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Book Review

Saying and Doing in Zapotec: Multimodality, Resonance, and the Language of
Joint Actions. Mark A. Sicoli. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020. xvi + 252 pp.

MAGNUS PHARAO HANSEN
University of Copenhagen
magnuspharao@hum.ku.dk

Sometimes linguistic anthropology can feel like a very small field, with a relatively neatly
delimited set of concerns and approaches; it may also sometimes feel isolated, as if it is
operating on the margins of linguistics as well as anthropology. Saying and Doing in Zapotec:
Multimodality, Resonance and the Language of Joint Actions, does the opposite: it makes the field
feel broad and expansive and it gives a sense that linguistic anthropology, at its best, operates
at the very center of concern for both disciplines. The book accomplishes this by making
significant interventions in both of the “parental disciplines” of linguistics and anthropology,
and in doing so presenting innovations in theory as well as in method.

The primary theoretical intervention of the book is to advance a semiotic theory of
multimodality in social interaction, arguing that social actions are emergent in the resonances
between elements in multimodal assemblages. Sicoli introduces these two concepts as a way of
theorizing what is commonly, but not very meaningfully, called “context.” He proposes to re-
conceptualize “context” as an assemblage that includes human agents and their individual
intentionalities and social positions, elements of the physical environments such as the
affordances and cultural values of objects, and forms of joint action and intentionality.
Linguistic utterances resonate through these different elements, creating harmonies, as well as
tensions, counterpoints and clashes, and so achieves meaning.

The main methodological intervention of the book is to demonstrate these resonances
through the video documentation of everyday interactions among people in the Zapotec-
speaking community of Lachix�ıo, in the Mexican state of Oaxaca. The fact that all data are
video documented makes it possible for Sicoli to painstakingly show how the different modes
of interaction resonate together in concrete situations. Sicoli takes as his challenge to find out
what the use of video documentation has to offer to the study of language and interaction, and
he effectively makes the case that it does indeed have a lot to offer to both the linguistic and the
ethnographic toolbox. He shows that video documentation enables the linguist to see aspects of
grammar use that are not visible in a language-centric audio or written documentation. It
allows the ethnographer to focus on minute details in observed situations, and to rely on the
data themselves to make much of the meaning, perhaps alleviating the ethnographer from
some of their responsibility as the sole interpreter and narrator of events.

The middle chapters each describe one kind of social action: joint acts of offering,
recruitment, repair, resonance, and of building. In each chapter, a set of selected recordings of
interactions demonstrate how the outcome of the interaction (offering, recruiting, etc.) is
accomplished as a joint effort, relying on several semiotic modes. Taken together, these
examples show that the work of weaving the social fabric of the everyday, with its
collaborations and hierarchies, offers and requests, joint actions and attunements of attention,
is an inherently multimodal endeavor.

True to its dedication to multimodality, the book illustrates example interactions in multiple
ways. In the book itself, black and white photos of key points in the video recordings show
parts of gesture and physical context. They are accompanied by detailed transcriptions,
including phonetic transcription of speech, description of accompanying actions and gestures,
a morphophonemic representation and a morpheme-by-morpheme linguistic gloss, and an
English-free translation. All of the video recordings, with sound and in color, are accessible at
the Bloomsbury website. A linguistically disinclined reader may be overwhelmed by the
somewhat unwieldy transcription, but because Sicoli also describes each interaction in detail,
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the arguments can be appreciated without reading the detailed transcriptions, though I would
recommend watching the videos. The fact that all the ethnographic raw material is present and
accessible to the reader, gives the work a tremendous sense of physical concreteness, of being
there, and seeing and hearing the minutiae of everyday life as they are congealed into data that
can be replayed over and over, an analyzed into its tiniest components.

The examples all represent everyday situations, showing mundane interactions that feel like
they could really have taken place anywhere in the world. Some of them also evoke social
dynamics at larger scales than the scene itself, and they make it clear how these kinds of
everyday interactions are the semiotic material from which that elusive something that we call
“social structures” or “culture” is continually emerging.

