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Describing your Languages. 
Some Toughts on Linguistic Fieldwork: 
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Abstract
It is widely acknowledged, even within the discipline, that linguistics – particularly 
language documentation, description, and comparison – is deeply rooted in colonial 
contexts. Yet there remains, especially at universities in Central Europe, a persistent 
ignorance of and indifference to the enormous impact these structures continue to have 
today. Referring to noun classes, word order, or tonal systems – perceived as neutral, 
objective ways of describing features of languages – often appears disconnected from 
issues such as epistemic violence, white supremacy, or power dynamics. 
This paper explores, in the manner of a case-study, the process of recognizing my own 
entanglements in the colonial enterprise as a linguistic researcher, as well as the 
subsequent work of unlearning. These efforts lead to the development of realistic 
possibilities for raising awareness of colonial continuities and positionality by 
integrating decolonial perspectives into linguistic research practices. The discussion is 
grounded in concrete experiences from completed and ongoing projects in Mexico, 
Rwanda, Tanzania, and Senegal
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Introduction
Some obvious colonial and racist continuities in linguistics can be traced back to 
the historically deep connections with colonial and missionary undertakings, as 
has been extensively discussed (Deumert/ Storch 2020; Irvine 2008; Makoni/ 
Pennycook 2007; Errington 2008; Blommaert 2008). Missionary grammars are, in 
many cases, the first – and often even the only – available language 
documentations respectively descriptions of formerly colonized areas. As such, 
they are considered highly valuable to scientific research (Stolz et al. 2011: 13, 
16f.), serving as the foundation for subsequent language descriptions and 
presenting the development of our discipline. 

Moreover, some of the most prominent critics emerging from decolonial thought 
and sociolinguistics seem to fundamentally challenge core assumptions of 
systemic linguistics and language description and therefore are not just easily 
accepted but instead tend to provoke resistance (Pennycook/ Makoni 2007: 22; 
Lüpke/ Storch 2013: 351f.; Deumert/ Storch 2020: 10; Mufwene 2020: 290): This is 
not only because the promise of an ideology-free, objective, “hard” science – 
positioned somewhere between the natural sciences and the humanities and 
striving for reliable, broad (“true”, “universal”) statements about human 
language(s) – still looms over the field (Motha 2020: 128). It is also because it can 
feel as though we risk losing our very subject of study if languages are no longer 
primarily understood as nameable entities with describable, countable, and 
comparable features and structures. What would remain of language 
descriptions or typology if languages are viewed as nothing more than artificial 
constructs created by “outsiders” referring to themselves as experts? If the 
individual speaker and his/her context must always be central, what remains of 
the triumphal paths of abstraction and induction that allow us to make broader 
claims about human language? Can we even still practice linguistics as a science 
that mainly focuses on capturing structural features of different language 
systems? 

What follows is a selection of experiences from several fieldwork trips that 
highlight the potential for transforming typical linguistic interests into (more) 
decolonial practices. It should also be noted that this paper is written from the 
perspective of a linguist rather than an Africanist. Coming from a university in 
Austria where African Studies are not institutionalized, I only became aware of 
colonial continuities respectively decolonial approaches after completing my 
PhD. This fact alone says a great deal about the marginal space given to 
knowledge not rooted in European or “Northern” traditions within our 
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curricula, teaching, international exchanges, and academic structures and 
therefore about epistemic injustice as such. 

After taking my first steps toward greater critical awareness, I was struck by the 
extent to which my discipline – as I had experienced it as a student and young 
scholar – is grounded in racist and colonial logics and how deeply these logics 
were embedded in my own approaches. I began to understand that virtually no 
aspect of my research, and ultimately of my life, is untouched by hegemonic 
imperial power relations (Sheperd 2020: 306). Much of what I had learned and 
applied in academia rested on one-dimensional and very limited epistemic 
assumptions that I had believed were striving towards truth. Although I had of 
course been introduced to controversies and different scientific trends and 
methodologies in our field, none of the perspectives drew on African scholars, 
Southern Theory (Deumert/ Makoni 2023), or other knowledge systems like 
Indigenous Research (Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 71). 

After initially reflexively defending myself and my discipline – as if my 
“treasured icons of liberal-linguistic thought” (Pennycook/ Makoni 2006: 22) 
were under attack – I was able to acknowledge and accept my own positionality: 
a colorblind, Western-biased young scholar within a white university, a white 
department, learning and teaching a white curriculum. Firm in my uncritical 
belief that as a researcher committed to truth I was serving “the good, the true 
and the beautiful”, I had failed to recognize the ideological structures to which I 
was contributing. Although my intentions never included devaluing anyone or 
anything, I nevertheless operated within a dualistic conceptualized world in 
which the data came from the Other, while the “proper” ways of analyzing and 
interpreting were presumed to come from “us” as experts (Deumert/ Storch 
2020: 5; Ndhlovu/ Ndlovu-Gathseni 2025: 359; Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 8; Mignolo 
2000: 13, 44). I also learned how profoundly language descriptions differ when 
languages are understood as situated, socially embedded practices rather than 
abstract decontextualized systems.

This process of (un)learning comes in waves – a slow journey of repeatedly 
confronting myself with the ways in which whiteness and racialized power 
structures operate in my field (Marchais et. al 2020: 375) while learning to 
embrace each newly identified blind to interrogate nearly everything I had  
previously taken for granted. 

The decolonial linguistics I envision, and to which I am becoming increasingly 
committed, is necessarily an active practice (Kessi et al. 2020: 271). Its user 
manual involves “reducing the Western bias and hegemony” (Mufwene 2020: 



Stichproben

64

290) and allow to “produce a counter-genealogy of thought and praxis” 
(Deumert/ Makoni 2023: 3). One way forward is to actively acknowledge, 
address, and integrate knowledge systems, theories, methodologies, voices, and 
practices that have been – and continue to be – systematically marginalized or 
excluded (Ndhlovu/ Ndlovu-Gathseni 2025: 2; Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 22). It is the 
fight for no longer being part of the/a (?) “white society [that] did not see and 
did not care” (Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 167). It requires a wide range of potentially 
conflicting interests – including, crucially and still, within linguistics, the 
collection of language data (Marchais et al. 2020). Abhay Xaxa’s words, “I am 
not your data” (Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 160), echo within me as I remain aware that 
the most typical fieldwork scenario in language documentation still involves 
(white) researchers from Europe or the U.S. arriving with their recording 
devices to document local languages – and then leaving again. 

