
respect  f o r  American fo lklore .  Moreover, t h e  poor reader must endure some 
disconcer t ing  e d i t o r i a l i z i n g  and non-productive flag-waring, and the  crown- 
ing  i n j u s t i c e  of it all i s  t h e  p r i c e  of t h e  book. F i f t een  d o l l a r s  may be 
what books cos t  nowadays, but  it seems l i k e l y  t h a t  many "average readers" 
w i l l  be discouraged by the  prospect of l ay ing  out t h a t  kind of money f o r  
what i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a coffee-table book wi th  too  few pic tures .  

Kinesics and Context, by Ray L. Birdwhistel l .  
x i v  - 338 pp. Appendices, bibliography. 
Philadelphia : University of Pennsylvania Press, 1970. $3 95 

by Richard P. Sugg. 

Ray LO Birdwhis te l l ' s  book i s  a co l l ec t ion  of essays 8nd excerpts  on what 
i s  popularly known a s  "body language." A s  t h e  t i t l e  suggests,  Birdwhis te l l  
i n s i s t s  t h a t  Eines ics  cannot be understood a p a r t  from t h e  c u l t u r a l  contexts  
i n  which the  - kines ( " i so lab le  elements of body motion") occur. "Insofar 
a s  we know, the re  is  no body motion or  ges ture  t h a t  can be regarded as a 
universa l  symbol." n r t h e r ,  within a given cu l tu re  one ges ture  may communi- 
c a t e  varying messages according t o  t h e  id iosyncras ies  of t h e  person making 
t h e  gesture. This i s  obviously a f a r  cry  from such s impl i s t i c  observations 
as "women with crossed l e g s  a r e  s igna l l ing  t h e i r  unavai labi l i ty"  which 
t i t l l a t e d  t h e  readers  of ~ a s t ' s  Body Language, t h e  book which claims a kS1- 
s h i p  with Birdwhis te l l ' s  bosk. 

Indeed, the  methodology used by the  founder of t h e  science of k ines ics  i s  
guaranteed t o  dismay the  person i n  search of t i p s  on how t o  tu rn  h i s  body 
i n t o  a pulsa t ing message of s o c i a l  and sexual bounty. Birdwhis te l l  
spec ia l i zes  i n  micro-kinesics, which means t h a t  he f i lms o r  otherwise re- 
cords and analyzes examples of human communication, preferably  mundane 
ones, usually l a s t i n g  no more than 10 seconds. A t  24 frames per second 
such f i lms provide 240 poss ib le  examples of body motion, none of which 
w i l l  be very exc i t ing  t o  any but  the  s c i e n t i s t .  Could Ray L. Birdwhistel l  
be a pseudonym f o r  Andy Warhol? This may be t h e  meaning of the  c ryp t i c  
recommendation from PIarshall McLuhan on the book's cover: "Ray Birdwhis- 
t e l l . * . i s  the f i r s t  t o  have b u i l t  a bridge between anthropology and the  
world of contemporary arts. " 

There i s  l i t t l e  evidence of such an accomplishment i n  t h i s  book. Bird- 
w h i s t e l l  contends t h a t  artists, l i k e  everybody e l s e ,  a r e  caught within a 
"conventional telecommunicative s t ruc tu re"  which they a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  
powerless t o  change unless they understand it consciously. This necessl- 
t a t e s  r igorous  observation and measurement and t h e  general  discarding of 
i n s i g h t s  t h a t  a r e  not  t e s t a b l e *  The s c i e n t i s t  i s  t h e  man f o r  t h i s  job, 
and Birdwhis te l l  provides an appendix from his earlier book The Introduc- 
t i o n  t o  U n e s i c s  which cons i s t s  of a no ta t iona l  system based on the  d ivi -  
s ion of the  body i n t o  e i g h t  d i f f e r e n t  sec t ions ,  with symbols f o r  various 
movements within t h e  sec t ions .  These a r e  t o  be used t o  analyze body move- 
ment without regard t o  t h e  psychological or  soc io log ica l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
of such movement, and Birdwhis te l l  demonstrates t h e i r  use i n  recording a 
communication on a bus between a mother and her chi ld ,  who wants t o  go t o  
the  bathroom. But h i s  example b e l i e s  h i s  method of pure analys is ;  f o r  
not only does he evince a number of culture-bound a t t i t u d e s  i n  h i s  g loss  



o n t h e n o t a t i o n s ,  but  he a l s o  ignores what seems a c r u c i a l  point ,  whether 
o r  not  the  ch i ld  r e a l l y  had t o  go t o  the  bathroom. Surely the re ' s  a 
d i f fe rence  i n  body movement between t h e  ch i ld  who has t o  go and t h e  child 
who's only pretending, a d i f fe rence  based on motive i n  the psychological  
sense. That t h e r e  i s  such a d i f fe rence  i s  demonstrated by t h e  f a c t  that 
mcthers are constant ly  gauging t h e i r  chi ldren on such a b a s i s ,  g e t t i n g  on 
or  off  buses accordingly. But Birdwhis te l l ' s  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  of t h i s  scene 
aakss no attempt t o  render t h e  "why" of the  movement, and hence could re- 
p resen t  equally we l l  the  f a l s e  o r  the  r e a l  k ines ics  of bladder control .  

