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How you language is beautiful. Don’t let anyone tell you your language is
wrong. Your languaging is the story of your life.
—Jon Henner

We dedicate this volume to the memory of our friend and colleague,
Jon Henner.

Jon, itwas a joy and pleasure to work with and learn from you.
In one of our email exchanges during the final editing of this volume,
you wrote, “What do we do if not argue for inclusion?”

Thank you for teaching us how to crip linguistics brilliantly,
inclusively, and authentically. Your memory is a blessing, and
your life and work are an inspiration to us all.
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Preface

Anne H. Charity Hudley (she/her)
Stanford University

Christine Mallinson (she/her)
University of Maryland, Baltimore County

Mary Bucholtz (she/her, they/them)
University of California, Santa Barbara

This volume and its companion, Inclusion in Linguistics, were invited by
Meredith Keffer, senior acquisitions editor at Oxford University Press. We
couldn’t have had a more knowledgeable or supportive editor than Meredith,
to whom we are deeply grateful. As a scholar in folklore and mythology as well
as anthropology herself, Meredith was well aware of the intellectual and prac-
tical need for decolonization and inclusion in linguistics in alignment with
similar efforts in other disciplines that have been traditionally dominated by
Western and Global North white cis male discourse, including anthropology,
education, and sociology. Grounded in her efforts to continue to diversify the
linguistics catalog at OUP, Meredith reached out to Anne to begin the conver-
sation about proposing these volumes in order to advance efforts to decolo-
nize linguistics and create a more inclusive discipline and profession.

We refer to linguistics as a discipline here intentionally—as opposed to
the broader, more inclusive and interdisciplinary vision of linguistics that
we advocate throughout both volumes—as a nod to the scholarly communi-
ties and power dynamics in the particular scholarly tradition of the study of
language that has shaped our careers as researchers and educators. We rec-
ognize both the challenges and the benefits of our professional and personal
experiences, which have informed our editorial lens and the work that we
have done throughout our careers. In line with the contributions throughout
each of these volumes, we also discuss in this preface who we are and how our
positionalities and subjectivities have shaped our lives and careers.
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Anne: I grew up in Varina, Virginia, a rural area zoned for agriculture just
east of Richmond, Virginia. I was born there to two Black physicians who
were part of two large economically privileged Black families in the Upper
South. My local affiliations and my dedication to my community are the
driving forces behind my most fundamental interests as an academic. In the
Black educational narrative, I represent the prep-school-to-professor experi-
ence. I attended St. Catherine’s School in Richmond for 13 years, where I had
an early interest in studying linguistics and in being a college professor and
administrator. I was granted early admission to Harvard and found myself
surrounded by supportive faculty and students. My senior/master’s thesis
explored the idiolect of the African American blues singer Ms. Bessie Smith
over time—that is, how her individual language and singing style changed
over the years. Through this work, I learned about Southern Black and African
American language and culture from a linguistics standpoint, and it was an
important start to the work I do today.

After Harvard, I attended graduate school at the University of Pennsylvania,
where I began studying in earnest how discrimination based on language and
culture leads to educational inequalities. I also became very interested both
in the transition from high school to college and in undergraduate research
through my work with the Center for Africana Studies Summer Institute
for Pre-Freshmen and the Penn McNair Scholars Program. At that time,
I thought that my interests in linguistics and in supporting underrepresented
students and scholars were somewhat unrelated—but as I began to see how
they overlap in crucial ways, it shaped my career path, leading me to where
I am today.

For 12 years, I worked in my home community at the College of William
& Mary in Williamsburg, Virginia, where I was the first William & Mary
Professor of Community Studies and where I co-created the William & Mary
Scholars Undergraduate Research Experience (WMSURE) program to sup-
port WM Scholars—students who are awarded merit tuition based on their
academic excellence. Their experiences are the backbone of all of my work.
They are my family, my community, and my home.

For four years after that, I was the North Hall Endowed Chair in the
Linguistics of African America at the University of California, Santa
Barbara (UCSB), where I was also the Director of Undergraduate Research
for the Office of Undergraduate Education for three years. These positions
brought together my passions for linguistics and for supporting underrepre-
sented students in their research endeavors. I am also dedicated to the craft
of teaching and was a faculty fellow in the Center for Innovative Teaching,
Research,and Learning at UCSB, where  worked with other faculty to improve
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their teaching, particularly with regard to empowering Black students as well
as other students who have been underrepresented at Historically White
Institutions. In addition, I was a faculty in residence, which means that when
I wasn't teaching or doing research, students could often find me hosting
parties and barbecues, where we talked about life and what it means to be a
college student.

I am now Associate Dean of Educational Affairs and the Bonnie Katz
Tenenbaum Professor of Education in the Stanford University Graduate
School of Education. In my current role, I oversee degree programs and work
with students and faculty to ensure a rich educational experience.  am also af-
filiated with Stanford’s Center for Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity,
the Program in African and African American Studies, and the Department
of Linguistics. I consider myself a humanistic social scientist who describes
and documents the linguistic, literary, and cultural experiences of Black
learners across their lives. I use a community-based participatory research
methodology in all of my work and co-construct information and findings
with students, community members, and large teams of researchers. I have
a particular focus on sharing those findings with in-service educators who
most immediately need them. I have a longstanding relationship with the
American Federation of Teachers that I am particularly proud of, as it keeps
my work centered on the interests and experiences of large numbers of in-
service educators.

My desire to see greater and immediate inclusion of Black students in the
academy and in research has led me to design innovative undergraduate
and graduate curricula and advising programs as we create liberatory and
reparative models for what universities can be both now and in the future.
We got this. I'm proud to be at Stanford as we work to establish African and
African American Studies as a university department. I am also fortunate to
be a faculty member at the same university my nieces attend as undergraduate
students. We experience college as a family, and their perspective is invaluable
as I do this work. It is, ultimately, for them.

Christine: I am an interdisciplinary scholar of language, culture, and so-
ciety and have devoted my career to studying linguistic and cultural diver-
sity and inclusion in ways that are shaped by my formative life experiences.
I grew up in a small town in North Carolina, in the Southern region of the US
where both pride and stigma surrounding Southern language run deep. My
parents were first-generation college students, having moved from New York
and Pennsylvania to North Carolina to attend college; they both ended up
pursuing master’s degrees and careers in helping professions related to coun-
seling and social work.
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My maternal grandparents, who lived nearby and were the only
grandparents I knew, were immigrants from Germany, without a high school
education. From them I got my earliest understanding of how complicated
language can be. Some of my earliest childhood memories are of my grand-
mother singing songs in German and reading me books and telling nursery
rhymes, and we shared that identity and culture together through language.
But I also saw how linguistic insecurity, bias, and discrimination can often
surround those who are perceived as speaking differently within a commu-
nity. As I attended school, I became aware that white Southern English and
the local Southern variety of African American English, two important varie-
ties of English used by my peers and teachers, also were subjected to this same
complicated mix of social value and stigma. I became intrigued by the social
dimension of linguistic differences—the ways that language reflects culture
and identity, but also social boundaries and social divisions—which set me
on a path of figuring out how to think about and study these dimensions in all
their interrelated complexities.

In college and graduate school, my studies were interdisciplinary, cen-
tered on sociology, anthropology, gender studies, and linguistics. I com-
pleted my master’s degree in English linguistics and my PhD in sociology
and anthropology at North Carolina State University, working with Walt
Wolfram to study how language is used in white and Black communities in
the Appalachian region of North Carolina in ways that applied my linguistic,
anthropological, and sociological training. In the years I spent studying while
working with community members, I added richer scholarly as well as per-
sonal understandings of the social dimensions of language use that informed
how I understood my own lived experiences with language and the social dy-
namics that I had seen in the world. I arrived at several key principles that
have undergirded and shaped my work ever since: language and society are
inseparable, language is a cultural artifact that belongs to those people and
communities who use it, and addressing power dynamics and inequalities
surrounding language is central to social justice, equity, and inclusion.

