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1.  Introduction1

The lines that follow are the fruit of discussions with Indigenous academic colleagues 
and of my own internal reflections on my experience of fieldwork, both as a Zapotec 
woman studying her own language, and as a researcher trained in the theories and 
methodologies of anthropology and linguistics. Here, I reflect on my experience of 
the field in my community of origin, Villa Hidalgo Yalálag, a Zapotec community in 
the Sierra Norte mountains of Oaxaca.

This text is grounded in discussions of decolonizing methodologies associated 
with the New Zealand Maori academic Linda Tuhiwai Smith, who proposes that to 
decolonize ourselves is to recognize and challenge the oppressive political and so-
cial dimensions that underpin our research. This process is necessary to establish 
the basis for exchanges that enable us to access alternative ways of explaining, un-
derstanding and doing (Smith 2012).

The objective of this essay, therefore, is precisely to contribute to discussions of de-
colonization by reflecting on my experience as a Zapotec researcher conducting field-
work in my native community. The reflections expressed in this essay, which are similar 
to those of other Indigenous investigators (for example, in contributions to this volume), 
which have received only cursory consideration in the halls of our institutions and in 
academic fora, in contrast to the fieldwork experiences of nonIndigenous researchers.

In my view, sharing our experiences contributes to dismantling certain assump-
tions, such as that an Indigenous anthropologist or linguist has no difficulty gaining the 
trust of the people; or in providing descriptions of situations and conflicts that occur 
within a community; or in documenting and explaining the grammar of a language.

As noted by Godina (2003: 474), today it is possible to speak of different types of 
anthropological fieldwork, with their respective scenarios and agents. For example:

1.	 A site where field research on a non-European society is conducted by an 
anthropologist from West Europe, or

1	 These lines are written in thanks to all who made this essay possible. I would like to begin with my 

fellow contributors to this volume, for sharing field experiences from their different places of origin. 

I continue with my friends Lourdes Gutiérrez Nájera, Emiliana Cruz Cruz, Tajëëw Díaz Robles, Yunitza 

Vásquez Vásquez, Olivia Chiñas Gómez and my sister Erendira F. Ortiz for helping me to pin down my 

ideas and for motivating me – despite the challenge – to follow through with this piece, which ulti-

mately has given expression to something very personal. Thank you to all for keeping the controver-

sial debate alive. Many thanks to the people who visited our table: El Ser Es y El No-Ser No Es: debates 

sobre la ontología indígena en el trabajo de campo de LASA 2019 Nuestra América: Justice and inclusion. I 

extend my thanks to Regina Martínez Casas and to the reviewers who commented on this work. Final-

ly, any errors in this essay are my responsibility alone. 
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2.	 A site where field research on a non-European society is conducted by a 
native anthropologist, or

3.	 A site where field research is conducted on a western European society, 
and the researcher is a West European anthropologist.

In the first scenario, we find a classic fieldwork situation in which a foreign investi-
gator works in a community (culture) that is not their own. Work in this scenario has 
produced classic studies such as Malinowski (1984) in anthropology; in linguistic 
anthropology, Sherzer (1983); and the recent studies of Campbell (2014) in linguis-
tics. This “classic” fieldwork model is well-documented and supported by manuals 
(for example, Taylor and Bodgan, 1987) and reports (for example, Grinevald 2003; Ma-
caulay 2004) written for non-native researchers. It was the writings of non-native 
researchers that were assigned as readings in my formative courses in anthropology 
and linguistics.

Scenario two, at least in Mexico, is emergent and still evolving: an Indigenous 
researcher who conducts fieldwork in their own community. On this topic, we have 
the essays in the current volume, which was inaugurated as a space for discussions 
relating to the decolonizing methodologies of Linda Tuhiwai Smith. Therefore, I dis-
cuss the idea that the research space, conceived within academia as a site visited in 
the summer or during some other season of the year, cannot be understood and ex-
perienced as such by an Indigenous researcher who is a member of the community.2 

Below, I expound on the interlacing relations of ethics, politics and internal polar-
ization that pervade my academic projects and my personal life. 

