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Abstract 

 

This article builds on the Linguistic Society of America’s Statement on Race to argue that 

linguistics urgently needs an interdisciplinarily-informed theoretical engagement with race and 

racism. To be adequate, a linguistic theory of race must incorporate the perspectives of linguistic 

researchers of different methodological approaches and racial backgrounds and must also draw 

on theories of race in neighboring fields, including anthropology, sociology, and psychology, as 

well as speech and hearing sciences, composition and literacy studies, education, and critical 

interdisciplinary race studies. The lack of comprehensive and up-to-date theoretical, analytical, 

and political understandings of race within linguistics not only weakens research by erasing, 

marginalizing, and misrepresenting racially minoritized groups, but it also diminishes the impact 

of the entire field by devaluing and excluding the intellectual contributions of researchers of 

color, whose work on this topic is rarely welcome within linguistics departments. The article 

therefore argues for a rethinking of both linguistic scholarship and linguistics as a discipline in 

more racially inclusive and socially just terms.  
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1. Why an examination of race in linguistics? Extensive research in linguistics has made use, 

implicitly or explicitly, of the concept of race. Race has been integral to how the study of 

language has developed as a research area and to how languages have been academically, 

socially, and politically defined over time (see, e.g., Makoni 2003, Makoni & Pennycook 2006), 

while language has likewise been central to how race has been theorized and taken up in 

scholarship, particularly in the Western modern era (see, e.g., Baker 2010, Bonfiglio 1999, 

Hutton 1999). Yet, as Charity Hudley (2017) discusses, conflicting models of racial 

classification have been used in linguistics, including race as researcher attribution (often on the 

basis of phenotype or language use), race as self-identification (often on the basis of culture), and 

race as a stand-in for other phenomena such as inequality. Moreover, such models are rarely 

informed by explicit theoretical perspectives that would enable them to address race-related 

questions in an adequate way.1  

 

Different trajectories of linguistic investigation have created competing as well as 

complementary notions of the role of race in linguistic processes. Linguistic research concerning 

language variation and linguistic diversity within and across racial and cultural categories has 

traditionally centered on who speaks (or does not speak) a particular language or variety. 

Relatedly, linguists frequently characterize language varieties with respect to race, such as 

African-American English or Chicano English. In large-scale variationist sociolinguistic studies, 

which have been prevalent in the past fifty years of empirical research about language and race 

within linguistics, the absence or presence of linguistic features is generally correlated with 

broadly defined racial categories, but accurate correlation with particular cultural groups in time, 

place, space, and context has proved more challenging. In contrast, in ethnographic studies, 

where race is often more explicitly theorized, it is defined primarily by cultural description and 

self-identification. For the past two decades, ethnographic linguistic studies have been deeply 

influenced by the theories and methods of linguistic anthropology and generally rely on practice-

based (e.g., Eckert 2012, Mendoza-Denton 2002) models of language and race, including a focus 

on socialization, identity, and the construction of community and culture (e.g., Alim 2004, 

Bucholtz 2011, Mendoza-Denton 2008, Morgan 2002).  

 

Given the complicated sociohistorical history of racial contact and classification, both 

theoretical and methodological concerns arise in linguists’ attempts to classify language users by 

race. Linguists, like other researchers, struggle with models of racial classification, which 

capture the tension inherent in racialization processes: in some cases, a racial classification is 

attributed to a person or group, while in other cases an individual or group claims a racial 

classification for themselves. Further difficulties arise when researchers examine linguistic 

systems that they themselves do not participate in, because they may not be aware of or may 

overlook important cultural and sociopolitical distinctions, dimensions, or insights that have 

important bearing on the research question at hand—not to mention knowledge of cultural norms 

 
1 In this article, we focus on the discipline of linguistics as it is currently practiced within linguistics departments 

and programs as well as by scholars in other institutional contexts who understand themselves to be linguists. As we 

discuss, this scope often includes work being done in other fields, but as we also note, such work is often viewed by 

professional gatekeepers as marginal to or outside of linguistics. We are therefore concerned to bring 

interdisciplinary work on race more centrally into our discipline.  

Here we primarily consider linguistics in the U.S. context. Because the racial system of the United States 

combines what are generally understood as ethnic categories as well as racial categories, our use of the term race 

includes ethnicity unless otherwise specified.  
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that are crucial both in building trust and partnerships with members of oppressed groups and in 

conducting ethically responsible research. Too often, those whom Speas (2009) and others refer 

to as “outsider linguists” may be overly focused on disciplinary norms and audiences and may 

fail to recognize the limits of their knowledge and its relevance for racially minoritized 

communities; the resulting situation creates ethical as well as theoretical and methodological 

problems, despite the good intentions those researchers may have.  

 

Thus, a clear challenge remains to develop theoretically grounded approaches to racial 

analysis in linguistics that, first, center the expertise of scholars from minoritized racial 

backgrounds and, second, incorporate the perspectives of researchers of various fields and 

subfields using different theoretical and methodological approaches. This article proposes that 

linguists draw from and build on the work on race that has already been developed in 

neighboring disciplines, while being mindful of the limitations and lacunae of some of this work. 

Among these are other social science disciplines where race has received fuller attention. We 

recognize the interdisciplinary nature of linguistics and linguistic research, but we emphasize 

that our primary concern in this article is the examination of research done in Ph.D.-granting 

linguistics departments, especially of the sort that might plausibly be found in the pages of 

Language: as sociological research has demonstrated, institutional whiteness is a structuring 

force in academia, informing the development of theories, methods and models in ways that 

reproduce racism and white supremacy as structural social processes rather than simply acts of 

individual ill will (e.g., Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva 2008). For comparison, we also consider research 

in the neighboring disciplines of anthropology, sociology, and psychology, as they have issued 

statements on race that directly informed the development of the LSA’s (2019) Statement on 

Race, as discussed further in section 3, below. We address more briefly the approaches to race 

that have been taken in other language-related disciplines, including speech and hearing sciences, 

modern language studies, applied linguistics, composition and rhetoric, language and literacy 

studies, and education. Finally, we argue that it is essential for linguistics as a discipline to learn 

from the interdisciplinary fields that have as their raison d’être a central critical engagement with 

race and racism, such as Black studies, Indigenous studies, Latinx studies, and Asian American 

and Pacific Islander studies. The failure of linguistics to engage seriously with the cutting-edge 

theoretical and political perspectives that these fields offer has significantly hampered linguists’ 

ability to address questions of race and racism in our scholarship, in our academic discipline, and 

in our profession.  

 

In short, when examining race, interdisciplinary thinking and disciplinary critical reflection 

are equally crucial. The incorporation of interdisciplinary understandings of race in linguistics 

will have considerable benefits for the quality of research and at the same time will help move 

the field toward greater inclusion and racial justice. Our aim is that this article might further 

illuminate how improving linguists’ ways of theorizing and analyzing race can yield new 

insights into the study of language while reducing inequities in the profession of linguistics.  

 

2. The need for a disciplinary stance on language and race. As we discuss throughout this 

article, linguists of color have taken the lead in conducting research on race as well as in 

exposing and interrogating historical and contemporary practices of white supremacy within 

linguistics. In general, however, the discipline has been slow to take up the charge issued by 

these scholars. The lack of an explicit and comprehensive theorizing of race within linguistics as 
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a discipline—as opposed to the important yet underappreciated work on race by individual 

linguists in a variety of fields—is inextricably bound to the discipline’s dismal record of racial 

diversity. Compounding this issue is the severe underrepresentation of faculty and students of 

color within linguistics—especially those who are of African-American, Latinx, and Native 

American descent, as well as many Asian American and Pacific Islander groups. In its 2018 

Annual Report, the Linguistic Society of America (LSA) reported, “The population of ethnic 

minorities with advanced degrees in linguistics is so low in the U.S. that few federal agencies 

report data for these groups” (Linguistic Society of America 2018:28; see also Rickford 2014). 

Moreover, the leadership within the LSA suffers from an extreme lack of racial diversity. Until 

very recently few or no linguists of color served as members of the Executive Committee in any 

given year (Linguistic Society of America 2019a), and the number of LSA presidents of color 

since the organization was founded nearly a century ago can be counted on one hand (Linguistic 

Society of America 2019b). In other words, the scholars who most often deal with race in their 

research and can contribute insights based on their lived experience are less likely to hold 

leadership positions that would enable them to shape understandings of race within the 

discipline.   

 

These persistent factors have likely contributed to the lack of open, thorough, and 

critically-engaged discussion of race within linguistics in the United States. To be sure, in recent 

years the LSA has issued an increasing number of resolutions, statements, and endorsements on 

race-related topics, such as condemnation of anti-immigrant policies, support for the resistance 

of the Standing Rock Sioux to the Dakota Pipeline, and censure of racism and other forms of 

extremism (Linguistic Society of America 2019c). However, until the LSA Statement on Race 

(Linguistic Society of America 2019d), which was approved in 2019, the discipline had no 

formal statement on race and racism, either in linguistic research or in linguistics as a profession 

(but see Baugh 1988, Lanehart 2019, Lo & Reyes 2009, Mufwene 2008, Rickford 1997, Rosa & 

Flores 2017, and Zentella 2018 for important contributions toward this bipartite goal). In 

comparison, the flagship organizations of related disciplines—the American Anthropological 

Association (1998), the American Sociological Association (2003), and the American 

Psychological Association (2001)—all have relatively longstanding formal statements regarding 

race and approaches to studying this social phenomenon and its attendant social inequalities. 

