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Parts two, three and four each consist of three chapters which sample the theoretical 
breadth and empirical wealth of anthropological research on writing. The chapters in 
part two focus on writing in the workplace and offer case studies of biomedical 
database management (chapter three), paperwork demands in a childcare center 
(chapter four) and cow herding administration (chapter five). Writing by individuals and 
its role in institutional contexts make up the topic of part three. Here too, the empirical 
diversity is striking: from multilingual writing practices on photo-sharing platform 
Flickr.com (chapter six) to the materiality of notebook keeping in rural Mali (chapter 
seven) and the role of writing in healthcare knowledge production (chapter eight). 
Finally, part four offers historical perspectives on Edwardian postcard writing (chapter 
nine), forms of legal and illegal public writing in seventeenth century urban France 
(chapter ten) and doctor-imposed autobiographies of sexual agency in nineteenth 
century France (chapter eleven). An afterword by Brian Street concludes the book.  
 
One of the central aims of the book is ‘‘to make the work of francophone researchers 
more widely known in the anglophone world and to promote dialogue between French 
and English speaking academics interested in writing as a social and cultural practice’’ 
(p. 23). The book certainly succeeds in providing an anglophone forum for 
francophone research on writing. The translated chapters in question are novel and 
worth reading. While Béatrice Fraenkel’s chapter two would work better as an 
empirical contribution to part three, her work on forms of writing such as graffiti and 
road signs sets the stage for David Pontille’s, Nathalie Joly’s and Aïssatou Mbodj-
Pouye’s chapters.  Not only do these authors approach writing and literacy in a 
refreshingly different way --- an argument which applies a fortiori to the historical 
research presented in part four  --- they also make use of a body of literature that I was 
not familiar with. How the book promotes dialogue between French and English 
language literacy scholars is less obvious. Echoing Brian Street’s observations in the 
afterword, cross-references to work in the two languages are few and far between and 
there is to date no complementary volume available in French. Moreover, despite an 
explicit, shared analytical interest in literacy events and practices and a self-ascribed 
comparative outlook, it remains unclear how the two research traditions match up 
methodologically. This methodological opacity is perhaps the greatest weakness of the 
book and one which I hope the editors will address in a follow-up book project.  
 
Overall, The Anthropology of Writing is a welcome addition to a growing body of 
qualitative writing research (Schultz, 2006). The research presented offers rich case 
studies of literacy practices in a wide range of contexts. That the book attempts to 
bridge two research traditions is exceptional.     
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