The goal is not to enumerate flaws from a position of moral superiority – a stance 
that too often remains caught in theoretical critique – but rather to explore 
practical forms of collaboration that can be genuinely implemented.

Thus, the central question when moving from the precondition of a diversified, 
globalized, anti-racist, and decolonial theoretical grounding to actual 
engagement in collaborations and especially field research becomes: How can we 
build genuine, equitable partnerships rather than superficial collaborations 
meant merely to satisfy the ethical review boards of funding institutions 
(Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 10)? How can we even reach a point where we understand 
what partnerships must look like to “serve and […] centre […] black (Black), 
African, and Afro-Diasporic people and possibilities for radical autonomy and 
freedom” (Kessi et al. 2020: 272)? 

While I am convinced that linguistics as a discipline can operate within a 
decolonial framework, I remain aware of the ever-present risks: e.g. exploitive 
practices that ultimately benefit only myself as a researcher embedded in existing 
academic structures; repeatedly falling back into the same familiar paradigms 
(Pennycook/ Makoni 2006: 22); failures to recognize racialized power dynamics 
(Marchais et al. 2020: 373f.); acts of appropriation (Deumert/ Makoni 2023: 5); 
and, above all, the danger of using decoloniality merely as a fig leaf – a 
“convenient invention of Western intellectuals which reinscribes their power to 
define the world” (Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 14).

Transforming knowledge regimes is not a singular event. It requires ongoing 
critical self-reflection on my positionality and assumptions, as well as continuous 
revisions and adjustments (Severo/ Abdelhay 2025: 357f.). This is not an easy 
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process also on a personal level: it entails failure, recognizing one’s missteps, and 
correcting them. Ideally, it also pushes the limits of my intellectual and academic 
freedom.

The interests of linguists? 
The comparison of three field research settings in Mexico and three African 
countries (Rwanda, Tanzania and Senegal) over eight years provides the 
framework for exploring the challenges of realizing research as (more) 
decolonial practices – and the perceived limits in doing so. All these trips were, 
first and foremost, linguistic endeavors in the realm of language description. The 
overarching goal of this kind of linguistic work is to produce and provide 
knowledge about underdescribed – or even completely undescribed – languages, 
or to contribute new insights to existing literature and challenge established 
assumptions. 

Typically, fieldwork periods are followed by the production of a (bilingual) 
lexicon, a grammar outlining the key characteristics of a language (system) – 
such as its phonology, morphology, and syntax – and a collection of texts. Today, 
the classical corpus of written material is often complemented by audio and 
video recordings, which are increasingly made available online. These language 
descriptions depend entirely on the available – or specifically collected – speech 
material. 

Already at this stage, a host of decolonial critiques arises. Given the colonial and 
missionary roots of this type of research, the power embedded in producing a – 
particularly the first written – description of a language spoken by a community 
should not be underestimated. The decisions made – or at least strongly 
influenced – by linguists and their work create realities in how the language is 
described and consequently perceived and referred to: Which speakers are (not) 
chosen to be recorded, and thus which varieties are (not) represented? Which 
languages are used for communication during recording sessions? How is 
speech transcribed and thereby “fixed” in writing? Who gives a name to the 
language, and how is its vitality evaluated? How is a language classified into 
existing genealogical families and typological categories? Where are the 
boundaries of a language drawn? How could the relationship between 
researchers and speakers be anything other than one marked by power 
imbalances and processes of othering?

From this perspective, the very concept of language as an invention becomes 
understandable: a creation of linguists, brought into being to support the colonial 
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project (Makoni/ Pennycook 2007: 3; Errington 2001: 20; Deumert/ Storch 2020: 
15f.; Blommaert 2008: 291f.). On this basis, it is hardly surprising that most 
missionaries and linguists – not only during colonial times – produced 
linguistically inaccurate descriptions, mainly by imposing categories drawn from 
familiar European languages to every language they encountered (Gil 2012: 104). 
Beyond that, linguistics contributed significantly to the imposition of broader 
European ideologies: the belief in “one language, one people”, monolingualism 
as the norm, language hierarchies (superior/inferior), the primacy of written 
language, and even the justification of racist theories. 

What conclusions should we draw from these insights? Should we abandon 
language descriptions – or even linguistics altogether? Are there viable 
alternatives? Are we able to 

“develop new vocabularies and new grammars to advance counter-
narratives, counter-imaginaries, and counter-hegemonic strategies we can 
use to push back the frontiers of colonial matrices of power that underpin 
dominant ideologies of languages and cultures?” (Ndhlovu/ Ndlovu-
Gatsheni 2025: 3)

Engaging in language documentation and description already presupposes 
therefore a lot – most prominently, the beliefs and decisions that: Firstly, 
languages are something that can, in fact, be described. Secondly, there is 
inherent value in doing so (Himmelmann 2006: 5). We want to add, thirdly, that 
there are ways to pursue this work without serving “white Western hegemony” 
(Kessi et al. 2020: 272).

(Re)Setting minds
Even though there is growing awareness of racialized colonial continuities in our 
discipline and an increasing interest in addressing them – signaled, for example, 
by a rising number of publications on and engagement with this topic in addition 
to long-standing sociolinguistic work (e.g. Hudley et al. 2019; Hudley et al. 2024; 
Ndhlovu/ Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2025; Deumert et al. 2020; Errington 2001; Aix-
Marseille Université 2023/2024) – the influence on actual academic practice 
remains limited. In everyday research, in vivid discussions on mailing lists, and 
publications on grammatical systems and typology, little of this awareness 
appears to have had a lasting impact. On the contrary, there remains a persistent 
divide – often discussed behind closed doors – between so-called “real” linguists, 
who are seen as working directly with languages, and “the others”, who focus on 
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topics considered adjacent: certainly relevant, but not regarded as “proper” 
(structural) linguistics. 

As a result, the project of decolonizing our discipline risks primarily reaching 
those researchers who are already convinced that mere data collection is 
insufficient, and that objectivization of language often leads to unsatisfying 
descriptions that fail to reflect the lived realities of speakers (Ndhlovu/ Ndlovu-
Gatsheni 2025: 2f.). 

This section outlines three key points – drawn from actual fieldwork experience 
– that mark important intersections where linguists involved in language 
description on the one side and decolonial thought on the other side should pay 
closer attention to one another. These points are presented as three core 
statements, each grounded in practice: 

1. Language documentation already entails decolonial practices 

2. And after all, it does concern you, linguist combined with 

3. Take two steps back – always 

These three principles illustrate, on the one hand, that linguistics is a field with 
significant potential, offering ideas and tools for decolonizing knowledge 
production and for creating alternative, more just, and morally acceptable 
realities. On the other hand, they emphasize the value of decolonial critique for 
grammarians and suggest possible pathways for integrating more decolonial 
practices into our work. 

