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     In the nine years since I began recording texts in Otomanguean languages I have come to use the internet more and more to make the linguistic documentation that I have created available to the public. When I recorded my first texts I did not forsee, even though I already had done plenty of internet searches on “Zapotec” myself, that I would someday want to make these very recordings available over the internet for others making similar searches. Only in the last few years did it occur to me that I could digitize my analog text recordings and make them available on the website that I finally made for myself a mere seven years after beginning my career as a field linguist. By this time I had already recorded hundreds of texts, though I was still recording new texts and transcribing old ones. I developed the procedure I currently have for getting text narrators’ consent, out of the practices I was already using for other linguistic documentation, and out of issues that have arisen. 

     Early on when I applied for Human Subjects approval I had developed a questionnaire to go through with my consultants, asking them things like whether or not they wanted to be anonymous, and telling them that they had the right to refuse to answer any question I asked. In my work on a dictionary of Coatlán-Loxicha Zapotec I began to ask consultants to tell me whenever there was a word or example sentence that they wouldn’t want to be made public. My main consultant for this language has been Lázaro Díaz Pacheco (who does like to be mentioned by name). Lázaro, in my opinion, has the best attitude I could hope for about what kinds of material to censor or not censor. Occasionally I would see an example sentence in the dictionary that I thought perhaps we should censor. This would be something like an explicit example of how someone might contract a particular venereal disease, an example given under the entry for the name of that particular disease. I might notice this in December and fret about it until the next summer’s field trip, thinking that schoolchildren will one day be using the dictionary and that townspeople may think that I am a smut peddler. When summer would come I would ask Lázaro if we should leave the example in or out of the dictionary. Occasionally there would be an example of a sexual nature that he felt crossed the line, but mostly he would give me the same answer, that sexuality and venereal diseases exist in human life and there are words for these things and it is our job to document and preserve those words. He can foresee better than I the day in which a Zapotec semi-speaker or Spanish monolingual from his town will want to reclaim his or her ancestral language and may use our dictionary to reclaim forgotten vocabulary, and yes that very person could be unlucky enough to get a venereal disease or lucky enough to need the vocabulary to describe a certain sex act. 

     Although Lázaro is not a prudish censor, there are certain types of information that he almost always asks to be censored. These are items of a gossipy nature. On the Project for the Documentation of the Languages of Meso-America we were asked to investigate nicknaming practices in each of the languages we were working with. Lázaro obliged with several nicknames but asked me to never reveal these in any way that could get back to the owners of these nicknames. Most of the nicknames he provided are derogatory and teasing and a few are not even known to the people they refer to. In this language nicknames are usually a combination of the Zapotequized version of the person’s Spanish name followed by a descriptive noun, noun phrase, or adjective. When I originally collected these nicknames I put them right into my database but when we discussed it later Lázaro asked me to take them out so I put them all into a Word file labeled “censored.” I still had access to the data myself and was able to use it for a discussion of nicknaming in my Ph.D. dissertation, but I carefully discussed with Lázaro how I would use the data. He did not want the actual Zapotec or even the Spanish translations of the Zapotec nicknames used anywhere, but he said that if they were only given in English that he felt the necessary measure of security had been met. I went a step further than this, not using the actual names of the people. I picked one generic male name, Paul, and one generic female name, Mary, and cited all the nicknames using these two, Paul Parrot, Paul Avocado, etc. Choosing names that did not in fact occur in the nicknames further protects the identity of the nickname-bearers.

     I made a general habit of asking these kinds of questions of consultants whenever they came up. Some questions, like whether or not a consultant wanted anonymity, I was always very careful about asking on the first and/or last day I worked with them for the first time. Other questions, like whether and how to censor a particular piece of data, I asked whenever it occurred to me, which was often years after I recorded the datum, but before making the datum public. However, as most people know (whether they do it or not) the best time to get the answers to these questions is when the data is being collected.

