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The fixed word, the moving tongue: Variation in written Yucatec

Maya and the meandering evolution toward unified norms

Publication No._____________

Michal Brody, Ph.D.
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Supervisor:  Keith Walters

This dissertation, a detailed case study of contemporary written Yucatec

Maya at a critical period in its (re-)development, examines two interrelated issues:

1) language ideologies underlying allographic and orthographic variation in the

language and 2) the multi-faceted nature of alphabetic writing as a technology, a

form of linguistic code, a socially-located practice, and an individually-located

competency. Yucatec Maya has had a written form for more than a millennium;

alphabetic writing was imposed by Spanish friars in the 16th century. The writing

tradition was suppressed and subverted but never completely extinguished;

revalorization efforts are underway. Writing is an ideal locus for examining
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language ideologies because it is at once conscious and deliberate while at the

same time drawing heavily on speakers’ unconscious attitudes and intuitions.

Using diachronic and synchronic examination, my analysis focuses on three

dimensions that operate at distinct levels of conscious reflection: 1) attitudes and

activities regarding normatization and variation in written language, 2) the

complex nature of alphabetic writing, sound/symbol correspondence, and

ideologies underlying allographic preferences, and 3) orthographic challenges

presented by a vowel-less pronoun with regard to word boundaries, which are

irrelevant in speech but believed essential in writing. I demonstrate the influence

of Spanish prescriptivist ideologies on written Yucatec Maya and argue that

allographic and orthographic variation are not necessarily undesirable and in some

circumstances may even be healthy and productive. I show that the conventional

view of the alphabet as simply a matter of phoneme-grapheme correspondence is

insufficient, and I present an analysis of allographs as multi-faceted entities with

complex relationships to both phonemes and phones. The study uses data

collected from participant observation, interviews and informal conversations

with speakers and shapers of the written language as well as a broad sample of

five centuries of Yucatec Maya documents, particularly ones published since

1980. This research contributes to theoretical work in language ideology and will

be of direct use to those who are working on indigenous language maintenance
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and revitalization. It also adds to our knowledge about the alphabet as a dynamic

cultural icon, about writing as social practice, and about literacy as individual

capital.
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Chapter 1  Introduction

Linguistic analysis alone does not provide an adequate foundation for an
orthography. . . . A better use of linguistics is as a source of insights about
orthography options, and as a tool to probe the orthographic insights of
native speakers.

--Bird (2001:151)

For many years, the discipline of linguistics did not believe that writing

was an appropriate object of inquiry or a suitable source of linguistic data because

it is a deliberate creation rather than the organic and spontaneous phenomenon

that spoken language is thought to be. However, it is precisely for that reason that

some linguists and anthropologists are increasingly turning to written language for

the insights it can provide about the agency involved in language use and the

glimpse it can offer into non-conscious cognitive and psycholinguistic processes.

In addition, written codes can be very revealing of social and political dynamics

in a community; as Schieffelin and Doucet wrote, “orthographic debates are rich

sites for investigation competing nationalist discourses” (1998:285). If a central

question of linguistics is “What does it mean to know a language,” and if dowsing

for speaker intuitions is a core means of seeking to answer the question, then

writing is an ideal place to tap a well.

This dissertation, a detailed case study of a written code at a critical period

in its (re-)development, will examine two related issues: 1) language ideologies

underlying three levels of variation in contemporary written Yucatec Maya and 2)

the multi-faceted nature of alphabetic writing as a technology, a form of linguistic
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code, a socially-located practice, and an individually-located competency. The

data I will analyze include formal interviews and informal conversations with

many writers, educators, and everyday speakers of the language, Yucatec Maya

documents that span the five centuries of alphabetic writing, particularly those

produced since 1980, and grammars and other works written in Spanish or

English about Yucatec Maya.

Before proceeding, it will be useful to present a preliminary explanation of

some of the terms I will be using here, as they are sometimes different from

conventional use. Alphabet is used here with its customary meaning of a set of

graphic symbols arranged in a fixed (albeit perhaps opaque) order; the full set,

including conventionalized collocations of two or more single symbols, and/or the

affixation of diacritical marks, is presumed to be adequate for representing the

speech sounds of a given language. ‘Alphabet’ will always be used here to refer to

the entire set as an entity. The individual units of a given alphabet have been

traditionally called graphemes . I argue that this name, taken literally, is

inadequate and misleading, as the term refers to etic rather than emic units. Here I

will use the term graph, which is more precise and operates nicely in parallel with

‘phone.’ More will be said about the nature of graphs in §1.3 below.

It should be mentioned here that the physical form of graphs can vary

along several dimensions: upper or lower case; italic or roman; bold, underlined,

or plain; manual or mechanical production; the multiplicity of fonts for

mechanical production; cursive or block printing in manual production;

ideographic characteristics of an individual’s penship. Any and all of these
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differences may be contrastive on the sentence level (e.g. initial capitalization) or

discourse level (e.g. bold or italic for emphasis), but on the atomic level discussed

in this analysis, they do not need to be considered.

All of the variation in Yucatec Maya that has to do simply with graph

choice will be considered graphic variation. In contrast, orthography is a word-

level phenomenon, and orthographic variation refers to variation in the spelling

of any given word. This variation, as I detail in Chapter 4, may be due to regional

dialectal variation or to conceptual differences regarding, for example, the degree

of specificity represented in the orthography, the way common phonological

assimilations or reductions are represented, or the treatment of word boundaries.

It is the latter case that will be examined in this dissertation.

The variation I explore here is of three types, each operating at distinct

levels of conscious reflection. The first type is variation itself and speakers’

attitudes towards it. Virtually all of my conversation partners were able to

articulate their views on variation in general, and it was clear that they had either

already thought about the subject or that they were able to process their

experiences and impressions on the spot in order to render their opinions

spontaneously. I will discuss the ideologies of scientism, traditionalism, cultural

authenticity, and Spanish prescriptivism that have precipitated much of the

variation over time and that weave back and forth through the narratives of my

conversation partners. I follow Woolard in conceiving of ideology as “not

necessarily conscious, deliberate, or systematically organized thought, or even

thought at all; it is behavioral, practical, prereflective, or structural” (1998:6).
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The second type of variation treated here concerns the alphabet and

specific graphs. I will present a thorough diachronic survey of consonant graphs

through the five centuries of alphabetic writing, explaining when, how, and why

variants were introduced or fell from use.1 I will also discuss in detail the present

variation and the overt activities organized to regulate the alphabet and eliminate

variation. The alphabet and its component parts, graphs, are accessible enough to

conscious thought and deliberation that we, as writers and readers, are generally

not inclined to consider the vast preconscious foundation upon which they rest.

The interplay between the conscious and preconscious components is significant

and will be discussed in greater detail below.

The third type of variation that I analyze here is orthographic; more

specifically, it has to do with word boundaries and the question of what counts as

a word. While a brief glance through a small sample of contemporary Yucatec

Maya documents would reveal ample orthographic variation, I have chosen to

focus on one particular lexical item, a pronoun, that is particularly revealing of

language ideologies that operate in the ongoing shaping of written Yucatec Maya

on both conscious and preconscious levels. This pronoun, k—the Set A, or

ergative, first person plural form—is vowel-less; each other member of the

paradigm has a full vocalic nucleus (see Table 4.3). I will describe the written

representation of the pronoun through the five centuries of alphabetic writing and

show the increasing influence of Spanish language ideologies in its orthography.

                                                  
1 As will be discussed in Chapter 4, the situation of vowels is quite complex and raises separate
questions from those raised by consonants. This dissertation deals only with consonants; vowels
are deferred to future research.
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Currently, two variants are in widespread use, k, as a separate word with a space

before and after and k-, attached with a hyphen to the following word. Several

other variants are found occasionally, and some few documents use two or more

variants in free or patterned alternation. Few of the speakers with whom I spoke

had anything to say about the orthography of this pronoun. Even among writers,

few were able to articulate why they preferred one representation over another.

Since the spelling of words is generally considered a thoroughly deliberate act, it

is somewhat ironic that of the three types of variation examined here, this type is

the least accessible to conscious consideration. the strategies and ideologies

operating here are functioning principally on a pre-reflective level.

Two important characteristics of the alphabet with regard to the sound

system of a language should be pointed out here; one characteristic is analogous

to the sound system, the other, quite distinct. Specific graphs may be common

across languages just as allophones are, and the alphabet of a language, similar to

its phoneme inventory, is language-specific. The alphabet may have been

borrowed nearly intact from another language (as has overwhelmingly been the

case), but it would always have undergone some degree of customization to the

specific phonemic and phonetic characteristics of the borrowing language. On the

other hand, the acquisition process for alphabetic literacy involves the conscious

and deliberate learning of the alphabet as a cohesive entity. Language acquisition,

of course, is not only not conscious or deliberate, but pre-speakers and speakers

rarely, if ever, have any reason to consider the phoneme inventory of their

language in part or in whole.  These two characteristics make an alphabet and its
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constituent parts, the graphs, very fertile ground for the germination of language

ideologies.

Before continuing the discussion of alphabetic writing and its ideologies

and variation in Yucatec Maya, I present some background information about

Yucatán and its residents and also about the training and preparation that I bring

to the research.

1.1  GEOGRAPHY AND DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE YUCATÁN PENINSULA

The Yucatán peninsula is a principally flat, limestone shelf bounded by the

Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of México on the east, north, and west. As a

geographical entity, it may be said to encompass Quintana Roo, Yucatán, and

Campeche, most of Belize and part of the Petén region of Guatemala, as well as

parts of the Mexican states of Tabasco and Chiapas. As a sociopolitical entity, it is

generally thought to be comprised of Quintana Roo, Yucatán, and Campeche;

Belize may be included but is usually not. In this dissertation, references to the

peninsula should be taken as including the three principal Mexican states, unless

specified otherwise. The peninsula covers approximately 76,000 square feet, an

area roughly the size of the state of Missouri.
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Map 1.1  Map of the Yucatán Peninsula2

The Belize national census does not include language data; Ethnologue

shows five thousand Yucatec Maya speakers in Belize, concentrated in the

northern districts of Corozal and Orange Walk.3 Population and language figures

for the three Mexican states of the peninsula are shown in Table 1.1.

% Indigenous
 language speakers

Total
Population

Yucatán 37.4 549,532 1,658,210

Campeche 15.5 93,765 690,689

Quintana Roo 23.1 173,592 874,963

TOTALS 818,889 3,223,862

Table 1.1  Populations and percentage of indigenous language speakers in the
three Mexican states of the Yucatán peninsula, 2000 census

                                                  
2 Map accessed at http://www.jensyucatan.com/maps/yucatan-peninsula-map.htm, October 20,
2003.  © 2001 Microsoft, Inc., ©2000 NavTech, GDT Inc.
3 http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=Belize, accessed March 1, 2004.
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Yucatán is the state with the highest proportion of indigenous language

speakers in México; by contrast, Oaxaca has 37.2% and Chiapas, 27.4%.