The final reflection serves as a reminder: as researchers, we cannot simply escape 
or erase the colonial and racial legacies embedded in our field and in academia 
as a global institution. Nor can we afford to ignore or deny them. Instead, we are 
called upon to actively work against them – starting with careful, continuous 
self-examination. 

Language documentation already entails decolonial practices
My first field trip – under the lead of my professor and doctoral supervisor 
Bernhard Hurch – took us for a month to Santa María Acapulco (SMA) in San 
Luis Potosí, Mexico. We aimed to revise a dictionary, a text collection, and a 
basic grammatical description of Central Pame (šiʔui pame) (Hurch 2023), and to 
record data for my dissertation on the verbal system of Central Pame (Brunner 
2023). We recorded elicited data and spontaneous speech. We worked and 
communicated in Spanish with a small group of community members – an 
arrangement that, on the surface, reproduces colonial practices: two white 
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European academics arriving in a remote village to document a marginalized, 
unwritten language using Spanish. Even though Mexican Spanish has lost its 
colonial character, having belonged to the inhabitants of Mexico for centuries –
 who continue to change and shape the language through their use of it – it is 
telling that we, as outsiders, can only communicate in this former colonial 
language.

As we confront the enduring traces of coloniality, this field trip is simultaneously 
showing us how complex and layered the process of decolonization truly is.

1. Relational decolonizing via long-term trust and institutional collaboration 

Bernhard Hurch, my professor, had been collaborating with community 
members and Mexican institutions – like the CDI (Comisíon Nacional para el 
Desarollo de los Pueblos Indígenas) – and scholars of local universities – already 
for more than five years back in 2017. 

While acknowledging these cooperations as a positive fact, intersectionality and 
the complexity of power relations should be kept in mind, as state officials and 
academic institutions represent a Spanish speaking system rooted in Mexico’s 
colonial history. It is questionable whether adhering to their guidelines 
genuinely promotes more decolonial or less racialized practices – particularly 
when it comes to marginalized communities like the inhabitants of SMA –
 despite official Mexican policies claiming to recognize and value all its peoples. 
Nevertheless, collaborating with Mexican institutions is a form of relational 
decolonizing, which is one of the four dimensions of decolonizing work proposed 
by Kessi et al. (2020). Mexican scholars are significantly underrepresented in the 
linguistic mainstream, which is predominantly shaped by English-language 
publications. Even within the well-defined fields of Otopamean/Otomanguean 
languages and Mesoamerican linguistics, the most visible and cited works are 
written in English by scholars affiliated with universities in the United States. 
Hurch, however, has not only participated regularly in conferences organized by 
Mexican scholars (Hurch 2022; Hurch 2019; Hurch 2018) but has also invited 
Mexican scholars, e.g. Yolanda Lastra or Glenda Lizarraga Navarro, to Austria to 
teach at the University of Graz. This tradition continues, even after Hurch’s 
retirement. In doing so, we constantly face challenges with visa requirements 
and work permits for our guests. Persistently inviting scholars from abroad and 
integrating their expertise into the curricula of BA and MA students are tangible 
acts of resistance against structural coloniality. Nevertheless, more fundamental 
layers of decolonizing practice have remained largely unaddressed. Although 
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cooperation with Mexican institutions and scholars has been well established, 
this alone does not result in epistemic deconstruction or substantial changes in 
the knowledge base or methodologies employed. It does not, therefore, 
constitute a direct way of implementing or supporting Indigenous Research 
(Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 163). 

Moreover, the cooperation between Austrian and Mexican institutions – as well 
as the fieldwork itself – primarily served the interests of the involved scholars 
and universities, along with the academic objective of language description. The 
benefits of these collaborations did not effectively reach the speaker community 
(Lüpke 2015: 75), aside from offering temporary income to individuals. An 
attempt to invite a community member to the University of Graz ultimately 
ended in disappointment, as the individual did not fulfil the agreed 
responsibilities but retained the financial support provided. 

Taken together, these circumstances illustrate that decolonial practices operate 
on multiple layers. While the efforts made so far should not be underestimated, 
as they contribute to dismantling hierarchies, power relations, and Western 
hegemonic structures within an English dominated discourse, they have not 
resulted in a substantive shift in the underlying research paradigm. Scholars 
from both contexts continue to follow largely the same pathways when it comes 
to the actual practices of language documentation. Although certain power 
relations may have shifted, these changes have (not yet) reached those who 
continue to be constructed as “the Others”. 

2. Shifting agency in fieldwork 

In the context of actual field research and our relationship with the community 
in SMA, several important observations emerge. As guests in their homes, we 
initially arrived as listeners and learners. While we had not consciously set out to 
decolonize our field research, opportunities naturally arose that both enhanced 
the quality of our research and aligned with decolonial principles. One such 
opportunity involved the shifting agency of our non-linguist collaborators, who 
played a very active role in research progress. For instance, it became clear that 
questions we had formulated in Spanish, intended to be answered in šiʔui pame, 
were often answered in Spanish instead. Since people were not speaking to us 
not with the aim of producing a good recording, they naturally choose a 
language they knew we would understand. 

To address this, we decided to step back and hand over control of the recording 
sessions. Instead, Felipa Landaverde Durán, a radio presenter and long-time 
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collaborator in documenting šiʔui pame, took the lead. Her agency and 
dedication shifted the focus of the recordings. She not only decided about the 
direction of the conversations but also broadcasted them on Radio XEANT – La 
voz de la Huasteca. As a result, our linguistic analyses became secondary to her 
primary goal of documenting local culture – featuring typical dishes, personal 
stories, and portraits of people. 

This act of broadcasting local language content is, in itself, a decolonial act – led 
by locals. It strengthens the communities that are under pressure from the 
majority language. It is radio made by the community for the community, 
highlighting the local voices in their own context and providing a counter-
narrative to the dominance of Spanish. This is just one example of how partners 
in the research process – who have traditionally been seen as “informants” –
 stepped into roles of leadership, asserting their own interests. Numerous 
Indigenous projects formulated by Tuhiwai Smith (2021: 163ff.) are reflected in 
this work done by Landaverde Durán: testimonies, oral history, representing, 
protecting and reframing are the most prominent. 