After graduate school, I moved to the University of Maryland, Baltimore
County (UMBC)—a Minority Serving Institution and a campus known for its
innovative teaching, inclusive culture, and dedication to supporting the suc-
cess of students from historically underserved groups. My interdisciplinary
background was a perfect fit for my faculty position in the Language, Literacy,
and Culture Program, where I work with faculty and graduate students
from numerous fields and disciplines that converge around the study of lan-
guage and society. When I was on the job market and interviewing for other
positions at prominent institutions across the country, I was told by several
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linguistics departments that my work was not “linguistic enough,” and by
several sociology departments that my work was not “sociological enough?”
I rejected those false binaries and the boundary-setting culture of academia,
both then and now. Since that time, linguistics has become more open to
interdisciplinarity and inclusivity in terms of how we conceptualize language
and approach the study of language use—although much more progress needs
to be made.

At UMBC, most of the courses I teach focus on language as central to ed-
ucation, equality, social change, and social justice. I am deeply committed
to being a mentor and an advocate for graduate students from groups that
have been systemically underrepresented in higher education, which includes
students of color, women, first-generation students, and members of the
LGBTQ+ community. As a white woman, I see my role and responsibility
as a professor and mentor as a central part of my dedication to promoting
social justice and decolonizing academia through dismantling traditional
power structures and established hierarchies and expanding pathways for
inclusion. In addition to my faculty positions as professor in the Language,
Literacy, and Culture Program and affiliate professor in the Department of
Gender, Women’s & Sexuality Studies, I hold an appointment as the 2023-
2024 Lipitz Distinguished Professor of the Arts, Humanities, and Social
Sciences at UMBC. In my administrative roles, I am also the director of the
Center for Social Science Scholarship, UMBC’s comprehensive social science
research center, and Special Assistant for Research and Creative Achievement
in UMBC’s Office of the Vice President for Research, where I work across our
campus to grow social science research, connect it to practice and policy, and
foster cross-disciplinary collaborations. The social sciences are critical to tack-
ling pressing social issues, challenging bias and discrimination, addressing
social inequalities, and promoting social action.

Across my research leadership, teaching, and mentorship roles, my true
academic joys are bringing together great minds and helping faculty, grad-
uate students, and undergraduate students realize their scholarly goals and
ambitions. And above all, I do the work that I do for my family—especially for
my two children, who already recognize the beauty of language in all its diver-
sity and who, I hope, will always also intentionally work for greater equity and
inclusion.

Mary: I became a linguistics professor because I love languages and
teaching, but I stayed in linguistics to fight against injustice. My personal and
professional commitment to social justice is informed in part from my own
first-hand experiences of educational inequity based on my gender and so-
cial class. Growing up poor in a very small town in northern Indiana, I was
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discouraged from going to college by my guidance counselor, who advised
secretarial school as a more appropriate aspiration. In college, my (male)
professors disparaged my interest in education and in youth language and
steered me toward fields and topics they considered more respectable. In
graduate school at the University of California, Berkeley, I quickly changed
my research specialization from historical linguistics to sociolinguistics after
other women students warned me of rampant sexual harassment by male fac-
ulty and students in that field (as well as others). This decision, however, did
not protect me from being stalked by a faculty member, among many other
harassing incidents. Nor did my interest in social issues meet with faculty ap-
proval. Several linguistics professors mocked and dismissed my interest in
gender in particular, and my piles of assigned linguistics articles languished
unread while I devoured books on gender, sexuality, race, and social justice,
reading these texts not “for fun” but as a form of self-care in Audre Lorde’s
(1988) sense, as alifeline in a hostile environment. In my first semester of grad-
uate school I spoke with the chair of the Department of Ethnic Studies about
transferring to that program, but I changed my mind after my conversation
with another linguistics professor that semester. I had gone to his office hours
in some distress and expressed dissatisfaction with the program’s decontextu-
alized, asocial approach to language. His response was to discourage me from
continuing in linguistics and to blame his wife and child for frustrations in his
own career. At that point, I decided to stay in the department, and the field,
simply to prove that I refused to be driven out.

Fortunately, I found supportive colleagues among my fellow graduate
students, one of whom, Kira Hall, became my closest collaborator. And
I found an advisor, Robin Tolmach Lakoff, who at that time was not only one
of the few women among the linguistics faculty but also the only Berkeley
linguist writing about issues of power and injustice. (For further discussion
of the need for linguistics to become a more just and inclusive discipline, see
Bucholtz & miles-hercules, 2021; for a discussion of Lakoff’s contributions to
linguistics and social justice, see Bucholtz, 2004.)

Given the reception of my ideas in graduate school, I have not been sur-
prised to face opposition from the linguistics establishment throughout my
career—and I have had a far easier time than my friends and colleagues from
more minoritized positionalities. As a graduate student and a junior faculty
member writing critically both about race and about cherished assumptions
in linguistics, I was often the target of harsh comments and sometimes even
angry attacks from senior white male faculty. But I also received supportive
comments, especially from faculty of color as well as junior scholars and



Preface xvii

graduate students, which made it easier to keep doing the work I needed to
do. I am deeply indebted to the many linguists and linguistic anthropologists
of color who went far out of their way to offer me material support early in
my career in the form of recommendation letters, feedback on my work, and
professional guidance, among them John Baugh, John Rickford, Marcyliena
Morgan, and Ana Celia Zentella. I pledged to pay their generosity forward to
the next generation of linguists, and especially linguists of color, an obligation
I continue to fulfill to this day.

Linguistics has changed a great deal since I entered the field, and it is en-
couraging to see the ranks of linguists slowly diversifying, with an accom-
panying transformation of the discipline’s research questions, methods, and
professional practices. But this change is far too slow, and now that I am a
senior scholar I believe that the greatest impact I can make on linguistics is
not through traditional research—after all, the most exciting ideas have al-
ways come from those who bring new perspectives to the field rather than
those who are firmly established. Instead, I aim to make an impact by using
the structural and institutional power I hold as a senior white, cis, relatively
able-bodied scholar to make linguistics a welcoming place for students and
scholars whose lived experiences and resulting ideas remain marginalized
and devalued within the discipline. Although my three-year stint as depart-
ment chair enabled me to do some of this work, I was frustrated to discover
that academic administration is designed to reproduce rather than to undo
structural injustice. More important and more rewarding have been my
efforts behind the scenes and in collaboration with others—as represented by
these two volumes, among many other activities. The lesson I have learned in
my career as an academic linguist striving to make our field more inclusive,
more equitable, and more humane is that in the never-ending struggle for so-
cial justice, the greatest force for change is social connection and collective
action, in forms large and small.

Creating Inclusion in Linguistics and
Decolonizing Linguistics

These volumes are directly informed by previous formative collaborations
involving the three editors. First was a proceedings paper that we published
in 2019 and that led to the first-ever Statement on Race for the Linguistic
Society of America, which was adopted by the association. We then drew
on this statement to write a subsequent theoretical article, “Toward Racial
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Justice in Linguistics” (Charity Hudley, Mallinson, & Bucholtz, 2020a), which
appeared in the discipline’s flagship journal, Language, along with a set of
responses on racial equity in the field, to which we in turn responded (Charity
Hudley, Mallinson, & Bucholtz, 2020b). Brian Joseph, former president of the
Linguistic Society of America, referred to this work in his presidential ad-
dress, published later in Language (Joseph, 2020). These efforts and others
have pushed the discipline to be more fully inclusive and decolonial and have
inspired scholars, departments, universities, and professional organizations
to put forward their own initiatives: to host webinars on racial equity for fac-
ulty and students, to form workshops and workgroups for white allies, to de-
sign new courses on racial justice, and to craft and implement departmental
action plans on racial justice.