1.1. “Preparing oneself” to do fieldwork

The plan of studies for the Licenciatura in Anthropology that I completed incorpo-
rated periods of fieldwork beginning in the first year, and as the educational process 
progressed, courses in field methodology and technical methods for conducting re-
search. In these courses we were assigned classic readings, such as ethnographies 
and fieldwork manuals, in anthropology and my area of specialization, linguistics. 
In these courses we reviewed how to make connections with people, community or-
ganizations and institutions; how to ensure a productive field season by employing 

2	 Additional note (MJC): the researcher conducting fieldwork in the home community is not able to 

compartmentalize the research space, as it has so many other important functions relating to personal 

identity and community membership. AAO comments that as an Indigenous researcher, she visits the 

research site often, and as the research space is her community of origin, is responsible for complying 

with community obligations and expectations.
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“field strategies”3; participant observation; and the importance of rapport4; field methods 
(interviews, biographies, oral and photographic records); field diaries; how to use tape 
recorders and metadata, among the various essential tools with which we were equipped.

From the beginning, I noticed that our training was intended for an audience 
that was unfamiliar with the place of research. It assumed that the researcher had 
never been in the community and had no contact or relationship with its members, 
or was unfamiliar with the areas and topics of interest for the research. This was not 
the case for three of the 19 students in my cohort, who belonged to or identified as 
members of an Indigenous people. Doing fieldwork in our own communities con-
fronted us with the way in which we were being prepared and guided in our courses. 
Personally, the training I was receiving often led me to rethink whether I wanted 
to be a linguistic anthropologist, whether I could see myself doing fieldwork in the 
community in the future. There were many times when I questioned my position 
and relationships in the community, along with my plans for research.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith reports a similar experience in her fieldwork in New Zealand:

I had found little help in the standard methodological guidebooks for the issues 

I would confront when I was a Maori carrying out research with other Maori. 

Very little in the discussions of cross-cultural issues was useful because I was 

not working cross-culturally. Much of the cross-cultural literature assumed 

that the researcher belonged to the dominant cultural group and was ‘doing’ 

research to, for, and sometimes with, a minority group (Smith 2012: 196).

It happened that one of the first lessons learned in my first days of fieldwork, one that 
I later kept constantly in mind, was knowing that there was a dissociation between 
how students are taught and prepared versus the reality of what they encounter in 
the field. There is no space in our curricula for training students in the practical as-
pects of conducting fieldwork (Macaulay 2004: 203). What they were teaching wasn’t 
working for me. I wouldn’t be surprised if my fellow students may have had similar 
experiences; we didn’t have opportunities to share our field experiences, precisely 
because educational institutions reproduce systems of knowledge which don’t build 
on the experiences of students.

Once in the community, the challenges5 were concentrated in a) the approach to 
and communication with the people, and b) the ethical compromise from the academ-

3	 Behave naïvely; be in the right place at the right time; “informants” shouldn’t know exactly what we 

are studying. For more information, see Taylor and Bogdan (1987, 65-69).

4	 See Taylor and Bogdan (1987: 55) for definitions.

5	 Of course, certain things facilitate my fieldwork; for example, being a speaker of the language and 

familiarity with aspects of the daily life of the community and its people.



theoretical reflections around the role of fieldwork in linguistics... 93

ic perspective, and the moral commitment inherent in doing research in one’s place 
of origin. Although it might be assumed that, as a member of the community, I and 
my project would be received positively, compared to my nonIndigenous colleagues, 
this was not the case for me. My acceptance as a native of the village who knows the 
linguistic and cultural code was one thing; the treatment I received as a student and 
later as an investigator with linguistic projects underway was quite another.

To provide an example, navigating the geographical space of the village, visiting 
people, interviewing them and recording conversations between parents and their 
children provoked a certain curiosity and uncertainty, because my behavior doesn’t 
fit the picture one has of a product that can be commercialized, or of a public ser-
vant who does, let’s say, a topographic survey for a specific purpose. The reason for 
my actions isn’t obvious, at least not to everyone. With school teachers and princi-
pals, and with parents, I have conversations about what I do every day, and I share 
and discuss with them the things I observe. For everyone else who sees me speaking 
and playing with children in the patios of their homes, what I do may still provoke 
curiosity, even now.