     More and more today I am finding that many consultants in the country where I work, Mexico, are already familiar with the internet. Even many remote indigenous communities now have an internet connection in their school(s) or town hall. This is not the case in many other countries and it is certainly not the case with all consultants in Mexico (or the world). At the 2005 LSA I heard one linguist ask how one could really go about getting informed consent for putting things on the internet if the people providing the data do not have a concept of what the internet is. I am writing this essay in answer to that very question. 

     Before I had a webpage I had already started introducing my consultants to the internet whenever we were in a town together where there was public internet access somewhere. I would explain how people all over the world could find information this way and then we would go and do a search for something like the name of the consultant’s town to see what would come up. Ever since I created my own webpage I always show my consultants the changes I have made since seeing them last. Since I have my webpage available on my laptop I can show it to consultants even if we are not somewhere with an internet connection. If introducing a consultant to the web for the first time in a place where there is no internet access, one thing you could do before going to the field is to do a search for the name of your consultants’ town or language and to then follow the best hits that come up and save those webpages to your computer so that you could show them to your consultants while offline. You could also do the same with some linguists’ webpages so that your consultants could see what a webpage you might create could look like. 

     When I show my webpage to new consultants for the first (and second and third) time I point out that I have pictures of other consultants I’ve worked with on the website and I make it clear that I do so only with their permission. In 2002 I began working with Edmundo Palomec Hernández, one of the last two speakers of San Agustín Mixtepec Zapotec. I made my first webpage in 2003 and the next summer when we were taking pictures in the field I wanted very much to include a picture of the whole team that we were but when I showed Edmundo my webpage and asked him questions about what information I could and couldn’t include he said that while he wouldn’t mind me putting audio recordings of him speaking Zapotec, he wouldn’t want his name or image revealed where people from his town might see. I was disappointed but of course respected his wishes. By 2004 I had made more additions to my website and again showed Edmundo the webpage. Now I had sound files from him as well as pictures and video of Lázaro, whom Edmundo knows. I pointed out that I hadn’t put any pictures of Edmundo up or used his name since he requested that I not do so but told him that if he ever wanted me to put pictures or his name there that I would. At this time he admired the pictures of Lázaro and asked to be included too. He also said that I could acknowledge him by name, as I am doing here and now do on my website.

     I have not always been careful about finding out what material is public vs. private. When I first created my website I wanted to put up a sound file of CLZ speech so I used one of the only texts I had digitized. It was information a consultant had given about local beliefs having to do with tonales or totems. These are mostly animal spirits that each person is born with and has a spiritual link with throughout life. I had no qualms about putting this sound file on the web because the narrator of that sound file rarely asks for anything to be censored, including things of a spiritual nature. A few months later when I saw the consultant I showed him the website and it turned out that the sound file I had used was one that s/he wanted kept secret for several years. I had the right intuition that the consultant did not regard the information about local spiritual beliefs as secret but in this case s/he had illustrated the beliefs with true stories about incidents that occurred with particular people. S/he and I agreed that it would be best to restrict access to this recording and any transcript of it until a time when both the narrator and the people mentioned in the recording would be dead, e.g. fifty years from now. Since this beginner’s mistake I have learned to be more careful with what I upload.

     Now whenever I record a text or transcribe a previously recorded text I ask certain questions of the narrator. I am also in the process of going through all the texts I have already transcribed and asking the same questions of the original narrators when I can track them down. If I can’t track them down there are certain issues I consider before using the text in a public way, which I’ll describe below. First though, I’ll describe the kinds of questions that I ask about every text I record now.

     Before asking these questions of a consultant for the first time, we spend some time talking about how I make use of data. I tell consultants that there are various ways I disseminate information about the languages I work on. Sometimes I teach classes in another country. In these classes I may show data (written, audio, or video) to English-speaking university students. I also attend conferences, sometimes outside of Mexico in English, sometimes within Mexico in Spanish, where I may show data in any of these formats to other linguists. It is also possible that I may publish articles in journals which linguists read and these publications could also be in English or Spanish and if they are in English I may sometimes give Spanish translations of what things mean. Lastly we talk about the internet (see more about this below). For texts, it is possible that I may make entire texts available in any of these same formats and venues and it is also possible that I may extract single example sentences and phrases from these texts in order to make a point about grammar. I explain to the consultants that we can label texts and other data so that I will only make them available in certain formats (e.g. written but not audio or video) or in certain venues (e.g. only to an English-speaking audience or only to an academic audience). In my work sensitive information is usually being restricted so as to prevent other Zapotec speakers from finding out the identity of a person who has worked with me, or from finding out that particular information was given to me. Other linguists may obtain culturally sensitive information that a consultant or speech community doesn’t want outsiders to know and this kind of metadata is equally important to document.