In our response to the published commentaries that accompanied our
Language article, we included our call for contributions to these two volumes,
and we also spread the word widely online through virtual talks, emails, and
social media. In addition, we directly invited scholars from across subfields,
regions, and institutions whom we knew had an interest and expertise in these
topics. We intentionally invited both well-established senior researchers and
emerging scholars to ensure that we were all in conversation with each other.
At the same time, we acknowledge that there are persistent challenges in being
globally inclusive, given the structural biases of professional networks, and we
continue to strive to undo those barriers and hope that future work will con-
tinue to do the same.

Interest in the volumes was widespread. We accepted 40 contributions
across both volumes, all of which went through an intentionally inclusive
process of development, workshopping, and revision, which we adopted in
deliberate contrast to the traditional paradigm of scholarly writing, editing,
revision, and anonymous critique. That traditional approach is often isolated
and isolating, as well as susceptible to processes of injustice, exclusion, and
colonization. Through these volumes, we aim to challenge that paradigm and
change that process. All contributors met in large and small groups during
multiple author sessions, sharing projectideas and feedback, and went through
multiple rounds of peer and editors’ review. Both Decolonizing Linguistics and
Inclusion in Linguistics were developed simultaneously in order to ensure cov-
erage of and dialogue around core themes across the volumes. To broaden the
perspectives we were able to represent, we also invited two linguists whose
professional and lived experiences were different from our own, Ignacio
Montoya and Jon Henner, to coauthor the introduction and conclusion of
each volume, respectively. (See the introductions to both volumes for more
detail about the process of creating these books.)
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We are deeply indebted to our editorial and production team, including Julia
Steer, Lacey Harvey, Stuart Allison, Anne Sanow and Sarah Yamashita. We also
sincerely thank our external reviewers, as well as all of the volume contributors
for their insights, support, and participation throughout the process of putting
together these volumes. We are incredibly grateful to UMBC Language, Literacy
& Culture doctoral student Kara Seidel, whose spectacular project management
skills allowed the compilation of these volumes to proceed smoothly from start
to finish and who was an integral member of our editorial team.

We are immensely grateful for the support of the National Science
Foundation’s Build and Broaden Program, Awards #SMA-2126414 and
2126405, “Linguistic Production, Perception, and Identity in the Career
Mobility of Black Faculty in Linguistics and the Language Sciences,” which
supported both of these volumes, particularly Chapters 5, 14, and 15 in
Decolonizing Linguistics and Chapters 11 and 12 in Inclusion in Linguistics. We
thank our Build and Broaden research scholars network, who continue to ad-
vance critical work in pursuit of Black linguistic liberation.

We also thank the Bonnie Katz Tenenbaum endowed professorship at
Stanford University in support of Anne Charity Hudley’s research, and
we gratefully acknowledge Stanford University’s support of Anne Charity
Hudley’s Black Academic Lab, https://badlab.stanford.edu/. We also express
our appreciation for UMBC’s support of Christine Mallinson’s research, in-
cluding the 2023-2024 Lipitz Distinguished Professorship in the Arts,
Humanities, and Social Sciences and the College of Arts, Humanities, and
Social Sciences Student Research Assistance award for Faculty Research
and Creative Achievement. We thank UCSB for ongoing support of
Mary Bucholtz’s research. We further thank the following institutions for
supporting open access for these volumes: Stanford University, Swarthmore
College, UCSB, UMBC, University of Michigan, University of Pennsylvania,
University of Pittsburgh, and University of South Carolina.

The volumes, and the models of decolonized and inclusive research,
teaching, advocacy, and action that they present, inform and are informed by
each other. We strongly encourage readers to engage with them as a pair. We
also encourage using the volumes both as guides for scholarly work and for
pedagogical purposes, including as course readers, and we invite readers to
consult the supplementary website associated with these volumes for further
materials and resources in teaching contexts. We look forward to the ongoing
conversations and the decolonizing and inclusive models of linguistics that
will result from scholarly engagement with the chapters in these volumes for
years to come.


https://badlab.stanford.edu/
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About the Companion Website

www.oup.com/us/decolonizinglinguistics

Oxford has created a website to accompany Decolonizing Linguistics. Material
that cannot be made available in a book, namely author photos, bios, and ad-
ditional resources for readers are provided here. The reader is encouraged to
consult this resource in conjunction with the chapters.
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Abstract: This introduction to Decolonizing Linguistics begins by explaining the mo-
tivation for the volume and its grounding in decolonizinginitiatives within linguistics,
the academy, and society more broadly. We discuss the volume’s understanding of
decolonization as centering Black, Native, and Indigenous perspectives and explain
the distinction between decolonization and inclusion, as well as why a specifically
decolonizing perspective is necessary. Next, we describe the process of developing
and creating the volume as an example of decolonizing and inclusive scholarly prac-
tice. We provide an overview of the chapters, contextualizing the volume’s major
themes—decolonizing the discipline and the academy, decolonizing methods of
research and teaching, and decolonizing linguistics by centering communities and
activism—in relation to six key principles of decolonization work. Finally, we high-
light the importance of engaging in decolonizing efforts holistically, collectively, and
systemically as crucial to the ongoing project of advancing justice for Black, Native,
and Indigenous scholars, students, and communities within linguistics.

Key Words: Black Diaspora, decolonization, epistemologies, Indigeneity, liberation,
Native people
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Introduction

Decolonizing Linguistics is informed by Faye V. Harrison’s groundbreaking
book Decolonizing Anthropology, now in its third edition (Harrison, 2011),
as well as the larger ongoing movement of Black and Native scholars in an-
thropology and related areas to decolonize their disciplines and the academy.
Our sense of responsibility calls for us to do similar work in linguistics, in sol-
idarity with these scholars and others who seek to decolonize the discipline.
In this introduction, we first examine the ongoing impact of the history
of colonization in academia in general (e.g., Lee & Ahtone, 2020; Wilder,
2013) and in linguistics in particular (Bolton & Hutton, 2000; Errington,
2008), with a focus on the US context, with which we are most familiar. We
then describe our own decolonizing practices in the creation of this volume.
Next, we outline our working model of decolonization—informed by what
we have learned from the work of the scholars who have led the way in
decolonizing academia—and offer our own version of what it means to de-
colonize linguistics. Finally, we discuss the range of issues that the volume’s
contributors address in approaching decolonization from their disciplinary
and subdisciplinary perspectives and grounded in their lived experiences.

Charity Hudley, Montoya, Mallinson, Bucholtz, Introduction In: Decolonizing Linguistics. Edited by:
Anne H. Charity Hudley, Christine Mallinson, and Mary Bucholtz, Oxford University Press.
© Anne H. Charity Hudley, Christine Mallinson, and Mary Bucholtz 2024. DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197755259.003.0001
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Colonialism in the Academy and in Linguistics

The modern university was founded by and for colonialism and continues
to advance colonial interests (Cupples & Grosfoguel, 2018). In the United
States, many of the oldest colleges and universities were established as “Indian
Schools” and funded with the financial fruits of the labor of enslaved Black
people. As historian Craig Steven Wilder explains, “The academy never stood
apart from American slavery—in fact, it stood beside church and state as the
third pillar of a civilization built on bondage” (2013, p. 12). This strategy of
leveraging colonialism to establish higher education institutions continued
with the creation of so-called land-grant universities via the 1862 Morrill Act,
through which tribal lands were seized and redistributed to educate white
people’s children, forming what have been aptly renamed “land-grab univer-
sities” (Lee & Ahtone, 2020). Our own departments and programs directly
benefited from these practices. Complicity with colonial oppression persists if
we do not remember and recount this shameful legacy to those who currently
work and learn at our home institutions—and it persists if we do not find ways
to make direct reparations for these historical and ongoing harms to Black
and Native people.