For me, choosing my community of origin as my field location led me to notice 
two things. First, fellow students in my cohort who don’t belong to an Indigenous 
community could arrive, do their research and leave without major consequences. 
Meanwhile, in my personal experience, fieldwork involved intense scrutiny of my 
family history and a requirement to make my work tangible. Second, methodological 
texts and reports of field experiences used in university courses present a way for-
ward from the perspective of foreigners who have no sociohistorical and emotional 
ties to the community they visit. Moreover, these texts promote practices that benefit 
the individual, practices that in the end we — that is, Indigenous academics — also 
replicate.

These are experiences which are not discussed in academic spaces, whether with 
Indigenous or with nonIndigenous colleagues. Field methods courses, up to the pres-
ent moment in my studies, do not discuss the experiences of Indigenous researchers. 
For example, I came to know the work of Linda Tuhiwai in a course on decolonization 
theory. It is also possible that the experiences of Indigenous researchers are due to the 
positivist nature of our disciplines, in which what gets reported is data that confirm 
some theory or contribute to a new theoretical paradigm. In the following sections, I 
wish to share various things which, as an Indigenous Zapotec researcher, I have en-
countered in my community of origin. Then, in a final section, I will share some prac-
tices that have helped me to remake the way I operate in the field.
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2.  Fieldwork in the community of origin

Doing fieldwork in our own spaces requires us to be conscious of local issues and 
the position of the community with respect to these issues. At the same time, as ac-
ademics we must recognize that we are in a position of privilege, and we must come 
to terms with the fact that in the course of our research we may cause discomfort or 
create conflicts by questioning shared cultural and linguistic practices. In addition 
to being an academic, I have a further privilege: as a person with undergraduate and 
graduate degrees, living abroad with passport and visa in hand, I can be in Yalálag 
one day and in Los Angeles the next, a feat impossible for hundreds of Yalalteco mi-
grants living in that city in the United States.

Doing research and fieldwork in my home community places my identity as a 
member of that community under a spotlight; my ancestry and the sociopolitical posi-
tion of my family can lead to both positive and negative reactions towards my research. 
The aspects of my identity that come under scrutiny in my home community are dif-
ferent, for example, from those reported by Macaulay (2004) in the Oaxacan Mixteca, 
namely her physical traits, eating habits, and marital status. As I carry out my work, it 
is not such details of my person that are relevant, but rather details of my family. As 
Smith (2012: 5) says:

Many Indigenous researchers have struggled individually to engage with the 

disconnections that are apparent between the demands of research, on one 

side, and the realities they encounter amongst their own and other Indigenous 

communities, with whom they share lifelong relationships, on the other side.

I have a similar experience: I teeter between two worlds that have different expecta-
tions of me and that evaluate me in different ways. For example, the following con-
siderations come into play in my research projects.

1. Gwzun, or mutual aid

The community of Yalálag, like other Zapotec communities, supports the organi-
zation of social and religious activities through a system of mutual aid: gwzun in 
Yalálag Zapotec, also known as guelaguetza in the Zapotec communities of the Valley 
of Oaxaca. This system has been defined as “cooperation and voluntary service given 
from one member of a community to another; however, it is not a one-sided inter-
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action but carries an understanding of reciprocity...”6 (Lizama Quijano 2006: 210). 
Mutual aid can take the form of monetary payment or voluntary work. Wen txhen, 
contribution of social labor that supports events, is decided based on the previous 
participation of the family hosting the event. When invited to an event, a person 
will reflect on whether the family that invited them (or, in the case of a funeral, the 
person who has passed away) has been generous in supporting other celebrations. If 
the memories are positive, the invited guest will decide positively on attending the 
party, participating in a funeral vigil, or supporting the event in some other way. In 
this way, mutual aid is a community principle that shapes and weaves relationships 
within the community.

