Organizational
Assessment Roles

Public Relations and Advertising
Specialist & Strategist Roles

Public Policy-Legislative/Non-
Profit Staff & Lobbying

Public Policy Advisor

Specialized Translation &
Interpreting

Language and Culture
Documentation Technician

Language Policy Analyst

Conversation Designer/
Conversational UX Professional

o Mid-level, senior-level, or
expertise-specific
positions

Expert Testimony

Legal Advising

Endangered Language
Researcher / Language
Documentation Lead

Curator Roles

Diversity Management
Executive Roles

Public Relations &
Advertising Director Roles

Conversation Design Lead /
Human-Computer
Interaction Specialist