Colonial oppression is also at the heart of linguistics, and the colonial roots
and history of the discipline have been interrogated for several decades. Like
many fields, like the university system, and like academia itself, linguistics
still operates according to logics of domination and extraction (Wilder, 2013;
Leonard, 2017; Motha, 2014; Pennycook, 2007; Davis, 2017; among many
others). Calls to decolonize linguistics are now being put forward, much as
they have been and continue to be in neighboring disciplines with similar his-
tories, such as education (see, e.g., Smith, 2021; Paris & Winn, 2016; Makoni
etal.,2022) and anthropology (McGranahan, Roland, & Williams 2016; Gupta,
2021) (see also Charity Hudley, Mallinson, & Bucholtz, 2020). Decolonizing
efforts, with crucial leadership by linguists of color, have come from several
directions. Not surprisingly, in the North American context most of this work
has been undertaken by scholars working outside of the hegemonic core of
“theoretical” linguistics, including linguistic anthropologists Jenny Davis and
Krystal Smalls (2021), Barbra Meek (2011), and Bernard Perley (2012); ap-
plied linguists Suresh Canagarajah (2022) and Ryuko Kubota (2020); Sinfree
Makoni, Cristine Severo, Ashraf Abdelhay, and Anna Kaiper-Marquez
(2022), and Bassey Antia and Makoni (2023); and Suhantie Motha (2020)
(see also Charity Hudley et al., this volume); Native and Indigenous linguists
working on language reclamation and revitalization, such as K. A. B. Chew
(2019), Emiliana Cruz Cruz (2020), Hilaria Cruz (2020), Wesley Leonard
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(2017, 2021; 2024), Adrienne Tsikewa (2021), and scholars who appear in
this volume; and Black linguists in African American and Creole studies, in-
cluding Michel DeGraff (2005), Hubert Devonish (1986), Marcyliena Morgan
(1994), and Arthur Spears and Leanne Hinton (2010), and scholars who ap-
pear in this volume. (It is important to note that a number of these scholars
work across these disciplinary and subdisciplinary divisions as well, which is
another decolonizing move.)

Linguistics in general has been slow to take up this charge to decolonize
the discipline, however, especially in subfields other than language doc-
umentation and revitalization/reclamation, linguistic anthropology, and
sociolinguistics; for example, scholars in the areas of syntax, phonology, psy-
cholinguistics, and computational linguistics often view their work as largely
detached from social issues, due to notions of objectivity and commitments
to abstract formal theory that are pervasive in such traditions (Charity
Hudley et al., 2020). Decolonizing Linguistics firmly rejects such assumptions
by interrogating how colonial thinking and white-supremacist ideals un-
dergird linguistics and academia and by offering models and pathways for
comprehensively decolonizing the discipline in both theory and praxis (see
summaries of chapters presented thematically below as well as those in the
companion volume Inclusion in Linguistics (Charity Hudley, Mallinson &
Bucholtz 2024). These cross-cutting conversations move forward the broader
disciplinary conversation about decolonizing linguistics by providing models
for direct action.

One way that we decolonize linguistics is to have an open and real dis-
cussion about how research on Indigenous and Black people’s languages
has been conducted and how longstanding colonizing approaches need to
change—with respect to both the ways research is traditionally conducted in
and “on” communities and how it is often represented and circulated in ac-
ademic scholarship. Important frameworks to be taken into account in this
process include Indigenous models of land ownership from the perspective
of Indigenous studies, anthropology, and literature, as developed by ethnic
studies scholars such as Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang (2012), as well as Black
Diasporic models of reparations that are informed by Indigenous models
of decolonization, as developed by historians such as Tiya Miles (2015) and
Malinda Maynor Lowery (2010). These models are among other relevant
work by myriad scholars from Black studies, sociology, education, and his-
tory. Although decolonization necessarily looks different for Black Diasporic
and Indigenous—including Black Indigenous—communities, it is informed
by the same goal of dismantling the structures of colonialism and undoing its
enduring effects.
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Decolonization is therefore distinct from but related to concepts that often
circulate more widely in academic institutional diversity discourse (Calhoun,
2021), such as inclusion, equity, and social justice. Unlike these other
concepts, decolonization is grounded in a recognition of the specific forms
of oppression that Indigenous and Black Diasporic people have experienced
historically and that also continue today, both via intergenerational trauma
and through neocolonizing processes. That is, colonizing processes are not
only rooted in the past; they persist into the present day—a crucial point that
is captured in the distinction between colonialism and coloniality (Quijano,
2007). To decolonize the study of language therefore requires that we expose
and challenge the ways that institutions of higher education, as well as our
own discipline, are investing in new forms of colonization—such as techno-
logical advances that have brought about dispossession and disenfranchise-
ment (Hao, 2022).

Processes of decolonization equally acknowledge the specific forms of
agency, resilience, and knowledge that Indigenous and Black Diasporic
people have sustained and nurtured against these oppressive forces. Taking a
decolonizing perspective within linguistics can therefore advance the institu-
tional goals of inclusion, equity, and social justice; however, when decoloni-
zation is not centered, a fully inclusive, equitable, and just linguistics cannot
be achieved. We must collectively resist colonizing norms and practices of
higher education and linguistics so that the burden of taking up this work is
not placed on individuals whose communities have been and continue to be
the most negatively affected by colonizing processes.

Fundamentally, to decolonize is to expand our world through global collab-
oration, partnership, and action. For those of us from colonized communities,
to decolonize is to collectively return the benefits of our work to the commu-
nities that have sustained us and to lead and accompany them from within.
For those of us from colonizing communities, to decolonize is to honor the
epistemological authority of our colleagues and partners who have experi-
enced first-hand the harms of colonialism and its aftermath; to prioritize their
goals for their communities; and to transform our research, teaching, and
community partnerships accordingly.

Decolonizing Decolonizing Linguistics

It was critically important to the co-editors that Decolonizing Linguistics
and the companion volume Inclusion in Linguistics reflect decolonization as
a multifaceted concept, practice, and process. Here, we describe how Anne,
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Christine, and Mary created a decolonizing process for developing and ed-
iting this volume, as well as how Ignacio became part of this collaboration.

In reviewing and selecting contributions to this volume, the co-editors
prioritized the inclusion of authors with a wide range of distinctive lived
experiences that inform their theorizing about and practice of decoloniza-
tion in their scholarship, teaching, and community partnerships. After all the
contributors were selected, we worked to actively decolonize both volumes
through a collaborative and supportive writing and editorial process. We in-
tentionally used an inclusive process of development, workshopping, and re-
vision of chapters, which we adopted in deliberate contrast to the traditional
paradigm of scholarly writing, editing, revision, and anonymous critique
that is often isolated and isolating, as well as susceptible to processes of in-
justice and exclusion. The co-editors regularly held Zoom meetings during
which the authors met in large and small groups across both volumes to dis-
cuss and develop their work. The editors also often met with authors one-on-
one, in order to develop their individual chapters and to think through how
their work fit within their overall scholarly trajectory and in relation to the
other contributions to this volume and to Inclusion in Linguistics. Multiple
rounds of peer and editorial review helped ensure that chapter authors were
in conversation with each other. In addition, the co-editors worked with
the publisher to ensure that the publication process was inclusive—for in-
stance, retaining authors’ preferred spelling and other stylistic preferences
and including provided pronouns for each author—and that it was carried
out in ways that aligned with the decolonizing principles that undergird the
volumes and the work that appears in it. (For additional details on our pro-
cess, see also the preface to both volumes and the introduction to Inclusion in
Linguistics.)

