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Policy as a Language Game: Anthropological Investigations

Atsufumi Kato

This special issue examines the space of communication that is created when
policy is narrated. In this collection, we use the term policy in a wider sense, entailing
not only state policies and political parties’ manifestos, but also ordinary people’s
adherence to something. Policy in this sense is defined as a type of narrative that
appears to be a principle of conduct—consistent and, in many cases, founded upon a
certain ethical value. Articles in this issue are based on ethnographical case studies of
political processes at the local level. These inquiries address what happens when people
narrate policy, or conversely, how we can understand a situation when people avoid this
narration. This can be accomplished by employing ideas from linguistic anthropology
and linguistic philosophy, which include language games, indexicality, and paradigms.

The articles in this special issue espouse arguments that are strongly related to
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophy. Each article investigates relevant questions,
including the formation of subjectivity through learning about policy as a language
game, as well as ordinary people’s practice of escaping from this process; the emergent
process of substantializing policies through actors’ practical interactions with political
vocabularies; cases in which people create a situation containing multiple games related
to a policy, and then start to create parodies of this policy when they realize the multiple
aspects of the policy narrative; cases in which participating in a certain policy as a
language game would performatively secure a life-world as the basis of communication;
and finally, the theoretical problem of identifying why people choose to be silent
regarding policies.

Keywords
Policy, linguistic anthropology, Ludwig Wittgenstein, language game, communication
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