2. Llin la’o, or community service

The second principle that influences community status is community service, and, 
relatedly, the question of accountability. All pueblo residents are obligated to pro-
vide tequio (voluntary labor) in order to support community programs (Maldonado 
Alvarado 2015: 157). Annual cargos (public works positions, such as constable or pres-
ident) in service to the pueblo are part of one’s community tequio; those who neglect 
their position, fail to complete their assignment, or fall into corruption face penal-
ties in the form of jail time, fines, or expulsion from the pueblo. In recent years, there 
has been an increasing lack of transparency in the use of the community funds, and 
while sanctions have been created to discourage those that participate in this type of 
mismanagement, there is a growing sense of distrust in the community. An outcome 
of this distrust is that any person proposing a project is subject to scrutiny by the 
cabildo (town council), the town assembly, and the committee that reviews pueblo 
finances.

In addition to the lack of transparency in the use of funds, there is also communi-
ty concern surrounding the lack of transparency in the management of information, 
and specifically the extraction of knowledge. There is a sense in the community that 
photos, videos, language classes, and research in general ultimately lead to an ex-
traction of data which generates economic benefit for whoever led that project. This 
in particular led to the following anecdote, which inspired the title of this article.

In the summer of 2017, I traveled through the community interviewing people 
about attitudes and linguistic factors that contributed to the transmission (or lack 
thereof) of our language. On many occasions, they asked me how much I would earn 
from asking questions and recording this information. There was a widespread be-

6	 Our translation of: “cooperación y servicio que se da entre los miembros de una comunidad; sin em-

bargo, no es un acto unilateral sino que lleva consigo la idea de reciprocidad...”
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lief in the community that the language and some facts about our culture, when pre-
sented outside of our community context, would generate economic gains for the 
researcher (or for some other entity). As a result, both in conversation and in passing 
remarks, I often heard phrases such as that person is selling the dance or those people 
are selling the language.

3. Yo’ lhall luelljake7

This third factor is derived from an internal political conflict within the commu-
nity, beginning in the 1990s, which fractured the community and affected almost 
everyone — both those living locally and those abroad, as documented in Gutiérrez 
Nájera (2009). This problem, steeped in politics, has disrupted the lives of recent 
generations and for a long time has jeopardized the unity of the community. Family 
bonds have been fractured, as have important facets of work and community life in 
the pueblo.

This has directly affected my work and that of my colleagues in the Colectivo 
Dill Yelnbán, with whom I collaborate on projects related to Zapotec language and 
culture. At the end of the 1990s, when this polarizing political conflict arose, I was 
10 years old and I did not play a direct part; however, I experienced the “collateral 
damage” caused by the Mexican military, which searched my home and caused con-
fusion for many years of my childhood. This issue has since been resolved, but some 
people in the community still judge me based on my family members’ “biased” affil-
iation or based on the places or people with which I am connected. This scrutiny is 
directed not only at my person, but also my projects. As to the effects on colleagues 
with whom I collaborated, this scrutiny put an end to the Programa de Acciones Cul-
turales Multilingües y Comunitarias (PACMYC) 2017 project, which was chosen as a 
finalist at a state competition and which was supposed to be audited by a group of 
individuals chosen by the local authorities.

One of the requirements of this government program was that we have a letter 
of guarantee from the Yalálag community, and we obtained such a letter from the 
municipal authorities in 2016. However, a year later, in 2017, when we requested en-
dorsement of the project and authentication from the new municipal authorities, 
they denied the request. The argument that we were given after the fact was that some 
members of the cabildo believed that my colleagues intended to keep the money for 
ourselves, and would not use it for the project that we had originally proposed in our 
community; furthermore, some of my colleagues were flagged for “not being speakers 
of the language”. Finally, one member of the cabildo explicitly mentioned that for us 

