This is a section of doi:10.7551/mitpress/12200.001.0001

The Open Handbook of Linguistic Data Management
Edited By: Andrea L. Berez-Kroeker, Bradley McDonnell, Eve Koller,
Lauren B. Collister
Citation:
The Open Handbook of Linguistic Data Management
Edited By: Andrea L. Berez-Kroeker, Bradley McDonnell, Eve Koller, Lauren B. Collister
DOI: 10.7551/mitpress/12200.001.0001
ISBN (electronic): 9780262366076
Publisher: The MIT Press
Published: 2022

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/1979988/c003500_9780262366076.pdf by guest on 29 May 2022

4 Indigenous Peoples, Ethics, and Linguistic Data
Gary Holton, Wesley Y. Leonard, and Peter L. Pulsifer

1 Introduction: Linguistic data

ethics, and linguistic data. While the causes of language

and Indigenous peoples

endangerment are many and complex, social and cultural dislocation due to unequal power relations between

The world is dominated by just a few large languages

minority communities and majority populations have

that mediate mass communication, social media, edu-

played major roles in facilitating language shift (Greno-

cation, politics, and many other domains. A study by

ble 2011). Traditional models of linguistic research often

Kornai (2013) found just sixteen of the world’s nearly

mirror these unequal power relationships (Leonard 2018),

seven thousand languages to be “digitally thriving,”

with the result that linguists researching Indigenous lan-

with a firmly established online presence and the tools

guages may be seen as agents of social and cultural dislo-

necessary to live and interact in an increasingly digitally

cation as well. Moreover, Indigenous communities may

connected world. These sixteen languages are spoken

view linguistic research as out of step with the impending

natively by some 2.8 billion people, or nearly 40% of the

threat of language loss. In particular, communities expe-

world’s population. These are the languages of Big Data,

riencing rapid language shift and consequent language

machine translation, automated speech recognition— endangerment may take a more holistic view of language
the ones that technology companies care most about.

research as being embedded within a process of language

For these languages, ethical protocols are largely driven

reclamation (cf. Leonard 2017) and psychological heal-

by commercial interests and entail regional legal struc-

ing (cf. Meek 2010; Jacob 2013) against a backdrop of

1

tures pertaining to data governance. But the vast major-

numerous ethical violations that underlie language shift.

ity of the world’s linguistic diversity is found elsewhere:

Hence, any discussion of ethics in linguistic data requires

namely, within the thousands of minority languages,

a discussion of Indigenous data and must adhere to pro-

many of which belong to small, often politically and

tocols for working with Indigenous data, as well as to the

2

economically marginalized Indigenous groups. Data

broader sociopolitical contexts in which language work

from these small and often critically endangered lan-

takes place. However, where formal, legal frameworks do

guages are key for understanding linguistic diversity—a

exist governing Indigenous and minority language data,

major focus of linguistic science—but also for maintain-

these frameworks tend to be modeled on those devel-

ing that diversity through language maintenance and

oped for large languages rather than the cultural values

reclamation efforts. Linguistic research on Indigenous

or political concerns of Indigenous populations. We thus

minority languages takes place against a backdrop of

focus in this chapter on ethical issues in relation to Indig-

increasing threats to Indigenous language vitality and

enous languages and the communities they come from,

pressures to shift away from Indigenous languages toward

for it is in this context that the intersection of people,

languages of wider communication—often colonial lan-

ethics, and data has been least formalized, despite its sig-

guages (e.g., English, Spanish, Mandarin). We emphasize

nificant implications.

that language endangerment, along with the response
by various stakeholders such as linguists, archivists,

1.1 Who defines “linguistic data”?

and especially the communities these languages come

Some of the limitations in theorizing this intersection

from, is central to the discussion of Indigenous peoples,

reflect that in most scholarly literature the notion of
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“linguistic data” is not explicitly defined. A working

data (produced by speakers and signers) and primary/

definition might be “data used in the study of lan-

structural data (produced by researchers) reflects a West-

guage” (Good, chapter 3, this volume), but even this

ern epistemology of data that potentially disenfranchises

seemingly broad definition assumes a particularly nar-

language users by removing their agency, while concur-

row and decontextualized view of the relationship

rently absolving researchers from acknowledging that

between people and data. Often, what counts as data— they always play roles in representing languages because
and by extension what counts as an ethical response to