According to 2000 census figures, the total number of Yucatec Maya speakers is

800,291; this total is not given by state. There are small numbers of Yucatec

Maya speakers in all other states of the republic; according to 1995 census

figures, only 1.1% of Yucatec Maya speakers live in non-peninsular states of the

Republic. The trends over time are not surprising. The absolute number of

speakers has steadily increased, but the proportion of speakers in the total

population has dramatically declined. Table 1.2 shows the figures by number and

percentage of Yucatec Maya speakers in the three peninsular states from 1970 to

2000.

1970 1990 2000

Total population 1,098,061 2,421,402 3,223,862

Maya speakers 454,675 713,520 800,291

% Maya speakers 41.4% 29.5% 24.8%

Table 1.2  Total Yucatec Maya speakers by number and percentage in the three
peninsular states, 1970-20004

Yucatec Maya is virtually the only indigenous language spoken in the

state of Yucatán; the other two states have sizable numbers of speakers of other

languages. Approximately 10% of the indigenous language speakers in Campeche

speak other languages, principally Ch’ol, Q’anjob’al, and Mam; Campeche has
                                                  
4 Data accessed March 2, 2004 from:
http://www.inegi.gob.mx/est/contenidos/espanol/tematicos/mediano/med.asp?t=mpob01&c=3178,
http://www.inegi.gob.mx/est/contenidos/espanol/tematicos/mediano/med.asp?t=mlen10&c=3337
No figures were given for 1980.
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always had a large Ch’ol population, and many Guatemalan refugees have

established themselves there, as well. Because of employment opportunities in

Cancún and other tourist areas, Quintana Roo has attracted many immigrants from

other regions; approximately 4% of the indigenous language speakers in that state

speak indigenous languages other than Yucatec Maya.

As in virtually all indigenous communities of the Americas, the number of

monolingual speakers is decreasing number. The 2000 census reports that 8.2% of

Yucatec Maya speakers are monolingual. Table 1.4 shows the rates of

monolingualism for five municipios in different regions of Yucatán in 1960 and

1990.5

1960 1990 Net
change

Abalá 23.9% 3.6% –20.3

Peto 18.6 6.7 –11.9

Tekax 24.2 9.7 –14.5

Timucuy 14.0 3.0 –11.0

Valladolid 30.2 9.0 –21.2

Table 1.3  Proportion of monolingualism in five selected municipios of Yucatán,
1960 and 1990, n=unknown (Güémez Pineda 1995:5)

 The most dramatic decline was in the municipio of Valladolid, which is

the municipio most affected by the construction of roads and the growth of

tourism during that period. As Pfeiler (1988) points out, there is a great deal of

“instrumental bilingualism,” that is, many Yucatec Maya speakers have acquired

                                                  
5 Municipios are political administrative units in México roughly equivalent to counties in the
United States.
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some Spanish for commercial purposes, and its use is limited. Further, these data

are gathered by self-report.  While all of these statistics are important, we should

bear in mind that they tell a very incomplete story.

Literacy in Yucatec Maya will be discussed further in Chapter 5, but I will

present here some general information on Spanish-language literacy in the three

peninsular states. Table 1.3, with data from the 2000 census, shows the literacy

rates for the indigenous-language-speaking population fifteen years of age or

older and the general population in the same age range. It should be mentioned

that these data were gathered by self-report; subjects were asked whether they

could read and write “a message.” I was unable to find a more detailed description

of this criterion. Following a familiar pattern in indigenous language

communities, the literacy rate for indigenous language speakers is lower than that

for the general population. Still, the literacy rate for the indigenous language

speakers on the peninsula is substantially higher than that for the country as a

whole, while among the general population, the peninsular literacy rate is much

lower than the national average. It is entirely possible that the long tradition of

Yucatec Maya writing and the cultural ownership of writing and literacy practice

contributes to the higher regard for and accomplishment of literacy among the

indigenous language-speaking population of the Yucatán peninsula.
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% Literate – Indigenous
language speakers

% Literate – General
population

National 66.2 90.5

Yucatán 75.5 87.6

Campeche 88.1 73.0

Quintana Roo 82.6 92.4

Peninsula avg. 82.1 84.3

Table 1.4  Percentage of Spanish-language-literacy for population 15 years of age
or older of the general population and indigenous language speakers,
2000.6

1.2  THE PRINTED WORD AND THE PRINTERS’ PERSPECTIVE

I have mentioned that the technologies of printing play a large role in the

phenomena that I describe here. Ordinarily, we have no more need to consider

what printers do than we consider what the electricians do when they install the

fluorescent lights under which we toil. We linguists and academics may believe

that books and the ideas they contain are analyzed from every possible angle. But

their production, the actual process of manufacturing the pages that we read, is

usually invisible. What I will present in this dissertation is an analysis of written

language that not only takes into account the means of production but also

considers the component elements of writing as physical entities that contribute

material significance as well as symbolic meaning to the text.

                                                  
6 Data accessed March 2, 2004 from:
http://www.inegi.gob.mx/est/contenidos/espanol/tematicos/mediano/ent.asp?t=mlen15&c=3342,
http://www.inegi.gob.mx/est/contenidos/espanol/tematicos/mediano/ent.asp?t=medu16&c=3284.
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I am fortunate to be able to bring to this research certain concrete

knowledge and an approach to thinking about written language that I gained in

my twelve years as a printer. During that time I learned and performed virtually

every task involved in the process of producing a printed page in three separate

technologies—letterpress, offset, and engraving (intaglio). As a photoengraver

making copper plates, for example, I worked under a magnifying loupe with very

sharp, tiny instruments to make sure that the dots over the i-s were perfectly round

and of the correct depth. As a letterpress operator working with lead slugs and

handset type, I learned how to blur my eyes when scanning a page proof in order

to spot misaligned or broken letters, misplaced lines of type, or faulty spacing of

any kind. As an offset printer making books, I operated presses that rolled out

huge sheets of eight or sixteen pages so fast that I had printed a thousand sheets in

less time than it took me to read one. In those twelve years, printing never stopped

being magic, and I have never stopped regarding a printed page for what it is as

much as for what is says.

As a linguist, I know that graphs are symbols—semi-abstract

entities—that have a relationship with phonemes—wholly abstract entities; both

have what we call, but cannot precisely define, “psychological reality.” As a

printer, letters, commas, colons, spaces, apostrophes, asterisks, and more—the

atomic and sub-atomic particles of written language—have material substance;

they are three-dimensional entities in a three-dimensional world. In this

dissertation, I will examine the complex relationships between these

psychological and material realities as they interact to produce language in use.
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The next section will explore the complex nature of graphs and their relationship

to other components of written and spoken language.

1.3  THE MULTIPLE FACETS OF THE GRAPH

A primitive of linguistics is that any given phoneme /X/ is phonetically

realized as phone [X], or perhaps as allophones [X1], [X2] . . . [Xn]. Likewise, we

have traditionally conceptualized the written realization of /X/ as grapheme ‹X›,

and we linguists have taken the concept of one-to-one grapheme-to-phoneme

correspondence (as traditionally known) as a guiding principle in our activities

toward the development of writing systems for traditionally agraphic languages.

These two relationships are shown schematically in (1.1). 7

(1.1) /X/ � [X] and /X/ � ‹X›

I would like to posit that there is not, indeed, a direct relationship between

the phoneme, /X/, and its written representation, ‹X›, traditionally called the

grapheme and henceforth here, the graph. Just as the phoneme is a learned

abstract psychological entity representing an idealized sound segment in the

minds of a language’s speakers, I argue that there is also a learned abstract

psychological entity representing an idealized visible segment in the minds of

alphabetically literate speakers. As this idealization of a written form is emic, the

neologism conventions of English would logically lead to the name ‘grapheme’;

in fact, R.A. Hall (1964[cited in OED 1989]) used the terms grapheme and graph

to distinguish emic and etic level phenomena. Due to the semantic shift of

                                                  
7 I will follow the convention of indicating graphs with small angle brackets, ‹k›, in addition to
using the customary notational system of slashes for phonemes, /k/, and square brackets for
phones, [k]. Italics will be used for alphabetic characters as physical objects detached from their
associated phonetic or phonemic value.
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‘grapheme,’ however, a new term is needed. I would like to propose the term

‘alphameme.’ Alphamemes, which I define as emic level representations of

graphs, will be notated with double slashes, //X//.

This emic level of alphabetic language and its complex relationship with

phonemes remains to be carefully explored; I will restrict the focus here, as much

as possible, to the etic level of written language, graphs. For present purposes, I

will argue only that graphs do have a relationship with phonemes that is mediated,

in some manner and to some extent, with an emic level alphameme system whose

complete description will be deferred for future research.

1.3.1  Graphs: emic or etic?

The classification of the alphabet and its component graphs as emic or etic

has not ever been fully addressed by linguistics. By analogy with the relationship

between the abstract entity of a phoneme and its realization as a phone, a graph

might also be perceived as an emic entity that can trigger (or be triggered by) the

production of a phone. However, the written word does not always produce a

phonetic realization. The fact that experienced literate people reading silently to

themselves may comprehend written texts faster—often much faster—than those

same texts can be read aloud shows that the relationship of graph to phone as well

as that of graph to phoneme is not a simple matter. Further, as psycholinguistics

research has demonstrated, phonological access in reading may occur either pre-

or post-lexically and that several both formal and social conditions influence the

sequence (Mattingly 1992, Frost 1992, Katz and Frost 1992, among others).

Within any given alphabetically-written language, the frequency of occurrence of
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a lexical item can affect the point at which phonology is incorporated in the

comprehension process; cross-linguistically, the depth of the orthography plays a

role. Frost has argued that in “deep orthographies like Hebrew, phonology is

derived post-lexically,” while the opposite is true for languages with shallow

orthographies (1992:266). Nor may we presume that the relationships of graphs to

phones and to phonemes are constant across communities of speakers of a single

language. For example, in Trackton, an African-American mill town described by

Heath (1982), literacy practice is generally communal and oral; when the norms

of literacy practice involve a high degree of orality, there may be implications for

determining the point at which phonological access occurs for such readers.

In contrast, graphs may also be perceived as etic level phenomena, since

they are concrete entities that can stimulate activation of a phoneme (or be

activated by a phoneme). The analysis that I make here is based on a hypothesis

of the graph as a multi-faceted etic-level phenomenon. I have identified five

major facets of a graph, as presented in Figure 1.2. Each facet operates, to varying

degrees, on the conscious and prereflective levels in the minds of readers and

writers; each facet makes a distinct contribution to the language ideologies

involved in writing.

As the figure shows, an graph is an image, a symbol, and an entity; each of

these “identities” has one or more distinct functions, and they may all be active at

any given time during the processes of either production or reception. The five

facets are presented in a bracketed order; that is, the first and the last are most

directly associated with the specific sound system that the alphabetic writing is
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A normalized two-dimensional image
that denotes an audible segment [X]

An abstract symbol with social,
cultural, and aesthetic significance

An entity imbued with agency

A two-dimensional object produced or
reproduced by a mechanical process whose
nature affects, to varying degrees, both the
image itself and its denotational message

A normalized two-dimensional image
whose denotation is in some way

associated with phoneme /X/

‹X›

intended to represent. The three inner facets are less denotational, but no less

important. While they are not inaccessible to speakers’ consciousness, their

functions are less likely to be considered during use, that is, during production or

reception of written language.