7	 “To hold a grudge”. Literally, “to live within the community without forgetting.”
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to initiate a project related to our language did not make sense, as we did not have 
authority to make decisions on such matters, and for this reason she did not support 
endorsement of the letter. After many hours of negotiation between different mem-
bers of the municipal cabildo, the representatives from the state Secretaría de Cultura 
(Ministry of Culture) and some of my colleagues asked me, as a representative of our 
collective, to sign a letter declining the funding before the state agency and the mu-
nicipal cabildo. I had worried about such an outcome before, and I still fear similar 
results every time I undertake a new project. Beyond the simple loss of funding, this 
event caused my colleagues and me a lot of frustration and discouragement, know-
ing that we could not count on the support of our community representatives. When 
people become entangled and absorbed in problems of the past, and use this as a ba-
sis to judge the younger generation, future members of the community will become 
apathetic towards local issues. This, in my opinion, is a symptom of the fracture that 
occurred in the community in the nineties, and it is one of the present-day concerns 
in Yalálag that I have testified to as a member of the community. I made my complaint 
to the cabildo directly on that day that they obliged me to give up the project. It was a 
complaint borne of frustration that I had never thought to express to our community 
authorities, and it was therefore a very intense experience for me as a young yalalteca 
who had been taught that the municipal authorities, as the fathers and mothers of the 
pueblo (xus xnha yell), were public figures deserving great respect.

The incident caused me a lot of self-doubt, as a yalalteca and as a researcher. On 
the one hand, I began to doubt the road that I had chosen — linguistics — and later I 
doubted my work and its value with regards to language revitalization. On the other 
hand, I did not want to accept or give in to the multitude of warnings that my family 
had made to me about not involving myself in the pueblo by starting community 
projects, because all those who had done so had ended up being criticized for what-
ever reason and driven out of the community. However, ultimately this event caused 
me to reaffirm that I had chosen the correct road, and that we must make the change 
we want to see, even if it takes us many years. That was the choice made some time 
ago by the family members, compadres, and friends who began what I call a fight 
for community life and in particular for language, for which reason I began on this 
path. They inspired my journey through linguistics and anthropology; I consider 
myself only the sprout of that which they planted long ago. For example, my access 
to education — the ability to grow up bilingual and now multilingual — is the fruit 
of many battles won by those who preceded me, fighting for educational centers in 
the community and fiercely defending our right to speak our language. In the words 
of Smith (2012: 5): “research is not an innocent or distant academic exercise but an 
activity that has something at stake and that occurs in a set of political and social 
conditions”.

To come back to the question of what it means to do fieldwork in one’s home 
community, in this particular case it involved an evaluation of family history in the 
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terms described above. Support for research projects and permission to visit institu-
tions of education, for example, were predicated on an inspection of my family, their 
community participation, and furthermore their political beliefs. My fieldwork also 
involved emotional, one-on-one confrontations with members of my home com-
munity. Thus, doing research in the community meant submitting for judgment my 
social connections, my family’s beliefs, and myself as an individual. My work as a 
researcher — any given project — could sometimes end in rejection, a veto from the 
community, or a roadblock that affected both the public and private sides of my life. 
Because of this, when a student sets out to complete some work or use a particular 
research protocol, it is necessary to recognize that the timelines and formal proce-
dures put forth by educational institutions will not always accomplish the desired 
effect in the student’s home community.

Fieldwork and the issues that come up in an Indigenous researcher’s home 
community require not only a reconsideration of methodology training, but also the 
emotional preparation to confront situations unique to these contexts (Macaulay 
2004). In this sense, the fieldwork carried out by researchers belonging to an Indig-
enous community requires that field methods classes include new ways of know-
ing and new ways of doing things, and that we foster an open dialogue to rethink 
fieldwork as an enterprise. In both anthropology and linguistics, such classes must 
adapt in response to these new researchers and scenarios. One proposal outlined in 
Vasilachis de Gialdino (2013):

During the course of a research project it is necessary to create a set of princi-

ples which are continually modified, polished, perfected during the research 

process. These principles are inexorably linked to the researcher — their biogra-

phy, their research trajectory, their previous agreements, their obligations, their 

affiliations, their interests, their political and ideological stances, among many 

other factors. Furthermore, the researcher themself is situated in a social and 

historical context which further impacts these decisions and which, in many 

cases, determines the direction and/or disrupts the course of these decisions.8

In the eyes of the academy, and in the eyes of certain members of our home com-
munity, it seems impossible to imagine that those of us who choose an academic 

8	 Our translation of: “Durante el proceso de investigación es necesario tomar un conjunto de decisiones 

que se van modificando, afinando, perfeccionando durante ese proceso y que se vinculan profunda-

mente con las investigadoras y los investigadores, sus biografías, sus trayectorias, sus compromisos, 

sus obligaciones, sus afiliaciones, sus intereses, sus preferencias políticas e ideológicas, entre otras. 