even basic annotations emerge through particular cul-

data collection and management—is in the eye of the

tural lenses and conventions. At the extreme, this leads

beholder, thus opening the door to several possible ethi-

to objectification that obscures the fact that language

cal breaches. For example, a particular string of speech

as a social practice is “embedded in a broader cultural

may be viewed as data by a researcher but as a sacred

matrix, and it depends critically on that matrix for the

incantation by language users. A more general issue is

activity to be meaningful” (Whaley 2011:344). In con-

the tendency for language researchers to equate language

trast, Indigenous approaches to linguistic data tend to

with data, and by extension to view language as a mere

reflect a “holistic understanding of language as contextu-

data point. This reductionist view groups everything

alized language” (Fitzgerald 2017:e291). A linguistic mes-

produced through research as “data” and thus serves to

sage may be encoded as a string of phonemes built into

dehumanize and decontextualize language. Especially

morphemes and clauses, but this string itself also has

through any belief system in which language is defined

meaning, expressing information that may have unique

in relation to its users, the assumption that linguistic

cultural significance attached to the people involved in

data could exist in isolation becomes odd, and such an

creating it (which may go beyond actual speakers and

approach is especially problematic for any discussion of

signers), the place where it was created, and other fac-

ethics because ethics emerge from people and particular

tors. From this broader perspective, there is not one set of

contexts. Hence, any useful definition of linguistic data

ethical principles for raw data and another for primary/

must avoid divorcing data from their sources, with the

structural data. Given that all data types ultimately derive

particular understanding of what constitutes “data” in a

from speakers and signers in language communities, all

given context clarified.

data types must engage equally with ethics.

Although the concept of linguistic data itself may be
difficult to define, it is nevertheless useful to distinguish

1.2 Who “owns” linguistic data?

among different types of data. Himmelmann (2012)

Another complexity to the intersection of people, eth-

distinguishes among raw data, primary data, and struc-

ics, and data is the notion of language ownership—by

tural data, based on a cline of decreasing language user

whom and to what extent—and the related notion of

involvement. Raw data consist of original, unannotated

whether it is ownership, as opposed to other types of

recordings and (non-standardized) writings. Primary data

relationships such as connection, kinship, or steward-

consist of the annotations, especially transcriptions and

ship, that should guide policies and practices surround-

translations, applied to the raw data. Structural data con-

ing linguistic data. We adopt ownership as a working

sist of structural and typological inferences—the “facts”

term, recognizing that this word is used in many exist-

of language. Inherent in this typology is the notion that

ing discussions and policies involving language ethics in

at least some types of linguistic data are “manufactured”

Indigenous communities (cf. Guerrettaz 2015). Further-

or “produced” rather than collected. Through this lens,

more, the grammars of most languages permit their users

primary and structural data may be construed by some

to assert ownership over languages and even individual

as research products and thus creations of the researcher

speech forms. Thus, one can speak of “my language” or

rather than the language community.

“my words” using a possessive form.3 Nevertheless, we

While this typology has some utility within the field

emphasize that understanding particular ethical con-

of linguistics with respect to theorizing language docu-

texts entails engagement with local understandings of

mentation and language archiving, among other areas,

the relationships between languages and communities.

it is insufficient for understanding ethics in relation to

Central to this exercise is elucidating local meanings of

linguistic data. In particular, the distinction between raw

language itself, as the type of relationship and associated
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nuances of ownership often emerge from this definition.

in linguistic research, particularly those that provide

Notably, it is common in Indigenous definitions to link

guidelines for data citation. The Austin Principles of Data

language and peoplehood (Leonard 2017), and some

Citation in Linguistics note that “citations should facilitate

such as the following center the relationships between

readers retrieving information about who contributed

people, ethics, and language highlighted in this chapter:

to the data, and how they contributed” (Berez-Kroeker,

Language is
our unique relationship to the Creator,
our attitudes, beliefs, values, and
fundamental notions of what is truth.
Our languages are the cornerstone of
who we are as a People.
Without our languages,
our cultures cannot survive.
(quoted in Shaw 2001:39, from Principles for Revitalization
of First Nations Languages, Towards Linguistic Justice for First
Nations, Assembly of First Nations, Education Secretariat,
1990)

Andreassen, et al. 2018). Similarly, Bird and Simons
(2003:571–572) assert citation as one of seven key values that underlie language documentation efforts: “We
value the ability of users of a resource to give credit to its
creators, as well as to learn the provenance of the sources
on which it is based.” However, data citation standards
remain in their infancy within linguistics (cf. Berez-
Kroeker, Gawne, et al. 2018), and even where such standards have been adopted, there is little consistency as to
who should be credited (though see Conzett & De Smedt,
chapter 11, this volume, on emerging standards in this

