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ELAP, SOAS
Language documentation, as defined by Himmelmann 1998 and others, is meant to be multi-functional. For a documentation of a language to allow as many different kinds of research as possible, including pragmatic research, the data collected must be accompanied by a thick description of a non-linguistic nature. This metadata should supply information about the totality of the situation for the recording of speech, including information about the speakers, information about how the speakers are related to each other (if there is more than one), and ideally, also information abut the person carrying out the documentation. 

The metadata should not be limited to something like a spreadsheet for the bare essentials of the recording situation, but should ideally be linked to a daily log of activities and a description of the people that participate in the documentation, not as interesting extra-information, but as a genuine part of the documentation process that enriches the data and that opens it up for more than one kind of research (i.e. traditional linguistic analyses). 

Information about the time and place of a recording in a “thick” metadata description would include not only the name of the location (i.e. Enrique’s kitchen), or the time of day (noon) but also information about other activities that take place in the same location, thus revealing something about the attitudes of the speakers towards the chosen location for answering questions or recording speech. Information should also be provided on how a certain time of day relates to day-to-day activities and routines such as eating, working, playing, and resting. 

It may eventually turn out to be very little value in some of the extra-linguistic information with regard to how it affects the linguistic analyses, but since some of the main differences between descriptive linguistics and documentary linguistics is the separation of data collection and data analyses, the availability of collected materials (through archiving processes and archiving theory) and the “ongoingness” of language documentation, it seems reasonable to request a certain amount of redundancy (if that is what you want to call it) of information for a true realisation of the goals of documentary linguistics. For a documentation corpus to be useful for pragmatic researchers and linguists interested in the intersection of language use and social phenomena, bare language data is not enough. 


In the ongoing definition of documentary linguistics, issues such as these must be discussed both as an argument supporting documentary linguistics as a separate branch of linguistics and as a justification for the changes in attitude that are needed to make the goals of documentary linguistics, as defined by Himmelmann 1998 inter alia, possible.