The co-editors invited Ignacio to coauthor the introduction and conclusion
for this volume in order to broaden perspectives on decolonizing linguistics.
At the first stage of the co-authorship process, Anne and Ignacio met regularly
to discuss their views on the most pressing issues regarding decolonization
and incorporated these ideas with others generated by the editorial team in
order to develop the introduction and conclusion. Anne and Ignacio aimed
to create a human-facing narrative surrounding decolonization that would be
in conversation with the authors in the volume. As part of this process, they
worked to highlight the relationship between inclusion and decolonization
but were particularly careful to show how these concepts are not the same.
Christine and Mary also wove in their own ideas and insights, and the final
texts represent a collaboration of all four of us, informed by feedback from the
contributors.
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Decolonizing Linguistics is divided into three parts. Part 1 of the volume
focuses on decolonizing linguistics and the academy, addressing the ways that
traditional academic research and scholarly practices are extractive and have
served to colonize linguistic communities and marginalize scholars and lan-
guage users from these communities. Part 2 focuses on decolonizing methods,
with examples at the synergistic intersections of teaching and research that
readers can adapt to their own practices. Part 3 focuses on decolonizing re-
search by centering community and activism, with chapters that illustrate
models of linguistic research and engagement that center on humanizing
both researchers and language users in order to strengthen communities.

In the sections that follow, we present six key tenets that comprise our
model of decolonization. Rather than addressing each chapter in this volume
linearly within each section, we weave a discussion of the chapters into our
discussion of these six tenets. In this way, the chapters in this volume illustrate
how the concepts and practices of decolonization can be an active, central
part of linguistic research, teaching, community partnerships, public engage-
ment, and institutional and professional service.

To Decolonize Is to Humanize

Our first tenet is that to decolonize is to humanize. All too often, conducting
research dehumanizes individual participants for an audience that rarely
includes the research participants or their communities (Tuck & Yang, 2014).
As scholars, we assert that we must decide upon and dedicate ourselves to the
humanization of research that benefits the participants. One illustration of
the persistent colonial logics of linguistics is the problematic concept of “field-
work” What a colonizing linguistics exoticizes as “the field” is quite simply
someone’s home, their community, the places and people that they love. We
decolonize linguistics by understanding our work as linguists as situated not
in “the field” but in communities, and as linguists we avow that we work in
communities, not in fields. This shift in language and mindset disrupts the
pervasive white colonizing gaze in linguistic research by reframing whom our
work is with and whom it is for and by inspiring further action and re-praxis.
We also assert that humanizing entails offering our own experiences with
colonization and decolonization. As a model, and as the lead authors of this
introduction, Anne and Ignacio engage with this tenet by offering here their
own statements of positionality and intentionality regarding decolonization.
(In the preface of each volume, each of the co-editors also provides more de-
tail on their positionality, subjectivity, and intentionality for doing this work.)
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Anne: In the Southern African American tradition, my work is not just for
me but is work across generations. My family is from Varina and Charles City
County, Virginia, which were both original parishes in the colony of Virginia.
Before that act of colonization, these locales were home to Indigenous com-
munities, which led to a tri-racial model of colonization and segregation.
I grew up among that tri-racial divide between Black, White, and Native,
witnessing separate schools, churches, and community sites for what were all
members of my own family and neighborhoods.

My local affiliations and dedication to my community are the driving forces
behind my most fundamental interests as a linguist. For the first twelve years
of my career, I was a faculty member at the College of William and Mary—a
university that is adjacent to colonial Williamsburg, a living monument to co-
lonialism. My grandmother, Sarah Adkins Charity, who was also from Varina
and lived her adult life in Charles City, thought that the College of William &
Mary should educate more African American students—especially the ones
who lived nearby. She never wanted me to forget that many members of the
Adkins family were Native and were my cousins. Above all, she wanted me
to remember family, community, and history. She knew that my life would
be Black and that the history of the relationship between Black and Native
people in Virginia was complicated and often tenuous. Indeed, there is still an
unresolved tension between the Black and Indigenous Adkinses in my own
family that I am trying to make sense of. While I personally identify as Black,
I am aware that the lack of high schools for Native people in my home area
of Virginia forced people, including my great-grandfather, to make tough life
choices. To decolonize is to reverse that erasure. My grandmother didn’t live
to see that dream come to fruition, but I have.

My goal is to be successful as a scholar and as a faculty member in a way
that is universal yet respects the focus of my grandmother’s local vision. Such
work honors the integrity and dreams of those who, like my grandmother,
were never afforded the opportunity to become scholars and researchers at
public colleges or universities in Virginia. In my career, I have supported the
Native salutatorian of Charles City High School and the Black salutatorian of
Varina High School. It is a scene my grandmother would have loved—a com-
munity and a family. My grandmother wanted something better for all of us,
something more complicated but also more nuanced. Decolonization of our
intellectual space allows for that complexity and nuance.

Ignacio: My engagement with decolonization did not emerge from learning
about decolonial theory but rather through interactions with Indigenous
people. My perspectives are grounded in my experiences with the Indigenous
communities of the United States—in particular the Western United
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States: the Great Basin and the Southwest. These experiences began with work
on Diné that was initially focused on grammatical structure, consistent with
my training in conventional linguistic theories and methodologies. As I en-
gaged with the language, though, I began to engage with communities, such
as through the Navajo Language Academy, from whom I learned about Diné
language and culture through my summers on the Navajo Nation.

After completing my dissertation, I moved to Reno, Nevada to begin a posi-
tion as assistant professor at the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR). Knowing
that I wanted my linguistic work to be connected to the people whose lan-
guages I work with, I decided to focus on the Indigenous languages of the
area where I would be living and working. As with Diné, I learned about the
language by connecting to the Numu community, through, for instance, the
various activities of the Language and Culture Program and by taking com-
munity classes in Numu (Northern Paiute) through the Reno-Sparks Indian
Colony. This type of engagement gave me a deep and meaningful appreciation
for the people of the land where I now live and work.

As I met people in these locations who were interested in language rec-
lamation and revitalization, I made myself available as someone who can
potentially support them in these efforts. I also realized that, though many
Indigenous communities are eager for support from linguists in their lan-
guage reclamation and revitalization projects, not all of the work we do with
communities actually benefits those communities. In fact, the “theoretical”
linguistic work that is often most valued in the field is often irrelevant and
sometimes even harmful to communities. My first engagement with decoloni-
zation was through the idea that some of our work is harmful to communities
and therefore unethical. It may be born out of relationships with communities
but then results in products that are not at all useful to them. I didn’t have the
term “decolonization” in mind (since it's not a standard part of training in
linguistics, and I hadn’t been encouraged to explore beyond the discipline),
but I did have the sense that doing work in this way was wrong. I found my-
self unwilling to engage in the kind of linguistic work that I began to see as
extractive—work that drew from the intellectual traditions of communities to
create products that benefit only academia.

As a result, my research has moved further and further in the direction of
exclusively community-engaged work, and it has become more and more in-
formed by principles of decolonization. It is telling that I came to notions of
decolonization not through my own training in linguistics, but rather through
engagement with other scholars in UNR’s English Department, my home de-
partment, and other departments, especially the Department of Gender, Race,
and Identity. My current perspective on linguistic research is that, whether we
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intend it or not, the work we do reproduces and/or disrupts a status quo that
is rooted in colonialism. As a matter of ethics and intellectual integrity, I am
committed to interrogating the impact my own work has—on the field of lin-
guistics, on the communities with whom I work, and at my university—as
I strive to enact principles of decolonization through my scholarship.