Emerging from examples such as this one, but also

area). Is the creator or contributor the person who pro-

common in non-
Indigenous communities, is recogni-

duced the language artifact, the linguist who recorded it,

tion that languages are social constructs, codes shared by

or both? Omitting these details from source citations has

communities of language users. In this sense, linguistic

the effect of divorcing linguistic data from their sources

data are very different from many other forms of data

and, by extension, from the larger sociopolitical contexts

because the knowledge exists at the community level

in which ethical concerns must be addressed.

even though discrete productions of language occur by

One concept that is useful for the purposes of explor-

individuals. Linguistic data are also not completely public

ing the complexity of ethical approaches to linguistic

(as with, e.g., meteorological measurements), but nor are

data is the notion of “legacy” data, that is, those data

they completely private (as with, e.g., medical or genetic

“which were created when concerns surrounding intel-

records). Moreover, given the social-intersectional nature

lectual property were less sensitive than they are today”

of language as a communicative medium, privacy con-

(O’Meara & Good 2010:162), and for which usage restric-

cerns are not always addressed at the time of data collec-

tions often need to be newly considered or reevaluated.

tion. Many of the questions of ethics and linguistic data

Many communities are confronting situations in which

center on issues of ownership and consequent rights of

their ancestral languages have not been actively used for

access. In considering these questions, it is important to

years or are remembered by just a few Elders.

bear in mind the special and unique place of linguis-

Often this shift is a result of a history of coloniza-

tic data as simultaneously public and private, and how

tion that has resulted in a transfer of language knowl-

existing legal structures may fail to adequately recognize

edge from communities to data repositories housed in

ownership of linguistic data. For example, within the

non-Indigenous archives, where the materials have been

legal structures of countries such as the United States,

deposited by non-
Indigenous researchers (often lin-

creative forms of language are often given legal protec-

guists) and curated around Western norms. For example,

tions (copyright), while everyday utilitarian language is

language materials may be housed separately from eth-

considered to be in the public domain (Collister, chapter

nographic materials that from the community of ori-

9, this volume). Indigenous communities may, however,

gin’s perspective should not be separated from language

feel that all forms of language—whether deemed “cre-

(but see O’Neal 2015 for a summary of efforts to decol-

ative” or not—should be legally protected and formally

onize archives; see also Linn 2014; Shepard 2016; and

placed under community ownership.

Wasson, Holton, & Roth 2016 regarding efforts specific

The principle that linguistic data are imbued with

to language archives). Archives and data repositories

ownership, which comes with rights and responsibili-

must recognize and respond to the diverse histories and

ties, is embedded within current best practice standards

agendas surrounding legacy data. As noted by Christen
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(2011:209), “there is neither a singular call, nor a one- linguistic fieldwork, which is the context wherein Indigsize-fits-all answer to the archival questions indigenous

enous language data are often collected. The traditional

peoples bring to bear on the institutions that hold much

“ethical” fieldwork model, dubbed the “linguist-focused”

of their cultural heritage.”

model by Czaykowska-Higgins (2009:22), is concerned

We concur with Christen and others who emphasize

with minimizing ill effects to the speakers and signers—

the inappropriateness of a one-size-fits-all approach, but

often stylized as “informants”—involved in the language

also observe the following common themes for language

work. This is very much in line with ethical concerns as

work based on legacy data. First is that the stakes tend

expressed by institutional review boards and other bodies

to be very high when archival legacy data play a cru-

concerned with preventing harm to individual research

cial role in language reclamation—and some reclama-

“subjects.” As Hale (2001:76) notes, “linguists are inevita-

tion efforts begin entirely with archival materials (cf.

bly responsible to the larger human community which its

Spence 2018; Lukaniec, chapter 25, this volume). Sec-

[research] results could affect.” But in spite of this refer-

ond is that the original collection and curation of these

ence to community, the traditional model reflects a view

data are removed in time and social context from these

in which the individual is the natural unit of analysis

contemporary language reclamation practices, which

for determining ethical issues (Leonard & Haynes 2010).

