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Race, space, and cholera:  
creating a ‘natural’ connection 
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n  Our arrival at Muaina 
n  Warning: strong images coming! 







Enrique Moraleda beginning the Muaina meeting 



Making mobility 

n  John Urry (2007) argues in Mobilities 
that such things as walking, bicycles, 
cars, and airplanes are not 
intrinsically mobile but must be 
made to appear naturally mobile to 
their users. 

n  Urry also argues that making 
mobility requires making immobility 



What is the role of language in making 
mobility?  

Basic principles  
   

n  It takes two to tango! From the point 
of view of linguistics, the relationship 
between pragmatics and 
metapragmatics is crucial  



What is the role of language in making 
mobility?  

Basic principles  
   

n  Following Charles Peirce, defining 
mobility unfolds in very different 
ways in the case of  
• Symbols 
• Indexes 
•  icons 



What is the role of language in making 
mobility?  

Basic principles  
   n  The dialectic relationship between form and 

function 
n  “Entextualization”: the fashioning of formal 

components into larger units whose coherence is 
signaled in particular sorts of ways (including 
more than words) 

n  Form becomes accessible in multiple ways, 
connecting with participants in different fashions, 
including various modes of connection with 
psychic processes (Kristeva) 



Pragmatics and metapragmatics 

n  From the “Russian Formalists” and 
the Prague School: the basic idea 
that language involves multiple 
“functions” which are related to 
forms in dynamic ways 



Pragmatics and metapragmatics 

n  The hegemony of Michael Silverstein 
(just kidding!) 

n  1976 chapter “Shifters” in Meaning in 
Anthropology 

n  Pragmatics: observed complexity of 
forms, functions, their relations, and 
their distribution in and constitution 
of “interaction” 

 



Pragmatics and metapragmatics 
n  If strategy requires purposive manipulation of 

pragmatic rules, then it may also require an overt 
conceptualization of speech events and 
constituent speech acts. Such characterization of 
the pragmatic structure of language is 
metapragmatics…. The metapragmatic 
characterization of speech must constitute a 
referential event, in which pragmatic norms are 
the objects of description. [Silverstein 1974]   



Pragmatics and mobility 

n  Pragmatics has been modeled largely on 
co-presence and “interaction” (think CA!), 
but its multiscalar dimensions are less 
adequately theorized 

n  Many models have been developed to try 
to take account of pragmatics at macro-
scales: 
•  Arjun Appadurai: globalization and 

indigenization 
•  Anna Tsing: friction 
•  Aihwa Ong and Saskia Sasken: global 

assemblages 



Metapragmatics and mobility 
n  Metapragmatic models are more mobile than 

pragmatics 
n  Like metapragmatics and pragmatics relations in 

general, they are  
•  Selective (leave lots out) 
•  Simplifying: reduce complex pragmatics to a 

much smaller number of components and 
relations 

•  Performative: construct understandings of 
pragmatics forms & functions in particular 
ways 

n  Thus like all models, as Clifford Geertz (1973) 
suggests, are models of and models for 



Metapragmatics and mobility 

n  What are some examples of 
metapragmatic models of mobility? 
• Globalization 
• Flows  
• Friction  
• The global network  
• The digital revolution 



Performative dimensions of 
metapragmatic models of mobility 

n  Subjectification: projecting particular types of 
subject-positions and subjectivities  

n  Spatializing practices: projecting sites of 
production, circulation, and reception of discourse 

n  Temporalization: projecting the speed and forms 
of contemporaneity and displacement  

n  Objectification: How are particular entities 
objectified as the objects of circulation (texts, 
images, Cecil the lion, etc.)? 

 



Performative dimensions of 
metapragmatic models of mobility 

n  Scale-making: the making and distinguishing of what are 
projected as distinct scales (“local” vs. “global”) and 
techniques for moving between them  

n  Technologies of circulation: What are projected as the 
mechanisms, vehicles of mobility (esp. digital technologies 
or media?). 

n  Regimes of value: Projections of form and value, including 
what types of value exist, can be attached to cultural 
forms, and can or can’t be held by particular people or 
populations in particular ways; how value is measured; and 
the seeming opposition between distinct regimes of value 
that seem to exist in different spaces, times, objects, and 
subjects   



n Are things 
complicated 
enough? 

n Now it gets worse! 



Peirce on sign types 101 

n  Relations between pragmatics and 
metapragmatics look very different when viewed 
from the perspective of Peircean sign types 

n  Watch out: Saussure using the term symbol in a 
very different way! 