Figure 1.2  The five facets of a graph

In two facets, the graph is an image, that is, it is a conventionalized

arrangement of marks made on a two-dimensional surface.8 In one other facet, it

                                                  
8 More precisely, the marks are made on a canonically two-dimensional surface; there may be
raised or embossed letters, relief printing, three-dimensional signage, etc.
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is a symbol; in another, an entity; in a third, an object. I will explain each one in

turn. The first facet, “a normalized two-dimensional image that represents an

audible segment [X],” is the most familiar and straightforward. It is this facet that

is most active in a phonics-based approach to literacy acquisition, and found, for

example, in children’s first alphabet books in statements such as “B is for Baby,

and T is for Toy.”

In the second facet, a graph is “an abstract symbol with social, cultural,

and aesthetic significance.” As Woolard stated in her survey of language

ideologies and their investigation, “[o]rthographic systems cannot be

conceptualized as simply reducing speech to writing but rather are symbols that

themselves carry historical, cultural, and political meanings” (1998:23). This facet

will be demonstrated in detail in Chapters 7-9, in the discussion of current graphic

variation and the discourse surrounding and generating it.

The third facet of the graph, that of “an entity imbued with agency,” refers

to two features. The first is epiphenomenal

in the acquisition of alphabetic literacy, but

is retained in the mind and can be activated.

This facet often operates in speech play and

verbal art, as in the 1965 cartoon by Saul

Steinberg shown at left. People acquiring

alphabetic literacy, particularly children, are

likely to hear, “the F says [ffffffff]” or

“What does the G say?” Phonics-based reading instruction materials often call the

Cartoon by Saul Steinberg, New
Yorker, December 4, 1965.
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English silent e “bossy E” because “it makes the vowel say its own name.” In

other words, graphs are agents imbued with personality (“bossy”) and the power

of speech. In its second feature, this facet also has to do with sound symbolism,

which almost certainly exists in every spoken language, but which takes on

another dimension with alphabetically written languages. The symbolism of the

sound may transfer to the graph, giving it a real-world-event overlay in addition to

its phonetic value. Alliteration in poetry and cartoons may play on this feature,

and children’s alphabet books often do; the association of s with snake is an

illustrative case. This facet is active in several of the events and ideas discussed in

Chapter 7.

The fourth facet deals with the graph as a two-dimensional object that is

mechanically produced, whether by means of pencil, quill pen, laser printer, or

web press. The technology of production influences the essential properties of the

writing system itself. For example, fully alphabetic writing was not developed by

people whose writing was carved into stone; the effort involved called for more

economical systems, such as the Semitic abjad writing, or systems that were as

much art as they were linguistic code, such as the Mayan glyphs. In Chapters 6

and 7, we will see the large role played by technology and technological changes

in the production of written Yucatec Maya.

The fifth and final facet, “a normalized two-dimensional image whose

denotation is in some way associated with phoneme /X/,” is the link between

graph and alphameme. Until that link can be fully explored and analyzed, this

facet cannot be described further. It will have to suffice to say that in ways yet to
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be determined, this facet connects the etic with the emic level of alphabetic

writing and in some way also to the phoneme.

Graphs, however, are not the only meaningful elements in written

language. As will be seen in Chapter 7, hyphens and word spaces are not only

meaningful but highly ideological, as well. Punctuational variation, as will be

mentioned in Chapter 4, also exists in Yucatec Maya, and also has a strong

ideological component. Question marks, for example, are argued to be not

syntactically necessary, did not appear in earlier, traditional documents, and are

seen as hispanicized and undesirable by some contemporary writers who do not

use them.

1.4  THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION

By means of the description of the three levels of variation in written

Yucatec Maya and an exploration and analysis of the underlying language

ideologies at play in the ongoing development of the language in its written form,

this dissertation will attempt to address the following questions:

• What consonant variation occurs in contemporary written Yucatec Maya?

• How did the variation arise and why does it exist?

• What are the language ideologies underlying the variation?

• What is its effect and should there be an organized effort to eliminate it?

• How do the language ideologies of written Spanish affect written Yucatec

Maya?

• What information or suggestions can the case of Yucatec Maya provide

for those engaged in indigenous language maintenance and vitalization
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projects and for the development of indigenous language writing systems

and literacy practice?

• What can the case of written Yucatec Maya contribute to our

understanding of alphabetic writing?

Thus, this dissertation will contribute to academic endeavors along several

dimensions. First, it will take a step toward a deeper understanding of the ways

that the component elements of alphabetic writing—graphs, punctuation,

spaces—operate in cognitive processing. This information will be of use to

linguists and others working with indigenous languages as well as to

psycholinguists and literacy researchers. Second, the research will contribute to

work in language contact and the increasingly important field of language

ideologies. Third, by exploring the interaction of literacy as a social practice and

as a consciously-acquired individual competency, the dissertation will begin to

chart a sociolinguistics/psycholinguistics interface. Finally, because Yucatec

Maya is linguistically and socially quite different from other Maya languages, this

work will make a substantial contribute to the body of Maya studies.

In  Chapter 2, I review the relevant literature. Chapter 3 will explain the

orthographic conventions and terms used in the dissertation, including the criteria

for categorizing people geographically, ethnically, and by their speaker status; the

chapter will also describe the data and the methodologies used in its collection

and analysis. Chapter 4 presents a brief grammatical sketch of Yucatec Maya and

an overview of the types of variation currently found in the written language. In

Chapter 5, I present a summary of the status of written Yucatec Maya and literacy
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issues, including a survey of publications. A diachronic view of the Yucatec Maya

alphabet and consonant graphs from the introduction of alphabetic writing in the

16th century to the mid-20th century is presented in Chapter 6.

In Chapter 7, I present a detailed account of meetings held in 1981 and

1984 for the purpose of establishing an Official alphabet for Yucatec Maya, and I

contrast the Yucatec alphabet standardization process with the same process that

occurred at nearly the same time for the twenty Mayan languages of Guatemala.

That chapter also presents a description and analysis of current graphic variation

and an examination of the psychological reality of graphs using my own data and

also data from a research project conducted by an education psychologist with

Yucatec Maya-speaking children.

Chapter 8 is a detailed discussion and analysis of the orthographic

variation described above, that of the vowel-less first person plural pronoun. In

Chapter 9, I present the ideas and opinions expressed by my conversation partners

in interviews and informal conversations, and I discuss the underlying language

ideologies in their positions. Chapter 10 summarizes, makes projections and

recommendations for the future of the language, revisits the questions posed

above, and proposes several avenues of further study.
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Chapter 2  Literature review

2.1  WRITING AS A LEGITIMATE SUBJECT OF LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS

Written language has always been useful to linguists for historical

reconstructions of languages, and we know that much linguistically important

historical information is encoded in long-ago-standardized orthographies such as

those of English or Spanish. Nonetheless, until relatively recently, written

language was not considered appropriate for or worthy of linguistic analysis in its

own right. Some of the most influential linguists of the 20th century wrote

explicitly that only speech mattered. Bloomfield (1984[1933]:282) stated that

writing is merely a device “like the phonograph” for recording speech, and that

“the effect of writing upon the forms and the development of actual speech is very

slight” (13).  Saussure had earlier asserted that writing existed for the sole purpose

of representing speech and stated that “[t]he linguistic object is not both the

written and the spoken forms of words; the spoken forms alone constitute the

object” (1959, cited in Coulmas 2003:10). Coulmas, pointing out the logic of this

view (while disputing it), wrote that “linguistics is concerned with ‘natural

language’ while writing is an artifact” (2003:14).

Basso  challenged the “speechism” of the linguistic and anthropological

canon, stating that writing is complex, interesting, and just as worthy of study as

speech (1974:427). Using a Hymesian approach, he outlined features which

should be included in “an adequate description of a written code,” including its

formal properties, descriptions of genres used and how they fit together, and



23

social considerations, including the distribution of literacy in the population and

the position that writing occupies “in the total communicative economy of the

society under study” (432).

Writing—or more specifically, the fact of a language’s having a written

form—is also becoming recognized as possibly having an effect on the language

itself, although work in this area remains to be done. Coulmas noted that “[s]ince

language is conceived as an essential part of human nature, while writing is a

mere technology, the effects of writing on language and by implication the

complexities of their interrelationship remain largely unexplored” (2003:10). He

did assert one clear instance of writing’s effect on language—that the Romance

languages diverged from Latin and became separate entities “by virtue of the fact

that they became written languages” (228).

One area where linguists have become more active in explorations of

written language in recent decades is in the development of writing for

traditionally agraphic languages.  Cameron (1992) cautions that in that role,

linguists unavoidably flirt with prescriptivism by determining how a language

should be written. This dissertation will add to recent evidence (Collins 1998;

Bird 2001; Innes 2002; a fuller discussion follows) that the interventions of

linguists in establishing a written form of a language have sometimes run counter

to the intuitions and desires of its speakers.

Three bodies of literature about written language are relevant to this study:

i) examinations of literacy—that is, the human behavior and practices involved in

the production and use of written texts, particularly with regard to the acquisition
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of the requisite skills; ii) writing systems themselves—that is, alphabetic, syllabic,

logographic, etc. and their features; and iii) language ideologies and their role in

normatization and standardization. Normatization will be defined here as the way

in which norms and conventions for writing a language evolve. This may occur

organically through usage and may include standardization, defined here as

explicit rule-making and guidance of a language by some authoritative body. The

next two sections will examine the first two branches. Language ideologies and

normatization will be discussed in §2.2, along with specific normatization issues

in language revitalization efforts. In §2.3, a brief survey of linguistic descriptions

and investigations of Yucatec Maya since the 16th century will be given.

2.1.1  Literacy and literacy studies

The bulk of 20th century scholarship tended to treat literacy as a personal

phenomenon whose locus was the mind of the individual reader or writer.

Coulmas (2003:220) credits Vygotsky with being one of the first scholars to

investigate the cognitive consequences of writing. Daniell, summarizing his ideas,

wrote that “[a]ccording to Vygotsky, speech and writing are both tools and signs

and at the same time products of the ongoing transformation of individuals by

their environment and of social relations by individuals” (1990:202). Goody and

Watt argued in 1963 that (alphabetically) literate people think more logically than

either non-literate people or people who read languages written syllabically or

logographically (Walters 1990). Although Goody later distanced himself from

that notion, it had enormous influence and was picked up by others such as Ong,

Olson, and Havelock who supported the “Great Leap” theory that literacy causes
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a dramatic enhancement of the cognitive abilities of literate people (Daniell 1990;

Walters 1990).

Newer ideas about literacy have shifted the emphasis from the individual

to the community. As Street has written, literacy is no longer thought to be “just a

set of uniform ‘technical skills’ to be imparted to those lacking them” (2001:2).