Likewise, professional organizations with a scholarly focus on language, literacy, and culture, 

such as the National Council of Teachers of English (which includes the Conference on College 

Composition and Communication) have issued similar official statements, as well as being 

active—again, thanks primarily to the efforts of their members of color—in calling attention to 

racial issues in their fields through a series of position statements related to race and inclusion in 

the profession, research, and teaching (National Council of Teachers of English n.d.a). To be 

sure, every academic discipline must continue to work to overcome continuing legacies of 

racism; this is an issue that many scholars across the fields mentioned above have acknowledged 

and have strived to correct. For this reason, it is also necessary to draw on the insights of the 

various interdisciplinary fields that critically investigate race and openly challenge racism both in 

contemporary society and in academia as a microcosm of that society, such as the fields of 

critical race studies mentioned above. We therefore consider in turn how these disciplines and 

interdisciplinary fields of study engage with race as both an intellectual and a professional 

concern. 
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2.1 Race in anthropology. Anthropology and linguistics have long had a close relationship that 

was forged early in the development of both disciplines in North America (e.g., Hymes 1964, 

Murray 1998, Paulston & Tucker 1997). Yet, the disciplines became increasingly separated 

throughout the twentieth century, and as a result a widening gap has also become evident in the 

understanding of and engagement with race by scholars in each field. Franz Boas, a major figure 

in linguistics as well as anthropology, is usually credited with debunking the “scientific” racism 

that dominated early twentieth-century anthropological research (e.g., Boas 1912); it is often 

overlooked that a much earlier and far more comprehensive critique of racist anthropological 

research was issued by Anténor Firmin, a Haitian anthropologist (Fluehr-Lobban 2000).  

Building on this long (if sometimes uneven) tradition of antiracism, for more than eighty 

years the American Anthropological Association (AAA) has produced multiple statements 

related to race and racism, often but not always in response to current events and public 

discourse (e.g., American Anthropological Association 1962, 1994, 1998; Flannery [1939] 1976, 

Stern & Bohannan 1970:11). The most extensive such statement was adopted by AAA in 1998 

and published in the organization’s flagship journal, American Anthropologist, a prominent 

placement that makes clear to members the central importance of this topic for the entire 

discipline. Anthropologists have continued to confront the colonial racist legacy of the discipline 

and the urgent need to challenge racism both within its own ranks and more broadly. These 

interlinked efforts have often been led by anthropologists of color (e.g., Baker 1998, Dominguez 

1994, Harrison 1995, Jackson & Depew 2017, Mukhopadhyay & Moses 1997, Smedley & 

Smedley 2012; on the intellectual leadership of Black anthropologists in particular, see Allen & 

Jobson 2016, Drake 1980, Harrison & Harrison 1999).  

 

AAA and its sections and members have also engaged in numerous other antiracist 

activities and initiatives. These efforts include organizing regular prominent sessions on race and 

racism at annual meetings, commissioning special issues and edited volumes theorizing race and 

racism (e.g., Harrison 1997, 1998); creating the “Race: Are We So Different?” traveling museum 

exhibit and accompanying resources, including a book (Goodman, Moses, & Jones 2012) and 

interactive website sponsored by the association (AAA n.d.); conducting surveys to expose 

continuing racism within the discipline (Brodkin et al. 2011), and establishing a designated 

“minority” seat on the AAA Executive Committee. It is important to highlight that linguists—

and especially linguists of color—have played crucial roles within AAA in addressing issues of 

race and racial justice. For example, in 1990 Arthur Spears became the founding editor of 

Transforming Anthropology, the journal of the Association of Black Anthropologists, an 

organization that seeks to make anthropology more inclusive of the work of Black scholars. He 

Spears also authored a chapter, “Negotiating Racism in the Academy” (Spears 2012) that 

appeared in Racism in the Academy (Smedley & Hutchinson 2012), a publication that emerged 

from a 2010 AAA report by the Commission on Race and Racism in Anthropology. Spears also 

edited a special issue for Transforming Anthropology that invited prominent linguists to address 

the intersection of linguistic and racial injustice (Spears 2010). In 2010, led by Ana Celia 

Zentella and other linguists, the Society for Linguistic Anthropology established the Committee 

on Language and Social Justice, which supported the production of a recent edited volume on 

that topic, with a significant focus on race (Avineri et al. 2019).  

 

As this body of scholarship attests, for the past thirty years a central project of 

anthropology has been to shine a light on unquestioned beliefs about race in canonical 
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anthropological research, to acknowledge the political agenda of purportedly scientifically 

neutral scholarship, to recover the groundbreaking yet often neglected work of scholars of color, 

and to rethink the very basis of the discipline.  

 

2.2. Race in sociology. As with anthropology, a gap exists between sociology and linguistics 

regarding attention devoted to race. While sociology once had a closer relationship to linguistics, 

the trajectories of these disciplines have diverged over time. In 1963, Lévi-Strauss wrote that the 

methodological similarity between sociology and linguistics “imposes a special obligation for 

collaboration upon them” (32). Despite this early engagement, the scholarly interests of 

sociologists and linguists diverged (Paulston & Tucker 1997). Theoretical and methodological 

connections to sociology became tenuous for linguistics, and conversely language-related issues 

are today relatively marginal to sociology (Mallinson 2013). One result of these divergences, 

Fishman (1991:130-32) has noted, is that “only a small proportion of the worldwide 

sociolinguistic literature is getting through to sociology,” while sociolinguists have “created their 

sociology as they went along,” resulting in “self-imposed underexposure to serious sociological 

stimulation.” To solve this problem, Fishman recommends that we “bring the ‘socio’ back in” to 

sociolinguistics, in order to refine our theorizing and analyzing about the social context of 

language use. One crucial aspect of this social context is race. 

 

In sociology, as Winant (2000:169) describes, race has been a significant theme from the 

founding of the discipline to the present: from the colonialism and biologistic racism inherent in 

19th-century sociology, to challenges to racism in sociology in the 20th century, to a more critical, 

global 21st-century perspective. In the early 20th-century United States, the concept of race in 

sociology was still framed by biological underpinnings, including by sociologists such as Karl 

Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim, whose work often critiqued—but also often 

supported—slavery and colonialism (Winant 2000:173-74). Sociology’s contemporary concept 

of race was largely ushered in by the work of African-American sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois, 

who, in recent years, has begun to receive due acclaim as the father of American sociology 

(Morris 2015). Du Bois underscored the consequences of African enslavement in the U.S. and 

argued for racial democratization (Winant 2000:174-76). Now in the 21st century, society has 

largely, if not necessarily permanently, dismantled transparent vehicles for social stratification 

and prejudice (e.g., imperial rule, state-backed genocide, Jim Crow, apartheid), giving rise 

instead to more opaque carriers of inequality and bias. To combat and surmount racial injustice 

and inequality, Winant argues, sociology must refine and redevelop racial theory in ways that 

“address the persistence of racial classification and stratification in an era officially committed to 

racial equality and multiculturalism” (180). Racial formation theory (Omi & Winant 2015), 

which emphasizes the sociohistorical contingency of racial systems, stands as an influential 

contribution to this effort.    

 

Like anthropology, sociology is confronting its own race problem. Since the time of Du 

Bois, the discipline has been divided into a “Black sociology” and a “white sociology” (Bhambra 

2014), and for many years sociologists of color have been challenging white disciplinary 

hegemony (Brunsma & Wyse 2019; Ladner 1973; Morris 2017) along with its negative impacts 

on the field’s epistemology (Collins 1986, 1990; Stanfield [2011a] 2016), methodology 

(Stanfield [2011b] 2016; Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva 2008), and professional training and practice 

(Margolis & Romero 1998). 
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The profession has started to address these issues more formally. For example, in 2003, the 

American Sociological Association (ASA) issued a statement that explores the contemporary 

challenges and contradictions inherent in collecting statistics that allow for comparisons by race, 

as discussed further below. On the one hand, doing so can reify race in ways that promote 

misconceptions and social divisions; on the other hand, the lack of such measures can obscure 

significant race-based social inequalities and impede social justice efforts. Nevertheless, as the 

statement makes clear, the study of race and ethnicity is crucially important both to the scientific 

work of studying society and to everyday people. Indeed, as Hillsman, a former ASA Executive 

Officer, put it, “race is real in the eyes of social beings, and its measurable consequences run 

deep in all realms of social life” (Hillsman 2002). The ASA has also approved several statements 

related to race and current events (American Sociological Association n.d.a). Further, it provides 

extensive content related to race on its website (American Sociological Association n.d.b), 

including a topic page on race and ethnicity that explains how and why sociologists study race 

and a section featuring important research by sociologists about race. The website additionally 

makes available teaching resources about race and ethnicity, as well as the 2003 ASA statement 

on race.  

 

2.3. Race in psychology. Finally, psychology has also devoted a great deal of attention to the 

concept of race and particularly to the workings of racism as a psychological phenomenon; 

again, much of this work has been carried out by scholars of color. As with anthropology and 

sociology, the discipline has a long history of racism (e.g., Fernando 2017, Howitt & Owusu-

Bempah 1994, Richards 2012). Psychologists of color have formed scholarly and professional 

societies both to foster research that has not been well-supported within the white-dominated 

American Psychological Association (APA) and to create welcoming spaces for more 

researchers of color to enter the field. These organizations include the Association of Black 

Psychologists, which publishes the Journal of Black Psychology; the Asian American 

Psychological Association, which publishes the Asian American Journal of Psychology; and the 

National Latinx Psychological Association, which publishes the Journal of Latinx Psychology. 

The latter two journals are published through APA, while the Journal of Black Psychology is 

independent. 

 

Through publications in such venues and elsewhere, scholars of color in the field have been 

at the forefront of theorizing race and racism, often in ways of direct relevance to linguistics. 