are increasingly intertwined with broader decolonial

Beyond obtaining consent from individual language

efforts by Indigenous communities. As the ethics of leg-

users and ensuring that they are protected from physi-

acy data may be different from the ethics of data being

cal harm, the traditional model is essentially extractive:

actively created, people working with legacy materials

“‘Good’ speakers, whose legitimacy is determined by the

must take special care to ensure that ethical concerns

researcher . . . produce language that is transformed into

are adequately addressed. Failure to do so can result in

‘data’, which is conceptualised through a ‘language as

unintended consequences such as over-or undersharing

object’ metaphor . . . that tends to emphasise structural

of materials: Sensitive materials may (and often do) end

properties at the expense of social practices” (Leonard

up in the public domain, or communities may be barred

2017:18). In this model, which remains highly valued in

from accessing materials recorded by ancestral commu-

the field, data are manufactured as part of the research

nity members. Even where consent was obtained, leg-

process and then explicitly decontextualized.

acy research protocols may be out of step with modern

The renewed focus on language documentation and

practices and hence warrant reexamination. For exam-

conservation that has emerged over the past two decades

ple, some legacy materials may be openly available to

has led to a major reexamination of ethical practices in

researchers without legal restrictions; however, if those

linguistic research (cf. Rice 2006, 2010; Czaykowska-

materials were originally gathered without explicit,

Higgins 2009; Innes & Debenport 2010; Dobrin & Ber-

documented consent, then the source community may

son 2011). Rice (2006) observes a transition toward a

desire to have a voice in determining access conditions.

more empowering and participatory model of linguistic

This may even be the case in situations where consent

research. The most notable outcome of these discussions

was given but where cultural norms and expectations

has been the emergence of a more community-
based

have shifted since the time of original consent.

notion of ethics that emphasizes the responsibilities of
researchers not just to individuals but also to commu-

2 Indigenous communities, languages, and ethics

nities. This change is reflected in the Ethics Statement

in linguistics

adopted by the Linguistic Society of America (2009),
which makes explicit reference to community:

The mismatch between the contexts of original creation
and contemporary use in the case of legacy data aligns
with the evolution of ethical practices in linguistics over
the past half century, which we summarize in some
detail in this section in recognition of how disciplinary
histories and norms inform ideas about ethics and vice
versa. Particularly important for the current discussion is

While acknowledging that what constitutes the relevant
community is a complex issue, we urge linguists to consider how their research affects not only individual research
participants, but also the wider community. In general, linguists should strive to determine what will be constructive
for all those involved in a research encounter, taking into
account the community’s cultural norms and values.4
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What counts as “constructive” in relation to the

Underlying both the endangered languages and the

Linguistic Society of America Ethics Statement may vary

open data movements is the notion of language as an

from one community to another, but it is likely to

object of study. This notion is in some ways fundamental

include some form of what has come to be known as

to the traditional conceptualization of linguistic science,

community-
based research, that is, research not only

in which “language data are extracted from context of

for, on, and with language communities, but also by com-

usage, and linguistic experiments are replicable” (Greno-

munities (Czaykowska-Higgins 2009:24). This typically

ble & Whitecloud 2014:344). Yet, this view is in direct

involves a training component that develops research

conflict with the idea that these data never exist in isola-

capacity within a community (Genetti & Siemens 2013).

tion. Resolving this tension is central to linguistic ethics.

At the same time, the trend toward more community-

Countering the objectified view of language research is

based models of language research has been accompanied

an emerging collaborative model that engages language

by the emergence of two countervailing trends. First,

communities as full partners and thus helps to highlight

what might be termed the endangered languages move-

and validate Indigenous perspectives on language. For

ment (cf. Krauss 1992)—which in many ways has spurred

example, building on the notion of community-
based

on this new discussion of ethics—has at the same time

language research, Leonard and Haynes (2010) propose

led to objectification and commodification of languages

a process of collaborative consultation, which involves con-

and their users (Hill 2002; Dobrin 2008; Dobrin, Austin, &

tinuous reflection and sharing throughout the research

Nathan 2009; Whaley 2011). This reductionist view envi-

process. Referencing two North American Indigenous

sions a kind of triage in which language research is pri-

communities, Leonard and Haynes illustrate the col-

oritized based on typological characteristics and vitality

laborative consultation approach with the notion of

assessments. Languages with rare or unusual sound sys-

speakerhood. They recognize that within any speech

tems or grammatical structures are viewed as important

community, language research is inextricably tied with

objects of study. Funding applications are justified based

the notion of speakerhood; however, this issue is par-

on perceived threats to the language, and by extension

ticularly challenging within endangered language com-

draw attention to linguistic data as products that must

munities, where knowledge of language is by definition

be collected and archived. Language communities are

in decline. A linguist-focused view of ethics might treat

reduced to numbers of users and ranked according to posi-

speakerhood, similar to the notion of what counts as data,

tion on scales of language vitality.