These efforts were even covered by the local press, where an article features both 
Hurch and Landaverde Durán saying “Realizan trabajos de investigación sobra 
la lengua Pame” (“They conduct research on the Pamean language”) (Castillo 
2015). This marked a concrete example of true collaboration at eye level, where 
the community members were co-creators of the research process. 

It should be kept in mind, however, that we – as the European research team – 
had initially not aimed for this kind of collaboration, nor had we actively sought 
to promote decolonial practices. Nevertheless, when the opportunity arose, we 
consciously decided to embrace it. The flexibility to react accordingly and to 
support this new way of conducting the fieldwork – the openness and readiness 
to hand over the lead to a non-linguist local – can be understood, at the very 
least, as a precondition for decoloniality. 

What is further relevant, is the fact, that this way of conducting research has 
turned out to be “the better one” – not only with respect to my personal 
convictions, which developed later, but also regarding the language data that 
emerged and was recorded: Even though the material produced was primarily 
intended for radio broadcasting, it nevertheless turned out to be highly valuable 
spontaneously speech that can serve classical linguistic description. 
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3. Prioritizing spontaneous speech over elicitation

One notable effect of a citizen science approach – where materials are produced 
by non-linguists – is that linguists are often confronted with non-elicited 
spontaneous speech in less controlled recording situations. This shift from 
traditional elicited data to naturally occurring conversation has become 
increasingly valued in language documentation. Using spontaneous spoken texts 
and conversations as primary data for linguistic descriptions has been 
recognized as crucial for decades (Crowley 2007: 108; Dixon 2010: 324). 

This approach does not mean that wordlists and paradigms are completely 
obsolete (Migge 2020: 169f.), but it does highlight the necessity of documenting 
language as a social practice in all its variety. As Himmelmann (2006: 1) argues, 
any comprehensive language description should ideally “cover all registers and 
varieties, social or local”, requiring a much broader data set. So how does this 
shift towards spontaneous speech align with decolonial practices? 

In modern language documentation and description, most linguists aim to 
represent languages as closely as possible to their spoken reality, rather than 
creating idealized versions. This focus on authentic language use directly 
resonates with a longstanding critique of colonial linguistics, which often 
reduced complex, dynamic language practices to oversimplified written 
representations (Errington 2001: 19). Written forms of language are always 
abstractions, but the shift toward documenting how language is used in context 
– considering variation, the deictic speaking situation, multilingualism, and 
cultural practices – directly responds to the criticism that common approaches 
unrealistically simplify linguistic realities by ironing out inconvenient diversity. 
It moves away from the traditional colonial tendency to impose a single, 
standardized representation of a language: a goal not only commonly associated 
with linguistic endeavors but also promoted by institutions such as, relevant to 
our example, the Academia Mexicana de la Lengua which seeks to establish a 
uniform Spanish language standard for Mexico in accordance with the 
overarching authority of the Real Academia Española in Spain (Academia 
Mexicana de la Lengua 2025; Asociación de Academias de la Lengua Española 
2025). 

From a linguistic perspective, descriptions based on spontaneous speech are not 
just “less inventing” and imposing (Deumert/ Storch 2020: 10), they are also 
more accurate and richer in detail. For instance, consider the example of verbal 
constructions in šiʔui pame that are like serial verbs. In hundreds of elicited 
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sentences, these constructions never occurred, but they appeared frequently in 
real, informal conversations (Hurch/ Brunner 2021; Aikhenvald 2018: 15). 

It is crucial to recognize the importance of our collaborators’ contributions. 
Without the recordings made by Landaverde Durán, we would not have been 
able to observe this kind of serial verb constructions. However, by prioritizing 
spontaneous speech and working collaboratively with community members, we 
come closer to capturing the language as it is used. This example demonstrates 
how decolonial practices – such as listening and amplifying community-driven 
contributions – lead to better, more accurate linguistic descriptions. 

The question remains if citizen-science approaches are in fact decolonial – 
especially when they serve the production of data used for language description. 
By breaking with the narrative of the scientific expert as the sole authority with 
the right to define and describe a language on their terms, such approaches 
challenge and resist existing power relations. Decisions regarding the recorded 
content represent a further step with the potential to promote Indigenous 
Research (Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 71) – as was the case during our research in 
Mexico. It is no longer the outsider’s choice, their perceptual fragment of the 
described community and language, that is represented in the academic world. 
Instead, local partners set the scene and highlight what is perceived as relevant. 

4. Learning the local language and valuing context 

In another, later project on Kinyarwanda, the primary language spoken in 
Rwanda, I consciously adopted this collaborative approach from the very 
beginning. Traditionally overlooked or even neglected by grammarians, one way 
to approach a more genuine and less abstract linguistic description is to focus on 
so-called interactives – expressions that we use in social interactions. Adopting 
the idea that language is not merely a formal system, but rather “a tool of social 
interaction” (Heine 2023: 5). Interactives are deictic expressions – like wow, hey!, 
hm, psst!, oho, eeeh or miaow. Many linguists have historically dismissed these as 
mere emotional outbursts, as uncontrolled outcries, irrelevant to linguistic 
description (Deumert/ Storch 2020: 8).

During multiple field trips to Rwanda (2017–2024), I made effort to learn 
Kinyarwanda at a level that allowed me to conduct research beyond formal 
recording sessions (McLaughlin/ Sall 2001: 202) and to talk with people. I can 
now overhear and engage with everyday conversations. This is crucial because 
the researcher is no longer confined to materials produced in artificial recording 
settings. The effort to communicate in the local language and to conduct research 
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without relying on interpreters or a (colonial) intermediary language can be an 
essential decolonial practice. 

It should be noted that the longstanding tradition in African linguistics of 
learning the basics of a language before conducting fieldwork is not the practice 
emphasized here. Language education in African Studies at European 
universities is almost exclusively aimed at acquiring just enough proficiency to 
conduct fieldwork. If field research continues to follow the same colonial 
procedures and methods as traditionally, no shift toward a more decolonial and 
just research can be expected – regardless of language skills. Furthermore, 
language education during studies usually remains limited to major languages –
 in African contexts, lingua francas such as Swahili, Hausa, Fulfulde, or Bambara. 
Consequently, researchers typically do not arrive in the field fluent in the 
language relevant to their research. In case of undocumented and 
underdescribed languages, this is often not even possible, since there are likely 
no learning materials available to European scholars before they set a foot in the 
field. Moreover, this tradition exists primarily in area studies such as African 
linguistics, whereas (general and applied) linguistics is potentially concerned 
with all regions and languages of the world, making comprehensive language 
education as part of standard studies impossible. Often, the languages described 
are not learned by researchers for the purpose of direct communication. 