The examples of offering-an offering of turkeys as a gift at a wedding and the offering of a
taco to a guest-show how this seemingly simple act is a multiparty negotiation, taking place
through gesture, voice modulation, and use of various grammatical resources. In a classically
anthropological vein, it demonstrates how norms of reciprocity, the value of the gift, and
management of indebtedness make offering a truly joint action.

Descriptions of recruitment events also provide telling examples: A parent requests water
from a child, using gestures in a way that causes the child to misunderstand the parent’s
intention. A parent ignores a child’s request for soda until it follows the tacit social hierarchies
and expectations for the form of requests. At a family meal, the task of fetching water for the
father is shunted between participants until it befalls the daughter, who verbally resists even
while she gesturally complies. This last example of intermodal discordance provides a crucial
insight for all ethnographers: voice and agency may be distributed across modalities. The social
result of the jointly performed action is not only its immediate outcome, but the interaction also
participates in weaving crucial strands of the fabric of human society, debt, hierarchy, power,
and the possibility of individual resistance.

In the description of acts of building, participants in multimodal assemblages, including
physical objects that are being manipulated and their affordances and values, work jointly to
create some desired result—a saddle, and a coyote-proof chicken coop. Sicoli demonstrates
how collaborating participants as well as the physical objects involved in the collaboration,
participate in a network of distributed agency. In collective building, the problem of joint
attention comes up; how do we know what other people are attending to, and consequently
what their intentions are? This requires participants to do social and semiotic work to attune
attention and intentionality, and the residential agency of objects participates in the process.

Having methodically demonstrated the value of the multimodal approach, Sicoli formulates
a theory of multimodal biosemiotics, in which semiotic resonances across modalities and
between different types of participants and agents become foundational for the joint
construction of meaningful lifeworlds. In conversation with work of scholars such as Terrence
Deacon and Paul Kockelman, Sicoli argues that the multimodal approach allows us to
appreciate language as intimately entwined with our existence as biological organisms
navigating an environment of other entities, all emitting their own signs and participating in
self-organizing and self-sustaining processes.

The concreteness of the empirical material inspires a great deal of trust in the data and
analysis but it also does produce a very different kind of ethnography, one largely without an
overarching narrative. Because of the video documentation, the author does not have to paint
the ethnographic context for us in words or narrative. The authorial voice almost slides out of
earshot, and the author’s own perceptions and interpretations come to seem secondary to the
description of details in the events. This may also have some drawbacks in terms of
ethnographic reflexivity, precisely because the ethnographer is able to hide behind the camera.
We hear little about Sicoli’s or the camera operator’s roles in relation to the documented
interactions. Somehow, it also gives a slightly claustrophobic feeling, as if the ethnographic
world contracts into only what is in front of the camera. Social interaction in the examples is
confined to the intimate sphere of family, friendship and kinship, and we get little feel for the
intermediate social context of the community, and its micropolitics—and the way that the
documented interactions fit into wider social assemblages in Oaxaca and in Mexico. The
resonances of these spheres might also have local affects, echoing through the local context. But
Sicoli’s focus is not on politics or community relations, and he does not make any claims about
“Lachix�ıo culture.” Rather, he is interested in what knowledge about universal aspects of
human experience can be extracted from concrete examples of interaction, and how the
meaningful behavior of humans fit in to the natural world and its signs.

Since the main argument is about universality and not cultural specificity, it is not clear why
Sicoli has chosen to study the Zapotec-speaking community of Lachix�ıo, if these conclusions
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could have come from studying human interactions anywhere in the world. But again, why
not? Apparently, the members of the community of Lachix�ıo have been interested in
documenting their variety of Zapotec, and the rich material was collected, not only for the
purpose of writing this book but also for their benefit. This shows a laudable combination of
participatory language documentation and academic theoretical research.

Saying and Doing does not fall into the dreaded crack between linguistics and anthropology.
Rather it is linguistic anthropology with one leg solidly planted in each of those fields, and it
uses conclusions in both fields to support arguments in the other. Though perhaps too complex
in its theoretical apparatus and argument for the casual reader or the undergraduate, it ought
to be read widely by anthropologists and linguists: both readerships will find important
insights. This book will inspire new generations of linguists to take a thoroughly multimodal
perspective on language, and it will push future ethnographers to consider whether their work
might be enhanced by adopting video-based methodologies.
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