as an objective “fact” that can be measured and assessed

Second, the open data movement has led to a more

without community input. In contrast, a collaborative

empirical approach to linguistics, in which claims about

consultation model frames such issues not as unilateral

language are grounded in data, and research results are

decisions but rather as negotiable determinations devel-

expected to be both verifiable and reproducible (Berez- oped through consultation among the stakeholders in a
Kroeker, Gawne, et al. 2018). This trend has placed an

research project. In other words, this model assumes that

emphasis on long-term archiving of linguistic data and

language communities are not mere sources of data but

led to the development of best-practice standards and

instead become research partners from the outset (Leon-

archiving mandates from both funding agencies and aca-

ard & Haynes 2010; Rice 2018). By extension, language

demic institutions (Henke & Berez-Kroeker 2016). More-

communities’ ethical norms and concerns guide the

over, there is also an increasing expectation that these

research development and implementation at all stages.

archives be publicly accessible with few restrictions (Sey-

We observe that the community-
based and collab-

feddinipur et al. 2019). These developments have resulted

orative approaches discussed are not only emerging as

in an exponential increase in both the number of dedi-

best practices in linguistic research, but are also increas-

cated language archives and the volume of archival mate-

ingly a requirement for language researchers. For exam-

rial. However, these repositories are most often located

ple, the Council of Athabascan Tribal Governments’

outside the control of the communities from which the

Indigenous Knowledge Policy explicitly requires that

archival deposits have been extracted (Shepard 2014),

researchers engage in collaborative research method-

thus running counter to the spirit of community-based

ologies (Council of Athabascan Tribal Governments

language work unless special provisions are made.

2018). However, while such collaborative approaches
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are becoming increasingly common in the academy,

people in a specific Place, with the culture of Place as

they remain heavily marked in the sense that they have

understood through [specific Indigenous] cultures, with

to be explained and justified and are rarely the default

the source of the research data, and with the person who

in academic ethical protocols. For example, university

knows or tells the story that provides information.”5 By

ethical oversight structures continue to largely focus

extension, and in strong contrast to the language-
as-

on ethics with respect to protecting individual research

object approach, linguistic data become meaningful and

participants, thus easily overlooking or deemphasiz-

interpretable through awareness of the social contexts in

ing concerns that occur at the community level. This

which they are produced and of the people who produce

is insufficient when language ownership occurs at the

(and reproduce) them.6 People in this case goes beyond

community level and becomes completely deficient

the individuals who originally produced the data, such

when a proposed research project does not technically

as individual speakers and signers, to also consider others

meet the criteria for oversight by ethical review boards

such as Elders and other community leaders, the research-

and thus gets no such review. The latter issue is of spe-

er’s professional networks, and so on—
stakeholders

cial concern for projects that involve legacy data that are

whose relationships with each other inform the context.

legally deemed to already be within the public domain.

Anchored in the strong focus on relationships and the

The response to such situations often involves incor-

associated accountability, it is common in discussions

porating Indigenous knowledges and protocols into

of Indigenous research methods to recognize several

the existing (largely Western) models, for example, by

“R-words” that should guide research—
and by exten-

adding in some sort of required consultation with com-

sion, inform data ethics. Beyond relationship, we expand

munity leaders about a research project. We recognize

on the following four R-words outlined by Snow et al.

beneficial outcomes to such efforts but suggest that this

(2016:360): responsibility, respect, reciprocity, and (conceived

approach is inadequate because it largely maintains the

of as a single principle) rights and regulations.7 Responsi-

power structures and research models that have facili-

bility goes beyond accountability to individual research

tated exploitation of Indigenous peoples and languages.

participants to include communities and their ways of

Language researchers are increasingly thinking about

knowing, with an eye toward the sociopolitical contexts

future uses of materials, but what about the deeper ques-

in which research occurs and to the power structures

tion of how current power relationships will change?