However, the following dialogue between a mother and her son in Kinyarwanda 
– where the interactives are marked in bold – demonstrates how much valuable 
information would be lost if these expressions were ignored: 

Adeba: Espera! Bite sha we?1 

Esperance: Karame, wooo!

A: Amakuru sha?  

E: Sha ni byiza, pe. 

A: Ye?

E: Ni byiza, ni byiza cyane. 

1 Approximate free translation: Adeba: Espera! Yo, what’s up, girl? Esperance: I am here! A: Hey, how’s it 
going, huh? E: Yeah man, it’s good, really. A: Yeah, really? E: Yeah, it’s good, it’s really good. A: Ah! Hey 
you, you are missed, girl. E: Oh, yes. A: Man, what are you doing? Are you just busy hanging around? E: 
Yes, so we don’t catch each other. A: Yeeees, so, now. Listen, listen… E: How are all of you doing? A: We 
are fine, my dear. We are also fine and just hanging around. E: How is the boy? How is Ian? A: He is fine. 
He is very strong. E: But yeah, my God that’s true. A: Hey, come, listen, listen, girl. E: I really miss you. A: 
Listen. E: Yes. Yeeees. 
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A: Ah! Sha? He, sha ko wabuzeho sha we.

E: Eh! 

A: Uba wigira ibiki sha ko uba wiburishije?

E: None nyine. Tuburanyeho, tuburanyeho. 

A: Yeeeh. Ah, none. Umva umva…  

E: Mumeze mute? 

A: Turaho mwana. Natwe turaho ngaho. Tuba tucyatsa cyatsa.

E: Umuhungu amezate? Ian amezate? 

A: Ameze neza. Arakomeye cyane. 

E: Ariko se mana n’ukuri.

A: Umva se, umva mwan. 

E: Ndabakumbuye pe.

A: Umva.

E: Oui, iiiih. 

It is clear how much sociocultural information would be lost if the bolded 
expressions were excluded. Not only does this highlight linguistic information, 
but it also reflects how language mirrors society, its social norms, and 
relationships. One example evident from this snippet is the child’s use of mwana 
(“child”) to call his mother, which functions as an affectionate form of address. 

One of the foci of this research on interactives in Rwanda lies on so-called 
conative animal calls, expressions typically used to communicate commands to 
animals. This is a form of language that cannot be understood without 
considering its cultural context. In Rwanda, cattle have held great significance in 
terms of religion, culture, economy and the history of mankind. This is reflected 
in the diversity and complexity of calling cows. There exist special kinds of 
whistles called igikobwa kobwa used to direct cattle – something that linguistic 
documentation currently lacks standardized ways to transcribe. 

The example underscores how modern linguistic descriptions can be much closer 
to actual speech practices than traditional grammar books. These descriptions 
serve as records of living cultural practices, which are constantly changing. In 
the case of Kinyarwanda, documenting these expressions is vital because this 
way of communication will be lost completely soon. With fencing of cattle and 



Describing your Languages

75

the decline of traditional herding practices, the specialized communication 
between herdsmen and their animals is becoming rare. 

These examples clearly show how decolonial approaches prioritize the context of 
speech acts. They go beyond abstract linguistic structures. Furthermore, I want 
to argue against Migge (2020: 166) who claims that language descriptions fail to 
consider these phenomena in general. In fact, many recent works (e.g. Petrollino 
2024; Treis 2022; Andrason/ Sagara 2024) already take these cultural and social 
factors into account, challenging the idea “that language documentation is a 
culturally and ideology neutral practice” (Migge 2020: 166). 

5. Depict variation and resisting enforced standardization

Contextualization, however, does not only mean considering the individuality of 
speakers and conversational situations what has been done in (variational) 
linguistics since decades – in any case since William Labov. Working with a 
usage-based approach will result in awareness of variation between speakers. 
Contrary to colonial acts, modern language descriptions should not just “choose” 
one form, write it down, and thus define it as the norm. Variation must be 
acknowledged and represented. That said, it is also true, that grammars cannot 
be written based on the language use of every single individual speaker. There 
will always be abstractions and groupings of variation – often based on factors 
like geographical distribution, age, gender, or language contact. What’s most 
important is adopting a descriptive, not normative, approach. There is no need 
for deciding about right or wrong in linguistics. Variants can exist side by side, 
equally valid. 

This became evident the time Hurch (2023) published the volume on šiʔui pame 
in the series of the Archivo de Lenguas Indígenas de México. We, as the ones 
working on this publication and accessing the primary data, decided not to 
standardize the written forms due to the significant variation between speakers. 
However, during the review and publication process, proofreaders and 
publishers pushed us to standardize all forms for the sake of uniformity. For 
them, consistency seemed more important than a more accurate reflection of the 
linguistic reality. 

Moreover, in the final manuscript, all personal information about the recording 
settings and the speakers – such as their names, origins, and ages – was 
removed. While anonymization is often framed as a protective measure under 
the guise of “speaker rights” and data privacy (Migge 2020: 176), this practice 
can have paternalistic undertones. In our case, however, we had explicitly 
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discussed with the speakers and received their consent to have their names in the 
publication. By removing these details, the publication effectively denied the 
collaborators agency over their own contributions. 

While there are valid reasons for anonymization, particularly around privacy 
concerns, it is important to consider when it is necessary to prioritize visibility. 
Publishing names and contextual information helps to make the individuals 
behind the data visible and acknowledge their active contribution in research. 
This situation highlights how institutions of knowledge production often make 
decisions on behalf of collaborators under the pretense of moral responsibility, 
effectively diminishing the agency of those they claim to protect. It is also true 
that I, as a staff member involved in the publication, did not have the strength or 
endurance to resist the measures imposed by the publishers. After years of 
working on this book –waiting endlessly for reviews, implementing corrections, 
and preparing the final versions for printing – I realized that the project would 
fail if my professor refused to accept the publisher’s decisions. The book, drafted 
from the outset according to the specifications of the series, would never have 
been published. 

This example starkly demonstrates how ideas can be crushed under the 
constraints of limited resources and structural pressure in academia, highlighting 
a profound failure in pursuit of decolonial objectives.  