     I show my consultants how the internet works, as described above. I describe how anyone could gain access to information I put there, and how I am therefore careful about doing so. I mention how other consultants I know have different opinions about the internet in general. As I explain to the consultant I’m talking with, some consultants like the exposure on the internet and ask me to include pictures of them and recordings of their language and may also make special requests about including information they think would be of interest to people in their town. Others give their consent for some things to be included, such as written transcriptions of things they’ve said but don’t want their name, image, or sometimes even their voice to be used. This depends on the person and his or her situation. Are people in their town interested to learn more about the work the person is doing with me? If so this is one way for him or her to explain and share some of the products of that work with other speakers. Conversely, are people in the consultant’s town suspicious, resentful, or jealous of the work we are doing? If so this may be a reason for either publicizing what we are really doing (to clear up any suspicions or rumors) or for concealing the consultant’s identity, or doing both things to some degree. I make it clear that all of these options are fine with me and that I am being careful to record the consultant’s views on all these issues to make sure that I do not expose anything that I shouldn’t while at the same time finding out if the consultant would in fact like certain kinds of information about our work to be made available. 

     There are two main issues involved in deciding how to set access restrictions to data. The first is whether or not a consultant wishes to maintain anonymity. Some consultants may want complete anonymity all the time while others may only want to not be publicly associated with certain material produced, such as particularly sensitive texts. If a consultant wishes to not have their identity revealed this obviously means not using their name but it may also mean not using sound files with their voice. If a consultant has consented for you to use their image, e.g. to put their picture on your website, but has asked to be anonymous in association with particular material, like a certain text, then it is a good idea to not let it appear that the two pieces of data are connected. For example, it would be bad to have a consultant’s picture right next to a link to the transcription of a text you purposefully left their name off of. Thus, the type of media used is an important consideration with regards to the first issue, anonymity. The second issue has to do with content. Depending on what it is that makes a text sensitive, a consultant may wish for a certain group of people to be denied access to the data. There are three main questions that need to be asked to determine whether or not, and how access to data should be restricted. 

     Do you want to be anonymous? This question should be asked of a consultant early on in the linguist’s work with him or her. After talking about the types of material you may be gathering and how you might disseminate the information, you should find out if a consultant wants to be anonymous and whether s/he wants to be anonymous all the time or only in connection with certain types of data. If a consultant thinks that s/he always or never wants to be anonymous then this is a conversation you will have once, though you may check in every year or so to see if they consultant has changed his/her mind in either direction. Even a consultant who has said they never want to be anonymous may decide to be anonymous when it comes to some particular piece of data so when dealing with material you know is sensitive it is always a good idea to check.

     Can this story be made public? This question is mainly about content, to find out if there is information in the text that is sensitive, such as gossip. If the consultant says that the content is not sensitive and can be made public then the only other question to ask is whether it can be made available in all formats or not. This follow-up question is not about content but is more about the issue of whether or not the consultant wants to protect his or her anonymity and to what extent should we go to conceal their anonymity if they so choose, e.g. are they worried about their voice giving them away or is it enough to not use their picture or identify them by name? This information may apply to a whole series of texts and does not necessarily need to be asked for each text if the consultant has already told you that you can always or never use his name, voice, and/or image.