Beyond our models as co-authors here and elsewhere in these volumes,
many other contributors humanize their work through personalization and
discussion of how their lived experiences with language, culture, and com-
munity inform how they do (and don’t do) linguistics. By incorporating their
lived experiences, the authors critique extractive models of research, offer
new models for reciprocally working with communities, and make trans-
parent how their own positionalities shape their scholarship. Indeed, if to de-
colonize is to humanize, then to decolonize is also to connect us through our
shared humanity.

To Decolonize Is to Respect and Respond to the
Local and the Particular

Colonization takes multiple forms and is experienced differently in different
contexts; thus, a decolonizing perspective is one that recognizes the specificity
of colonial processes in local contexts. Colonizing scholarship and teaching
often favors generalization and the erasure of distinctive practices, identi-
ties, and experiences; a key step toward decolonizing our work as linguists is
therefore to attend to the varied and culturally situated ways that individuals,
groups, and communities use language. Many of the authors in this volume
center the local and the particular by detailing projects that are context-
specific and integrated with local needs, priorities, and traditions in ways that
align with decolonial perspectives. Informed by their experiences in these
contexts, they also offer concrete, action-oriented recommendations that con-
tribute meaningfully to a global conversation about decolonizing linguistics.
For example, in Chapter 15, “Solidarity and Collectivity in Decolonizing
Linguistics: A Black Disaporic Perspective;” Anne H. Charity Hudley,
Christine Mallinson, Kahdeidra Monét Martin, Aris Moreno Clemons,
L. J. Randolph Jr., Mary Bucholtz, Kendra Calhoun, Shenika Hankerson, Joy
P. G. Peltier, Jamie A. Thomas, Deana Lacy McQuitty, and Kara Seidel offer
a model grounded in solidarity and collectivity for decolonizing linguistics,
writ large, from a Black Diasporic perspective. Drawing upon personal and
professional insights collected from the individual authors, from interviews
with additional Black Diasporic scholars and white allies who are navigating
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their careers in the US, and from recent autobiographical scholarship by three
prominent Black Diasporic linguists, the scholars discuss how decolonization
is happening in specific domains across research, teaching, practice, and ad-
vocacy and offer a set of reccommendations for further advancing decoloniza-
tion in linguistics across various subfields.

In Chapter 20, “An Interdisciplinary Approach to Language Activism from
Community Colleges: Linguistics Meets Communication Studies,” Carlos
de Cuba, Poppy Slocum, and Laura Spinu ground their work in their own
experiences as linguists working in communication studies programs at com-
munity colleges. Informed by their perspectives and training as linguists
working in communication studies, they critique the standard language ide-
ology prevalent in that field, a fundamentally colonial ideology that reinforces
deficit approaches in research presentations, textbooks, professional develop-
ment, and teaching. Through their activism the authors strive to decolonize
linguistics by decolonizing a key adjacent discipline.

Respecting the local is a decolonial practice because it recognizes that
the work we do as linguists is always situated in a particular context, even
for those who may imagine themselves to be “objective” or those who as-
pire to make theoretical generalizations across situations (see Clemons, this
volume). Becoming aware of situated context also requires honoring the his-
tories and present conditions of the people we are working with. This point
is addressed in Chapter 3, “The Colonial Geography of Linguistics: A View
from the Caribbean” by Ben Braithwaite and Kristian Ali, who theorize the
role of geography in the perpetuation of global colonial patterns, pointing to
the liberatory linguistic traditions from the Caribbean as a means both of ele-
vating Global South knowledge, which remains marginalized in linguistics,
and of offering alternative approaches for linguists in the Global North. The
authors show that geography directly informs research through the questions
we ask, the methodologies we employ, and the scholars we cite.

Offering a related perspective, in Chapter 17, “Decolonizing Creolistics
Through Popular Culture: The Case of Dancehall,” Rashana Vikara Lydner
examines the decolonizing potential of researching multilingualism in
Guyane (French Guiana), employing the musical genre of dancehall as a lens
for exploring the workings of race, gender, and power in Caribbean Creole
identities in ways that are also situated in Guyanese culture and history. Her
analysis is locally situated while also connecting to a wide range of areas of lin-
guistic study, including language and identity, language and gender, language
contact, and language change.

Centering the individuals with and for whom we are working is another
critical component of respecting the particular in a decolonial approach. In
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Chapter 19, “Promoting Decolonized Classrooms Through an Introductory
Linguistics Course for Future Teachers in Alaska,” Fve Ryan, Matt Ford, and
Giovanna Wilde exemplify this commitment. They describe the process of
decolonizing a linguistics course for future teachers of Indigenous students,
and in doing so they center the voice of Giovanna Wilde, an Indigenous
student in the class. Wilde expresses a key motivation for respecting and
responding to the local as critical to decolonization—namely, that Indigenous
experiences cannot be assumed to be readily mapped onto Western
experiences. The chapter demonstrates that centering the experiences of mar-
ginalized groups yields perspectives, knowledge, and ways of thinking that
are ignored in colonizing approaches.

As a decolonial scholarly practice, a focus on the local and the partic-
ular challenges notions of objectivity and generalizability. By centering the
perspectives of marginalized groups yield new insights and by acknowledging
the trauma of colonization and working to heal it, opportunities are created
to repair and strengthen relationships with groups whose marginalization
academics have contributed to. We are also reminded once again as linguists
to critically reflect on how our own locations—personal, cultural, geographic,
and otherwise—influence and have influenced our scholarship and our
positionalities as scholars.

To Decolonize Is to Critically Reflect on the Past
and Present

Resisting colonization requires us to remember the colonial history of our
own institutions and, as discussed above, to directly reject the colonizing
principles on which those institutions of higher education were founded. It
also requires us to critically reflect on the past and present of our discipline.
The histories and development of the languages and language varieties that
linguists study are also histories of people, of power, and of oppression. Yet
for the most part, linguists and linguistics too often treat language as disem-
bodied and apolitical.

This noncritical approach to linguistics is evident in accounts of how lin-
guistics scholarship has unfolded that are detached from the ideologies of the
scholars who shaped the field. In Chapter 2, “Racialization, Language Science,
and Nineteenth-Century Anthropometrics,” Margaret Thomas reveals one
such example by critically examining the discipline’s reception of Paul Broca.
Thomas demonstrates that Broca’s work on language was subject to colonial
ideologies of the time, including those that we can now recognize as racist.
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As she argues, it is important to examine and reflect on how the ideologies of
scholars such as Broca have shaped their scholarship and hence linguistics, so
that we can be aware of how racism and colonialism, among other forms of
bias and inequality, have distorted scholarship and may continue to do so (see
also Dockum & Green, 2024).

As a decolonizing practice that counteracts claims of scholarly objectivity,
the authors in both volumes explicitly acknowledge that who we are affects
our scholarship. In each chapter, the authors make their positionalities clear
and discuss how they impact their scholarship, from research questions to
methods and analyses to engagement with communities, from classrooms to
the internet. Some contributors write from their perspective as white scholars
who recognize the privilege afforded to them as a result of coloniality and
structural racism in society and in academia, and they leverage their privilege
to call out and work to dismantle those forces. In Chapter 10, “Decolonizing
Historical Linguistics in the Classroom and Beyond,” Claire Bowern and
Rikker Dockum recognize that their lived experiences and their linguistic
training left them without significant knowledge about decolonization.
Harnessing their agency to address their knowledge gap, they used their ex-
pertise as researchers and educators to inform themselves about how to teach
historical linguistics, a subfield with a deep colonial legacy, in decolonizing
ways and to develop and test strategies in dialogue with their students and
colleagues. Other authors similarly reflect on and discuss their whiteness as a
decolonizing scholarly practice.

