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Defining colonialism

◼ policy of a foreign polity seeking to extend or retain its 
authority over other people or territories, generally with the 
aim of opening trade opportunities. The colonizing country 
seeks to benefit whilst the colonized country or land mass ... 
modernizes in terms defined by the colonizers, especially in 
economics, religion, and health. 

◼ domination of an indigenous majority by a minority of foreign 
invaders who rule in pursuit of the coloniser’s interests.

◼ Types: settler colonialism, exploitation colonialism, surrogate 
colonialism, and internal colonialism



Defining colonialism

◼ Exploitation colonialism – few colonists, exploitation of 
natural resources or population as (indentured or slave) 
labour, typically to the benefit of colonising centre 

◼ Surrogate colonialism – settlement supported by a colonial 
power where most of settlers do not come from the same 
ethnic group as the ruling power.

◼ Internal colonialism – uneven structural power between areas 
of a state, originating from within the state, e.g. control and 
exploitation passing from whites in colonizing country to 
white (or surrogate) immigrant population within a newly 
independent country.



Impact of colonialism

◼ spread of diseases, unequal social relations, exploitation, 
enslavement, medical advances, the creation of new institutions, 
abolitionism, improved infrastructure, and technological progress.

◼ spread of colonist languages, literature and cultural institutions, 
endangering or obliterating those of local peoples.

◼ Universalism – concepts developed in the colonial centre must apply 
everywhere; the centre is presented as the source of ostensibly 
enlightened policies imposed on the colonies



Post-colonial approaches

◼ Attempt to deconstruct ideologies, social roles, and political power 
embedded in rhetorical stances and narratives of a discipline

◼ Address politics of knowledge in terms of epistemology, ethics and 
political theory

◼ Aim at making clear and challenging the theories (intellectual and 
linguistic, social, and economic) used by colonialists to ‘perceive’, 
‘understand’, and ‘know’ the world.

◼ Establish intellectual spaces for subordinated peoples to speak for 
themselves, in their own voices, and produce cultural discourses of 
philosophy, language, society and economy, balancing the imbalanced 
us-and-them binary power-relationship between the colonist and the 
colonial subjects



Example of post-colonialist critique

◼ Political geographers suggest that colonial behaviour was reinforced by 
physical mapping of the world, creating a visual separation between ‘them’ 
and ‘us’. Geographers look at how space was materially and symbolically 
appropriated to enable colonialism

◼ cartography was often manipulated during the colonial era as map-makers 
used rhetoric in their formation of boundaries and in artistic representations, 
favouring the views of the conquering Europeans, making any map created by 
a non-European inaccurate. Harley (1989):  ‘The steps in making a map –
selection, omission, simplification, classification, the creation of hierarchies, 
and 'symbolization' – are all inherently rhetorical.’

◼ Key concepts: objectification, boundedness of entities, quantification, 
commodification, hierarchy of values (cf. Dobrin, Austin & Nathan 2007) 



Colonialism and Linguistics – past

Errington (2001: 1) “European technologies of literacy enabled missionary and
non-missionary linguistic work that resulted in representations of languages
[as objects abstractable from texts] as powerful icons of spiritual, territorial,
and historical hierarchies that emerged in colonial societies. As descriptions of
languages travelled from exotic colonial peripheries to European metropoles,
they came under the purview of comparative philology. This disciplinary
precursor to modem linguistics helped to legitimize colonial linguistic projects
and legislate colonial difference on a global scale.” (emphasis added)

p2. “language difference could become a resource -- like gender, race, and
class -- for figuring and naturalizing inequality in the colonial milieu”

Colonial linguistics includes mapping monolingual blocks to control
uncertainties of multilingual flux and reductively standardising them for
literacy and religion (thereby ranking ‘degenerate’ variants below them) – cf.
Luepke 2015



Colonialism and Linguistics – past

Irvine (2008: 1) “European ideologies of language, and the conditions in which
linguists’ carried out their research, influenced the resulting descriptions of
African linguistic structures and the delimitation of linguistic boundaries.”

Irvine (2008:16) “colonization … turns cultural traditions and genealogies into
‘ethnicity,’ turns linguistic practices into named ‘languages’ corresponding
(supposedly) to ethnic groups, and interprets multilingualism as a secondary
effect.”

Dobrin (2018: 1) “The missionaries’ linguistic interpretations naturalized social
hierarchies and reshaped languages on a European nationalist model that
takes there to be an essential isomorphism between social groups (nation
states) and languages.” In addition, there is one ‘heart language’ through
which Truth can be expressed (and communicated to God), cf. multilingualism



Colonialism and Linguistics – present 

◼ Resurgence of interest in linguistic diversity since 1992, funding since 2002

◼ Ideology emerges of ‘endangered languages’ being replaced by larger,
more powerful languages, including lingua francas (which had been
ignored in the colonial era) through ‘language shift’

◼ Many aspects of colonialist conceptualisations continue to be taken for
granted: languages as bounded objects, hierarchical ranking of ways of
speaking, one ‘mother tongue’, multilingualism and ‘code
mixing/switching’ as aberations, simple linguistic ecologies (and
pragmatics and metapragmatics), need for literacy to transcribe and
translate (and gloss interlinearly), GIDS to measure ‘vitality’