that it reflects and affects. Respect to communities and

Ethical approaches to linguistic data must consider not

to their knowledge systems entails centering both in the

only the ethical uses of those data but also the ethics

collection, management, and use of linguistic data. Reci-

of the relationships underlying the data. Thus, we shift

procity includes what many linguists working in com-

the question to one of how data protocols can begin

munity research contexts describe as “giving back” (e.g.,

from Indigenous knowledges and protocols, structurally

by creating language pedagogical materials), but also

embedding ethical community-centered concerns into

entails reciprocal relations with respect to the construc-

all aspects of data collection, management, and use.

tion of knowledge in areas such as data interpretation.
The principle of rights and regulations, which attends to

3 Indigenous research methods and data sovereignty

the protocols of participation and ownership that ensue
from Indigenous self-
determination, is central to the

To address this question, we highlight important themes

Indigenous Data Sovereignty (IDS) movement, which

that emerge from Indigenous research methods, which

advocates for the direct involvement of Indigenous

collectively privilege Indigenous knowledge systems and

stakeholders in the collection, management, and use of

protocols, and often critique the assumptions and eth-

data about Indigenous peoples. While the term data sov-

ics of dominant research practices (e.g., Wilson 2008;

ereignty is used primarily within Indigenous contexts,

Kovach 2009; Chilisa 2011; Smith 2012; Lambert 2014;

the movement is part of a broader dialogue and set of

Tuck & Yang 2014; Snow et al. 2016). As noted by the

policies/laws within broader society that are focused on

Intercontinental American Indigenous Research Associa-

maintaining control over data about individuals and

tion, central to Indigenous research methods is the notion

organizations. IDS includes the recognition of the right

that knowledge is produced through relationships—“with

of Indigenous peoples and nations to govern collection,
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ownership, and application of their own data, which are

Tapiriit Kanatami 2018) seeks to eliminate exploitative

widely recognized as cultural, strategic, and economic

and colonial approaches to research, as noted by Inuit

assets.8 Moreover, recent developments in the IDS move-

Tapiriit Kanatami President Natan Obed:

ment are calling for the observance of core protocol and
practices when working with Indigenous peoples and
knowledge. These include, but are not limited to:
•

recognition that tribes must exercise sovereignty
when conducting research and managing data;

•

following cultural protocols;

•

being flexible;

•

extending hospitality;

•

ensuring appropriate compensation for expertise;

•

understanding that access to knowledge is not a universal right;

•

recognizing that responsible stewardship includes the
task of learning how to interpret and understand data
and research;

•

accepting that research must benefit Native people.

For far too long, researchers have enjoyed great privilege as
they have passed through our communities and homeland,
using public or academic funding to answer their own questions about our environment, wildlife, and people. Many
of these same researchers then ignore Inuit in creating the
outcomes of their work for the advancement of their careers,
their research institutions, or their governments. This type
of exploitative relationship must end. (3)

Additionally, the Inuit Circumpolar Council-Alaska,
through its Alaskan Inuit Food Security Framework aims
to establish a model where Indigenous knowledge is
considered as part of environmental management and
all other relevant activities from the outset. These integrative approaches establish Indigenous knowledge as
an essential part of the research process (Inuit Circumpolar Council-
Alaska 2015). Ultimately, this involves
respect—not only for the data but also for the underly-

(School for Advanced Research 2018; National

ing knowledge systems. To ensure that community needs

Congress of American Indians 2018, as cited in Car-

and knowledge frame all stages of such research and its

roll, Rodriguez-Lonebear, & Martinez 2019)

applications, partnerships and relationships are at the

In practice, IDS is being realized at national and

heart of these and other Indigenous research protocols.

regional scales through the development of principles
and practices by Indigenous peoples, their representative organizations, and non-
Indigenous stakeholders.
For example, the First Nations Information Governance
Centre (2014) in Canada developed and asserted the
“OCAP Principles,” which highlight both the relationships (Ownership, Control, Access) between Indigenous
peoples and the data and information created by or
about them, and the more concrete aspect of physical
possession of data and information (Possession). The
US Indigenous Data Sovereignty Network has proposed
guidelines to facilitate harnessing Indigenous ways of
knowing and doing and applying them to the “management and control of a Native nation’s data ecosystem” (Rainie, Rodriguez-
Lonebear, & Martinez 2017).
Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, the National Inuit Organization
in Canada, established the National Inuit Strategy on
Research, which has a priority area focused on ensuring Inuit access, ownership, and control over data and
information. Although linguistic data are not explicitly addressed, the scope of National Inuit Strategy on
Research spans all research activities involving or about
Inuit, and an associated implementation plan (Inuit