In Chapter 9, “From Gatekeeping to Inclusion in the Introductory
Linguistics Curriculum: Decolonizing Our Teaching, Our Psyches, Our
Institutions, and Our Field,” Lynnette Arnold recounts how her efforts to in-
corporate language and race into her introductory course had been effective
in a largely white section of the class but not in a section that enrolled mostly
students of color. Arnold reflects on this experience and offers suggestions for
reshaping introductory courses to incorporate a focus on race and language
in ways that center the experiences of students of color and draw them more
fully into learning about linguistics through a decolonial lens.

Theorization about language is also often detached from the everyday
language practices of real people; given the colonialist roots of linguistics,
this means that purportedly objective accounts of language are not objec-
tive at all but rather are erasures of the intellectual, cultural, and linguistic
traditions and lifeways of the people and communities whose language
patterns linguists most often study. Some of the authors in the volume write
from perspectives that have traditionally been marginalized and minoritized
in academia and in linguistics, courageously sharing experiences that are
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rarely encountered in scholarly writing and are often actively suppressed.
In Chapter 6, “Unpacking Experiences of Racism in European Applied
Linguistics,” Kamran Khan explores the European context of academic
colonialities through his positionality as a British-Pakistani Muslim scholar.
Khan discusses how the historical legacy of colonialism and racism con-
tinues to pervade applied linguistics in Europe, as illustrated in part by the
types of aggressions he himself has experienced. The chapter concludes with
a series of questions to decolonize linguistics and unsettle the hegemonic
whiteness of the discipline.

In Chapter 7, “Centering Race and Multilingualism in French Linguistics,”
Maya Angela Smith, writing from the perspective of French linguistics,
describes her multiple forms of marginalization as a linguist in a literature-
dominated field; as a scholar of the topic of race and language, which is ne-
glected in French studies; as an adult language learner of French; and as a
Black woman in an overwhelmingly white field. Smith discusses how drawing
upon her own background as a minoritized scholar allowed her to more fully
connect with her research participants in her work on language and race in
the Senegalese diaspora. She highlights the importance of researcher reflex-
ivity about our positionalities not only in our written work but also in our
interactions with our research participants, in ways that make the research
more meaningful and valuable for everyone.

Confronting the colonizing processes of whiteness from the standpoint of
lived experience is also central to Chapter 8, “Decolonizing (Psycho)linguis-
tics Means Dropping the Language Gap Rhetoric,” in which Megan Figueroa
challenges the widespread and false claim within psycholinguistics and related
fields that children from racially and economically minoritized backgrounds
experience a “language gap.” She does so not only by making use of academic
forms of evidence but also by drawing upon her own experiences growing
up as someone whose language was racialized through constructs such as the
language gap she writes about.

An awareness of how our positionalities shape our thinking is beneficial
not only when it allows us to see and understand colonial issues in new ways
but also when it reveals what we didn’t see or were unable to do. Throughout
the volume, contributors’ reflective approach to their research, teaching, and
community collaborations allows them space to acknowledge the limitations
of their work, while paving the way for future scholars to use their example to
move the field further toward decolonization. As demonstrated throughout
this section, scholarship that is grounded in critical reflection of both the past
and present requires that the work of decolonization be tangible, personal,
specific, and productive.
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To Decolonize Is to Return and Recenter

In certain scholarly and activist frameworks, decolonization means the actual
return of land, intellectual property, and allocations (e.g., Deloria, 1969/1988;
Landback, 2022; Tuck & Yang, 2012). To decolonize is thus to actively and
directly return stolen land, intellectual property, cultural artifacts, and ances-
tral remains, as well as to provide monetary and other material allocations
and reparations. These models are premised on a direct return model as a
primary motivation for decolonizing scholarship. This focus is key for us to
grapple with in linguistics, as it highlights where theory and action intersect
in the processes of decolonization and reparations. In a decolonizing model,
what should reparations in linguistics look like? Throughout this volume,
contributors engage with this question through work that centers on re-
turning and recentering, in individual and collective models.

In addition to the literal returning of linguistic materials to the groups from
which they were taken (addressed, for example, by Nicté Fuller Medina as
discussed below), returning and recentering involves returning control to mar-
ginalized language users and their communities, which can be done both by
increasing the participation of community members in linguistic research and
by ensuring that this participation is meaningful. Several authors take this ap-
proach by rethinking how nonacademic perspectives are shared and received
within linguistic research. In Chapter 14, “Revitalizing Attitudes Toward Creole
Languages,” Ariana Bancu, Joy P. G. Peltier, Felicia Bisnath, Danielle Burgess,
Sophia Eakins, Wilkinson Daniel Wong Gonzales, Moira Saltzman, Yourdanis
Sedarous, Alicia Stevers, and Marlyse Baptista examine Creole language users’
attitudes toward their languages. They assert that Creole language users have
a central role in how Creole languages are described and presented to others,
an approach that is all too rare in traditional research on Creole and other lan-
guages whose histories are entangled with colonialism. Reframing language
users as language experts and conceptualizing their goal as “revitalizing” lan-
guage attitudes to support Creole communities, the authors provide a model for
community-centered linguistic research.

As this example indicates, returning and recentering also entail that lin-
guistic work is driven by community needs, which cannot be taken for
granted, even in collaborative models. Given the deep entrenchment of
power structures in academia and in linguistics, it is not enough to simply
have members of marginalized groups listed as collaborators in a superfi-
cial or tacked-on fashion; we must ensure that the needs of these individuals
and their communities drive the project and that they and their priorities
are centered in the work. In Chapter 5, “Apolitical Linguistics Doesn’t Exist,
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and It Shouldn't: Developing A Black Feminist Praxis toward Political
Transparency,” Aris Moreno Clemons argues that a community-centered lin-
guistics is crucial to a justice-centered linguistics, and she rejects traditional
research models that perpetuate white supremacy and coloniality. Clemons
calls for “political transparency” in linguistic research, including the clear
articulation of our frameworks of analysis and the goals for our research, as
a necessary step toward challenging prevailing power structures. This form
of decolonization involves an awareness and deliberate contraction of our
privileges as academics.

In Chapter 16, “Growing a Bigger Linguistics Through a Zapotec
Agenda: The Ticha Project,” May Helena Plumb, Alejandra Dubcovsky, Moisés
Garcia Guzman, Brook Danielle Lillehaugen, and Felipe H. Lopez describe
how principles related to returning and recentering drive their collaborative
model of work with Zapotec communities. Their goal is not merely to advance
academic scholarship but more importantly, guided by Zapotec activists, to
produce knowledge that will serve the needs of Zapotec people, both individ-
ually and collectively. This model works toward scholarship that is reciprocal,
in which both Indigenous and non-Indigenous experts develop and pursue
shared and overlapping goals to the benefit of Indigenous community.

A similar commitment informs Chapter 18, “Prioritizing Community
Partners’ Goals in Projects to Support Indigenous Language Revitalization,” in
which Katherine J. Riestenberg, Ally Freemond, Brook Danielle Lillehaugen,
and Jonathan N. Washington explore the preconditions and consequences
of centering community goals over academic goals in linguistic scholarship.
Drawing on the insights of community members and students who engaged
in two community-centered language revitalization projects, the authors de-
tail the conditions that are necessary in order to alter the balance of power in
linguistic research. As these authors assert, returning and recentering entail a
ceding of structural privilege and a sharing of institutional resources.