Además, quien investiga está ubicado en un contexto social e histórico que condiciona esas deci-

siones y que, muchas veces, determina el sentido y/o trastoca las orientaciones de esas decisiones.”
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career and later take on local issues could be motivated by community principles, 
an essential part of the community to which we belong. Many continue to believe 
that Zapotec topics are not something that could be taught or discussed in univer-
sities; this is a result of a historical process of internalization that judges anything 
that is “Indigenous” to be without value. The academy, for its part, makes it difficult 
to discuss personal interests motivated by local issues. In this way, academic work 
and the needs of the community become separated. The humanities and the social 
sciences fail to create a dialogue around these realities when training their students. 
On the contrary, the academy absorbs us, makes us uproot ourselves from our home 
communities, and encourages us to recreate the individualist practices that directly 
benefit the researcher and the academic community.

In order to understand our situation as researchers and as people who, although 
we may not always be physically present, still belong to a community — and in order 
to avoid replicating the colonial practices of our academic disciplines — I suggest we 
start by asking ourselves: What place do we occupy in the community? What does 
the community ask of us? What do we need, or want, to do? In my case, I spent many 
years away from my community, starting when I began my secondary education; 
however, I never stopped going to the pueblo, and I lived there even when I was not 
conducting research.

As a member of a community, I participated in community practices, such as 
mutual aid and, importantly, community tequio. While I currently reside in Oaxaca 
City, my family and I are registered as Yalaltecos in Oaxaca, and we participate in the 
cooperative networks that support festivities and public works both in Oaxaca and 
Yalálag; as such, our names may be seen in public records and pueblo announce-
ments recognizing our contribution. On the personal level, the space that Yalálag 
occupies in my life is not strictly speaking that of a “field site”, as it is for a foreign 
researcher; Yalálag is a geographic space in which I participate in community activi-
ties such as celebrations and rituals — activities which shape public opinion towards 
me as an individual.

The community is not a place where I “spend my summers”. It is a place of cele-
brations, of work, of compadres, of family, and of social-emotional bonds. A place in 
which the other inhabitants recognize me as a member of the collective. Because of 
this, there is an ethical and moral contract that prevents me from separating my proj-
ects from the local affairs of my pueblo. I cannot go, interview, and never return. To 
create knowledge for personal benefit would go against our community principles, 
because my community functions as a collective, and I am part of it. My education 
has been the fruit of many tequios and collective efforts (Díaz et al. 2007), from the 
preschool that I attended to the doctoral studies that I am now concluding. There-
fore, to conduct research and share the results of that research is a part of the system 
of community principles in which I have been raised as a Zapotec person.
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3.  Chitglhenllon, or how to wrestle with a challenge

Around noon on the first day of January, the officials elected for the new year assume 
their community cargo positions. At the moment when the members of the cabildo 
enter the physical space that they will occupy, musicians ‘set free’9 a unique sound 
known in Zapotec as ba ke da seko. My grandmother, upon hearing this sound, has 
the custom of saying ba lliagakeba (‘now they are mounted’), drawing a comparison 
to riders that manage to tame a bull. Following this phrase, she says du yiz chitgl-
henhaken (‘for the whole year, they will wrestle with it’), referencing how in their 
year of service they will encounter many projects and problems which they must 
respond to for the common good. I have borrowed chitglhenllon, or how to wrestle 
with a challenge, to encapsulate how I have articulated my work with the communi-
ty, how I have attempted to detach myself from individualist practices, and in their 
place share the hard-won knowledge from my years of training with the children, 
youth, and adults of my community.