6. Some languages are not better than others: rejecting language hierarchies 

Closely related to the topic of variation is the question of status and prestige 
assigned to languages. Typically, one variety is selected, fixed in writing, and 
ultimately standardized as the language. During fieldwork in 2023/2024 in 
northwestern Tanzania on Shubi, this phenomenon became particularly evident. 
Interestingly, our collaborators expressed no urge to maintain their ancestral 
language, as speaking Swahili is the declared priority. Children no longer learn 
Shubi in Rulenge/Kagera, and even among those who still know Shubi, Swahili 
dominated their communication. From the traditional perspective of language 
documentation, these are clear signs of language endangerment.2

However, Shubi is linguistically very close to Kinyarwanda3 and Rundi in terms 
of lexicon and grammar. While the latter have become official national languages 
with millions of speakers, very similar varieties like Shubi are fading away. 

2 For a critical reflection on these criteria see Lüpke (2015). 
3 Despite the inconsistency, Kinyarwanda should remain as the name of the language, as otherwise there 
would be no visible differentiation between the language and the country in English.
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Interviews with Rwandans revealed that most are unaware that communities 
just across the border in Tanzania speak a language so similar to theirs that 
mutual intelligibility is effortless. This observation is not based solely on 
linguistic comparison but rooted in direct experience: Kinyarwanda speakers 
met Shubi speakers and found they could understand each other with ease. 
Mutual intelligibility is a key criterion for considering varieties as the same 
language, despite the differences concerning status and language use in the 
different speaker communities. Once again, the researcher’s role is not that of the 
main actor but of an observer, with outcomes of such encounters remaining 
open. 

The crucial point regarding language status and prestige is this: linguists have 
historically contributed, through their classification and documentation 
practices, to the current ways languages are defined and valued. Yet linguists 
also have the means to help reshape these perceptions. Importantly, linguistics 
does not rank varieties hierarchically (anymore); no language is inherently 
better than another. On the contrary, the diversity of the world’s languages is of 
central interest. Contemporary linguistics plays a significant role in raising 
awareness about minority language speakers and their rights, language 
endangerment and death, and the cultural loss that is tied to it. Many linguists 
actively participate in revitalization projects and contribute to reconstructing 
languages and designing materials of languages which have already 
disappeared – efforts that closely align with and support Indigenous projects 
(Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 169, 180). A strong sense of responsibility towards 
language communities is often a motivation. 

Fieldwork on Shubi and Central Pame illustrates that language documentation is 
valued by at least some speaker communities. Languages slowly erode under the 
pressure of language politics, socio-economic realities, and the status and 
prestige of dominant languages. Ideally, language documentation projects serve 
the communities’ needs, either as explicitly expressed by them or collaboratively 
developed, and not merely academic interests. 

The act of documenting a language may always be “part of an overall project of 
knowledge accumulation initiated and controlled by the West” (Hountondji 
2009: 121), but at the same time, it can serve to make this very project less 
colonial. Language documentation provides crucial data for other branches of 
linguistics – such as typology – that often do not collect their own primary 
materials (Himmelmann 2006: 1). The broader the range of languages 
considered when making general statements about human language, the more 
accurate and diverse these conclusions become. Yet, European languages remain 
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the most extensively studied, and much of what is believed about human 
language is based largely on data from these languages. A striking example is 
the field of language acquisition: fundamental assumptions about human 
capacities for language learning are predominantly drawn from studies of just 
1% of the world’s languages (Hellwig 2021). 

The only way to counter this strong bias is to integrate data from a wider variety 
of languages and perspectives, thereby achieving a more complex 
understanding. Even though this endeavor remains largely guided and 
controlled by academia’s centers of power and funding, representation, visibility, 
and inclusion matter deeply – and not merely (or even primarily) for “the 
West”. 

Therefore, it is not only necessary to challenge the prototypical “Western” 
academic notions of what counts as knowledge and who decides that, but also to 
recognize that existing systems of producing, organizing and archiving 
knowledge are unlikely to disappear soon. Moreover, embracing decolonial 
practices can prove that these approaches yield qualitatively better research 
outcomes, even within an inherently flawed system. If we believe that science 
should be about serving humanity rather than maximizing profits and advancing 
careers, it would seem to be a shared global interest to incorporate as many 
diverse materials and perspectives as possible (Mufwene 2020: 290). The 
challenge lies in ensuring that the pursuit of this goal and the management of 
knowledge become more globally distributed. 

And after all, it does concern you, linguist. Take a few steps back – always
Collaborative work, inclusion of context, the integration of speaker-perspectives, 
and focusing on language as social practice rooted in society and culture – all 
these decolonial practices discussed in the previous section – at best, transform 
how languages are described, shifting the focus from exclusively “Northern” 
Theory to the recognition of diverse and alternative forms of knowledge and 
methods (Mufwene 2020: 290). Nevertheless, when it comes to structural 
inequalities, the roles of scientists and collaborators, the lack of critical reflection 
on power relations, privilege or whiteness, and the explicit goals of data 
collection and scientific outcomes primarily written for other linguists, my 
fieldwork reproduces coloniality too. 

A closer examination of these mechanisms and a deeper understanding 
(Marchais et al. 2020) have shaped the design of our latest project in Senegal 
2025. The following section traces this ongoing process of increasing awareness, 
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reference linguistic fieldwork and structural language description on a broader 
scale, as well as the personal lessons drawn for current and future research. 

Be aware: about Eurocentrism, positionality and blindness 
The kind of Eurocentrism that linguistics broadly admits is often limited to how 
languages and their structures are described, including judgements about 
complexity and construction types. It is well known and widely recognized 
within the discipline that its roots lie in the late 18th and especially the 19th 
century, when the focus expanded beyond European languages with the aim of 
comparison. The early typology linked to figures like Schlegel and Humboldt 
was notoriously judgmental about different language types (Schlegel 1971 
[1818]: 25; Bossong 2001: 254ff.). Equally, applying categories and labels 
developed for European languages to other languages often led and leads to 
flawed assumptions.

Many researchers seem to believe that this structural bias is the main – and 
perhaps the only – form of “Western” bias linguists must overcome (Kießling 
2019: 25; Bossong 2001: 256). Research on non-European languages is therefore 
seen as the ultimate remedy, and a path to becoming a “better linguist”, since 
“one of the best ways to escape Eurocentrism is to engage in fieldwork” (Gil 
2012: 102f.). The problematic consequence is that many linguists respond to 
modern decolonial critiques – such as the inventive character of languages, the 
need to integrate Southern theory and Indigenous Research, a shift in underlying 
research paradigms, the recognition of and active struggle against racist 
structures, or the necessity of reflecting on one’s own positionality – with 
rejection, confident that they “already know” or that it does not affect them. The 
effort to avoid “imposing European preconceptions of grammar onto African 
language structures” (Kießling 2019: 15) and awareness of the discipline’s 
colonial past are used to justify the stance of “already knowing” (Irvine 2008: 
324f.) or even dismissing critiques as “old hat”. Moreover, those who conduct 
fieldwork often feel above reproach because they engage directly with people 
and their “real” environments, unlike linguists working solely with secondhand 
data or artificial experiments in laboratories or online. 