Early work by Black Martinican psychiatrist and political theorist Frantz Fanon ([1952] 1967) 

offered an important account of the psychological harm inflicted by racism and colonialism, 

published in English as Black Skin, White Masks; this work has had a profound impact both in 

revolutionary struggles around the world and in the field of postcolonial studies. (Fanon’s 

original text was famously rejected as his Ph.D. dissertation in psychiatry in France.) His book 

also contains valuable insights for linguists into the racialized politics of language under colonial 

conditions. Within the United States, African-American scholars were particularly prominent in 

early psychological advances in race and racism. Mamie Phipps Clark and Kenneth Clark 

conducted an extremely influential study of racism (Clark & Clark 1950). A generation later, the 

field of Black psychology was established (Coleman & Johnson 2009); it was one of the 

founders of this field, Robert Williams, an expert in linguistic and cultural bias in intelligence 

testing, who coined the term Ebonics, a cover term for Black linguistic practices that includes but 



 8 

is not synonymous with what linguists now usually refer to as African American English 

(Williams 1975). 

 

For over a decade, the APA has begun to heed the crucial work of such groundbreaking 

scholars by engaging deeply and critically in issues of race and racism. The first APA resolution 

related to these topics called for the recruitment and retention of people of color in the discipline 

(American Psychological Association 1993). A general statement on race was then issued as an 

emergency action in 2001 (American Psychological Association 2001), and in 2004, the 

organization published a volume tracing both racist and antiracist scholarship within the 

discipline (Winston 2004). In addition, the organization has produced other publications and a 

series of working documents on race (American Psychological Association n.d.a). These 

materials are designed to inform research as well as internal and external policy and action, as 

exemplified by the APA’s amicus brief on two high-profile Supreme Court cases related to 

affirmative-action policies in higher education, Grutter v. Bollinger and Gratz v. Bollinger 

(American Psychological Association 2003). The APA has also created an Office of Ethnic 

Minority Affairs (American Psychological Association n.d.b) and has established numerous 

other guidelines, policy statements, and resolutions relevant to racial issues (American 

Psychological Association n.d.c).  

 

2.4. Race in other language-related disciplines. In addition to the three social science disciplines 

we have discussed thus far, it is important to consider how the professional organizations of 

other fields that focus on language have engaged with the issue of race. These include 

organizations that serve the disciplines of speech and hearing sciences, modern language studies, 

language teaching, composition and rhetoric, and education.  

 

Similar to psychology, the field of speech and hearing sciences is overwhelmingly white 

(Rodriguez 2016), a situation that has given rise to a range of organizations that aim to support 

scholars of color. These organizations, which are independent of but loosely connected to the 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), are known as multicultural 

constituency groups (MCCGs) (American Speech-Language-Hearing Association n.d.a). The 

MCCGs include the Asian Indian Caucus, the Asian Pacific Islander Caucus, the Hispanic 

Caucus, L’GASP–GLBTQ Caucus, the National Black Association for Speech-Language and 

Hearing, and the Native American Caucus. As their names indicate, most of these groups 

function primarily as caucuses to ASHA; however, the National Black Association for Speech-

Language and Hearing is an entirely separate, parallel organization that was created to support 

Black American professionals, students, and clients. The MCCGs are only one of the many 

resources ASHA makes available through its Office of Multicultural Affairs (American Speech 

and Hearing Association n.d.b), along with resources about bilingualism, cultural competence, 

outreach to Minority Serving Institutions, and more. In addition, the organization has a 

Multicultural Issues Board (formerly the Committee on the Status of Racial Minorities) as part of 

its governing structure, which has issued position statements on such race-related topics as social 

dialects (American Speech-Language-Hearing Association 1983) and English language learners 

(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association 1998).  

 

Like linguistics, the Modern Language Association (MLA) has a historically weak record 

when it comes to engagement with issues of race. As a direct result of the MLA’s racially 
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exclusionary policies and practices in the first half of the twentieth century, in 1937 African-

American literary critics founded an alternative organization, the College Language Association 

(CLA) (Buncombe 1987). Since the 1970s, when the MLA established a Commission on 

Minority Groups and the Study of Language and Literature, the MLA and its members have 

begun to undo the organization’s racist legacy by bringing race more centrally into the discipline, 

primarily by broadening the literary canon, as indicated by the existence of the Committee on the 

Literatures of People of Color in the United States and Canada (Modern Language Association 

n.d.a). However, advances made through this undertaking have not been matched by equal 

success on the part of the MLA in creating and implementing structural efforts to diversify 

modern language departments and programs. For example, there is no committee on racial 

diversity in the profession, and such issues fall to the Committee on the Literatures of People of 

Color in the United States and Canada by default.  

 

Among the positive steps the MLA has taken toward this goal is the recent expansion of the 

scope of its advocacy arm to include the dissemination of materials on teaching about racism 

(MLA Action Network 2017) and on supporting students from underrepresented groups (MLA 

Action Network 2019). In addition, the MLA’s online professional journal, Profession, provides 

an important venue for members to bring attention to these issues (Aparicio 2013, Warrior 2013; 

see also Miñana 2013 for how one department is working toward greater inclusion). Finally, the 

MLA has an extensive series of resolutions, a number of which relate to race (Modern Language 

Association 2019). Nevertheless, the efforts of the MLA could significantly be expanded in 

reach and impact, particularly given its size and prominence as an organization.   

 

Scholars in the field of applied linguistics have noted similar shortcomings with respect to 

how the American Association for Applied Linguistics (AAAL) attends to race, both in 

scholarship and in the discipline. In a recent article in a major journal of applied linguistics, 

Bhattacharya, Jiang, and Canagarajah (2019) extensively document these issues. As the authors 

note, the “Resolution Affirming Commitment to Promoting Diversity in AAAL” (American 

Association for Applied Linguistics 2013) has not in fact resulted in a more representative and 

inclusive organization, as demonstrated through their analysis of the demographics of presidents, 

committee members, journal editors and board members, conference coordinators, and award 

recipients. The authors propose numerous recommendations for remedying this situation; thus far 

the article and a related letter to the AAAL Executive Committee have yielded a number of 

encouraging signs, including an open-letter response (AAAL Executive Committee 2019), the 

formation of a task force, and increased representation of applied linguists of color on the 

editorial board of the Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, which has close ties to AAAL. 

 

Compared to these other organizations, the Conference on College Composition and 

Communication (CCCC) and its umbrella organization, the National Council of Teachers of 

English (NCTE), have demonstrated a much greater commitment to racial equity in research and 

the profession. As early as 1974, CCCC issued “Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” its 

much-discussed position statement in support of minoritized linguistic varieties; this influential 

statement, which was crafted by linguists as well as composition specialists (Smitherman 1995), 

has been expanded and reaffirmed several times since that time (Conference on College 

Composition and Communication [1974] 2014). In addition, CCCC issued a statement in 

response to the 1997 Ebonics controversy in Oakland, California (Conference on College 
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Composition and Communication [1998] 2016). Besides dispelling popular misconceptions 

about the nature of African American English, the CCCC’s statement also focuses on the 

contributions of Black researchers to scholarly understanding of the variety. Moreover, 

compared to LSA, CCCC has a better, though by no means ideal, record of electing scholars of 

color to top leadership positions. This is not to say that the field is free of racism, a point 

powerfully made by Royster (1996), an African American scholar specializing in Black women’s 

literacy, in her Chair’s Address to CCCC, delivered the previous year. 

 

NCTE, which includes K-12 as well as college-level English instructors among its 

members, also has an unusually strong track record of support and advocacy for scholars and 

students of color. In 2007, NCTE issued its Statement on Anti-Racism to Support Teaching and 

Learning, which was developed by the Committee Against Racism and Bias in the Teaching of 

English; this statement was revised and reissued in 2018 (National Council of Teachers of 

English 2018). Like other disciplines we have discussed above, NCTE also has multiple 

caucuses to support the concerns of its members, including the American Indian Caucus, the 

Asian/Asian American Caucus, the Black Caucus, the Jewish Caucus, and the Latinx Caucus 

(National Council of Teachers of English n.d.b). NCTE has been a lifeline for many 

contemporary scholars of color (as well as white scholars) who do not want to limit the scope of 

their research and teaching to conform to narrow definitions of linguistics and who instead view 

a holistic approach to language, literacy, and culture as crucial for the advancement of racial 

equity. In fact, for many years, the LSA’s Language in the School Curriculum Committee has 

been committed to co-sponsoring a session relevant to K-12 education at the annual NCTE 

convention (Linguistic Society of America n.d.). 

 

A growing commitment to the idea of comprehensively supporting culturally and 

linguistically diverse learners has also propelled a greater focus on language within the American 

Educational Research Association (AERA). AERA is has been more effective than most 

academic organizations in directly addressing race because of its recognition that research-

related, educational, professional, and political matters are intertwined; one of the more 

strikingly inclusive aspects of the organization is that it represents both practitioners and 

academics in a way that blurs the distinction between these professional roles. AERA has Special 

Interest Groups (SIGs) for specific racial/ethnic groups as well as language-focused SIGs for 

Language and Social Processes and Bilingual Education. The AERA also has a SIG that 

critically examines race as well as SIGs that focus on individual racially minoritized groups.  

 

To be sure, the history of educational research is rife with racial discrimination (Ladson-

Billings 2012). Education researchers have had to contend with this past and its effects in the 

present, and some are making amends through structural changes. For example, the AERA 

Annual Brown Lecture in Education Research was inaugurated in 2004 to commemorate the 50th 

anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education decision, in which the U.S. Supreme Court took 

into account scientific research in issuing its landmark ruling. Each year a distinguished scholar 

notable for producing significant research related to equality in education is invited to give a 

public lecture in Washington, DC. In addition, thanks to the efforts of members of the Research 

Focus on Black Education SIG, AERA established a Commission on Research in Black 

Education and in 2005 published a book by the commission that seeks to expose and correct anti-

Black bias in the discipline (King 2005). 
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In sum, many scholars with a deep interest in language and race center their own 

scholarship and professional activity not in linguistics departments, but rather in departments of 

communication, English, modern languages, or education, where they often receive a warmer 

reception, more support to pursue research on race, and more opportunities to take part in 

professional initiatives that advance racial justice. These disciplines, though often devalued 

within linguistics (Baker 2010, Mallinson & Charity Hudley 2018), collectively provide a model 

for linking theoretical racial knowledge to the real-world contexts in which language users go 

about their day talking, writing, learning, and expressing themselves.  