He referred to that mode as the “autonomous model,” whose genres and forms are

“fixed, universal, and given” (12). He noted that under this model, “the apparent

innocence and neutrality of the ‘rules’ serves to disguise the ways in which

[hegemonic] power is maintained through literacy” (13). Rather, he proposed an

“ideological model,” which recognizes that literacy is a social practice which is

“always embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles” (7). The

“New Literacy Studies,” as he has called them, focus on literacy events and

literacy practices. The former can be defined as an occasion when a person

interprets and/or produces graphic symbols, either alone or with some

participation by others (Heath 1983; Barton 1994; Street 2001). The concept of

literacy practices, wrote Street, “attempts both to handle the events and the

patterns around literacy and to link them to something broader of a cultural and

social kind” (2001:11). These expanded ideas of the scope of literacy in daily life

provide a foundation for my argument (Chapter 7 and elsewhere) that Yucatec

Maya proper nouns in public signage and elsewhere have a great deal of influence

in shaping speakers’ ideas about what their language should/might look like in its

written form.
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Not only are literacy and writing considered essential personal and

community capital for those who would be economically active in a

technologizing and globalizing world, they are also widely thought to be

important and effective tools for language maintenance and revitalization.

Movements have been and are underway in virtually every part of the world to

graphicize local languages and develop written materials along with developing

speakers’ literacy skills and practices. Fishman (1999) estimated that 25% of

languages worldwide now have written forms; it bears mention that not all of

these languages have established their literacy practices and it cannot be taken for

granted that they will.

In México, campaigns for indigenous language literacy have been

underway since the late 1930s (Heath 1972), although until the 1980s, they were

intended to be transitional steps to literacy in the national language (Spanish);

these campaigns were given more impetus from UNESCO’s 1953 declaration that

vernacular language schooling and literacy were the best means of education for

all children. Salinas Pedraza (1996), writing about his experience with indigenous

languages of México, argued that the lack of literacy is the most important factor

in language loss; Hornberger, emphatic in her support of written language, argued

that “the promotion of indigenous literacies increases the potential for fuller social

participation of hitherto marginalized sectors of society” (1997:9).

Still, Hornberger herself noted that literacy is not a universal panacea.

“Literacy is, simultaneously, both a potential liberator and a weapon of

oppression” (Gee 1991:272, cited in Hornberger 1997:4). Pellicer (1999) pointed
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out that not all communities want a written form to be developed for their

language. She argued that orality, a legitimate and effective medium for the

transmission of culture, is being devalued by the privileging of literacy and that

modality-dependent cultural elements will likely be lost if and when written

language supplants orality in a community. Rather than saving a language, she

continued, writing might do the opposite if it has no functionality that is solidly

rooted in community practice (9).

Bilingual education is a major component of many language/culture

maintenance efforts, as governments slowly shift to accommodate

multiculturalism and as communities work to utilize the institution of formal

schooling, which in many cases had been forcibly imposed on them, in order to

make it serve as a useful resource for community goals. Despite their worthy

objectives, such programs in México have come under fierce criticism. Barriga

Villanueva & Parodi (1999) claimed that bilingual education in México still just

serves “castellanización,” a term which implies more than just the acquisition of

Spanish but rather the process of assimilation to the national culture by means of

stripping away indigenous identity and practice. Lastra argued that in many cases

the bilingual programs are eurocentric and Western, even if the people directing

them are themselves indigenous (1992, cited in Mar-Molinero 2000). Canto

Rosado (2002), in a public forum organized for discussion of proposed drafts of

linguistic rights legislation in México, stated that since schools played a big role

in the deprecation and devaluation of indigenous languages, it is fitting and
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appropriate that they play a major role in reversing the harm done; Canto Rosado

was a participant in the in 1984 alphabet meetings in Yucatán.

2.1.2  Writing systems

Although alphabetic writing is only one of several possible graphic

systems, it has been considered inherently superior by many prominent 20th

century scholars who work in alphabetically-written languages. The alphabet is so

central, according to Havelock, that the science and thought that are frequently

called ‘Western’ or ‘European’ might more precisely be called ‘alphabetic’

(1976:84). Gelb  posited writing as developing “unidirectionally” towards its best

and most precise form—alphabetic writing. He considered logographic and

syllabic writing to be stages in a linear development towards an alphabetic

system; he claimed that the current logographic and syllabic systems in the world

have, for whatever reason, simply stopped developing (1952:201).

Coulmas credits Gelb, nonetheless, with “outstanding service to the study

of writing” in that his theory “gave a highly complex and diverse field a common

direction” (2003:197). Gelb assumed that writing was driven by two underlying

principles: “economy of effort and the ‘natural’ desire to reduce complexity”

(197).

Alphabetic writing is, of course, only one among many systems for

visually representing speech.9 According to Coulmas, what all of these systems

have in common is that all are linear and all incorporate linguistic analysis; that is,

                                                  
9 Efforts towards developing written forms of signed languages are being made (see, for example,
McIntire, Newkirk, Hutchins & Poizner 1987 and also www.signwriting.org).
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“dissection of the stream of speech into constituent parts is indispensable for

writing to occur” (2003:151). Further,

the interpretation of written signs and the analytic understanding of
linguistic structure have advanced together, one contributing to the other.
A linguistic fit thus evolved. This explains the great diversity of the
world’s writing systems, which tend to highlight different units, reflecting
the linguistic environments in which they developed. (2003:151)

Thus, languages with root and pattern morphology, such as Arabic or

Hebrew, are particularly suited to an abjad (consonant-only) writing system, since

vowel values are almost completely predictable and recoverable from context.

English and the other western European languages, on the other hand, are

precisely suited to the phonemic alphabetic writing system which evolved to

represent them. Yucatec Maya, along with other Mesoamerican languages, had

developed a glyphic writing system which employed both logographic and

syllabic elements. Alphabetic writing was imposed on those languages by Spanish

friars in the early years of contact, and although there have been substantial

problems and challenges in adaptation, the roman10 alphabet has remained the

prevailing system, mainly for reasons of continuity, access, and available

technology. In Guatemala and Yucatan, there have been glyph reading workshops

conducted by non-indigenous epigraphers (Schele and Grube 1996), and efforts

have been (are being) made in Guatemala to resume the use of glyphs in written

documents (Sturm 1996).

                                                  
10 The use of lower case ‹r› here is explained in §3.2.2.



30

2.2  LANGUAGE IDEOLOGY

Just as written language was considered unsuitable for linguistic analysis

in the 20th century canon of linguistics and linguistic anthropology, speakers’

ideas about language and language use were also previously thought to be

unworthy of consideration in linguistic analysis. Kroskrity discussed the work of

Boas and Bloomfield, both of whom “dismissed the importance of attending to

indirect and inaccurate secondary rationalization of members of a language

community,” and he also noted that Labov “explicitly diminished the importance

of attending to speakers’ linguistic ideologies” (2000:6). Kroskrity credited

Hymes with being among the first to assert the value of including “a community’s

local theory of speech” in ethnographic accounts (6). Language ideology emerged

as a major interdisciplinary field of inquiry in the 1990s.

Defining language ideology, Woolard noted that it is not necessarily

conscious or deliberate, although it may be. She reiterated Silverstein’s account of

the abrupt fall from use of the second person familiar English pronouns

‘thou/thee’ to demonstrate that ideology can affect even linguistic structure itself

(1985, cited in Woolard 1998).

Ideology is also behavioral and prereflective. As for its location, ideology

is found in unsaid, unexpressed assumptions about language as well as being

“variously discovered in linguistic practice itself, in explicit talk about language

… and in the regimentation of language use through more implicit

metapragmatics” (Woolard 1998:9). Following Silverstein (1993), she defined

“implicit metapragmatics” as linguistic signaling within the stream of language-
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in-use that indicates the intended interpretation. A good example would be the

conversational phenomenon of briefly flexing the first two fingers of each hand in

the air to indicate that a word or phrase is ‘in quotes.’11 Blanche-Benveniste

(1998:35) noted that a speaker’s use of this gesture (or the utterance of the phrase

‘in quotes’) rather than the use of the prosodic feature that it was originally

fashioned to represent provides strong evidence of the deep influence of written

language.

Irvine and Gal introduced the concept of fractal recursivity with regard to

language ideology. Fractal recursivity “involves the projection of an opposition,

salient at some level of a relationship, onto some other level” (2000:38). The

situation of Yucatec Maya and Spanish could be analyzed as such a situation with

regard to the position of Spanish and its European neighbor languages. Garza

Cuaron (1980) observed that although Spanish had the third largest number of

speakers among all the world’s languages, it did not enjoy its due prestige in the

international community. The official languages of international academic

conferences, she noted, were often English, French, and German; Spanish was

completely excluded. This status imbalance is replicated not only in Yucatán, but

throughout Latin America, where Spanish is the prestigious language dominating

the indigenous languages of local communities; the indigenous languages are

deprecated and stigmatized.

                                                  
11 A curious point is that in casual observation I have noticed that speakers using English tend to
flex two times, echoing (but not always simultaneous with) the stress on the phrase ‘in quotes,’
while speakers using Spanish tend to flex three times, also echoing stress on the equivalent phrase
‘entre comillas.’
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Written language, especially in the case of languages whose norms and

conventions are less fixed and standardized, provides a particularly good arena for

the examination of language ideologies, since writing is at once conscious and

deliberate yet also draws heavily on the unconscious attitudes and intuitions of

writers/speakers.

2.2.1  Language ideology and normatization

The third body of literature on written language relevant to this

dissertation is that dealing with normatization and standardization. I have placed

the discussion of that literature here under language ideology since normatization

and standardization are inherently ideological processes based on speakers’ (or

some subset of power-holding speakers’) ideas about how their language should

be written. I will use ‘normatization’ here to refer to a language’s unregulated,

organic convergence over time to establish norms and conventions for writing.

Normatization over time would reduce, but not necessarily eliminate, variation. In

contrast, standardization, as defined by Coulmas, is:

the process of consciously intervening in the development of a language in
order to determine a norm and secure compliance with it by means of a
‘visible hand’ in the form of institutions, such as academies, schools and
reference works. Standardization presupposes graphization and a literate
section of the speech community. (2003:227)

Standardization is generally presumed to be a necessary and desirable

component of written language. Linguists who are raised and schooled in western

European languages are steeped in prescriptivist thought, and while our training

as linguists largely divests us of linguistic ethnocentrism, we are seldom
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challenged to question the basic universal worthiness of standardization or its

effect upon our own language practices or ideology.

In some emergent literacies, standardization is a priority goal both of

outsider linguists and of speakers themselves, and there are very good reasons for

it to be so. In the case of Guatemala, for example, where twenty Mayan languages

are spoken, a common standardized alphabet provides a unifying strength to all of

the diverse linguistic communities (Brown 1996; England 1996; see §7.1.3).