◼ ‘scientific’ (Western) research vs. ‘unscientific’ ethno-linguistics – the
former achieved only by study and training vs. the latter from ‘tradition’

◼ Reproduction of hierarchical positions of ‘researcher’ and ‘researched’



Language documentation & revitalisation 
mantras
▪ “concerned with the methods, tools, and theoretical underpinnings 

for compiling a representative and lasting multipurpose record of a 
natural language or one of its varieties” (Himmelmann 1998)

▪ Features:
▪ Focus on primary data
▪ Accountability
▪ Long-term storage and preservation of primary data
▪ Interdisciplinary teams
▪ Cooperation with and direct involvement of the speech community

▪ Narrow view: outcome is annotated and translated corpus of 
archived representative materials on use of a language, cf. 
DoBeS/TLA, ELAR – separate from description (language as system)

▪ Broad view: outcome is transparent records of a language with 
description and theorisation dependent (Woodbury) 



Linguistic heroes?

Sarvasy & Forker (2018: 1) Word hunters: Unsung heroes of 
linguistics – “It reflects poorly in our societies that the 
contributors to this volume are not household names. In fact, 
these career-long linguistic fieldworkers are true heroes. … There 
is no public reward for heroism. … Fieldwork – taken here as in 
situ language research – is surely the ultimate all-around 
challenge that a linguist can voluntarily undergo.”

Note: all the contributors are white Europeans doing research in 
ex-colonies



Frameworks for ethical  language research

Ethical 
research

Advocacy 
research

Empowering 
research

(Cameron, Frazer, Harvey, Rampton, and Richardson 1992)



Ethical research

“… there is a wholly proper concern to minimize damage and 
offset inconvenience to the researched, and to acknowledge 
their contributions. … But the underlying model is one of 
‘research on’ social subjects. Human subjects deserve special 
ethical consideration, but they no more set the researcher’s 
agenda than the bottle of sulphuric acid sets the chemist’s 
agenda.” 

(Cameron, Frazer, Harvey, Rampton, and Richardson 1992, p. 14-

15)



Advocacy research

“… characterized by a commitment on the part of the 
researcher not just to do research on subjects but 
research on and for subjects. Such a commitment 
formalizes what is actually a rather common 
development in field situations, where a researcher is 
asked to use her skills or her authority as an ‘expert’ to 
defend subjects’ interests, getting involved in their 
campaigns for healthcare or education, cultural 
autonomy or political and land rights, and speaking on 
their behalf.” 

(Cameron, Frazer, Harvey, Rampton, and Richardson 1992, 
p. 15)



Empowering research

“… as research on, for and with. One of the things we take that 

additional ‘with’ to imply is the use of interactive or dialogic research 

methods, as opposed to the distancing or objectifying strategies 

positivists are constrained to use. It is the centrality of interaction ‘with’ 

the researched that enables research to be empowering in our sense; 

though we understand this as a necessary rather than a sufficient 

condition … we [propose three] programmatic statement[s] and then 

pose various questions: 4 (a) ‘Persons are not objects and should not 

be treated as objects.’ (b) ‘Subjects have their own agendas and 

research should try to address them’ (c) ‘If knowledge is worth having, 

it is worth sharing.’” 

(Cameron, Frazer, Harvey, Rampton, and Richardson 

1992, p. 22-24) 



Models of collaboration and training

Extensive discussion of “collaborative models” (Czaykowska-
Higgins 2009, Glenn 2009, Leonard & Haynes 2010) however most 
in documentation projects “training” involves teaching software 
tools like ELAN, Toolbox, FLEx or SayMore to “native speakers”

Narrow set of computer skills that are reliant on consistent 
literacy (for searching) not transferable outside the tasks of 
transcription, translation and annotation

Result: creation of “plantations” or “sweat-shops” of local workers 
who are given basic tasks to create standardized template 
computer files (using local lingua francas) then sent to non-local 
researchers for value-adding (using academic lingua francas and 
specified analytical currency, e.g. Leipzig glossing rules)



British Museum syndrome



Bringing home the linguistic bacon

Creation of large-scale digital archives (TLA, ELAR, to a lesser extent 
Paradisec, AILLA) to collect the outputs from grants that researchers are 
required to deposit and self-curate (mediated by standardized and 
difficult to use software tools)

Result: terabytes of things (files) only accessible to those with the 
necessary keys (fast internet access, knowledge of software tools to 
open and access files, expert knowledge to understand and manipulate 
the analytical metalanguage (overwhelmingly English))

Unlike (colonial) museums there are only limited catalogues, and no 
exhibitions, finding aides or available guides for the user to interrogate 
or ask for help

Pressure for “open access”, subjugation of speaker control over their 
instances of language performance and use



Here’s the grammar of your language –
pity you can’t read it
Most academic products for endangered languages (e.g. grammars, 
dictionaries, articles, teaching materials, apps) are written in a 
metalanguage that the speaker communities cannot access, replicating 
colonial hierarchies of language and power