 

2.5. Race in fields of critical race and ethnic studies. As the preceding discussion makes clear, 

disciplines adjacent to linguistics are well ahead of our own in theorizing race and confronting 

racial inequities within the academy. However, due to the fact that most of these fields, like 

linguistics, originated in and often remain enmeshed in racist theories, methodologies, and 

professional practices, it is not sufficient to rely on old academic models and tools in order to 

develop and change our theoretical thinking around race within linguistics. Indeed, some of the 

most significant theoretical work on race has been conducted not in traditional disciplines (such 

as those we discuss above) but rather in interdisciplinary fields that were established as 

deliberate alternatives to the “quotidian white supremacy” (see Rosa & Bonilla 2017: 203) of 

discipline-based knowledge. In the U.S. context, these fields include Black studies (Asante & 

Karenga 2006), Asian American and Pacific Islander studies (Cheng 2016), Chicanx and Latinx 

studies (Flores & Rosaldo 2007, Lomelí et al. 2018), Native and Indigenous studies (Denzin, 

Lincoln, & Smith 2008; Simpson & Smith 2014), comparative race and ethnic studies (Collins & 

Solomos 2010), and mixed-race studies (Ofekwungigwe 2004).  

 

Researchers in these fields have produced a rich and varied body of scholarship that 

advances theoretical understandings of race as well as racism, often but not exclusively through 

the lens of Critical Race Theory (Crenshaw et al. 1995). The departments and programs housing 

these fields—though typically institutionally marginalized and underresourced compared to 

predominantly white disciplines—are invaluable to their campuses, both for creating innovative, 

engaging, and inclusive curricula for students and for shouldering a disproportionate amount of 

the work of training, mentoring, hiring, and advocating for scholars of color.  

 

To date, the cutting-edge theories of race emerging from these fields have had very little 

impact on linguistics as a discipline. Most linguists have not engaged with traditional discipline-

based theories of race—let alone with more recent developments grounded in critical theories—

and it is vanishingly rare for linguists to wade into current interdisciplinary theoretical debates 

over race, which are often led by scholars in critical race studies. In sociolinguistics, for instance, 

much quantitative work continues to rely on traditional, positivistic sociological models of race, 

while even research within third-wave sociolinguistics (Eckert 2012) that is concerned with race 

typically draws on social constructionism and racial formation theory, frameworks that are both 

decades old and not grounded in contemporary critically engaged frameworks. In this way, 

linguistic scholarship fails to keep up with current discussions and debates—such as critiques by 

Black studies scholars, which point toward theories of social constructionism and racial 

formation as being circular, rooted in a liberal understanding of race and racism, and implicitly 

or explicitly anti-Black (e.g., Saucier & Woods 2016; see also Morrison 1992). Perhaps the 
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subfield that is currently most holistically engaged in critical race studies is that of language 

revitalization/reclamation, where new scholarship is increasingly informed by Indigenous 

epistemologies and methodologies, thanks to the important work of Native and Indigenous 

linguists, as we discuss further below. In short, there is a great deal of room for linguists to learn 

from our colleagues who theorize race and who, on a daily basis, work for racial justice within 

and outside of the academy.  

 

3. The LSA Statement on Race. This article is accompanied by the Statement on Race 

(Linguistic Society of America 2019), and our aim is for the discussion initiated by the 

statement, this article, and responses to it to advance theorizing, research, critical reflection, and 

collective action on race and racism in linguistics. In this section, we explain how insights 

gleaned from the fields and disciplines discussed above have informed our own thinking about 

race as well as the drafting of the Linguistic Society of America’s (2019) Statement on Race.  

 

In 2018, Charity Hudley and Mallinson organized the symposium “Linguistics and Race: 

An Interdisciplinary Approach Towards an LSA Statement on Race” at the Linguistic Society of 

America annual meeting. Participants included scholars from a range of racial and other 

intersectional backgrounds, each of whom has conducted research that directly involves the topic 

of language and race: in alphabetical order, the symposium participants were Mary Bucholtz 

(University of California, Santa Barbara), Anne H. Charity Hudley (University of California, 

Santa Barbara), Elaine Chun (University of South Carolina), Nelson Flores (University of 

Pennsylvania), Nicole Holliday (Pomona College), Christine Mallinson (University of Maryland, 

Baltimore County), and Arthur Spears (City University of New York). In their remarks, each of 

the scholars drew upon their training from various subdisciplines and approaches to linguistics, 

as well as training in related fields, to consider issues of race in interdisciplinary perspective. The 

papers and discussion during the symposium laid the groundwork for the LSA Statement on 

Race, which was drafted in Summer 2018, followed by several months of collecting feedback 

and revising the draft. In 2019, the LSA Statement on Race was officially approved by the LSA’s 

Executive Committee.  

 

The LSA Statement on Race dovetails with statements, position papers, and insights from 

neighboring fields and disciplines that critically interrogate race. In totality, the various 

disciplinary statements discussed above recognize race as a set of beliefs and ideologies about 

human differences that serves as a basis for the inequitable distribution of material and symbolic 

benefits and resources. These statements acknowledge that prejudice, discrimination, and racism 

remain profound social problems. They carefully document the historical and social motivations 

for current racial categories, describe how scholarly thought about race in these disciplines 

originated and how it has changed over time, and discuss which modes of classification of race 

and racial work are predominant in these fields. In sum, these statements guide the study of race 

within these disciplines: they establish a set of grounding principles for the study of race from 

their disciplinary perspectives, and they affirm that race and racism are important topics of 

scholarly inquiry within their fields and of advocacy and activism within their professions.  

 

In addition, interdisciplinary fields that are centrally focused on critically theorizing race 

offer linguistics the recognition that, whether acknowledged or not, race is central, not peripheral 

or irrelevant, to every aspect of academic knowledge production. These fields also prioritize 
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topics, epistemologies, and methodologies rooted in the histories and experiences of people of 

color; consequently, they understand that what traditional disciplines often consider “data” 

produced by people of color is better conceptualized as grounded theoretical knowledge in its 

own right (e.g., Collins 1990). Finally, these fields emphasize that race imposes differential and 

distinctive effects on each racially minoritized group, even as coalitional perspectives are also 

sometimes necessary and valuable. These views of race are often not reconcilable with those 

articulated within hegemonically white disciplines.  

 

Although no field or discipline is exempt from the charge to continue to engage in work 

that reimagines their theories, methods, and professional activities from an antiracist perspective, 

the models and inspirations we have highlighted above may help spur a deep and comprehensive 

self-examination of our own field.  At the same time, we emphasize that neither the LSA 

Statement on Race nor this article are intended to be a definitive take on the status of race and 

racism in linguistics or on the types of work that remain to be done. Research is urgently needed 

that uncovers the dynamic and changing nature of understandings of race in our field, due to the 

many ways in which language can be measured, analyzed, and observed. Yet, any such work is 

never complete and that notions of race are constantly changing and in dispute. In addition, 

models of race are different over time, across contexts, and around the world (see, e.g., Alim, 

Rickford, & Ball 2016; DeGraff 2003, 2004, 2005a, 2005b; Makoni, Smitherman, Ball, & Spears 

2003; Mufwene 2001; Omi & Winant 2015; Smedley & Smedley 2012) and these variations 

must be also brought into our disciplinary and interdisciplinary conversations. We therefore 

consider the LSA’s (2019) Statement on Race as well as this article to be starting points for 

ongoing investigation, analysis, and dialogue. 

 

In the following sections, we demonstrate how insights from neighboring fields can have 

particular utility when we consider two key areas. First, we consider the task of dismantling 

raciolinguistic ideologies that often unconsciously undergird and permeate the study of language 

and race (Rosa & Flores 2017; cf. Alim, Rickford & Ball 2016). Second, we consider the task of 

moving beyond “counting” race in the study of language toward research that is grounded in 

identity-, culture-, and community-based models and frameworks, while not losing sight of the 

fact that racism remains central to the experience of racially minoritized people. In relation to 

each of these two key areas, we draw upon insights from related disciplines as well as 

interdisciplinary fields of critical race studies with which linguistics has not often engaged to 

suggest ways that linguists can refine our ideological approaches, theoretical perspectives, and 

analytical models in the study of language and race—and, in so doing, develop a more 

comprehensive and productive understanding of race within and beyond linguistics.  

 

The following discussions further address how the hegemonic whiteness of our discipline 

has been profoundly damaging both for linguistic scholarship and for linguistics as a profession. 

Although these might appear to some readers to be separate issues, in fact what linguists look 

like and how we identify and are identified—and the structural advantages or disadvantages we 

experience as a result—are all fundamental to how (and whether) research is done, by whom, 

and for what purposes. Although researcher subjectivities are particularly salient in scholarship 

on race (e.g., Twine & Warren 2000), all research proceeds from a point of view, regardless of 

whether it is acknowledged, examined, denied, or suppressed (Daston & Galison 2007). Finally, 

because it is impossible to theorize race and racism without the leadership of those who most 
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directly experience and understand racial inequities—that is, people of color—and because the 

structural exclusion of scholars from racially minoritized groups from our field is not only 

intellectually but morally wrong, we conclude this article both with a discussion of the need to 

advance racial justice in the discipline of linguistics and an outline of potential pathways for how 

to do so.  