These communities are struggling not only against a government long-

accustomed to exploiting the indigenous population but also against the Summer

Institute of Linguistics (SIL), an organization of Protestant missionaries who, with

the blessing and assistance of the government, insinuated themselves into

indigenous communities and involved themselves in establishing writing norms

that served their own needs and objectives rather than those of the communities

(Choy Ajquejay 1985, Cojtí Cuxil 1996, England 1996, Fischer 1996, French

2001). England explained that in order to prevent language shift and to gain

community autonomy and “linguistic self-determination,” “[l]anguage

prescription, or the establishment of standard rules for language usage,

particularly written usage, has come to take on an important role in Maya cultural

revitalization” (1996:178). López Raquec (1985) pointed out that standardization

helps in convergence and unification of linguistic splits which occurred due to

arbitrary political boundaries. Maxwell poetically observed that “Maya scholars

and writers are giving birth to ‘standard’ languages, births knowledgeably

midwifed by Maya linguists” (1996:200).
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Standardization is a contentious process, perhaps particularly so in the

cases of newly graphicized languages. The multiplicity of stakeholder groups,

each with its distinct set of objectives, contributes complexity to every situation;

diversity of opinion within groups, especially among native speakers, presents

challenges to the process, as well (Collins 1998). Oppositions may emerge along

various axes. England, describing standardization efforts with Mayan languages

in Guatemala, reported a “tension between a popularist approach to decision

making and a technical approach” (1996:185). The popularist approach gives

priority to the variants favored by the most speakers or privileges the local

variants of the decision makers. The technical approach, on the other hand, works

to base decisions on sound linguistic analysis. This analysis would help to

determine which variants would be more complete, more transparent, or older,

with the ultimate goal of encoding the maximum possible historical and linguistic

information balanced with being maximally easy to use. Schieffelin and Doucet,

writing about Haitian kreyòl orthography, described the principal opposition as

that between the pro-phonemicists and the pro-etymologists. The pro-

phonemicists “insist that kreyòl must be written in a coherent, systematic, and

logical way,” that it be easy to learn, and be “completely independent of the

French orthographic system” (1998:298).  In contrast, pro-etymologists advocate

a kreyòl orthography that is as close as possible to that of French for two reasons.

First, such a system would facilitate kreyòl speakers’ eventually learning French,

which they consider important since “French and kreyòl will always coexist in

Haiti” (299). Second, the pro-etymologists believe that the orthography should
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preserve and reflect what they consider to be the predominantly French origin of

the kreyòl language. Not surprisingly, these two positions map onto the political

ideologies of their holders.

In addition to the positions taken by those who are actively engaged in the

endeavor, non-participants also play a role in the dynamic. Fishman, speaking

about threatened languages in general, asserted that threatened languages often

have more opposition from unsympathetic insiders than hostile outsiders (1991).

Yucatec Maya author and educator Miguel May, speaking specifically about that

language, asserted that an important element in the struggle to develop literacy

involves a struggle against public indifference (1997).

2.2.2  Normatization and scientism

Standardization of newly graphicized languages has tended to come hand

in hand with a “scientistic” approach; that is, an approach that privileges a

scientific analysis of a language over the traditions, sentiments, or intuitions of its

speakers. In 1977, Venezky argued that sociocultural factors should be considered

when establishing a writing system for a language, but that they should be

subordinate to scientific criteria (1977:38). However, standardization may not

always be warranted or desirable. More recent work recognizes the crucial

importance of speakers’ ideas and preferences. Schieffelin and Doucet asserted

that acceptance of an orthography is more about social and political

considerations than linguistic or pedagogical ones (1998:285). According to

Woolard, “orthographic systems are symbols that carry historical, political, and

cultural meaning” (1998:23).
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Clark and Ivanic & argued that “there is no intrinsic reason why words

should always be spelt in the same way, just as there is no reason why they should

always be pronounced in the same way” (1997:197). Innes (2002) described a

revitalization program with Ná’isha, an Apache (Athapaskan) language spoken in

Oklahoma, described by employed two separate graphemic systems, but native-

speaker participants preferred to use the less-specified orthographic system

developed within the community rather than the fully phonemic system which had

been officially endorsed by tribal administrators. Innes reported that rather than

being confusing or problematic, the use of two systems “helped maintain

participants’ interest in the program … [and] … also promote[d] discussion of

what constitutes Apache identity and coherence” (2002:39).

Linguistics and linguists have played crucial roles in many of the

emergent literacies of the last three decades. Bird, writing about indigenous

languages of Cameroon, asserted that “linguistics—particularly phonology—has

occupied a hegemonic position in orthography discussions” (2001:2). Bird also

cited Fishman’s assertion that the marking of vowel length in Navajo orthography

was more useful for “outside linguists and teachers whose mother tongue is

English, rather than an aid for Navajo mother tongue readers and writers”

(1988:275, cited in Bird 2001:15). French, writing about Mayan languages, noted

that during debates about the adoption of an official alphabet, both the SIL and

the Mayan linguists “sought to legitimate its particular analyses through appeals

to the ‘objective’ nature of their representations based upon claims to ‘science’”
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(2001:148). As I will demonstrate in Chapter 7, “scientism” was (and continues to

be) a strong factor in the alphabet adoption process in Yucatán.

Collins has asserted that outside linguists are stakeholders with their own

agendas that are often quite distinct from those of the community in which they

work. He asked, “[w]hat might be missed or overlooked when the ‘history and

art’ of words is shunted aside in pursuit of grammatical pattern, the ‘world of

science’?” (1998:261). As linguists and scientists, however, we do have vital and

valuable roles to perform. This dissertation attempts to follow Bird’s challenge for

linguistics to be “a tool to probe the orthographic insights of native speakers”

(2001:21)
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Chapter 3  Methodology and definitions of terms used

In this chapter, I will explain procedures and decisions made for the

writing of this document, define terms that I will be using, describe the data, and

detail the methodologies employed in collecting and analyzing it. I begin by

explaining orthographic and graphic decisions which were made about the

representations of Yucatec Maya and of Spanish proper nouns (§3.1). In §3.2,

terms are defined, and the methodology of the research will be described in §3.3.

3.1 PROPER NOUNS AND NON-ENGLISH CONTENT

It is particularly appropriate, in a dissertation that examines minutiae of

orthography and writing conventions, that my own usage be closely scrutinized.

In this section, therefore, I will point out orthographic and graphic decisions I

have made and point out how and why they may be different from conventional or

expected usage.

The representation of place names within, for example, Ethiopia, Ukraine,

or Iran would necessarily be anglicized in an English language document, since

those names in the respective local languages are written with symbol systems

other than the roman alphabet used for English. For the names of places where the

roman alphabet is used to write the local language(s), even if English is not

among them, no such adjustment would automatically need to be made; still, it is

common to find modifications of place names, often phonologically motivated,

and even translations, in the writings of non-local languages. The Polish city
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known locally as ‘Warszawa,’ for example, is written ‘Warsaw’ in English; the

city known in Germany as ‘Köln’ is ‘Cologne’ in English.12 Spanish language

documents about the United States often refer to the states of ‘Carolina del Norte’

and ‘Nueva York’ and the city of ‘San Luis, Misuri.’ Other modifications are less

obvious; for example, English language writings customarily omit diacritical

marks from place names in Latin America and elsewhere, for example, Cancun

(cf. Cancún) and Sao Paulo (cf. São Paulo). There is much that could be said

about this practice and the contexts where it may or may not be reasonable and

practical, but that topic falls outside the scope of this study. For the present

purposes, it will suffice to note that the linguistic phenomena described in this

work, which have to do with written language, are situated in places where

English is not one of the local languages. Although I am writing in English, I

believe clarity will be better served with consistent orthography of proper nouns;

further, I wish to preserve the geographical grounding as much as possible

(symbolically, if in no other way). In this work, therefore, I will not anglicize

place names nor modify proper nouns unless typographically necessary.

‘México,’ ‘Yucatán,’ and ‘Mérida’ will be written with acute accents, as they are

in conventional Spanish.13

                                                  
12 It bears acknowledgement here that orthographic differences in place names across languages
may have more to do with local history and politics than with phonology.
13 In recent Yucatec Maya documents, I have seen the country name written ‘Meejiko’ and the
state name written ‘Yúukataan’ and ‘Yúkataan,’ in addition to the customary Spanish spellings.
The capital city of Yucatán, Mérida, is generally referred to in Yucatec Maya documents by its
Maya name, [ho’], most commonly written as Ho’, although there are several orthographic
variants.
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Neither the Spanish alphabet nor Spanish orthography is particularly

controversial; Spanish language words used in this dissertation will conform to

the prescribed orthography of the Real Academia Española. Graphic and

orthographic variations in Yucatec Maya, on the other hand, are sometimes

controversial and always indexical of something much larger. My position is

somewhat paradoxical—as a non-Maya, I have no entitlement to a voice in

decisions made about written Yucatec Maya; yet, as a scholar writing about the

language, my choices are in some way acts in the practice of written Yucatec

Maya which contribute to its emergent shape. The dissertation itself will explain

the reasons behind my choices, and I will comment further in Chapter 10; for the

moment, let me simply state that in the Yucatec Maya content that I generate

(rather than examples of usage in specific documents, which will preserve the

original forms) I will use the alphabet adopted in 1984 (see §7.1) except for two

graphs—‹tz› for [ts] and ‹dz› for [ts’]. This specific graph set that I have selected

is used in a great many contemporary documents, including all of the titles in the

first series of Maya Dziibo’ob Bejla’e ‘Contemporary Maya Letters’ (see §5.4). I

will refer to the alphabet in use here as the ‘popular alphabet’ and the alphabet

adopted in 1984 will be called the ‘1984 alphabet.’ My choice is based on

arguments that will be detailed in §7.1. Orthographically, I will follow three

recent dictionaries, Diccionario Básico Español Maya Español (Bastarrachea,

Yah Pech, & Briceño Chel 1992), Diccionario de la Lengua Maya (INEA 1998),

and Diccionario Maya Popular (Bastarrachea Manzano & Canto Rosado 2003).14

                                                  
14 The first two dictionaries are rather small and lack certain key entries, which necessitates the
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3.2 DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED

In this section, I will define terms used in the dissertation which may be

vague or which are used in different ways by different researchers. In §3.2.1, I

discuss place- and ethnicity-based terms used to describe people, and in §3.2.2,

technical jargon is defined for use here.