     If access is restricted, who can see/hear the story? Is it okay for foreign university students to have access? For linguists and other scholars? Another way to ask this question is who can’t have access? Based on the answer(s) we agree upon what ways I do and don’t have permission to disseminate the text and how we can exclude the people we don’t want to have access while giving access to as many other people as possible. If the group of people who should not have access is five middle-aged people who live in a Zapotec-speaking town in Mexico and who are mentioned by name in the text, then we may decide that the text should only be made available to an English-speaking audience for now and may be made available to a wider audience in 50 years. In this case a sound file of the Zapotec story should not be made available on the web and a Spanish translation should not be made available on the web or in print (for 50 years). If the sensitive information is about the narrator him- or herself, e.g. material about their participation in traditional religion, the narrator sometimes says that anyone can have access after their death; they just don’t want to get teased by their neighbors while they’re alive but they don’t mind the truth going down on record for the future. In this case instead of “50 years” I put “after (consultant’s initials) death.” Depending on the sensitivity of the material the narrator may or may not ask for a Zapotec transcription to be withheld from the internet. Even if the narrator does not want the entire text (written or recorded) to be made available over the internet s/he may still give permission for written examples taken from the text to be used, and even sound files of those examples, as long as the sensitive parts of the text are left out (and the linguist knows which parts those are).

     Depending on the level of sensitivity of particular material, some consultants will deem the Zapotec transcription found in an English article, chapter, or handout, without Spanish glosses, to be sufficiently camouflaged, while in especially sensitive cases they will ask that such an article not be made available over the internet. Zapotec transcription with English-only glosses is an option that can be used to exclude locals who are Spanish monolinguals, especially if the remaining Zapotec-speaking population is small. It’s true that through immigration and/or education local people can learn English but I let the consultants who are the narrators of these texts and residents of these communities make these judgments.

     By talking with your consultants about these issues (how you disseminate data, what is sensitive about a text, who should not have access to a text), together you come up with ideas that will enable you to share data with the people you want to share it with while at the same time not giving access to the people that the narrator of a text doesn’t want to have access. There are different ways in which a text may be sensitive (gossip, secret or traditional religious information, politically sensitive information ...) but the texts you get from the same consultant, or even in the same region, will probably not be sensitive for too many different reasons. In my experience a particular consultant may have only one or two grounds on which they restrict access to texts. This means that once you have come up with the ways to restrict access to your mutual satisfaction then you can run through a short checklist every time the consultant says no to the question of can this story be made public? The answers to this checklist can be written on the first page of a text transcription, labeled on a cassette or cd, indicated in a file or folder name (e.g. zapotec-gossip-censored.wav, zapotec-nicknames-english.doc, zapotec-religion-nointernet.mpg ), or spelled out in a document you keep with metadata about several texts and other data. For example, on the first page of a text transcription I may have a note that says “no Spanish or sound files on internet, transcription ok for internet if only English glosses, conferences in Spanish ok, example sentence extraction ok if no personal names, full access in 2040.” 

     I am currently in the process of gathering this kind of metadata for texts I have already recorded and/or transcribed, i.e. information about the sensitivity of these texts in the view of the narrators. Sometimes it is difficult to track a consultant down if it has been several years and in some cases the consultant may have passed away. After gathering metadata from several other consultants, one gets a sense of what kinds of information may be sensitive in a particular region, even if some individuals are more sensitive than others about what information gets out there. I have no problem making a folktale public because this is information that is already public. The characters are oftentimes animals and are never real people who are alive today. If the consultant indicated to me in other discussions that s/he did not want to conceal her/his identity then I do not feel the need to restrict access to sound files which have the person’s voice, but if they did wish to be anonymous I would not put a sound file on the internet (though I would feel free to share a recording with a classroom or a conference full of linguists) just as I would not acknowledge the person by name in a written version. If you cannot track down a narrator and a text contains material that you know could be sensitive, then it is best to restrict access in the same way you restrict access to similar items which you do have the proper metadata for. 

     This is a great time in which we are able to share the results of our work with any linguists, indigenous languages speakers, and other interested parties out there in the world. By having discussions with our consultants while we are in the field we can make sure that we know their views about what kinds of material are safe to make available to the world on the internet. In this way we will be sure to not hold back data that the community may like to have available while at the same time not causing conflict or embarrassment either to our consultants or to ourselves.