 

4. Dismantling raciolinguistic ideologies in linguistic research. As a predominantly white, 

scientifically oriented discipline based, at least since the early twentieth century, in a liberal 

rejection of scientific racism, linguistics has been reluctant to acknowledge its role in 

reproducing white supremacy. Many linguists, particularly those who are white-identified, seem 

to hold the implicit assumption that whether thanks to Boas’s cultural relativism and anti-racist 

activism or Chomsky’s linguistic universalism and left-wing politics, linguistics has adequately 

addressed racism. This disciplinary failure to acknowledge the racism within linguistics is 

largely due to the deeply entrenched societal ideology that positions racism as intentional and 

individual, rather than structural and often below the level of awareness of those who enact it 

(Hill 2008; Hodges 2016). Because of the structural nature of racism, even well-intentioned 

white people in “nice” disciplines that espouse progressive goals inevitably contribute to its 

reproduction (Kubota 2002), especially when such stances are aligned with the widespread racial 

ideology of colorblindness, or the belief that race is irrelevant and that to discuss race is itself 

racist (Bonilla-Silva 2003; Delgado & Stefancic 2017). 

 

As a starting point for overcoming these ideologies, it is crucial for linguists to understand 

that race is a powerful system for justifying social inequality. There is abundant historical and 

present-day evidence that demonstrates social domination as being what race is for and why it 

exists (Smedley & Smedley 2012). At the center of this system of structural inequality is 

whiteness, a social category that has enabled those people designated as white not just to claim 

but to take for granted a supposed entitlement to unearned advantages, privileges, and power 

(Morrison 1992, Painter 2010). In other words, white supremacy is not simply an explicitly 

stated ideology of racial superiority but more fundamentally the global structures and systems of 

racial hierarchy and domination, which include both material advantages and ideological 

domination. White supremacy confers a wealth of benefits for white people; most importantly, it 

allows white people to deny the fact of their ongoing racial domination of people of color 

(Bucholtz forthcoming a). White linguists, who continue to dominate the field both numerically 

and sociopolitically, must reject this ideology and overcome their white fragility concerning race 

(DiAngelo 2018) in order to adequately address issues of racism within the discipline. To do so, 

the discipline of linguistics must take at least the following steps:  

• Fully acknowledge the ongoing legacy of the field’s history of colonial racism (Errington 

2001, Bolton & Hutton 2000); 

• End scholarly practices of racial erasure and racial displacement through reliance on 

untheorized conceptual and methodological substitutes for race such as “culture” 

(Ladson-Billings 2008); 

• Eliminate research that considers racially minoritized groups and their language only as 

marked and “exotic” and the treatment of whiteness as the unmarked norm rather than as 

a phenomenon requiring critical analysis (Lanehart 2009; Trechter & Bucholtz 2001); 
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• Understand racialization as a system for reproducing white supremacy (Murji & Solomos 

2005) as well as the centrality of raciolinguistic ideologies in supporting that system 

(Rosa & Flores 2017); 

• Critique research that reproduces inequality through (what may even be benevolently 

intended) claims of racially minoritized groups’ linguistic deficits; and 

• Restructure the discipline to be fully inclusive of the ideas, work, and presence of 

scholars of color and the experiences, practices, and contributions of racially minoritized 

language users (Lanehart 2019), even—and especially—when these differ from 

disciplinary norms and traditions. 

 

Above all, linguists need to acknowledge that the white supremacy of linguistics emerges 

from its origins as a tool of colonialism and conquest, a repugnant history that continues to haunt 

the discipline. Although it is tempting and can feel reassuring to imagine that racism safely 

resides in a benighted earlier age of colonization and violent oppression, in fact linguists of color 

(including Davis 2017, Green 2002, Leonard 2011, Meek 2011, Morgan 1994, 2009; Rickford 

2006, and Zentella 2018, among others) have identified scholarly practices that diminish and 

distort the language of racially minoritized groups that persist in contemporary linguistic 

research (see also work by white linguists such as Walters 1996, Wolfram 2007). Generally, 

however, white linguists have not taken race-related critiques made by linguists of color as a 

mandate to scrutinize the foundational assumptions of the discipline. 

 

The most basic of linguistic assumptions rooted in problematic notions of race, as 

discussed by a number of researchers, is the imposition of Eurocentric standards on non-Indo-

European languages and racially minoritized linguistic varieties (Bolton & Hutton 2000; DeGraff 

2005a; Errington 2001; Irvine & Gal 2000; Kroskrity 2013; Zentella 2017). These range from the 

grossest Orientalist and racist stereotypes to the more well-intentioned but no less racist 

ideologies found in today’s deficit approaches (see section 5, below). Moreover, a colonial 

perspective in linguistics leads to the devaluation of the intellectual contributions and social 

agency of language users from marginalized and racially minoritized groups. This is most 

evident in the longstanding pattern of taking linguistic data from communities without providing 

adequate “service in return,” in the words of Rickford (1997:182)—and using those data for the 

linguist’s own purposes, with little or no consultation of community members’ own perspectives 

(Leonard & Haynes 2010). This approach too often remains standard practice. At the same time, 

linguistics is witnessing a counter-trend of deeply community-centered research, particularly in 

the area of language revitalization/reclamation, and especially in work by Indigenous linguists 

(e.g., Chew, Greendeer, & Keliia 2015; Davis 2016; Leonard 2017; Meek 2012; Nicholas 2009; 

Zepeda & Hill 1998). Nevertheless, a meaningful and overarching, discipline-wide discussion of 

the ethical responsibilities of all linguistic researchers to language communities is long overdue.  

  

Dismantling racism within linguistic scholarship requires focusing on how debates within 

our field are imbued with raciolinguistic ideologies that reinforce white supremacy. One 

particularly illuminating example is research on the so-called “language gap,” or the notion that 

children from low-income families confront a linguistic disadvantage compared to children from 

affluent homes. According to one much-sensationalized and much-contested claim, by the time 

they enter school, poor children supposedly hear some 30 million fewer words than their peers in 

the middle class (Hart & Risley 1995). In other words, the very premise of language gap research 
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is a deficit perspective regarding the language of low-income children (Avineri et al. 2015; 

Johnson & Zentella 2017). And because children from racially minoritized groups are more 

likely to be from low-income homes than their white counterparts, this deficit perspective is also 

a racialized and racializing perspective, despite the fact that extensive research has demonstrated 

that children and youth of color have abundant linguistic abilities, even if these may not always 

be appropriately acknowledged or fully valued by schools and researchers (e.g., Bucholtz, 

Casillas, and Lee 2015; Charity Hudley and Mallinson 2011, 2014; Heath 1983; González, Moll, 

& Amanti 2005). As a result, “language gap” research, which is generally conducted with the 

best of intentions, ends up reproducing the logics and structures of white supremacy (Rosa and 

Flores 2017).  

 

5. “Counting” race: From racial categorization to racialization and beyond. As the language 

gap example reveals, a deficit approach does not merely identify but actively constructs 

differences across racial groups, contributing to biased analyses. Extensive research in many 

fields over the past several decades has argued that race is a complicated, dynamic social 

construct that has taken hold as a dimension of social reality, even though racism as the material 

domination of marked bodies remains intransigent. As race continues to shift and change, 

scholars have recognized the need to avoid relying on outmoded ways of conceptualizing and 

theorizing race and on outmoded ways of modeling and analyzing racial data. We focus here on 

analytic approaches to race within the traditional social sciences of anthropology, psychology, 

and sociology, which also inform much of the research in other fields and are closest to the 

methods currently used in linguistics. However, we encourage linguists to consider as well the 

ways in which they might adjust these approaches in light of the critiques of disciplinary 

methods that have emerged from critical race studies.  

 

5.1. Race in anthropological analysis. The topic of race has been at the center of anthropology 

since its colonial beginnings, when it was used in explicitly racist ways, and it continues to play 

a key role in the discipline. Over the past century anthropologists have sought to debunk the 

biological concept of race (e.g., Boas [1940] 1982, Marks 2017), and the field’s analytic shift 

from race to culture led to an erasure of race and racism in most anthropological research for 

several decades (Harrison 1995; Mullings 2005; Shanklin 2000). Both race and racism are again 

drawing increasing attention in anthropological research (e.g., Allison & Piot 2013; Dick & 

Wirtz 2011), where they are approached from a critical and sociohistorical perspective. In 

anthropology, race is currently viewed as a culturally created category and especially as a 

product of cultural processes of sociopolitical domination. Social institutions—including 

academic institutions and disciplines—are seen as being implicated in racism by inscribing 

political inequality and cultural meaning onto people’s bodies.  

 

Because cultural anthropology relies almost entirely on qualitative ethnographic methods, 

in which the goal is to understand everyday social practices from the perspective of a cultural 

insider, race is typically not subject to quantitative analysis in the field. Instead, researchers 

examine local racial categories, identities, and practices as well as how social actors variously 

reproduce or resist the structures, processes, and effects of racism. However, race is often 

enlisted in ethnography in ways that have been critiqued for reproducing inequality (Saucier 

2016; Tuck & Yang 2014). Interrogating qualitative as well as quantitative approaches to race is 

therefore crucial in undoing racism in research.  
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Linguists can find connections with anthropologists on a number of issues involving race. 

Obvious linkages connect researchers of language documentation and revitalization/reclamation 

with anthropologists who engage in community-based methods (scholars in these areas are 

sometimes affiliated with both disciplines). For example, a careful, critical version of the 

ethnographic method of participant-observation is likely to yield more deeply collaborative 

research relationships across racial difference than traditional elicitation-based methodologies 

(Dobrin & Schwartz 2016). Meanwhile, local understandings of Indigeneity as both a political 

and a cultural category are necessary for navigating research in communities as well as for 

making sense of linguistic data, including views of speakerhood that may differ from those of 

linguists (e.g., Ahlers 2006, Davis 2016). Similar linkages are found between sociolinguists who 

employ practice-based models and scholars of linguistic anthropology. Particularly over the past 

two decades, linguistic anthropology has become increasingly active in researching race through 

a critical lens. The subfield has benefited from the theoretical advances on race made in the field 

of anthropology as a whole, while contributing insights into the linguistic dimensions of race that 

are often overlooked in other subfields, where language is not a central analytic focus. Many of 

the linguists of color we cite in this article are also linguistic anthropologists who have published 

important ethnographies that shed light on the ways that race is linguistically organized and vice 

versa (e.g., Alim 2004, Meek 2012, Mendoza-Denton 2008, Morgan 2002, Reyes 2007, Rosa 

2019, Zentella 1997). 