3.2.1  Names of languages, places, and identities

‘Yucatecan’ and ‘Maya,’ terms used frequently to describe or categorize

individuals based on the two identity anchors of place and ethnicity, bear

explanation. These are heavily overlapping but not isomorphic categories, and

neither is clear-cut or straightforward. The overlap is made more ambiguous by

the fact that the Spanish term yucateco(a) refers to either place or ethnicity;

people are quite aware that those are two distinct designations, and clarification is

often requested or volunteered in the course of conversation. Indigenous ethnicity

is most commonly referred to as ‘Maya,’ which distinguishes place from ethnicity

at the same time that it fails to distinguish Yucatec Maya from other Maya

languages and ethnicities. The indigenous language spoken on the peninsula is

universally referred to there as ‘Maya,’ which has no complications within the

speech area. Although I wholeheartedly believe in calling a language by the same

name its speakers use for it, in this dissertation, with its geographically broader

                                                                                                                                          
use of both. They are currently the most reliable, affordable, and popularly used dictionaries on the
peninsula. In some cases, there is orthographic variation between them, which I will mention
where appropriate. I am also consulting the newly published Diccionario Maya Popular, which is
more complete than the other two, but much more costly and hence not as widely used.
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audience, I will refer to the language as ‘Yucatec Maya’ rather than ‘Maya,’

simply to avoid confusion.15

The place, the Yucatán peninsula, is a geographically and culturally

discrete entity; both its residents and other Mexicans perceive the peninsula as a

place apart, with its own culture and identity distinct from the national culture and

identity. Geographically, the peninsula is quite separate from the rest of the

country, and Yucatán was an independent, sovereign entity for two brief periods

in the 19th century, 1841-1843 and 1846-1848 (Duch Colell 1999). 16

The Yucatán peninsula encompasses three Mexican states—Campeche to

the west and south, Quintana Roo to the east and south, and Yucatán as a roughly

inverted triangle in the center and north (see Figure 1.1). The term ‘Yucatán,’

however, is widely used to refer both to the state and the peninsula in general. The

conflation of the names of the administrative entity and the geographical entity

causes occasional confusion and has implications for written Yucatec Maya, as I

will detail in § 7.1. The traditional Yucatec Maya  name for the peninsula, Mayab,

is familiar to all residents, Maya and non-Maya alike, but its usage is marked and

not common in everyday discourse.17

                                                  
15 I have occasionally seen the language referred to as maaya t’aan ‘Maya speech/language,’
written either as one or two words, but I do not anticipate that usage will catch on widely in the
near future, if at all (language names are uncapitalized in Spanish and usually in Yucatec Maya, as
well).
16 It occurred frequently in my conversations in Yucatán that people would refer to some act,
phrase, or custom as “something they do/say in México, not here,” and there would be no hint of
irony or joking in that statement. At times they were referring only to the capital city, known in
Spanish without the ‘City’ that English appends, but often they were referring to the rest of the
country.
17 Many businesses and artistic/cultural works use Mayab, for example, and I would argue that the
term establishes ethos.
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Because I was based in Yucatán for my fieldwork, I am more familiar with

that state, and the various government offices where I did interviews and research

were either local- or state-level agencies or state-level offices of federal

organizations. The term ‘Yucatán’ will be used here to refer strictly to the state of

Yucatán, partly to avoid confusion and partly to delimit more specifically the

scope of my knowledge. References to the peninsula as a whole will be indicated

explicitly.

The state of Campeche has its own unique cultural flavor, and there is a

strong interstate rivalry between its residents and the residents of Yucatán.

Campechans may, however, consider themselves Yucatecans in a very generic

sense with regard to cultural features which are more peninsular in scope, such as

cuisine, music, dress, or language (including local Spanish).

Quintana Roo became a state only in 1975; prior to that, it had been a

federal territory, at times under the jurisdictions of Yucatán and Campeche.18

Quintana Roo does not have a strong identity as a state in the ways that Yucatán

and Campeche do, but municipal entities or pueblos within the state have strong

place identity. Long-term (three or more generations) residents would likely

identify themselves strongly with one of the two municipios Chetumal or Felipe

Carrillo Puerto—also known by its previous name Chan Santa Cruz. Chetumal

was an important center prior to the arrival of the Spanish, and Chan Santa Cruz

was the capital of the 19th century resistance; it remains an important center of

indigenous activity.

                                                  
18 The tardiness of statehood for Quintana Roo was due primarily to political resistance by Mayas
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, and secondarily to the inhospitableness of the terrain.



44

Despite these possible geographical mitigations of the self-identifications

of many individuals, the term ‘Yucatecan’ as a place-based identity marker will

be used to refer to people born and/or raised on the peninsula. Peninsular identity

does have some psychological reality and is evident in everyday discourse. This

identity is reinforced by significant peninsula-wide cultural features which are

salient in everyday life such as language, dress, cuisine, traditional music and

dance, and holidays. Many of these features, of course, are Mayan in origin, but

they are known and observed, to varying extents, by all Yucatecans—Mayas and

non-Mayas alike. Regardless of an individual’s ethnic identity or linguistic

repertoire, all Yucatecans know at least a few Yucatec Maya words and phrases,

which are used emblematically in specific contexts. Local Spanish carries

substantial Yucatec Maya influence—lexical, syntactic, and phonological (Suárez

Molina 1996). In recent years on the peninsula, there has been a significant influx

of people from other parts of México, and my impression is that Yucatecans are

very aware of insider/outsider status. It is largely (Spanish) dialect which

definitively indexes this status.19

More evidence for the peninsula’s status as an “imagined community” in

the Andersonian (1992) sense can be seen in the coverage spheres of the several

daily newspapers published in all three states of the peninsula which are not

explicitly local in scope. Whether by means of separate state editions or a section

covering peninsular news in all editions, the newspapers present a concept of the

three peninsular states as an entity. The Diario de Yucatán, headquartered in

                                                  
19 I was occasionally told that I spoke (Spanish) with a nice Yucatecan accent, and it was quite
clear that these comments were meant as very high compliments (even if less than precisely true).
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Mérida, has separate editions for all three states. Each state edition covers that

state in detail and has sections covering the other two states. Por Esto!, also based

in Mérida, operates on a similar model, with separate editions for each of the three

states. The Tribuna, published in Campeche, Campeche, has sections for city,

state, peninsula, and world news. Novedades de Quintana Roo, published in

Cancún, has sections for local, national, and international news, plus a regional

section, Sureste ‘Southeast,’ that covers the peninsula. In contrast, Tabasco Hoy,

published in the capital of Tabasco, the state bordering Campeche to the west,

also has a sureste section; that coverage, however, is of Chiapas, the state to the

south of Tabasco, and does not mention Campeche or the other states on the

peninsula.20

As nuanced as place-based identity can be, ethnic identity and self-identity

are much more complex and problematic. Questions of who is or is not Maya and

what the definitional criteria may be are far from settled among Yucatecans and

also fall outside the scope of this dissertation (see Hervik 1994 and 1999 for a

detailed examination of social categories in Maya communities in Yucatán). The

question of who is or is not a Yucatec Maya speaker is substantially more

straightforward (although not, certainly, 100% clear and simple). Rather than

referring to identity, therefore, it will be more appropriate here to refer to

individuals in terms of their linguistic repertoires, and I will use the terms Yucatec

Maya ‘native speakers,’ ‘heritage learners/speakers,’ and ‘non-speakers.’ The

category of ‘native speakers’ will include, in addition to those whose mother

                                                  
20 Bordering Campeche and Quintana Roo to the south are the nations of Guatemala and Belize;
one would not expect news coverage to routinely cross those borders.
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tongue is Yucatec Maya, native bilinguals and those who may have acquired

Spanish first but have native proficiency in Yucatec Maya. I am defining a

heritage learner or speaker here as a non-speaker who has at least one native

speaker parent or grandparent (or other adult of equivalent personal significance)

and who is actively engaged with the language to some extent.21 I will continue to

use ‘Maya’ as an ethnic/cultural designation applied to groups, group activities,

and cultural practices.

To summarize, ‘Yucatec Maya’ will refer to the language spoken on the

Yucatán peninsula, even though its speakers refer to it as ‘Maya.’ ‘Yucatán’ will

refer only to the state; references to the speech area or peninsula as a whole will

be made explicit. ‘Yucatecan’ will refer to any person born and/or raised on the

peninsula.22 As much as possible, I will refer to individual persons according to

their relationship with the Yucatec Maya language—native speakers, heritage

speakers (or learners), and non-speakers—and references to ‘Maya’ or ‘Mayas’

will be applied to collective entities and/or cultural activities and practices.

3.2.2 Other terms

The common term “conquest” to refer to the social upheaval in Yucatán

and elsewhere beginning with the arrival of the Spanish will not be used here.

First, the term implies a domination more complete and successful than is or was

ever the case; second, it suggests a fait accompli rather than a protracted, ongoing

                                                  
21 The active engagement could include such things as greeting neighbors, conducting brief
commercial transactions in the market, attending a class in Yucatec Maya, and/or work-related
direct personal contact in situations where Yucatec Maya is the principal language.
22 Questions of identity of those born and raised in culturally Yucatecan diasporic communities
away from the peninsula will not be addressed here.
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process. Some in Yucatán prefer the term “invasion,” which, while literally

accurate, maintains an antagonistic posture that is not appropriate to this research

or to my position as observer/actor. A more commonly used term in Yucatán

today is encuentro ‘encounter.’ I will refer to the arrival of the Spanish, to initial

contact, to ongoing contact, and, sometimes, to domination, as appropriate.

Following Coulmas, I will refer to the alphabet used for the writing of

Yucatec Maya, English, Spanish, and many other languages as the roman

alphabet. He noted that the lowercase r is appropriate because it is “indicative of

the general significance of this script which is no longer associated with a

particular language or culture” (2003:32).

3.3 METHODOLOGY AND DATA

I will be analyzing three types of data—participant observation data,

interview/conversation data, and archival data—gathered during two five-month

field trips to Yucatán in 2000 and 2001, plus several shorter trips from 1998-

2003. During the long stays, I was based in Mérida, the capital of the state of

Yucatán, with many short trips of varying durations to other locations on the

peninsula. Data have also been drawn from a broad collection of contemporary

documents, both published and unpublished, in genres including essay prose, folk

tales, poetry, news articles, dictionaries, language texts, pedagogical materials,

and more. These data form the basis of a linguistic analysis of selected features in

the contemporary Yucatec Maya practice of writing. The following sections will

describe the data types, the methods used in their collection, and the methods

employed in their analysis.
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3.3.1  Participant observation

Participant observation data include photographs of and notes on the usage

of written Yucatec Maya in public and private space. Yucatec Maya toponyms

and surnames are highly visible in signage, newspapers, and other public

discourse, and a fair number of business names are partly or completely in

Yucatec Maya (see selected photos in Appendix 5); these proper nouns play a

prominent role in the shaping of written Yucatec Maya, as I detail in §7.2.2.1. In

addition, I attended events such as book presentations,23 meetings, conferences,

and political forums. Countless conversations in the course of daily life in which I

made no attempt to introduce topics or questions presented rich opportunities to

glean prevailing ideas and attitudes of a variety of Yucatecans. Although it would

be impossible to quantify, my participation in the daily life of urban Yucatán

grounded me and developed my eye and ear for the affective nuances of the

variations in written Yucatec Maya.

