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1. Introduction’

Speakers usually communicate in a language in all kinds of different
constellations at different places and times about all sorts of things, provided
that the language is not moribund. A very real, practical problem for someone
wanting to document languages (in the sense of Himmelmann 1998, 2006) is
thus where to point the camera and microphone and when. The cumulative
result of these individual documentary recordings will be a corpus of primary
data, the centre piece of a language documentation. It is desirable for this
corpus to be representative of the language, the more so if it is endangered and
most likely soon mnot be spoken anymore. The importance of
representativeness is maybe most apparent when considering the opposite
case: a misrepresentation of a language (and thus the speech community) by a
heavily biased corpus. Imagine that at some later stage of history, the data
available about our western-style civilization would be heavily biased towards
(or even limited to) Grimm’s fairy-tales (or soap operas, or theoretical
physics).

This paper approaches the problem of representativeness of a language
documentation by first discussing various criteria that may be used to select
the events that are recorded and included in the documentation (section 3).
Central to this problem are the possibilities and limitations of applying criteria
that are based on a systematic classification of communicative event types and
may therefore help fo ensure the representativeness of a documentation in a
theoretically grounded way (section 4). We then discuss the application of
such criteria in a documentation project in the North West Amazon (section
5). The main conclusions from these discussions are that representativeness
must be based on a careful analysis of culture-specific event types and that it
is not possible to achieve representativeness for all kinds of communicative
events to the same degree (section 6). Before entering into the main
discussion, the relation of the central problem discussed here to the theoretical
framework for language documentation is treated in the following section.

' Many thanks for useful comments are due to Nikolaus Himmelmann, Peter Austin,
and Friederike Liipke. All errors and shortcomings are mine.
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2. The format and contents of language documentation

This paper argues that criteria for representative documentation should be an
integral component of a theory of language documentation. Therefore, we
briefly review the state of the art of documentary linguistics (as formulated by
Himmelmann 1998; 2006) in order to show how the development of such
criteria relates to it

The format of language documentation is conceived by Himmelmann
(2006: 21; sce also 1998) as in Table 1. A key feature of this format is the
clear separation of primary data from any descriptive or analytical statement
about this data, which is placed in the ‘apparatus’ of the documentation. The
primary data is organized into ‘sessions’, where one session is a recording of a
some kind of communicative event, ie. ideally displaying a unity of
speaker(s), place and time (see further discussion below). The apparatus is
divided into one section which contfains documents related to individual
sessions and one for the documentation as a whole. Specific proposals have
been made for the various components within the apparatus such as the format
of annotations (e.g. Lieb and Drude 2000; Schultze-Berndt 2006) or the
format of a descriptive grammar as a component of a language documentation
(Mosel 2006b). As an extended cataloguing device, the metadata includes all
relevant information on the circumstances of the recording, such as the time,
place, speakers, etc. The format of the metadata for language documentation
has been standardized after lengthy discussion into the IMDI metadata set (see
http://www.mpi.nl/IMDI), which is now widely used. Thus, one may say that
documentary linguistics is quite advanced in defining, theoretically grounding
and standardizing the format of a language documentation, both its overall
structure and its individual components. In comparison to this, relatively little
attention has been paid to the contents of the documentation, i.e. the way the
primary data is selected and how this selection is structured, since
Himmelmann (1998: 176ff) (see also Lehmann 2001: 90ff). This paper
attempts to take a further step towards filling this gap.
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Figure 1: Format of a language documentation
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There is consensus about one very general aspect of the contents of language
documentation, i.e., that its focus is not so much on the language system
(which is the subject matter of descrigtivc linguistics) but on the use of
language in its culture-specific context.” The units of the contents are thus
instances of language use. We follow Himmelmann (1998: 168) in calling
these units ‘communicative events’, a term taken from the ethnography of
communication (see section 4, below). As mentioned above, a recording of
such an event, which is integrated along with corresponding metadata and
possibly annotation in a language documentation is called a ‘session’.
Sessions may be very different in nature and length, ranging from a recording
of a single word (e.g. for phonetic analysis) to recording a lengthy ritual or
festival. The corpus of primary data, organized into sessions, is the central
component of a language documentation, around which all other components
are organized. The role of the apparatus is mainly to allow access to the
primary data, by, e.g. organizing the sessions in a hierarchical corpus structure
and providing translations and further explanations and commentary.

3. Types of criteria

At his point, it is useful to be more precise about what is meant by
‘representativeness’ of language documentation. It means that the selection of
events which make up the corpus of primary data allows someone who is not
familiar with the language and speech community to gain an authentic picture
of how the language was used at the time that the documentation was carried
out. I should also note here that what I mean by representativeness also
includes ‘completeness’ (or ‘comprehensiveness’ Himmelmann 1998 176ft.).
But rather than focusing on an upper limit (as these terms may suggest), I
focus on the internal structure. As a starting point, we may distinguish three
basic types of criteria that may be used for selecting events’ in order to see
how they may coniribute to the representativencss of a language
documentation. These criteria are referred to here as sampling methods and

% In fact, it is not possible to directly document the system of a language, but this is
rather the result of linguistic analysis and description. Ideally, however, a description
of the language system can be done on the basis of a documentation, in particular if
elicitation sessions are included, e.g. on complete paradigms which are often missing
even in large corpora.

* To be precise with respect to the meaning of ‘selecting events’ also: What we mean
here is the decision whether to record and include an event (and, in practice, actively
seek an occasion to record it) or not. Not meant here are related (and likewise difficult)
decisions such as how to adjust the camera angle (i.e. what to include or exclude of the
physical surroundings) and where to begin and end a recording (i.e. what to include or
exclude of the temporal surroundings). See Widlok (2004) for discussion of some of
these points.

