 

Theoretical and methodological models informed by anthropology can similarly benefit 

other linguistic subfields. Psycholinguists and other researchers who rely on experimental 

methods can use more open-ended, participant-driven methods for classifying participants’ racial 

identification. Scholars of language who rely on archival and historical sources should also 

consider how the dynamics of colonialism and racism may have influenced the nature of the data 

(cf. Makoni and Pennycook 2006). And all linguists can gain valuable theoretical and 

methodological insight into race from linguistic anthropology’s deep cultural and sociohistorical 

focus as well as its critical, reflexive attention to the role of the researcher in shaping every step 

of the research process.  

 

5.2. Race in psychological analysis. In psychology, approaches to race have often focused on 

quantifiable taxonomies, such that racial classification is reduced to a variable that is put into a 

statistical program for quantitative analysis. These methods are not only incomplete, but in many 

cases also misleading and inappropriate. Guthrie (2004) discusses white bias in psychology in 

conjunction with the underrepresentation of insights from researchers of color in psychological 

research. Racial falsehoods have been claimed to be true, as in the continued use of IQ testing; 

the development of psychometrics and classifications based on purported intelligence has also 

contributed to systems of racial classification (Lemann 1999). Beliefs about race and IQ still 

persist, and gross racial classifications continue to be correlated with intelligence scores and 

academic performance (Herrnstein and Murray 1994) as well as with linguistic features, 

including vocabulary (Hart and Risley 1995), as described above. Hart and Risley’s language 

gap work has also influenced the development of “dialect density” measures as a method used by 

psycholinguists and speech and hearing scientists, in which speakers’ rate of use of racialized 

linguistic features is calculated across utterances, a technique that has led to vast 

mischaracterizations of the language of people in racially minoritized groups. More current 
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psychological work on growth mindsets, or what is more informally known as “grit,” also carries 

on a similar tradition of ignoring the dynamics of race and culture as well as the social 

situatedness of language users (Love 2019). Such methods are not informed by theories of race 

or racism. Even the most advanced of these approaches still tend to operate on a naturalistic 

sorting or assignment model of race (see Zuberi 2003) rather than examining the racist structures 

that have been created through the embedding of racist practices in social, legal, and economic 

systems.  

 

In addition, many existing psychological models related to race have taken a deficit 

perspective, in which racial groups are primarily studied as the objects of discrimination and 

racism without a corresponding focus on community or individual responses, alternative models, 

equity measures, and so forth. For example, the famous Clark Doll Study (Clark & Clark 1950), 

which the authors suggested demonstrated internalized racism and self-hatred in African-

American children, was important for research and policy and had direct implications for the 

Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education. Nevertheless, the researchers failed 

to consider other psychological dimensions and aspects, such as resistance to racism and 

psychological resilience. As such work demonstrates, there is a danger of conflating the impact 

of racism with the identities, cultures, politics, and experiences of racial groups. Through later 

work carried out by scholars of color, a psychological focus on culture, wellness, identity, 

resilience, and empowerment was introduced (see, e.g., Helms & Cook 1999; Henderson, 

DeCuir-Gunby & Gill 2016; Neville, Tynes, and Utsey 2009; Rowley et al. 2012; Tatum 1997; 

2000; Villarruel et al. 2009). This work does not deny the profound harm of racism or the fact 

that race was created and is maintained in the service of racism, but it nonetheless highlights the 

ways in which racially minoritized groups confront and resist their own oppression. 

 

Current quantitative and qualitative approaches to psychological research continue this line 

of inquiry. Salter and Haugen (2017) recommend incorporating Critical Race Theory into 

psychological frameworks in much the same way that we recommend for linguistics. Helms, 

Jernigan, and Mascher (2005) as well as Sen and Wasow (2016) have called for the development 

of more complex empirical models of race, if psychological research is to resonate among 

racially minoritized groups and to yield reliable and valid data for meaningful applications. 

Psychology has advanced understandings of the educational, social, health, and wellness impacts 

of racial confidence as well as ways to mitigate discrimination. Meanwhile, research on the 

physiological impact of racist stressors is still in the early stages, and psychological and 

biological factors that contribute to individual differences in the health impact of racism are still 

being identified (see Harrell, Hall, & Taliaferro 2003). Researchers note that racism may impact 

physiological outcomes and health through a variety of psychophysiological and epigenetic 

pathways (Harrell et al. 2011), and the role that language has in both causing and mitigating 

these stressors (Richeson & Sommers 2016) could be an important focus for linguists. The 

American Academy of Pediatrics has also published a statement on the impact of racism on child 

and adolescent health, which advocates for more training in culturally competent care for 

physicians and other health care professionals. Suggestions for developing wider and more 

comprehensive linguistic and communicative abilities among the pediatric workforce include 

“active learning strategies, such as simulation and language immersion,” in order to “adequately 

prepare pediatric residents to serve the most diverse pediatric population to date to exist in the 

United States and lead diverse and interdisciplinary pediatric care teams” (Trent, Dooley, & 
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Dougé 2019). 

 

Another promising research direction could be to meld sociolinguistic insights with 

psychologically motivated ways to decrease discrimination and bias. This line of research could 

build on the findings of psychology to examine the role of language in such issues as internalized 

racism, the empowerment of racially minoritized groups, and the learning processes of racially 

minoritized students. Greater work on the role of language in social psychology is also needed, 

particularly as it relates to well-studied areas including stereotype threat (Steele 2010), micro- 

and macro-aggressions (Sue 2010; see also Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso 2000), and implicit and 

explicit bias in language (Gaither et al. 2016; Porter et al. 2016).  

 

Linguistically informed models of inclusion that intersect with these psychological 

insights bring the two literatures and approaches together (see the Multicultural Training 

Resources of the American Psychological Association, n.d.a). Charity Hudley (2017) points out 

that contemporary definitions of race that do not include considerations of both race and 

language as fundamental to culture only serve to further subjugate and racialize already 

marginalized groups. For example, much information for educators about African-American 

English employs a situational codeswitching model that is designed to encourage speakers of 

African-American English to become adept at switching between African-American English and 

the language variety of the school or dominant culture.2 Success is measured by acquisition of 

school knowledge, which points to an ability to switch as a tacit goal. At their worst, 

codeswitching models push speakers of African-American English to acquire standardized 

language while demeaning African-American English in the process. At their best, such models 

enable students to use, value, and build on their knowledge of African-American English while 

helping them acquire standardized English. Either way, the educational ideology of situational 

codeswitching, while touted as practical and effective in classrooms, is highly racialized (Charity 

Hudley & Mallinson 2011, Flores & Rosa 2015, Hankerson 2017, Smitherman 2017). The 

message that students glean from the hidden curriculum of codeswitching is that students and 

educators are best served by leaving African-American English at the classroom door—an 

ideology that can promote internalized racism as well as linguistic insecurity for both Black 

students and Black educators.  

 

How do we disrupt such models? What are their psychological impacts? Further research 

on race at the intersection of psychology and linguistics is vital to more fully answering such 

questions and the implications for racially minoritized groups. Future research should explore 

ways to move beyond merely counting language users or their linguistic features, and instead 

work toward models that more explicitly aim to center, and not simply describe, language users 

and their practices, using social-justice-centered community-based approaches (Bucholtz, 

Casillas, & Lee 2016, 2017; Charity Hudley 2017, Charity Hudley & Mallinson 2018, Mallinson 

& Charity Hudley 2018). 

 

5.3. Race in sociological analysis. The question of whether and how to “count” race has been 

tackled in depth within the discipline of sociology. There is considerable variability by 

 
2 The educational valorization of situational codeswitching between racialized and hegemonic varieties of English 

stands in striking contrast to the educational devaluation of intraclausal codeswitching, or more broadly 

translanguaging, by racialized bilingual youth (see Martínez 2013).  
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sociological subdiscipline as well as across qualitative and quantitative traditions with respect to 

whether race is viewed more fluidly or as a variable that can stand as a proxy for culture. 

Quantitative sociological studies often use race as a variable in ways that draw upon what are 

(particularly in the U.S.) broadly agreed-upon, relatively rigid understandings of racial 

categories. Further (and again, particularly in the U.S.), there is a tradition of collecting a great 

deal of data by race, which both facilitates and constructs racial comparison. This work poses a 

challenge whereby race, while widely viewed as a dynamic social construct across most of the 

social sciences, is nevertheless in many theoretical and analytical approaches made to fit 

statistical models that are still fairly discrete and binary. If race is a social construct, then it is 

more complicated than a discrete variable in a cell on which a correlation analysis is run in a 

statistical model.   

 

As a result of these limitations, there has been considerable discussion in sociology as to 

whether or not race should be an object of sociological inquiry at all, particularly with regard to 

the collection and quantitative analysis of race-based data. The ASA’s (2003) statement on this 

issue explores the challenges and contradictions inherent in collecting statistics that allow for 

comparisons by race. The statement poses this fundamental question: If race is a social construct, 

then should we stop collecting data about race? Having people check boxes about their racial or 

ethnic identities in a survey can reify race in ways that could inadvertently promote “social 

divisions and [fuel] a mistaken perception that race is a biological concept” (ASA 2003:1). On 

the other hand, the lack of such measures presents serious limitations for the study of society, 

given the fact that much social inequality in the U.S. and globally—including in education, 

housing, health care, the legal system, and so on—stems from and correlates with perceived 

racial differences (ASA 2003:2). If sociologists were to stop collecting data about and measuring 

race, not only would they be unable to observe race-based trends, but this could also obscure 

inequalities and impede social justice efforts (ASA 2003:1).  