3.3.2  Interview/conversation data

In addition to numerous informal conversations about written Yucatec

Maya, I conducted interviews in 2001 with thirty Yucatecans actively engaged in

some way with the written language; characteristics of these interviewees are

shown in Table 3.1. Nine individuals were writers and/or educators, and seven

were administrators of institutions involved in some way with written Yucatec

                                                  
23 In Mexico, formal presentations are customary for newly published academic and literary
books; the author(s) and two or three people chosen by the publisher speak briefly about the book
and its importance. These events are open to the public and announced in the daily press; light
refreshments are served after the program, and people socialize.
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Maya. Fourteen were Yucatec Maya students at the municipal Maya language

academy in Mérida (Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya Itzamna), where I also

attended classes.  In terms of their background with the language, eighteen were

native speakers. Seven more could be described as heritage speakers, as defined in

§3.2.1 above. The remaining five were non-speakers with no childhood

experience with the language.

Native
Speakers

Heritage
Speakers

Non-
speakers

TOTAL

Writer/Educator 9 — — 9
Administrator 4 2 1 7
Student 5 5 4 14
TOTAL 18 7 5 30

Table 3.1. Interviewees categorized by speaker and activity status

 All interviews were conducted in Spanish, with switches to Yucatec Maya

for examples of particular words or structures. A few of the interviewees initiated

our encounters in Yucatec Maya, and I accommodated as far as my proficiency in

the language allowed; we invariably switched to Spanish for any substantive

discussion. Most interviews were conducted in the schools or offices of the

interviewees; a few were conducted in coffee shops or in private homes (mine or

theirs), as interviewees preferred. Most, but not all, interviews were recorded;

there were times when the opportunity to interview arose unexpectedly, and I was

not carrying my recording equipment. None of the interviewees denied
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permission to record, and I never had a sense that their comments were unusually

influenced by the fact of their being recorded.24

However, because I was broaching topics that were somewhat sensitive

and had been a source of animosity among individuals and institutions, I promised

total anonymity to all of my subjects. The conditions of our interviews were that I

would not identify interviewees by name or by any other individually identifiable

characteristics.25 I believed this promise of anonymity to be necessary in order to

maximize the possibility of candid conversation, and I continue to believe that my

assessment was correct. Unfortunately, the constraint of anonymity limits, to

some extent, what I am able to say and how I am able to tabulate my data. In

some cases, for example, if a single interviewee were to be associated with

Opinion X  about the alphabet and Opinion Y  about the k  pronoun, that

combination of opinions would be sufficiently identifiable. In future research on

the peninsula, I will try to allow for speakers to be more identifiable.

3.3.2.1  Interviews with writers, educators, and administrators

Interviews with writers, educators, and administrators were quite open-

ended, although questions were more specific to the interviewees’ official

position(s). They were asked about their current projects as well as their graphic

and orthographic preferences, their goals for and ideas about the written language,

and followed up on their responses with questions designed to tease out
                                                  
24 Appropriate protocol was observed for the interviews; my IRB case file number is #2002-05-
0045.
25 I am confident that I have taken all reasonable measures to anonymize my conversation partners
and to temper any incendiary comments; nevertheless, persons intimately acquainted with the
situation in Yucatán and with the people active in shaping the written language will likely be able
to make good guesses about the identities of some of the individuals involved.
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underlying attitudes and opinions that might not operate on a conscious level. I

was able to discuss the 1984 alphabet meetings with a few of the delegates who

had participated; their impressions were, not surprisingly, quite varied. All

interviewees were directly asked to address variation, with particular focus on

graphic variation. I was especially interested to learn whether they found it to be

personally confusing and/or socially problematic; in almost every case, their

answers were very revealing of attitudes and ideology.

Other questions involved their preferences for representing the first person

plural Set A pronoun, which is variable in contemporary documents (see Chapter

8). The educators were also asked about the teaching of Yucatec Maya

grammar—under what circumstances, if any, they found it important and/or

desirable, and how they approached the material. Where appropriate and

diplomatically possible, I asked for comments on available texts and pedagogical

materials. I also sought information about the state of bilingual education and

Yucatec Maya as a Second Language programs in the primarias.

Interviewees were selected on the basis of their involvement with written

Yucatec Maya. Some were already personal acquaintances, and some of those

individuals provided introductions to others. I contacted potential interviewees by

letter, phone, and drop-in visits to their schools or offices. I was unable to connect

with several potential interviewees, due either to logistical problems (phone tag,

cancelled appointments, etc.) or inability to locate them. In some cases,

individuals may have been diplomatically declining my request, although I
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believe such situations would have been the exceptions rather than the rule. Only

one individual flatly refused my request for an interview.

3.3.2.2  Informal conversations

In addition to the interviews, I had many informal conversations with

other writers, educators, and Yucatec Maya speakers and heritage learners from a

variety of backgrounds, and we discussed many of the same topics as in the

interviews. Direct questions about the forms of written Yucatec Maya, regardless

of how relevant they may have been to the conversation or how smoothly the

questions were introduced, were often met with puzzlement. I sensed that many

people found the details and mechanics of the written language to be unimportant

and uninteresting; this attitude was displayed openly even by some writers,

educators, and administrators (see §9.3).

I introduced topics of Yucatec Maya education in the schools, linguistic

goals and desires for children and grandchildren, and ideas and opinions about the

written language (its importance, if any, what kinds of materials should or should

not be published). To those people who expressed interest and familiarity with

written Yucatec Maya, I asked questions about graphic and orthographic

preferences.

3.3.2.3  Interviews at the Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya Itzamna

The Academia was founded in 1985 and is operated by the municipal

government of the city of Mérida. Its mission is to offer Yucatec Maya language

classes at all levels; at the time of my research, there were four levels of

classes—beginning, intermediate, advanced, and workshop. Interviews with the
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Academia students were solicited with permission (and enthusiastic interest) of

the director and teachers; I was looking for students who had some knowledge of

Yucatec Maya apart from classroom experience. The Academia is fairly small and

quite collegial, and since I studied there myself (one of very few foreigners), I

was a familiar person, which I believe made people more willing to be

interviewed. I entered the higher level classes and solicited subjects; however,  I

interviewed all volunteers, regardless of level or background. Four of the subjects

who came forward had had no prior experience with the language nor were from

Yucatec Maya-speaking families, but their comments contributed other interesting

information, and I have included them in the data. Since the information of the

interviews was potentially useful to the Academia, the relevant data were

compiled and submitted in a report to the director and teachers, which is included

here as Appendix 9.

Apart from minimal demographic data and questions about prior

experience with Yucatec Maya, I had few fixed questions and no specific

sequence of topics; the interviews were better described as lightly steered

conversations. This was an especially appropriate method, since the speech event

known in the United States as “interview” was not always a familiar one to

Yucatecans. The interviews were of widely varying length, ranging from fifteen

minutes to about two hours. The subjects of the shorter interviews, while quite

willing and cheerful participants, had not previously thought much about the

topics at hand or were not being reflective and could only give perfunctory

responses. Other subjects had opinions and ideas and were happy to converse with
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someone who was not only interested in the topics and in their views, but who had

come a long way to hear them.

In those interviews, I was interested to find out what students’ previous

experience with Yucatec Maya (both written and spoken) had been, their attitudes

toward the language, responses of their friends and family to their studying the

language, and what aspects of the language interested them most and which were

most difficult to learn. I was particularly interested in their relationship to the

written language. Of the students who had knowledge of alphabets other than the

1984 alphabet used in Academia classes, I asked about their alphabet knowledge,

attitudes, and preferences. I also asked direct questions about the written

language—what kinds of things, if any, would they like to be able to read in

Yucatec Maya. The interviews and their results will be presented in Chapter 9.

3.3.3  Archival data and Yucatec Maya documents

Archival data include two categories. The first category contains materials

written specifically about any aspect of contemporary written Yucatec Maya for

an intended local audience (interestingly, virtually all written in Spanish). These

materials may or may not participate overtly in the polemic or make an explicit

argument; they are, however, always revealing of attitude and ideology. Thus, this

category includes articles from the popular press and conference proceedings,

academic articles, minutes of meetings, and reports from government offices and

agencies.

The popular press in Yucatán consists of two large-circulation daily

newspapers, both based in Mérida with distribution throughout the peninsula, and
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a few smaller papers.26 They report on such events as meetings, ceremonies,

dedications, conferences, book presentations, etc. As revalorization of the

Yucatec Maya language and culture becomes increasingly active, there are

various such events to report.

The second archival data category consists of documents in Yucatec Maya

(including bilingual Yucatec Maya/Spanish publications) through a broad time

spectrum—from the mid-16th century, when roman alphabet characters were first

used for writing Yucatec Maya, to 2002 (a complete catalogue of documents is

given in Appendices 3 and 4). These documents have been divided into two

chronological categories for analysis: 16th to late 20th century documents, and

documents written/published since 1980.  The genres include dictionaries,

grammars, pedagogical materials, stories, poems, traditional prophetic texts,

notarial documents, proclamations, letters, news articles, histories, signage, and

more (see §5.2 for a full discussion of the range of written Yucatec Maya).

These documents show diachronic changes in writing conventions, as well

as reveal the ideologies of their eras. Recently edited colonial-era texts are

particularly revealing of ideology in the changes that have been made to the

original texts and the explanations given by their editors. From these documents, I

have compiled information about the alphabet used, the orthography and

punctuation, and word boundaries. I have paid particular attention to certain

commonly occurring lexical items which, taken as a set, are revealing of overall

                                                  
26 There are daily newspapers published in Campeche and Quintana Roo, as well. While they
cover major events throughout the peninsula, their range of distribution is more restricted; I am
not familiar with them.
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orthographic strategy; through these words, diachronic orthography patterns and

writing conventions can be tracked.

3.3.3.1  Methods of collection of Yucatec Maya documents

The body of documents examined here may be considered a convenience

sample in the sense that it includes, in the case of recent work, all documents to

which I had access. Certainly many more documents exist than are examined

here, but I argue that the thoroughness of my collection efforts have resulted in a

reasonably representative sample. For reasons explained in the appropriate

chapters, variation in written Yucatec Maya has expanded over time; the earlier

documents show much more graphic and orthographic consistency, and thus

fewer tokens are necessary to determine widespread usage. Many more

contemporary documents have been examined here for two primary reasons. First,

many more such documents exist and are available as the rate of publication

continues to accelerate, and second, contemporary usage is the primary focus of

this investigation.

Documents were examined in the state archives in Mérida and several

public and university libraries in Yucatán, as well as private collections to which I

had access through personal connections. I received an assortment of primary

school texts from the state office of public education, and a few more were given

to me by individuals. Several other documents were accessed in the Benson

Collection of the University of Texas at Austin. A number of documents were

accessed on the Internet, on the web pages of the Universidad Autónoma de
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Yucatán, the Universidad de Quintana Roo, Universidad Autónoma de Campeche,

Instituto Nacional Indigenista, the magazine Nicte T’an, and others.

3.3.3.2  Methods of analysis of Yucatec Maya documents

For each of the documents examined, a variety of features was noted. Each

of these will be discussed at length in the appropriate chapters. First, I checked the

framing and context language(s)—front and back covers of books, booklets, and

magazines, mastheads of newspapers, etc. For books, I also checked the

language(s) of the title page, copyright page, and colophon page (see §5.4), as

well as any front or back matter (preface, introduction, acknowledgements,

glossary, etc.). With bilingual materials, I made note of how the two languages

were placed and if either held a dominant or framing role. I also made note of any

explanatory information about graph choice (a not uncommon feature in recent

works), orthography, transcription conventions for originally oral works, etc.