Peirce on sign types 101 

n  Symbol: “a sign which refers to the Object that it 
denotes by virtue of a law” (Peirce [1940] 1955, 
102). A law, in this sense, is not enacted by a 
political body but is a relationship between a 
“sign vehicle” (or signifier) and a referent that is 
established by convention and exists apart from 
the context and social identity of the person 
invoking the symbol. 



Peirce on sign types 101 

n  Index: "a sign which refers to the object that it 
denotes by virtue of being really affected by that 
Object”; an index becomes “a sign of fact” (1932, 
142). If a sign bears an indexical relationship to 
an object taken to be real, its presence offers 
proof of the existence of that object. Peirce 
(1932, 142) refers to as indexicality, the 
projection of an “existential relation” between a 
sign vehicle and its object.  



Peirce on sign types 101 

n  Icons: where signifiers and their objects are 
related not through law-like systemic relations 
(symbols) or contextual features (indexes) but 
through the “iconic relation,” in which signs share 
at least one quality or perceptible property with 
the objects they represent (1932, 142).  



Mobilizing symbols 
n  Bourdieu: access to institutions that 

confer access to particular codes (law, 
medicine, English) 

n  Registers: particular codes that embody 
truth and authority in particular cultural 
fields  



Mobilizing symbols:  
pragmatic & metapragmatic relations 

n  Saussure: symbols (“signs,” in his 
vocabulary!) are context-free and 
are not connected to the particulars 
of the identity of addressor or 
addressee 

n  Symbols are projected 
metapragmatically as maximally 
mobile (e.g. supposedly universal 
scientific and medical modes of 
classification) 



Symbolic performativity and 
misrecognition 

n  Enregisterment (Agha): the constant 
projection of words, statements, and 
practices in fashioning them as 
reflexive models of what are taken to 
be particular types of persons 

n  Thus what seem to be easily mobile 
symbols are complexly constructed 
at each site 



Mobilizing symbols:  
pragmatic & metapragmatic relations 

n  Science-technology-society studies (STS) 
scholars Geoffrey Bowker & Susan Leigh Star 
(1999) on the circulation of systems of 
classification 
•  Building complex indexical histories in order to 

permit circulation 
n  Technologies 
n  Forms of expertise 
n  Political interests 
n  Institutional relations 

•  Erasing those indexical histories to make 
mobility seem natural 



And so… 
n  The “symbol” is a metapragmatic 

concept! 
n  The sense of the natural mobility of 

the symbol is a dimension of 
metapragmatic models, a powerful 
construction 

n  It is doubly connected to power 
(“symbolic capital,” Bourdieu), both as 
differentially possessed and as 
constructed as universal, context-free 



What about indexes? 

n  Metapragmatic models of mobility 
continue to project points of origin or 
centers (Prof. Jaffee’s sites of 
authenticity) 

n  Indexes are crucial for projecting 
points of origin 

n  Indexes performatively construct 
points of origin and claim 
relationships to them. 



Example of indexes, origins, 
performativity 

n  Mysterious epidemic: the bodies of 38 children 
and young adults as contested sites of indexical 
origin 

n  Discursive authority constructed in relationship to 
the same bodies by: parents, doctors, nurses, 
epidemiologists, public health officials 

n  Different indexical relations constituted 
competing claims to discursive authority 

n  Constituted “knowledge and practice that 
construct[ed] death differently as an object of 
reflection, appropriation, and experience 
(Hirschkind 2008:54). 



Complexities of iconicity 

n  Fashioning accounts in such a way as to 
make them seem like perfect reflections of 
their objects, thereby producing the 
illusion of metapragmatic transparency 

n  Acoustics and affect: Erving Goffman on 
“response cries”: acoustic icons of interior 
processes 

n  The problem of genre: why do statistics, 
diagnoses, and retold narratives circulate, 
but laments do not? 