For example, this is made explicit in the University of
Hawai‘i Kūlana Noi‘i (research standards): “The Kūlana
Noi‘i provide guidance for building and sustaining
not just working partnerships but long-
term relationships between communities and researchers” (University of Hawai‘i Sea Grant 2019). Similarly, in reference
to research involving Pacific peoples, the University of
Otago’s Pacific Research Protocols specifically address the
issue of balance with research relationships and partnerships. Moreover, the protocols recognize the need to
acknowledge the appropriate function of shared knowledge and that the ownership of primary data lies with
the people who contribute that knowledge (University
of Otago 2011:14).
On an international scale, the International Indigenous Data Sovereignty Interest Group of the Research
Data Alliance and the Global Indigenous Data Alliance
put forward the CARE Principles for Indigenous Data
Governance: Collective benefit, Authority to control,
Responsibility, and Ethics.9 These CARE principles, which
are focused on people and purpose, intersect with the
more data-oriented, broadly cited FAIR principles (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, and Reusable).10 While the
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CARE principles are arguably the most prominent of the

•

where local and traditional knowledge is con-

emerging general protocols, a similar focus is found in

cerned, rights of the knowledge holders shall not be

a number of community-based protocols, such as the

compromised;

San Code of Research Ethics.

11

Centering principles,

•

where data release may cause harm, specific aspects of

aspirations, and goals related to IDS, these examples

the data may need to be kept protected (for example,

provide a sound foundation for guiding and informing

locations of sensitive sites).

data-related activities, including reflexive and principle-
oriented linguistic research and data collection. These
laws and policies are partly a response to perceived and
identified privacy issues and breaches on major social
media platforms and institutional infrastructures (e.g.,
banks, credit agencies, and insurance companies). Thus,
there is a broader societal concern about ethical data
management and use that is translating into new social
structures (e.g., norms and laws) that have normative
and legal implications for linguists. In this way, linguistic data sovereignty is just one part of a larger approach
in which Indigenous communities control not just
access to linguistic data, but also the production, interpretation, and dissemination of those data.
4 Intersections of linguistic research with the open
data movement
As previously indicated in this chapter and elsewhere in
this volume, citable, open data is currently the dominant
movement in the domain of research data management
(Kitchin 2014:49; Nosek et al. 2015; Collister, chapter
9, this volume).12 As a result, researchers are now much
more likely to deposit linguistic data in archives, ensuring that these data are accessible both to the source communities and the broader public. However, if applied
universally, open data principles can contradict IDS
principles (e.g., understanding that access to knowledge
is not a universal right; cf. Rainie et al. 2019). More
nuanced, recent statements and declarations on open
data management are identifying the need to include
exceptions to fully open data. For example, the International Arctic Science Committee Statement of Principles
and Practices for Arctic Data Management (International Arctic Science Committee 2013) uses the term
“ethically open access” that identifies the following
exceptions to this requirement of full, free, and open
access:
•

These exceptions are well recognized in current language documentation practices. For example, funding agencies do not require that sensitive or otherwise
restricted documentation be archived (Seyfeddinipur et al.
2019). However, as linguists increasingly use cloud-based
platforms, networked “apps,” machine learning and artificial intelligence technologies, and other new tools (cf.
Galla 2016), we further caution that there is a need to be
aware of the potential ethical implications of using these
tools. For example, if linguists use popular platforms such
as YouTube or Google Drive in a research workflow that
includes linguistic data, they may assign certain rights to
the platform provider, whether intended or not. For example, the Google Terms of Service grant Google license to
“publish, publicly perform, or publicly display your content, if you’ve made it visible to others” and to “modify
and create derivative works based on your content.”13 And
the Zoom video conferencing Terms of Service grant the
company the right to store recordings of meetings on its
servers.14 By accepting such terms of service, a linguist may
unintentionally contravene (Indigenous) data sovereignty
and general ethical principles and policies by licensing
content to a third party. The act of providing (uploading,
storing) content (e.g., recordings, transcripts) on such a
platform without prior, informed consent from the outset
may result in an unwitting ethical breach. Thus, while linguistics moves toward open data culture and practice, the
related ethical nuances and caveats must always be considered. Establishing protocols for proper consent related
to data collection and use, and for data management of
Indigenous languages is critically important and urgent.
There is a need for research and data management planning to be driven by Indigenous peoples, communities,
families, and organizations. There is a need for infrastructure and resources so this can be realized.
5 Conclusion: Linguistic data cannot be divorced
from their sources

where human subjects are involved, confidentiality
shall be protected as appropriate and guided by the