Ray L- Birdwhis te l l  no doubt deserves c r e d i t  f o r  being the  founder of kinc- 
s i c s  and f o r  d i r e c t i n g  our a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  importance of the  body i n  com- 
miaication. But Kinesics and Context, while containing some i n t e r e s t i n g  
ideas ,  i s  not a s  good a book a s  could be wr i t t en  on the  subject ,  and cer- 
t a i n l y  not s u i t a b l e  f o r  the  novice i n  k ines ics .  For one thing,  i t  sore ly  
needs edi t ing .  I n  the  Introduction Birdwhis te l l  t e l l s  us t h a t   ones, a 
l i n g u i s t i c s  graduate student ,  dredged my wri t ings  and gleaned what he f e l t  
t o  be s ign i f i can t . "  There i s  scarcely  one complete essay, i n  the  sense i n  
which we usual ly  think of t h a t  genre, i n  t h e  book. There i s  plenty  of re-  
dundancy (which, i r o n i c a l l y ,  Birdwhis t e l l  considers a s i g n i f i c a n t  aspect  
of communication), and t h e  excerpts from papers and a r t i c l e s  a r e  not  i n  
chronologicz_l order,  which r e s u l t s  i n  minor inconsis tencies  and a l a c k  of 
a sense of development. Not only the  arrangement of t h e  excerpts  but a l s o  
the  wr i t ing  i t s e l f  make reading t h i s  book a s  tedious  a t a s k  a s  analyzing 
240 frames of an 18 second film f o r  minute and, hopefully, s i g n i f i c a n t  
changes. By my rough count Birdwhis te l l  uses four  metaphors i n  t h e  book, 
two of which a r e  c&bined and "mixed" i n  the  sentence about Jones above. 
These minor jewels are sca t t e red  i n  a wasteland of jargon, needless ab- 
s t r a c t i o n  and downright inani ty .  Consider t h i s  b i t  of advice: "TWO de- 
v ices  have been t r i e d  f o r  timing s p e c i f i c  kines of kinemorphs by a s i n g l e  
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observer or  team of observers. A s t o p  watch may be used i f  i t s  presence 
i s  not a s i g n i f i c a n t l y  i n t e r f e r i n g  a r t i f a c t .  For more covert  timing, t h e  
observer can t r a i n  himself t o  bea t  time with h i s  toe  hidden by h i s  shoe. 
Some p r a c t i c e  may be required before the  f u l l  beat  per  second i s  mastered, 
but  one can l e a r n  t o  record one quarter ,  one h a l f ,  s ingle ,  and mult iple 
seconds wi th  considerable accuracy." This and s imi la r  app l i ca t ions  of 
o f f i c i a l e s e  t o  mundane f a c t s  make ~ i r d w h i s t e l l ' s  s t y l e  seem l i k e  an attempt 
of Stephen Po t te r  and Kingsley A m i s  t o  consciously parody the  s c i e n t i f i c  
manner. It would be one th ing  i f  Birdwhis te l l  presented evidence t h a t  h i s  
science was producing s t r i k i n g  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  human behavior, but  because 
of t h e  nature  of t h i s  book, excerpts  and essays, the reader  remains uncon- 
vinced t h a t  Birdwhis te l l ' s  wr i t ing  i s  anything more than what Vonnegut 
ca l ls  "granfalSoonery" attempting t o  l eg i t imize  i t s e l f .  

A Singer and Her Songs. klmeda Riddle's Book of Ballads, ed i t ed  by Roger 
D- Abrahams. Music e d i t o r ,  George Foss. 
ix - 191 pp. Appendices. 
Baton Rouge: Louisiana S t a t e  Universi ty Press, lgl/O. $8.50. 

For many years  one of Almeda Riddle's dreams was t o  have a l l  of her  songs 
preserved e i t h e r  on t ape  o r  i n  book form. Therefore she was more than 
eager t o  col labora te  with folklorist Roger D. Abrahams on t h e  present  vol- 
ume, although i f  the decision had been l e f t  e n t i r e l y  t o  her we would have 