Creation of monolingual materials and metalanguage has a long history 
(going back to Ancient Greeks, Romans, Sanskrit grammarians) and 
exists for state languages, both large (e.g. English, Malay, Swahili) and 
small (e.g. Samoan school grammar, Mari reference grammar, Somali, 
Bislama grammar)

Rare to find monolingual materials for non-state languages, but cf. 
Poerwadarminta 1939 “Baoesastra Djawa”, Q'anjob'al and K'ichee’ 
monolingual grammars (Guatemala), Chatino (Mexico) monolingual 
dictionary, Luqa (Solomon Islands) monolingual teaching books



Public lecture 27 November 2018

Dr Alpheaus Graham Zobule, Founder and Director of Kulu Language 

Institute of the Solomon Islands, recounts a decades-long project that has 

allowed speakers of a vernacular tongue (Luqa) to study their own 

language in that language – an inspirational story of teaching literacy to 

strengthen an indigenous language.



Decolonialising spaces for languages

Some interesting recent examples of creating academic and 
research spaces for endangered and minority languages.

Juan Carlos Reyes delivered a lecture at ENGHUM summer school 
in Leiden 2017 on “Community strategies for the  strengthening 
and development of the Ayuuk language” in Ayuuk (Mexico)

Justyna Olko (Warsaw) organized session at 2018 American 
Society for Ethnohistory: Protecting Land and Water, Cherishing 
Language, where researchers presented talks in Nahuatl, Mixtec, 
and Zápotec with Powerpoint showing English and Spanish 
translations

Justyna Olko (2018) describes cultural documentation project in 
Mexico led by indigenous researchers and carried out entirely in 
Nahuatl



Non-academic responses

Communities and individuals have responded by:

❑ Language revitalisation initiatives to increase domains of 
use and/or increase number of speakers, often through 
education or grass-roots activities (master-apprentice, 
language nests, language camps). This has often resulted in 
development of educational materials, mostly “grey 
literature” with limited distribution

❑ Engagement in language exchange through social media, 
especially Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp or WeChat, 
involving hundreds of languages. Most material is siloed 
within closed groups and within the platforms, and not 
accessible outside but cf. Indigenous Tweets and 
Indigenous Blogs







Citizen science initiatives

There are two projects that focus on non-academics 
providing language material that is freely and openly 
accessible via a website:

◼ The Endangered Languages Project

◼ Language Landscape



The Endangered Languages Project



The Endangered Languages Project

◼ Established 2012 by Google.org, then assigned to Alliance for 
Linguistic Diversity (First Peoples' Cultural Council, UH 
Manoa). Has a Governing Committee.

◼ “through this website, users can not only access the most up 
to date and comprehensive information on endangered 
languages as well as language resources being provided by 
partners, but also play an active role in putting their languages 
online by submitting information or samples in the form of 
text, audio or video files. In addition, users will be able to 
share best practices and case studies through a knowledge 
sharing section and through joining relevant Google Groups.”



The Endangered Languages Project

◼ Most content uploaded to the Endangered Languages Project 
is hosted on several associated Google products or services, 
including YouTube, Picasa and Google Docs. 

◼ Each service has its own product policies and content 
guidelines. In addition, all content submitted through other 
Google products or services must be in accordance with their 
associated terms. These include but are not limited to: a 
prohibition on content containing pornography, obscenity, 
pedophilia, bestiality or other sexually explicit material; 
hateful or violent content; harassing content or content that 
infringes another’s privacy.

http://wwww.youtube.com/
http://picasa.google.com/
https://docs.google.com/


Language Landscape





Language Landscape 

◼ Language Landscape grew out of London’s Language Landscape
project by staff and students which featured at 
SOAS Endangered Languages Week in May 2011

◼ Now a not for profit run by a group of current and former SOAS 
students, funded by grants and donations

◼ Runs a website – users can upload recordings of language 
events, are tagged for geolocation and metadata

◼ Organises outreach activities at London schools and 
communities; completed a pilot educational programme in east 
London, providing students with practical training in recording 
techniques and helping them to learn about issues such as 
multilingualism and language endangerment, using the website 
as a starting point for discussion and activities.



Colonialism and Linguistics – the future?

◼ Despite the rhetoric of “empowerment research” creating 
multifunctional outputs for multiple audiences through 
collaboration, much of the work in language documentation and 
revitalisation continues colonial ideologies and histories

◼ Recently there have been some initiatives that suggest 
decolonialism of research spaces and research outcomes may be 
possible; hegemonies of multilingualism have been queried

◼ However, the audit culture of current academia that values 
certain kinds of products written in a limited number of large 
languages creates institutional barriers to change

◼ Also, the dominant culture of academic conferences and 
meetings and existing structural barriers to entry for women, 
minorities and early career researchers also mean that it will be 
difficult to create post-colonial real world spaces for minority 
languages and their speakers to fully participate, which does not 
mean we should not try



The times they are a changing’?

◼ Perhaps, a little, in recent times

◼ But we need to challenge and question current 
rhetorics and behaviours that perpetuate world 
views and hegemonies that originate in colonial 
histories of the distant and more recent past

◼ Even if this makes some people uncomfortable

◼ Thank you!
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Thank you!