Ethics are often framed as problems to be worked around.

principles of informed consent;

However, that data are intimately tied to their sources
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need not be seen as a hindrance to overcome, but instead
can be a positive step, providing context necessary for interpreting those data. Anchoring data analysis in the relationships and contexts from which the data come can lead
to outcomes that would otherwise be missed (cf. Mithun
2001; Rice 2001). Moreover, explicitly acknowledging the
links between data and their sources facilitates both reproducible research and applied use.15 This is true for archival documentation just as much as it is for new data
collection: the current ethical context of the use of legacy
materials may differ from the ethical context in which
the materials were created, but the ties between data and
sources remain nonetheless. In essence, the intersection
of people, ethics, and data is about relationships—past,
present, and future. Reflecting on ethics in language
research, Czaykowska-Higgins (2018) characterizes this
emphasis on relationships as “rehumanizing linguistics,
acknowledging the centrality of relationships and difference in language documentation work, emphasizing
accountability to those relationships, and grounding ethical research methodologies in social relations” (116). The
actions that language researchers take now in terms of
data management decisions will guide how the relationships will evolve.
To return to the principle from which we started this
chapter: linguistic data cannot be divorced from their
sources. While ethical practices may differ across different research contexts, this principle remains and lies
at the heart of ethics in linguistic data. As the various
chapters in this volume clearly attest, the field of linguistics is evolving quickly into a more data-driven science.
There is ample evidence that recognizing—and indeed
celebrating—
the relationships between people, ethics,
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French, which are not typically referred to with the label
Indigenous.
3. That said, Hinton (2002:151) questions whether a metaphor
of ownership is actually evoked by the so-called possessive construction in English.
4. The emphasis on community is reiterated even more
strongly in the 2019 Ethics Statement (Linguistic Society of
America 2019).
5. https://www.americanindigenousresearchassociation .org
/about-us/.Accessed May 11, 2020.
6. While Indigenous research methods are being increasingly
adopted outside Indigenous contexts, these methods are more
often construed as applying to the data collection process
rather than the data themselves. Data are still typically seen as
independent, divorced from their sources. As we argue in this
chapter, this view is fundamentally flawed in the context of
Indigenous and minority language research.
7. Other R-words include relevance to the community as a
necessary goal for research, reverence, reflexivity as a necessary
practice by researchers, and relationality (the concept that relationships and their associated complex interdependencies form
a foundation to everything).
8. This is true not only in the realm of linguistic data but
more broadly as well, as evidenced by recent trends toward
the monetization of data, and resulting policy changes that
grant rights of control over personal data (cf. Marelli & Testa
2018; Choi, Jeon, & Kim 2019). IDS itself, while increasingly
well defined in its own specific context, similarly exists within
a much broader context that includes discourse around open
data, privacy, and the emerging ecosystem of platforms and
methods (e.g., machine learning). Both IDS and the broader
context have implications for each other—
for example, the
broader context of privacy control and intellectual property
law has implications for IDS; similarly, IDS is having an impact
on broader research data dialogues.

and data will ensure a more robust science of human

9. https://www.gida-global.org/care.

language in which linguistic communities and associ-

10. https://www.force11.org/group/fairgroup/fairprinciples.

ated knowledge systems play a more symmetrical role.
Notes
1. This chapter focuses on ethical issues in relation to Indigenous language data. The discussion of ethical issues in relation to world languages has taken place primarily within the
subfields of applied linguistics and sociolinguistics. See Eckert
(2013), De Costa (2015), and the various references therein.
2. While we will use the term Indigenous language throughout
this chapter, it should be understood that many of the ethical concerns surrounding Indigenous peoples and languages
apply equally to other minority language groups such as Cajun

11. https://www.globalcodeofconduct.org/affiliated-codes/.
12. For information about the broader open science movement, see the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and
Development’s overview: https://www.oecd.org/science/inno
/open-science.htm; for an example specific to linguistic data,
see https://linguistics.okfn.org.
13. https://policies.google.com/terms.Accessed May 11, 2020.
14. http://zoom.us/terms.Accessed May 17, 2020.
15. Data citation practices that explicitly acknowledge speakers and other contributors can help to maintain this connection between data and source (see Andreassen et al. 2019).
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