Yet, the deeper, more pervasive impacts of Eurocentrism are rarely reflected 
upon. The enduring influence of the discipline’s colonial history on current work 
is often omitted (Ndhlovu/ Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2025: 3). The reluctance to address 
the impact of racism and colonial continuities is, among other reasons, rooted in 
the firm belief that science must be objective and neutral: acknowledging such 
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influences on our work is often perceived as equivalent to admitting that one 
produces less high-quality research. If we do not fully accept that such influence 
is always present, and as long as we avoid engaging with both individual 
researcher positionality and the structural racism and hegemonic whiteness 
embedded in our discipline (Hudley / Mallinson 2019; Hudley et al. 2024), 
colonial structures will continue to be reproduced endlessly. 

This kind of critical self-reflection has never been part of my fieldwork – until 
now. Starting to work in an interdisciplinary and international team on the 
legacy of Walter Pichl (1912–1982), a Viennese linguist, I am for the first time 
explicitly asked and encouraged to constantly position myself. My role as a 
linguist in this project is not predefined. Understanding my positionality and 
goals is a continuous process, practiced not only through ongoing dialogue 
within the team but also in workshops dedicated specifically to these topics. 
These workshops include diverse perspectives from other disciplines, potential 
project partners in Senegal, Pichl’s family members, linguists, students, and 
others. 

The more than 200 language recordings of Pichl, archived at the 
Phonogrammarchiv der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, alongside 
thousands of pages of unpublished manuscripts on a variety of languages in 
West Africa at the University of Vienna and in the hands of Pichl’s 
grandchildren, represent a treasure trove for linguists working in this area. 
Together with the other estate items – private letters, a collection of more than 
250 ethnographic objects, notes, and photographs – a complex picture emerges, 
revealing fieldwork practices and language typical of African linguistics in the 
1960s and 70s. The immense power imbalances between Pichl and the people he 
lived and worked with are evident. His overt racism and his position as a white 
European expert, chiefly interested in “collecting” languages to be the first one to 
objectify, name, and analyze partly undescribed languages, characterize his work 
in ways that cannot be overlooked. 

Even if we focus solely on analyzing the primary data of recordings, the context 
of their collection demands much more nuanced and different engagement. Our 
team is not only responsible for re-examining Pich’s data and integrating it with 
existing knowledge of these languages. We must also understand how Pichl’s 
statements became embedded in common academic knowledge and mainstream 
Africanist linguistics. What traces of his work persist in contemporary literature 
and bodies of knowledge we still reference? 
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It is an open secret in academia that we often cannot return to the original data, 
instead relying heavily on secondary sources that have been written down. With 
Pichl’s legacy, we have a unique opportunity to understand his methodology 
and trace the trajectory from recording situation to manuscript to potential 
publication and ongoing citation. Moreover, this material invites us to re-
contextualize it. What was once taken away from countless villages, 
communities, and speakers can now be given back. 

One goal of our fieldwork is to retrace Pichl’s footsteps, possibly reconnecting 
with people he worked with, their descendants, and the places he recorded. Our 
initial aim is not to compare current speech data to Pichl’s recordings, but rather 
to enter a dialogue about these recordings. Another goal is to establish 
collaborative networks with Senegalese researchers and institutions to plan 
further activities and follow-up projects. This focus on collaboration also marks a 
shift from my previous experiences. While I have developed long-term 
relationships with speakers and institutions in Mexico and East-Africa, those 
efforts primarily served my research projects. Any benefits to others were very 
welcome but secondary. These new approaches mark a vital step toward more 
decolonial research. 

Setting the scenery and directing

Honest and critical reflection on my own experiences has revealed that, despite 
being engaged with the topic of decolonization and maintaining professional and 
personal relationships with people from around the world, I am still trapped in 
recurring patterns of thought. This became especially clear to me in retrospect: 
“the south is positioned as the field site, contributing raw data, but not being 
seen as a place which creates innovative social and linguistic thought” 
(Deumert/ Storch 2020: 5). 

The focus of my work has always been to write about a language and its speakers 
– produced for an academic audience shaped by norms and expectations I am 
familiar with. I have never worked on a project that was initiated, led, and 
directed by scholars and institutions from the country where the language is 
spoken. The perspective has remained the same: I, as an outsider, make the 
language the subject of study. 

In our ongoing fieldwork in Senegal, I am – for the first time – consciously 
attempting to disrupt these structures. We aim to “include[.] scholarship in, by, 
with, for, of, on, and from Africa and Africans” (Kessi et al. 2020: 272), a form of 
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knowledge-making that embraces openness and incompleteness (Nyamnjoh 
2020). But how could this possibly be achieved in practice? 

As mentioned, the entire future project – its goals, funding structures, 
participants, activities, and languages used – has yet to be defined. During our 
initial visit to Senegal, our goal is to collaborate with scholars from the Université 
Cheikh Anta Diop the Dakar and the Musée Théodore Monod d’Art africain to co-
develop a framework for possible future partnerships. This requires approaching 
each other with open minds, fully expecting to encounter different priorities and 
perspectives. 

Because institutions are involved on both sides, a Memorandum of 
Understanding will need to be developed together. This process must be 
accompanied by continuous and careful reflection – numerous colonial traps 
await even well-meaning initiatives. If our goal is to establish a genuinely 
decolonial project, the first guideline should be simple: to begin with the 
question, what serves the interests of scholars, institutions, and communities in 
Senegal best? Starting from that point, we can identify shared goals and mutual 
benefits. 

One concrete outcome of the online meetings that preceded the field trip is that 
clear condition that accessibility to Pichl’s recordings and manuscripts is 
essential for any future collaboration. Therefore, digitizing this material is among 
the first priorities of the project and is already an ongoing process. 

At the same time, the Phonogrammarchiv, under whose care the recordings reside, 
has defined relevant conditions that must be met to use this material. While there 
is considerable interest in making the recordings publicly accessible and usable, 
numerous ethical and practical questions must be addressed. It is our 
responsibility as a project team to help define how these recordings can and 
should be used, considering questions of ownership, data autonomy, personal 
rights, and the very real fact that these recordings were produced in unjust 
contexts. The project must therefore allow enough space for an 

„intellectual conversation that also involved ‘the speakers’ and never just 
‘the linguists’. And if we take the possibility of this conversation seriously, 
the binary of speaker versus linguist is replaced by a kaleidoscope of 
voices and standpoints.“ (Deumert/ Storch 2020: 19)

Committing to a project built on listening to and integrating multiple 
perspectives brings further challenges: It demands a willingness to endure 
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conflict and to accept that some viewpoints may oppose one’s own. It demands 
that we – especially those coming from institutions of power and privilege – 
learn to listen more, to expect discomfort, and to remain accountable. 