I do not have a magic recipe to cope with the diverse situations that we might en-
counter in different fieldwork scenarios and in research in general; it has been difficult 
for me to establish a collaborative relationship with adults from my community, un-
like with the immigrant community. My research focuses on factors within the nuclear 
family that support language transmission and I work with bilingual acquisition in 
children, but while this project in particular is of great interest to parents, we have not 
been able to sit together and discuss the topic in depth with our authorities and con-
sider the subject in light of the alarming decline of young speakers in the community.

In spite of this, my work with teachers and their students has made progress. 
Teachers in the community recognize that the school contributes to linguicide, and 
further acknowledge the situation of monolingual Spanish that currently prevails 
in the classroom; each time that I presented on this topic, we discussed actions that 
could be taken in collaboration with the parents and that could be implemented 
within the schools. Although there is never sufficient time for the activities that they 
have in their charge, the school has been an ally for me during my projects.
In another area, I have joined with other young people and partners both in the com-
munity and in the larger region doing collaborative tequio. Those of us who make up 
the collective Dill Yelnbán perform community work, and supported by this back-
ground in community service we have been able to create materials and workshops 
that accomplish specific objectives within the community, which has, after more 
than five years of work, garnered positive responses in the pueblo.

9	 Expression translated from Zapotec, tsell=ake, set.free=3PL.RES.
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Despite this, we continue to face challenges, one of which is the lack of interest 
in projects that involve the Zapotec language. The language attitudes held by speak-
ers and by the municipal authorities, continue to be one of the greatest general and 
personal challenges. When it is someone close to the community who wants to car-
ry out a project, there is a negative sentiment on the part of the residents; but they 
maintain a positive attitude when they find themselves before a researcher or other 
curious party who is external to the language. During years of working in the com-
munity as a member of the community, comments in response to workshops and 
projects related to language revitalization have revealed little interest. This lack of 
interest seems motivated by sociohistorical factors, and also by causes related to po-
litical beliefs and family histories. For Smith (2012: 10):

the issues for Indigenous researchers seeking to work within Indigenous con-

texts are framed somewhat differently. If they are ‘insiders’ they are frequently 

judged on insider criteria; their family background, status, politics, age, gender, 

religion, as well as on their perceived technical ability. What is frustrating for 

some Indigenous researchers is that, even when their own communities have 

access to an Indigenous researcher, they will still select or prefer a non-Indige-

nous researcher over an Indigenous researcher. There are a number of reasons 

this happens, sometimes based on a deeply held view that Indigenous people 

will never be good enough, or that Indigenous researchers may divulge con-

fidences within their own community, or that the researcher may have some 

hidden agenda.

Recently, particular support has come from collaboration with the immigrant speak-
ers of the language and from youth who do not speak the language. These two groups, 
motivated by support of initiatives that preserve cultural activities in the communi-
ty, have become an active source of support for various projects in which Dill Yelnbán 
promoted language revitalization, for example.

There is no single answer here; in some projects, organization with the schools 
has been successful, in others, organization with parents, and in some others, orga-
nization with individuals and collectives. My research efforts, for example, tend to 
be supported by the mutual aid that I receive from family and friends in the pueblo. 
The work with my colleagues in the Dill Yelnbán Collective relies on the tequio of an-
thropologists, designers, teachers, linguists, historians, and many other people who 
value tequio as a workforce principle.
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Conclusions

In concluding this essay, I would like to discuss two points. First, I have often found 
myself to be conflicted between my academic requirements and my personal inter-
ests as a Zapotec woman. As my journey has progressed, I have learned to carry out, at 
times simultaneously and at other times alternately, projects that satisfy community 
obligations on the one hand, and those which serve academic goals on the other. All 
the while, I have conversations with people and listen to their concerns. In these talks, 
we discuss possible projects. An example of a project deriving from this process is a 
linguistic census whose goal is to understand the situation of the Zapotec language 
and other languages in the community, a project now sponsored by the asamblea co-
munitaria.10 This effort has been paired with the production of oral and written mate-
rials aimed at strengthening the Zapotec language or giving it a space in homes and 
schools, work that is now in progress. We have the further objective of positioning the 
language in emergent contexts such as the internet, alongside the reading and writing 
workshops and Zapotec classes in which I constantly collaborate.