And now the problem of form         
   

n  The relationship between form and function 
•  Often a focus on finding tight systematic relationships 

between form and function 
•  Attention from “Russian Formalists” and Prague School, 

centrally Roman Jakobson, on multifunctionality, 
creativity, and points at which form operates at some 
remove from reference 



And now the problem of form         
   n  “Entextualization”: the fashioning of formal 

components into larger units whose coherence is 
signaled in particular sorts of ways (including 
more than words). Which involves, according to 
Bauman & Briggs 1990, Briggs & Bauman 1992): 

n  Recontextualization: reaching into other 
discursive forms and contexts and building 
interdiscursive relationships (e.g., Voloshinov on 
reported speech). This performatively constructs 
pasts and presents, whether implicitly or 
explicitly 

n  Decontextualization: configuring units of 
discourse in such a way as to facilitate their 
extraction and recentering in possible contexts: 
creating futures and presents 



Form and subjectivities 
n  Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic 

Language (1974): discourse operates 
simultaneously through 
•  Symbolic process, in which signifiers and 

signified are linked in referential terms, 
including Peirce’s symbols and indexes 

•  Semiotic processes, in which signifiers are 
most directly tied to the signifying subject. The 
signifier does not operate primarily 
referentailly, and meanings do not emerge 
from one-to-one relationships between 
signifiers and signifieds. Signs in semiotic 
processes often lack referential content  





Ona ribu (laments, ritual wailing) 
n  Maximally immobile: largely accessible to 

everyone within hearing 
n  In Warao, not Spanish 
n  A genre unknown to all but a few Spanish 

speakers 
n  Context-bound: only emerges when someone 

dies (vs. Brazilian Amazon) 
n  Performance limited to close relatives (primarily 

women) 
n  Poetic and musical dimensions as important as 

referential 



Imbuing laments (and deaths) mobile: 
symbolic process 

n  Cathexis: constructing poetic images of the 
person who died and relationship to each 
performer  

n  Inserting listeners into a relationship with the 
person who died 

n  Providing interpretations of why the death 
occurred and whom is deemed responsible 

n  Complex use of tense and aspect to construct 
enduring pasts (as if the person was still alive) 
and future—of grief 

n  “Take our words to Chávez”: demand to circulate 
the performers’ words and projecting the circuits 
they should take 



Imbuing laments (and deaths) mobile: 
semiotic process 

n  Freud: cathexis and reality-testing signaled not 
over time but from line to line 

n  “voice” characteristics:  
•  Creaky voice 
•  Lower pitch 
•  Timbre: signer’s formant (suppression of acoustic 

energy between 1.8 and 3.8 kHz 
n  Tied to signs of bodily disorder  
n  Gesture and body motion ties to corpse 
n  Compels particular practices of listening that 

project the “work of mourning” into audience 
members 



Laments as metapragmatic models of 
mobility 

n  Challenging the ungrievability (Butler) of 
indigenous deaths 

n  Indigenous deaths as requiring particular 
knowledge production, circulation, and reception 
practices 

n  Close relatives and particularly women as 
privileged knowledge producers  

n  Interpellating all audience members as message 
bearers 

n  Projecting circulation through other genres 
n  Designating recipients (quintessentially President 

Chávez) 



Enrique Moraleda’s Introduction 



Making an alternative metapragmatic 
model 

n  Oratory: positioning event simultaneously as a 
meeting and monikata nome nakakitane 
(collective resolution of social problems) 

n  Language shift from Warao to Spanish 
n  Projecting a discursive point of origin: ultimo 

rincon de la geografia del estado venezolano 
(37), specifically, a dead body (62-65) 

n  Projecting a discursive target: Caracas (38) 
n  Creates a knowledge-production process: 

listening to Muaina residents (55-57) 
 



Making an alternative metapragmatic 
model 

n  Constructs technologies of production and 
circulation: we will record everything (66-72) 

n  Creating a complex participation framework: 
•  Recruits all Muaina residents as producers (80-82) 
•  Recruits representantes indigenas de diferentes 

comunidades (4) as collectively analyzing discourse to 
reveal what is causing epidemic 

•  Recruits Dra. Clara Mantini-Briggs and I as forming part 
of a team of 6 that will take the discourse to Caracas 

•  National officials and journalists as receivers 



Where’s the semiotic 
(nonreferential) dimension 

here? 



INFORME  
Muertes de causa desconocidas  
de miembros de la comunidad venezolana de indígenas 
Warao en el Bajo Delta del Estado delta Amacuro 
6 de Agosto de 2008   
  
El siguiente documento tiene como objetivo informar a las 
autoridades competentes los resultados obtenidos de una 
investigación con relación una situación alarmante que a 
nuestro juicio amenaza la existencia del pueblo Warao del 
Bajo Delta y es de interés nacional.  

 A través de una investigación  realizada por un equipo 
interdisciplinario conformado a petición expresa de líderes 
Warao se contacto con testimonio de miembros de 
comunidades, familiares de los fallecidos, personal médico, de 
enfermería y misioneros quienes atestiguaron su conocimiento 
de defunciones en la población Warao desde el año 2007.  