Acceptance, limits, and reflections 
Collaborating on equal footing can be a major challenge in an interdisciplinary, 
international project – especially one committed to decolonial practices and 
involving diverse interests, both academic and non-academic. What is required 
above all is sustained openness, a willingness to unlearn and to learn, and the 
readiness to question one’s assumptions continuously. To that end, all project 
members and collaborators are encouraged to reflect critically and consistently 
on their actions, decisions, and attitudes as the project progresses. 

This kind of reflection inevitably brings us closer to our blind spots, cognitive 
biases, and the persistent colonial structures that shape both our academic and 
personal lives. As Marchais et al. (2020) demonstrate, reflecting upon their 
research in DRC, “racialized discursive repertoires and cognitive biases 
(re)appeared” (Marchais et al. 2020: 372) – in part because “white academics 
who study the African continent often believe they […] are more self-aware of 
their positionality than other white people on the continent” (Marchais et al. 
2020: 373). 

As members of a team, we cannot ignore the real and often stark differences in 
our structural positions, access to resources, and institutional power. For that 
reason, it is not enough to focus on epistemic decolonizing alone, as emphasized 
in the introductory remarks – we must also work toward structural 
decolonization (Kessi et al. 2020: 274). Crucially, this means that our 
collaboration with Senegalese scholars cannot begin only after securing funding 
for a pre-designed research project. Instead, the development of the project itself 
– its aims, funding strategy, team structure, methodology – must be carried out 
collectively from the start. This requires a conscious break with the assumption 
that “Western” scientific methods are the default or superior approach. As 
Ndhlovu/ Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2025: 3) argue, “we need to re-think […] the 
supposed universal relevance of established approaches to the study of language 
and society”. To overcome such epistemic violence, African perspectives must be 
placed at the heart of the project, and efforts must be made to pursue “convivial 
scholarship” (Nyamnjoh 2020) – an open-ended, dialogic, and collaborative 
inquiry. 
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At the same time, we must be honest: this project will not – and cannot – 
dismantle global inequalities, undo systemic racism, or neutralize institutional 
power asymmetries. Good intentions alone will not erase hierarchies of 
knowledge production, professional dependency, or deeply embedded biases. 
What we can do, however, is to bring these mechanisms to the forefront of our 
collective awareness and ensure that our work creates space for critical reflection 
and open dialogue.

It is important to note that many of these actions fall outside what is traditionally 
understood as structural language description. None of them constitutes 
linguistic analyses in a narrow sense. This raises an important question: what can 
linguistics realistically achieve, and where are our limits? While the demands 
what language description and documentation should achieve are endless 
(Migge 2020: 164), we must acknowledge that most linguists are not trained to 
carry out independent research that takes into account the full contextual 
spectrum of a society speaking a language – from politics to the arts, from the 
individual to the community – embedded in a globalized world. 

To put it polemically: The political context does not alter the fact that a language 
has a noun classes system. This is not a justification for ignoring broader critique 
of how linguistics has been – and often still is – practiced, but rather to accept 
that structural linguistics must reach beyond their discipline to interrogate its 
assumptions, traditions, methodologies, and ideologies. In my own experience, 
the most promising way to do this is to work interdisciplinary (Ndhlovu/ 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2025: 3) and collaboratively within an international team, as 
we practice and realize in our ongoing project with our partners in Senegal. This 
kind of embeddedness – across disciplines, cultures, and institutions – ultimately 
also shapes and deepens the core descriptive work of linguistic research. 

Conclusion
Reflecting on my fieldwork experiences in Mexico, Rwanda, Tanzania, and 
Senegal over the past eight years reveals the deeply procedural and personal 
nature of coming to terms with coloniality in linguistic research. 

On the one hand, descriptive linguistics as a discipline has evolved significantly 
in recent decades. There is growing awareness around community collaboration, 
a shift away from the former “come-and-go” mentality in fieldwork, greater 
emphasis on context, and increased recognition of local voices. These 
developments were evident in my work in Mexico in 2017 and East Africa (2017–
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2024), where many contemporary best practices in language documentation and 
description were already being applied. 

On the other hand, several key critiques raised by African scholars, 
sociolinguistics and Decolonial Linguistics, Southern Theory and Indigenous 
Research or Critical Whiteness Studies remain largely under-addressed in 
mainstream linguistics. In retrospect, it is striking to realize how many aspects of 
my previous fieldwork were also predetermined by assumptions I did not 
recognize at the time – assumptions that ultimately reinforced colonial patterns. 

One particularly overlooked area is the persistent influence of colonial roots on 
current disciplinary practices. This includes unexamined assumptions, inherited 
categories, and a lack of reflection on the origins of our methodological 
frameworks. A close investigation of these issues must be undertaken by those 
linguists who are actively engaged in creating language descriptions today – like 
me. The current project on the legacy of Walter Pichl offers an important 
opportunity to do exactly that. 

This also represents a potential entry point to a more honest and nuanced 
understanding of how coloniality shapes our research. Linguistic work, like all 
academic work, is not neutral. Acknowledging one’s own positionality is a 
necessary first step toward recognizing and validating other perspectives that 
are just as legitimate as our own. Since science is never detached, we must each 
make a choice about the role our research plays – because “all linguistic research 
has the potential to reproduce or to challenge racial notions” (Hudley/ 
Mallinson 2019: 1). 

Integrating diverse ideas and interests within fieldwork and project development 
is complex and demanding. But it is also the only meaningful path toward 
convivial scholarship (Nyamnjoh 2020). Projects developed and carried out 
within interdisciplinary and international teams are particularly well positioned 
to challenge hierarchical models of knowledge production and promote more 
equitable partnerships. Our fieldwork in Senegal 2025 has been intentionally 
designed as a “laboratory” (Slezak 2025) to explore how such collaboration can 
be implemented and sustained in practice. 

Ultimately, advancing decolonial practices in linguistics is not only a matter of 
ethical responsibility or moral commitment. It is also a path toward producing 
richer, and more socially grounded language descriptions – work that is truer to 
the lived realities of speakers. 
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