Recentering can be hard for some scholars to accept because it requires
a shifting of priorities, which may feel like a loss (of control, of power, of
framing) to the privileged. In Chapter 4, “We Like the Idea of You But Not
the Reality of You: The Whole Scholar as Disruptor of Default Colonial
Practices in Linguistics,” Nicté Fuller Medina tackles this issue by discussing
extractivist models of linguistic research on the Global South, including the
positioning of “native speakers” as data brokers, which she illustrates with her
own experiences. She offers as an alternative project to repatriate and resti-
tute original sound recordings and develop through collaborative creation a
language archive for community use. Aiming to disrupt colonizing research
practices, Fuller Medina deprioritizes access to the archive by researchers
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from the Global North. Decolonizing linguistic research through recentering
may thus limit or even deny structurally privileged scholars access that is
taken for granted in colonial models.

To Decolonize Is to Critically Examine and
to Transform Our Approaches

The decentering approach described above challenges colonialist linguistic
research, which centers European and North American white cis male
frameworks and paradigms and establishes them as the assumed default. In
colonial frameworks, a great deal of energy is expended in challenging re-
search from different traditions as not sufficiently abstract, technical, or
methodologically rigorous. Who is served by a scholarly framework that is
centered on obscure categorizations and frets over questions of narrow tech-
nicality? When those with greater resources claim that they “advance the dis-
cipline” through modes of study that fail to take into account knowledge and
input from the individuals or communities from whom language data has
been colonially extracted, the result is to create esoteric linguistic analyses—
indeed, to create an entire discipline of study—that language users cannot
recognize themselves in and have little access to or domain over.

Decolonization therefore requires that scholars interrogate hegemonic
epistemologies and methodologies and elevate new approaches—those
that have been suppressed and devalued in colonialist academic practice.
Returning to Chapter 7, “Centering Race and Multilingualism in French
Linguistics,” Maya Angela Smith notes that linguists are not the only
experts on language; everyday language users are also experts who have
key insights into what language is and how it is used. Linguists should look
to this wisdom, which requires us to critically examine our own schol-
arly assumptions and the traditions that have been established by our
predecessors in the discipline.

Many chapters in this volume bring to the light unspoken assumptions
of linguistic research that have been accepted as default. The authors cri-
tique these assumptions, revealing the flawed foundations underlying them,
and they offer alternative frameworks across a variety of linguistic subfields
and across areas of engagement and application. In Chapter 11, “Towards a
Decolonial Syntax: Research, Teaching, Publishing,” Hannah Gibson, Kyle
Jerro, Savithry Namboodiripad, and Kristina Riedel offer such an interroga-
tion with regard to the field of syntax. In their chapter, they argue that syntax
emerged from a colonial perspective that relies on ideologies that reproduce
inequities of race, gender, and other dimensions of social difference. The idea
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that syntax is built on a colonial legacy is not generally acknowledged, which
is often also the case in other subfields of linguistics that claim to be “theoret-
ical”; Gibson and colleagues unpack examples of such a legacy in teaching,
research and citation practices and call for the development of a decolonial
syntax.

Change within linguistics also requires recognizing and disman-
tling the power structures that permeate academia. In Chapter 13, “Open
Methods: Decolonizing (or Not) Research Methods in Linguistics,” Dan
Villarreal and Lauren Collister explore the potential of Open Methods as a
way of leveling unequal access to research resources, while also acknowl-
edging the potential pitfalls if this approach is adopted uncritically. They pre-
sent a cautionary tale of Open Access in academic publishing, demonstrating
how its use has often led to further privileging those who are already structur-
ally and institutionally privileged. As Villarreal and Collister suggest, without
transformation, new frameworks that are uncritically built on old models run
the risk of reproducing colonial structures. Instead, in a decolonial approach,
transparency, intentionality, and critical reflexivity are essential.

To be truly decolonial, change must also take place at all levels of the re-
search process. In Chapter 12, “Decolonising Methodologies Through
Collaboration: Reflections on Partnerships and Funding Flows from Working
Between the South and the North,” Rajendra Chetty, Hannah Gibson,
and Colin Reilly reflect on the role of power dynamics involving academic
institutions and funding agencies in collaborative partnerships between the
Global North and the Global South. Drawing on their experiences in forging
such partnerships in the UK and South Africa, they argue that moving toward
decolonizing collaborative research involves a commitment from Global
North scholars to a fundamental rethinking—and recentering—of the role
of Global South scholars and scholarship. The authors detail the transform-
ative practices necessary at multiple levels—that of the individual researcher,
the academic institution, and the funding agency—in order for decolonial
partnerships to be possible across geographic divides.

Finally, change is also needed to decolonize the incentive structure and the
traditional conceptualizations of value and worth that undergird academia.
As Katherine J. Riestenberg, Ally Freemond, Brook Danielle Lillehaugen, and
Jonathan N. Washington call for in Chapter 18, “Prioritizing Community
Partners’ Goals in Projects to Support Indigenous Language Revitalization,” it
is necessary for those who hold positions of institutional power to be agents of
change and advocacy for work that is currently marginalized, especially work
that is collaborative and community-driven. Decolonizing linguistics needs
to take place on committees, in review processes, and in any academic context
where behind-the-scenes gatekeeping and resource decisions are made.
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To Decolonize Is to Embrace Refusal

Decolonization is typically discussed in terms of actions that can be taken.
Indeed, throughout this volume, authors share many actions that we can
engage in to resist colonialist practices and reshape our work in linguistics
and in academia. Even with our best efforts, however, obstacles to prog-
ress still abound. When that happens, as Ignacio L. Montoya argues in
Chapter 1, “Manifestations of Colonialism in Linguistics and Opportunities
for Decolonization Through Refusal,” we have three options: we can acqui-
esce, we can resist, or we can refuse. Refusal, a concept drawn from anthro-
pology and Indigenous studies (cf. Simpson, 2014), refers to the rejection of
conventional structures. Decolonization is not about more diversity rhetoric
or more practices of inclusion that maintain the scholarly status quo; it is
about changing the institutional structures that have been created by coloni-
zation and that perpetuate colonial practices. Through refusal, we can directly
challenge those structures by deliberately choosing not to engage in practices
that reproduce power imbalances.

Sometimes active refusal is necessary. For example, when scholars face the
prospect of engaging in work that may reinforce colonialist structures and
replicate oppressive structures and processes, however well-intentioned it
may be, we may actively push back. As Montoya states, refusal includes saying
no to extractive research practices, saying no to violently imposing theoretical
frameworks on such data, saying no to exclusionary forms of dissemination
that deny community members access to knowledge created using their lan-
guage. Refusal also means interrogating disciplinary norms and boundaries.
Our field has longstanding and deep biases that favor approaches that discon-
nect languages from their users, with a perspective that puts formal, abstract
linguistics at the core of the field and relegates the so-called applied, context-
based fields to the periphery. We instead envision a decolonial approach to
linguistics that challenges those assumptions and that refuses to be pushed to
the margins.

Conclusion

Decolonization can transform linguistics into a discipline that is more expan-
sive, more relevant, and more just. As the authors of the chapters throughout
this volume make clear, however, decolonization should not be envisioned
as a one-size-fits-all solution; rather, it requires an honest assessment and
transformation of the approaches—holistically defined—that we use in our
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linguistic and professional work. Comprehensive change historically has re-
quired sacrifice. We now ask: How can we as scholars engage this work collec-
tively so that it does not overburden the individual scholar but rather presses
for systemic change? Whether through direct or indirect action, the authors
in this volume offer a wide range of specific suggestions for change that spans
from the local to the systemic. We return to these recommendations in the
conclusion to this volume, where we also put forward additional suggestions
for further steps toward decolonization.
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