 



fecha de visita
nombre de la  
comunidad nombre paciente

fecha 
defuncion edad

# de def. 
fam.

interv. 
Def.

atencion 
medica

hospitalizad
o

ref. 
fuera

m. c/ at. 
Med.

malestar 
gen. fiebre

dolor de 
cabeza

dolor de 
estomago

dolor del 
cuerpo/pecho

dificultad de 
tragar

deja de 
comer

deja de 
beber

30-07-08 Muhabaina de Aragua Garcia, Eudio 8-Jan 1 1 no no no no sí sí
30-07-08 Hankohobaro Medina, Eliazar 6-Sep 19 2 sí sí sí sí sí
30-07-08 Hankohobaro Medina, Elba 7-Sep 20 2 no no no no sí sí sí sí sí
30-07-08 Anaburu Ratia, Yoneli 8-Jul 1 1 no no no no sí sí sí
30-07-08 Diarakabanoko Torres, Frenny 7-Aug 2 2 sí sí sí sí
30-07-08 Diarakabanoko Torres, Jabo 7-Aug 9 2 sí sí no no sí sí sí sí

30-07-08 Santa Rosa de Guayo Moya, Pedrin 8-Jun 7 1 5 sí no no no sí sí sí sí sí sí sí

30-07-08 Santa Rosa de Guayo Torres, Miguelina 8-Jul 2 1 5 sí no no no sí sí sí sí sí sí

30-07-08 Santa Rosa de Guayo Torres, Juan Jose 8-Jun 1.5 1 5 sí no no no sí sí sí sí sí

30-07-08 Santa Rosa de Guayo Torres, Loime 8-Jun 5 1 no sí sí sí sí sí

30-07-08 Santa Rosa de Guayo Torres, David 8-Jun 9 1 3 sí no no no sí sí sí sí

30-07-08 Santa Rosa de Guayo Jimenez, Joselin 8-Jul 3 1 7 no sí sí sí sí sí
30-07-08 Hanahoana Freites, Mariceli 8-Jul 7 1 2 no no no no sí sí sí sí sí
1/8/08 El Cocal Rivero, Jesus 8-Mar 2 7 no no no no sí sí sí sí sí sí
1/8/08 El Cocal Rivero, Lizandro 8-Apr 2 7 sí no no no sí sí sí sí sí sí
1/8/08 Sakoinoko Torres, Norbelis 8-Jan 6 1 6 sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí
1/8/08 Sakoinoko Morales, Roselino 8-Jan 6 1 sí no no no sí sí sí sí
1/8/08 Horobuhu Torres, Irene 8-Feb 6 1 4 no no no no sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí
1/8/08 Horobuhu Torres, Migualia 8-Jun 11 2 4 sí no no no sí sí sí sí sí sí
1/8/08 Horobuhu Torres, Carbelis 8-Jun 7 2 6 sí sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Hokorinoko Torres, Reinero 7-Sep 8 1 4 sí sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Mukoboina Torries, Yordi 7-Sep 6 3 si sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Mukoboina Torres, Herny 7-Sep 2 3 si sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Mukoboina Torres, Yomelis 8-Jan 4 3 si sí sí sí sí sí

2/8/08 Mukoboina Florin, Angel Gabriel 7-Aug 11 2 si sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Mukoboina Florin, Adalia 7-Sep 6 2 si sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Mukoboina Torres, Gabriel 7-Jul 8 2 no sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Mukoboina Torres,Yuri 7-Aug 3 2 si sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Mukoboina Torres, Yanilka 7-Sep 6 1 sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí

2/8/08 Siawani II Gonzalez, Sergio 8-Jun 6 1 sí sí sí sí sí sí
2/8/08 Siawani II Macotera, Dominguito 7-Oct 7 2 sí sí
2/8/08 Siawani II Macotera, Eladio 8-Feb 25 2 sí sí
2/8/08 Siawani II Morales, Esperanza 8-Jul 20 1 sí sí sí sí

2/8/08 Hominisebe Macotera, Norma 8-Jun 9 1 7 sí sí sí sí sí sí sí
28-07-08 Muina Pizarro, Eduardito 8-Jul 6 2 no sí sí sí sí sí sí sí
28-07-08 Muina Pizarro, Dalvis 8-Jul 9 1 no sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí

28-07-08 Muina
Pizarro, Edgar 
Mamerto 8-Jul 22 2 sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí

30-07-08 Muina Rivas Torres, Elbia 8-Aug 20 1 6 no sí sí sí sí sí sí sí sí