 

Accordingly, the ASA advises against ending the collection of data by race, noting 

further that race will likely become even more significant in U.S. society as the national 

population continues to diversify (2003:11). Public interest in the topic of race and racial 

classification will also likely persist—which merits the continued attention of sociologists, who 

have much to contribute to this dialogue. As the ASA statement concludes, “Studying race as a 

social phenomenon makes for better science and more informed policy debate” (11). Thus, the 

position of the ASA is not simply that social scientists should measure race, but rather that 

sociological knowledge and findings about the role of race in society should contribute to 

improving society. In fact, this was one of the main sentiments in August 2002, when the ASA 

released its statement about race at the organization’s annual conference and invited the 

organization’s officers to respond. As Hillsman, who introduced the statement, asserted in her 

remarks, “We need to face the larger challenge of ensuring that scientific knowledge about race 

is placed in a meaningful social context and that our work should advance public understanding 

about how race affects everyday life” (2002). It is also critically important not to discount the 

central role of racism in the invention of race, which must be central to any effort to understand 

race as a social phenomenon.  

 

Winant (2000) makes the case that sociologists ought to carry out studies that center on 

race in ways that are careful and thoughtful and that avoid empirical fetishism; such studies must 
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have strong theoretical footing, and they must also be placed within social context, in ways that 

contribute to broad, often public debate about the role of race in society. Winant further 

identifies several key themes in current sociological work on race: research on overcoming 

prejudice, discrimination, and racism; studying the pervasive yet often-subtle processes of racial 

formation (Omi and Winant 2015); combating racial injustice; and promoting racial equality, 

both domestically and globally. These are all broad areas to which the study of language can 

contribute. Some important areas of mutual interest for sociologists and linguists include the 

study of language as a mechanism in racial categorization and stereotyping processes; the role of 

language in activating bias and discrimination; how linguistic biases can lead to inequality and 

discrimination related to education, the workplace, and housing; the disproportionate racial 

impact of linguistic, educational, social, and public policies; the rhetorics of race, racist 

discourse, and racial microaggressions; and the role of language in equity and activism efforts 

(Mallinson 2013). Each of these areas of inquiry may be fruitful avenues for sociologists and 

linguists to engage in interdisciplinary conversations and collaborations about race and language, 

in ways that can enrich both disciplines.  These areas also lend themselves to exploring how 

various groups of people are considered in relation to the changing landscape of race and 

language, moving beyond binary classifications of race and ethnicity and toward community- 

and individual-centered models. 

 

5.4. Race in educational analysis. Because education is a highly interdisciplinary field, 

educational research on race draws on all of the perspectives described above as well as others. 

Rather than survey that vast literature here, we point to the important role of Critical Race 

Theory, as well as more specific instantiations such as Latinx Critical Theory, in educational 

engagements with race. Education researchers working within this theoretical framework have 

developed approaches that challenge the racist assumptions that often underlie traditional social 

science methodologies. Notably for linguists, many of these alternative methodologies, 

especially in higher education contexts, emphasize language use (e.g., Pérez Huber 2009; 

Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso 2000). For example, Solórzano and Yosso (2002) frame the deficit 

race-based claims of traditional social science as “majoritarian stories” (28) and offer the method 

of counter-storytelling to combat the racist representations produced within hegemonic academic 

research. Bringing the analytic tools of linguistics to the examination of such narratives would 

enrich multiple fields simultaneously.    

 

Linguistics also intersects with education through its place in the college and university 

curriculum. One key issue that linguists must grapple with as they design analytic models is: 

How will people of color be represented racially in such work, and what will students of color 

who read it learn as a result? Impact-focused research design models of this kind, which are 

standard in education, are greater in scope and scale than most models in current linguistic 

research, which tend to be focused on theory and analysis rather than policy and practice. The 

issue of representation and educational impact is not only prevalent at the K-12 level. For 

example, as Charity Hudley, Mallinson, Berry-McCrea, and Muwwakkil (under submission) 

point out, it also affects African-American college students who attend Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities: the fact that linguistics is largely absent from the curriculum at these 

institutions leaves linguists without an adequate model for how best to use our discipline to serve 

such students. Much more research therefore remains to be done on the racialized educational 

impact of linguistic research in higher education.  
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5.5. Bringing race into linguistic analysis. Research from these and other fields makes clear that 

scholars must not simply “count” race, mechanically classify participants racially, or assume that 

race is irrelevant to a given research question or an entire subfield. Rather, we must draw upon 

and contribute to scholarly theories of race by asking what methods will best enable us to be 

racially inclusive in our work as well as by examining language and race in ways that aim for 

social justice. Linguistic research has demonstrated that how information is gathered and by 

whom plays a large role in the findings, not only in relation to the “observer’s paradox” (Labov 

1972) but also due to the fact that researchers’ own identities and subjectivities inform the topics 

they choose to study, the research questions they ask, and the methodologies they use (Lanehart 

2019). For instance, on the one hand, the study of African-American English (AAE) is generally 

viewed as central to the field of sociolinguistics (see Baugh 2019). On the other hand, the fact 

that the vast majority of the sociolinguists who have historically carried out research on AAE 

have been white has contributed directly to circumscribing what research questions have been 

asked about AAE and what findings have been generated—as Wolfram puts it, the “academic 

exclusivity” that has surrounded the study of AAE is a major factor that has contributed to the 

perpetuation of sociolinguistic “folklore” about the variety (2007:16; see also Spears 2009). Thus 

it is not enough to have an abundance of language data from people of color; rather, critical 

attention must be paid to how racial dynamics and raciolinguistic ideologies play a role in 

affecting each part of the research, including not only what types of data have been gathered but 

also what data may have been overlooked, omitted, or excluded in the research process and over 

time.   

 

One important consideration for any linguistic study, whether community-based or lab-

based, is the importance of avoiding simplistic characterizations of the race of participants and 

instead clearly describing participants’ background and providing information about the social 

and racial history of their community as part of the analysis. Linguists in some subfields are 

accustomed to formulating detailed questionnaires that inquire about participants’ social and 

personal backgrounds. In the absence of participant storytelling or careful ethnography, 

including questions about participants’ own views of their race, culture, and sociohistorical 

context can help provide much-needed social and demographic information. In cases where it is 

difficult to ask questions in ways that make race freely discussable, it is possible to ask about 

other indicators, such as segregation in the neighborhood and family life histories, to get a better 

sense of racializing and racialized processes in participants’ communities and in their own lives. 

Questions about the language user’s family heritage, when worded carefully, can have a much 

less threatening effect than when racial classification is prompted through direct questioning. 

Firsthand accounts of racial identity can then be supported and expanded with demographic 

information from the language user’s community. Whatever approach is taken, researchers must 

remain aware of the role of their own racial positionality in the research and should address this 

issue in their research reporting.   

 

Similar efforts can be seen in the field of natural language processing (NLP), where 

increasing attention is being paid to the need for researchers to adopt the use of data statements 

to avoid and alleviate exclusion and bias in their work (Bender & Friedman 2018). Bender 

(2019) has argued that it is important for NLP researchers always to identify which language or 

languages are being used in their analyses; otherwise, (standardized) English is too often treated 
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as the default, unmarked language or as a proxy for all languages in ways that perpetuate 

linguistic and social inequalities and undermine the goals of NLP research. 

 

More work is also needed that explores how research contributes to racialization processes 

and how researchers ourselves view race, given the fact that subjectivities, whether recognized or 

not, inform scholarship. In this way, researchers who are interested in language, culture, 

cognition, and society are not only compelled to examine the impact of race in these areas but 

also to actively and race-consciously create an intellectually and racially inclusive scholarly 

community. Investigations of language and race are fraught with tension in part because scholars 

who study such topics and issues must decide if their primary responsibilities are to their racial 

or cultural group (an issue in particular for scholars of color); to the task of advancing racial 

justice; or to the discipline and to positivistic ideologies of researcher “objectivity.” For instance, 

in psychology, basic research models are often far removed from communities—especially 

communities of color—and as a consequence, many scholars of color choose to carry out their 

research in applied contexts where they can have a greater beneficial impact on their own 

communities (O’Doherty and Hodgetts 2019). Meanwhile, white scholars may feel no obligation 

to advance social change through their research, unfairly leaving this task to their colleagues of 

color in ways that can negatively impact these scholars’ advancement, due to traditional systems 

of evaluation and reward (see also Taylor, as quoted in Ellison and Eatman 2008:18). Research 

will become more accurate and more valuable when disciplinary understandings of rigor and 

impact go beyond restrictive notions that dominate linguistics and academia today, when 

researchers acknowledge their subjectivities, and when the discipline comes to see social impact 

as an inherent part of research and a valued contribution to scholarship, not as an optional 

addendum. In this way, scholars of all racial backgrounds can take up their responsibilities and 

intertwine their allegiances to carry out work that has both scholarly rigor and social impact (for 

more on these issues, see Ellison & Eatman 2008). 

 

6. Conclusion: Advancing racial justice in linguistics. The Linguistic Society of America’s 

(2019) Statement on Race is necessary, but it is by no means sufficient in combating racism, 

white supremacy, and colonialism within linguistics. Scholars and students of linguistics are 

rarely trained to develop a critical perspective on how race and racism, as mechanisms of 

structural inequality, shape and harm both our research and our discipline. This lack amounts to a 

“race gap” in linguistics—that is, linguists have significant deficiencies compared to 

practitioners in other disciplines when it comes to the critical study of race and the inclusion of 

racially minoritized groups in our student and faculty ranks. There is thus a dire need for more 

research in linguistics—using tools from related social sciences as well as language-related fields 

and critical race studies, which are more welcoming to and structurally supportive of scholars of 

color and their work—to interrogate why such a “race gap” exists and how to resolve it. 