The community has regularly posed problems that called for prompt solutions 
that, for the most part, weren’t addressed by university course work. This type of 
situation required us to consider the community’s needs and work out a solution 
collectively. In this regard, I reconsider a suggestion made by the Triqui linguist Fidel 
Hernández (2010: 10):

For this, one needs to bring together community proposals for the revitalization, 
strengthening and development of our Indigenous languages instead of relying 
on institutional policies. In this case, it is important to consider the training of 
“Indigenous leaders” (if we may call them that), understanding them as people 
who are engaged with their own communities, cultures, and languages, and are 
committed to this kind of work and not so much to the training of “Indigenous 
academics”, who in many cases perpetuate the same institutional and academ-
ic mistakes that have existed in relation to our Indigenous languages.11

10	 Asamblea comunitaria refers to the collective, the body politic generally, as well as to specific “town 

hall” style meetings which would be called by the mayor for the purpose of discussing and addressing 

community issues and projects, and making collective decisions.

11	 Our translation of: “Para ello se debe buscar la consolidación de propuestas comunitarias de revital-

ización, fortalecimiento y desarrollo de nuestras lenguas indígenas más que confiar en políticas insti-

tucionales. Aquí cabe buscar la formación de “líderes indígenas” (por llamarlos así), entendiéndolos 

como personas comprometidas con su comunidad, con su cultura y con su lengua, que coadyuven a 

este trabajo y no tanto en la formación de “indígenas académicos” que en muchos de los casos repiten 

los mismos errores institucionales y académicos que han existido hacia nuestra lenguas indígenas.”
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I consider it to be of the utmost importance that our research is responsive to lo-
cal needs and that we have an open discussion about other ways to conduct field 
research and how to find alternative ways of conducting our research. As Zapotec, 
Chatino, Maya, Tsotsil, etc. investigators, we need to share our field experiences, to 
exchange how we mediate and resolve conflicts; and in sharing these experiences, 
to heal our emotional wounds caused by the selfsame experience of the field. Be-
yond creating a dialogue, the intent of this statement has been to heal the emotional 
wound created by fieldwork and to inspire a discussion on this topic. I say “heal” 
because dealing with the two worlds in which we operate as agents both of academia 
and of the community also leads to emotional wounds. In personal discussions with 
my fellow contributors to this volume I became aware that conducting fieldwork in 
my community caused me to feel perpetually insecure about my own work as the 
result of my own community’s rejection and distrust. Writing and sharing this ex-
perience has provided a way to let go of these feelings and to lay out the need to dis-
cuss fieldwork practices which, for many of us, represent a dichotomy relating to the 
“methods” that we should use. Our experiences, geographies, and mode of acting in 
and with our communities incite the creation of new epistemologies, ones in which 
we can connect and discuss our academic and fieldwork practices with and for our 
communities and their realities. 

Lastly, the intention of this essay has been to share what it means to do field-
work in a personal space, and in that way demystify the belief that we Indigenous 
academics have more rewarding, easier experiences than academics who are not 
Indigenous. My viewpoint is that being a Zapotec conducting fieldwork in my own 
community doesn’t make my work easier or harder. I find myself continually learn-
ing and unlearning. More than being simply a friendly, personal conversation, this 
is a confrontational discussion in which I attempt to interrogate the worlds in which 
I operate. Maintaining a sustained dialogue with my Indigenous and nonIndigenous 
colleagues has no doubt enhanced my professional development; however, I consid-
er the support of my peers and freedom to choose research topics according to my 
own personal needs and interests to have been of great worth.

To conclude, it is in my opinion essential to take into account not only proce-
dural skills, but also the human facets of the field experience in teaching courses on 
field methods. That is, reports from the field should emphasize not only what was 
done, but also the emotions such as fear and frustration that we commonly experi-
ence. At university, I have frequently found that professors are not interested in the 
emotional experience of doing research, only in the part concerned with hard facts.
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