 

Indeed, one obvious reason for linguists’ race gap in thinking about language is precisely 

the race gap in the discipline’s ranks: Compared to many other fields, linguistics remains 

predominantly white, even twenty years after Rickford exposed this shameful fact as “an 

academic limitation for our field as well as a socio-political embarrassment” (1997: 171). It may 

be more comfortable to convince ourselves that linguistics just isn’t for everyone, but to do so is 

to abdicate our professional ethical responsibility to make the discipline an equitable and 

inclusive place for students and scholars of all backgrounds, and particularly for those whose 
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communities provide a disproportionate amount of the data that advance linguistic knowledge. 

Alienating undergraduate and graduate curricula; narrow definitions of excellence in admissions, 

hiring, and promotion decisions; and the constant policing both of what counts as linguistics and 

what counts as research collectively create a hostile climate that drives away many linguists of 

color, whether emergent scholars or seasoned researchers. As we have argued, the dearth of 

interdisciplinarily-informed theories of race within linguistics as a whole reproduces inaccurate 

representations of racialized groups. In addition, this gap diminishes the entire field of linguistics 

by excluding scholars and students of color, whose lived experiences yield important theoretical 

insights and epistemological perspectives that can broaden and transform the discipline. And for 

any readers who may find our ethical arguments unconvincing, we add a final point of simple 

enlightened self-interest: By keeping linguistics narrow and exclusive, researchers artificially 

limit the amount of ever-shrinking resources allocated to the discipline, whether at the level of 

individual departments and programs or at the level of external grant funding for the entire field. 

 

Linguists—and especially white linguists, who bear the greatest responsibility for 

dismantling white supremacy in the discipline (Bucholtz forthcoming b)—can use our scholarly 

expertise and our institutional access to work for greater social and racial justice (Charity Hudley 

2013). If linguists are to take seriously our responsibility to undo the racism and colonialism that 

were a founding motive of our discipline and that continue to do damage to our research, we 

must begin a process of critical, race-conscious self-examination and reparative and restorative 

work—for racialized language communities as well as linguists from racially minoritized groups, 

for practicing linguists as well as linguists-in-training.  

 

As we have maintained throughout this article, although the race crisis we have identified 

in linguistics is shared across academic disciplines (Crenshaw et al. 2019), in many ways 

linguistics lags behind neighboring fields in addressing the situation and its effects. This article 

as well as the LSA Statement on Race have raised key sets of questions that are worth continuing 

to explore, such as the following:  

• How are theories of race formulated and operationalized in linguistics, whether explicitly 

or implicitly? What existing racial theories does linguistic scholarship draw from and 

what is missing from our current thinking? 

• What methods or forms of analysis should we use to best capture contemporary and 

historical realities of how race and language intersect? What race-related theoretical, 

methodological, and analytic tools from other fields would be useful for linguistics, and 

how can we incorporate them? 

• How might specific insights from linguistics influence theories of and research on race 

and racism in other fields? What can linguistics uniquely or in combination with other 

fields contribute to a broader academic and societal understanding of race and racism?  

• How does linguistic research, in its questions, methods, assumptions, and norms of 

dissemination, either reproduce or challenge racism and its impact on language users and 

communities? 

• What is the racial culture of linguistics and of its constituent subfields? How can 

linguistics dismantle racist structures within the discipline and profession? How can 

people from racially minoritized groups be empowered rather than isolated in linguistics? 

How can we learn from the racially supportive organizational and publication models of 
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other disciplines, whether or not they are closely related to linguistics? In short, what will 

it take for linguistics to be racially diverse, equitable, and just? 

 

Addressing these questions is crucial for achieving both intellectual and social inclusion within 

linguistics (Charity Hudley and Mallinson 2018). It can also help linguists critically examine 

how linguistics as a discipline is currently engaging with communities from a variety of 

linguistic and racialized positionalities, and how those forms of engagement may need to be 

changed. It is important to ensure, for example, that linguistic work, whether explicitly socially 

focused or not, does not have unintentional negative consequences for particular racial groups. It 

is insufficient for research in linguistics to address current theoretical questions within the 

discipline or to meet minimal ethical standards set by institutional review boards; instead, in an 

equitable linguistics, all scholarship must be premised on inclusive research questions and 

epistemological and methodological ways of answering those questions.  

 

Many linguists want to know how to help dismantle systems of racism and promote racial 

equity but have not had a chance to engage in antiracist or inclusion-focused education or 

professional development. Linguistic Society of America-sponsored workshops and webinars are 

obvious starting points for such efforts, and more such opportunities are needed; ongoing 

departmental and campus-based activities are needed as well. We also recommend as a first step 

that readers who are new to these ideas treat our bibliography as a syllabus, with an emphasis on 

the publications of scholars of color. Discussion groups with like-minded others are also 

encouraged, but if white linguists wish to learn from scholars and students of color in such 

settings, they must recognize their colleagues’ expertise and fairly recognize, acknowledge, cite, 

and/or compensate these specialists for their time and insight. In addition, we suggest that 

readers attend conferences, research presentations, seminars, and even introductory classes on 

race taught in other disciplines as a way to become better versed in current racial issues, 

scholarship, and debates.  

 

Initiating conversations within linguistic scholarship and teaching on these matters as well 

as other topics of central relevance to people of color can also promote diversity and inclusion 

within linguistics by creating more space for researchers of diverse racial backgrounds within the 

field. In this process, it is important to avoid replicating the problems created by most 

institutional initiatives, in which “diversity” and “inclusion” are approached in ways that 

reproduce rather than challenge existing structures of power (Ahmed 2012). First steps here 

include ensuring that all linguistics classes, both graduate and undergraduate, are racially 

inclusive in content, diverse in enrollment, and situated in the curriculum where they are 

accessible by and useful to students of all racial backgrounds. Some simple but powerful acts of 

equity are for linguists to cite scholars of color in articles and research presentations, to assign 

their work in classes, and to share the authors’ photos and life histories in order to raise 

awareness of the important work being done by linguists from racially minoritized groups. For 

linguists seeking to mentor and support graduate students of color, acknowledging and 

addressing rather than denying our discipline’s role in the reproduction of racism is central to 

ensuring equity and inclusion in the theory, practice, and teaching of linguistics. Interrogating 

and conducting research on how the profession of linguistics deals with these issues can be a 

starting point for change. In these among myriad other ways, linguists are able not simply to 

examine the impact of race in our research but also actively to create an inclusive antiracist 
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community in our own departments and classrooms.  

 

If students of color tend not to major in linguistics, questions about what historical and 

contemporary factors might be contributing to this situation ought to be asked, and thoughtful, 

informed, structural solutions ought to be explored and developed; one pathway is to discover 

which majors are being sought out by students of color and to seek out ways to forge 

partnerships with those programs and departments (Charity Hudley and Mallinson 2018). Indeed, 

historically low numbers of undergraduate majors and graduate students in linguistics can be 

traced to the continuing devaluing within linguistics of language-related scholarship produced by 

such fields as communication, English, education, and applied linguistics, as discussed above. 

Pressures on students regarding what are and are not “acceptable” or legitimate topics for 

linguistic study as well as overt or covert ideologies about the boundaries of what does and does 

not count as linguistic scholarship loom large, beginning with what is included in an introductory 

course. It is distressing and problematic yet unsurprising, then, that students of color have 

historically not gravitated toward linguistics. It is also unsurprising that, when they do, they tend 

to seek out the more socially engaged subfields such as sociolinguistics, educational and applied 

linguistics, and language revitalization/reclamation research. These patterns not only persist at 

undergraduate and graduate levels, but also contribute to a narrowing of the pipeline of linguists 

of color in faculty and leadership ranks, where a general lack of other colleagues and mentors of 

color compound to create a sense of professional isolation and other adverse effects. Ideological 

divisions that play out along differentially racialized cross-disciplinary and subdisciplinary lines 

therefore stifle deep discussion and research around race and racism within linguistics while also 

systemically marginalizing linguists from racialized groups to the detriment of the discipline and 

the profession. Such exclusionary boundaries must be eliminated, and community issues must be 

recognized as intellectual issues within a larger social justice framework.  

 

Finally, linguistics must provide opportunities for scholars to engage in antiracist and 

inclusion-focused education in ways that promote equity in the theory, practice, and teaching of 

the field. The work to increase theoretical understanding of race within linguistics should be 

coupled with efforts to increase political understandings of race within linguistics, through active 

engagement with students, faculty, and administrators to develop effective and evidence-based 

approaches to achieving greater racial justice in admissions, hiring, publication, promotion, 

retention, and linguistic leadership. As we have noted, discussions of the ideologies, historical 

processes, and past and present politics that surround knowledge creation and evaluation are 

taking place across academia, with many of the leading voices being scholars of color; it is 

critically important for linguistics to join in these conversations and analyses. Theorizing race in 

linguistics requires us not only to interrogate the study of race and current forms of racial 

analysis within the discipline, but also to actively pursue racial justice as a matter of professional 

practice. In order to increase the impact of our research, linguists must also consider more 

seriously how to engage scholars and educators working within the language sciences and 

humanities, as well as representatives of governmental and non-governmental organizations 

whose work intersects with linguistic issues—and most importantly, communities themselves. In 

this way, power is shifted, and our collaborators become recognized as authorities on the 

workings and relevance of language in their own lives (Bucholtz et al. 2014).  

 

As we have emphasized throughout this article, to do this work it is necessary to turn our 
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analytic lens on linguistics itself. We must discover how people from groups that are 

underrepresented in linguistics navigate the discipline’s cultural ideologies and practices as well 

as its intellectual spaces, and we must investigate the ways in which the field continues to 

exclude, marginalize, and colonize the experiences of racialized groups. By advancing our 

scholarly understandings of and everyday engagements with race in all of these ways, we can 

draw more students and scholars of color into the discipline and bring linguists into conversation 

with racial justice and diversity work both in other fields and in the academy at large.  
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