In the Yucatec Maya texts, I made note of the alphabet employed and

looked for graphic variation within the text. In almost all cases, it was possible to

determine the complete graph set employed within a few paragraphs; however,

two phonemes,  /p’/ and /t’/, have relatively light functional loads, and tokens of

their representation were absent in a few documents. I sought multiple tokens of

each graph, and made note of alternations. Cases of obvious typographical

errors—‹l› for ‹k›, for example, were disregarded; in cases where it was unclear if

the presence of a particular graph was intentional, I made sure to confirm the

usage with multiple tokens.
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In addition to graph selection, I also recorded tokens of the first person

plural Set A pronoun, which is analyzed in Chapter 8, as well as a few other

commonly variant items which I plan to analyze in future research. Details of the

various analyses are described in the appropriate chapters. We now turn to a

grammatical sketch of Yucatec Maya and a brief overview of the types of

variation currently found in its written form.
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Chapter 4  Grammatical sketch of Yucatec Maya and overview of
variation in the written language

This chapter will provide a brief grammatical sketch of Yucatec Maya,

focusing on the general structures of the language and those elements which are

involved in the phenomena described in the dissertation. For considerations of

space and relevance, a complete description of the grammar will not be

undertaken here. The chapter will also present a descriptive survey of the three

types of variation currently found in written Yucatec Maya—graphic,

orthographic, and punctuational. For the purposes of presenting the language as it

appears in its written form, the examples in this chapter will be given in

conventional orthography as well as showing morpheme breaks with glosses and

free translations; a key to abbreviations is found in Appendix 1.

I will begin with a description of the phoneme inventory and phonotactics

of the language in §4.1, followed by a discussion of canonical sentence forms in

§4.2. In §4.3, I will discuss the pronoun system and in §4.4, the nouns, including

gender and number marking. The verbal system is briefly described in §4.5,

interrogation particles are described in §4.6, and numeral classifiers will be

presented in §4.7. In §4.8, I will discuss the three types of variation in

contemporary written Yucatec Maya.

4.1  YUCATEC MAYA PHONEME INVENTORY AND PHONOTACTICS

As noted in Chapter 1, Yucatec Maya has about a million speakers on the

Yucatán peninsula. The language is one of about thirty languages in the Mayan
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family, which are spoken in Guatemala, Belize, a sliver of Honduras, and the

Mexican states of Chiapas, Tabasco, and Veracruz, in addition to the peninsula.

The phoneme inventory of Yucatec Maya is similar in many respects to the other

members of the Maya language family, although it is one of the smaller

inventories. There are fifteen obstruent and five sonorant consonants, plus five

basic vowels which are further differentiated by contrastive length and lexical

tone. In the category of obstruents, the language has three pairs of homorganic

voiceless and glottalized stops, /p, p’, t, t’, k, k’/ and only one voiced stop, /b/,

which is not (any longer) implosive; in addition, there is glottal stop, /�/. There

are two pairs of homorganic voiceless and glottalized affricates, /c�, c�’, ts, ts’/.27

Finally, there are three voiceless fricatives, /s, s�, h/. Sonorant consonants include

two nasals, /m, n/, lateral /l/, and two glides, /w, y/. This consonant inventory is

shown in phonetic symbols in Table 4.1 below.

Some Spanish consonants, such as voiced stops, occur in loan words, but

are not considered part of the basic inventory. According to Barrera Vasquéz

(1944:8), a sound change in modern Yucatec Maya of /l/→/r/ has begun (although

he does not specify contexts or conditioning factors); it is included without

comment in the two dictionaries of consultation and therefore I have included it

here, as well.

                                                  
27 The glottalized consonants, as they are known generally in the Mayanist literature and in the
speech community, can also be described as ejectives; I will retain the popular term.
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Labial Alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal

Stop p   b t k �
Fricative s s� h

Affricate ts c�
Glottalized p’ t’ ts’ c�’ k’

Nasal m n

Lateral/glide w l  r y

Table 4.1 Consonant inventory of Yucatec Maya, (Americanist) phonetic symbols

For the convenience of the reader, Table 4.2 shows the same consonant

inventory using the popular alphabet which I have employed in the dissertation

for the representation of written Yucatec Maya (see §3.1 for an explanation of this

alphabet).

Labial Alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal

Stop p   b t k ’

Fricative s x j

Affricate tz ch

Glottalized p’ t’ dz ch’ k’

Nasal m n

Lateral/glide w l  r y

Table 4.2 Consonant inventory of Yucatec Maya, popular alphabet
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Yucatec Maya has a basic set of five vowels, /i, e, u, o, a/; as noted above,

there is also contrastive length and lexical (high) tone, as shown by the minimal

set in (4.1), where ‹a› is a plain, or basic, vowel, ‹aa› is a long vowel, and ‹áa› is

long plus high tone (high tone is generally thought to occur only in combination

with long vowels, although there may be some very limited regional exceptions).

Examples are represented here in conventional orthography according to the 1984

alphabet decree.

(4.1) chak chaak cháak
red sprinkle (as salt) rain (CDAM 1984:8)

In addition, the glottal stop participates with vowels to form rearticulated and

truncated vowels (or ‘glottalized vowels,’ as they are known within the speech

community), shown in (4.2) and also represented according to the 1984 alphabet

decree.28 Other possible analyses of the vowel system and its representation in the

written language are discussed in §4.8.2 below.

(4.2) cha’ak cha’
starch chicle (gum); let go (CDAM 1984:8)

The default Yucatec Maya lexical root takes the form CVC. There are also

many VC and CV roots; Bricker et al. (1998), Romero (CDAM 1984), and others

argue that these are, in fact, CVC roots with a glottal stop in the onset position

and glottal stop or lenited /h/ in coda positions. Thus, they may be schematized as

�VC and CV�. More evidence for this analysis comes from the fact that apparent

V1V2 collocations never result in diphthongs, despite the frequent phonological

                                                  
28 A linguistic analysis, of course, shows that the so-called glottalized vowels are basic vowels
followed by the consonant glottal stop; further evidence for this analysis is seen in the fact that
these constructions are always syllable-final and are never followed by another consonant, which
is consistent with the Yucatec Maya constraint against consonant clusters.
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reductions and deletions that occur in ordinary speech. An example is given in

(4.3), showing the vowel-final demonstrative le with a vowel-initial noun.

(4.3) le     ooch-a’ → [le�o:cha�], *[leo:cha�]
DEM29   raccoon-PROX this raccoon

Monomorphemic consonant clusters do not occur; however, there are

several C-only morphemes which in some cases produce complex syllable onsets,

and in other cases form C-only words which are pronounced separately regardless

of whether the succeeding sound is a consonant or vowel. One such C-only word,

the pronoun k, will be discussed in great detail in Chapter 8. A representative

example of such a complex onset is shown in (4.4), with the prefix x- ([s�]), which

optionally marks female gender for humans (including vocatives, such as xLuupe

‘Lupe’) and animals and optionally appears in the names of many herbs and small

animals.30 The prefix j -, which optionally marks male gender (including

vocatives), and a homophonous j- prefix, which marks completive aspect on

intransitive verbs, also appear; however, the prefix is often inaudible and is

generally omitted in writing for both functions.31

(4.4) turix ~ xturix
dragonfly

                                                  
29 Note that demonstratives consist of an initial invariant particle and one of two terminal
particles, proximal,-a’ or distal, -o’.
30 It should be noted that many women consider the prefix deprecatory and are highly critical of
its use; this is a complex social phenomenon worthy of further study. In addition, the x- prefix
forms the initial particle which derives instrumental nouns; see Bricker, Po’ot Yah & Dzul de
Po’ot (1998) for a full treatment of this morpheme. I am not able to speculate whether these are
cases of polysemy or homophony.
31 It is very likely that the completive prefix j-  is disappearing from the language; to the best of
my knowledge, there has been no research to date on this phenomenon.
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There are two C-only aspect markers—habitual k and perfective (transitive) t.

These are always followed by Set A pronouns (see §4.2), of which five of the six

are V-initial. In those five cases, the aspect marker forms the syllable onset, as

shown in (4.5a-b) with sentences in both aspects. In the remaining case of the first

person plural, the pronoun is k, which is deleted in the completive. In the habitual,

with the identical aspect marker and pronoun, it cannot be precisely determined

(and ultimately does not matter) which of the two is deleted and which is retained;

examples are shown in (4.6a-b).

(4.5a) t-in    kon-aj-Ø Tin konaj.
PRF-1A sell-CMP.TR-3B  I sold it.

(   b) k-a     kon-ik-Ø Ka konik.
HAB-2A sell-NEUT.TR-3B You sell it.

(4.6a) t-Ø         kon-aj-Ø T konaj.
PRF-1A.PL sell-CMP.TR-3B  We sold it.

(    b) k-Ø        kon-ik-Ø K konik.
HAB-IA.PL sell-NEUT.TR-3B We sell it.

In writing, the convention of forming a single word with the aspect marker plus

the Set A pronoun is now well established and near universal.

One other prominent phonological feature involves glide epenthesis in

vowel-initial verbs when they are preceded by Set A pronouns (except the first

person plural); although the first person singular is not vowel-final, this epenthesis

basically avoids vowel-vowel collocations. Examples are shown in (4.7).

(4.7) in w-otoch my house
1A w-house

in wotoch my house 
a wotoch your (sg.) house
u yotoch her/his house
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k otoch our house
a wotoche’ex your (pl.) house
u yotocho’ob their house32

It can be demonstrated that the glide is epenthesized rather than being present in

the underlying representation because there would be no reasonable motivation

for deletion in the (more prevalent) contexts in which the glide does not appear, as

in 

4.2 CANONICAL AND OTHER SENTENCE FORMS

The canonical sentence order in Yucatec Maya is VOS. Any constituent

can be topicalized by use of a framing marker, -e’; there may be embedded

constituents in the topicalized phrase, but only one argument or phrase can be

topicalized at a time. Representative examples are shown in (4.8), a simple

transitive sentence with a temporal adverbial, and (4.9a-b), the same sentence

with its constituents topicalized.

(4.8) T-in     w-il-aj-Ø         a   kiik        jo’oljeak.
PRF-1A   w-see-CMP.TR-3B  2A   older.sister yesterday.

Tin wilaj a kiik jo’oljeak.
I saw your big sister yesterday.

(4.9a) A kiik-e’         t-in     w-il-aj-Ø         jo’oljeak.
2A older.sister-FM PRF-1A w-see-CMP.TR(-3B) yesterday

A kiike’ tin wilaj jo’oljeak.
(As for) your big sister, I saw her yesterday.

(    b) Jo’oljeak-e’     t-in     w-il-aj-Ø          a kiik. 
yesterday-FM         PRF-1A w-see-CMP.TR(-3B) 2A older.sister

                                                  
32 The phrase is ambiguous, since plural marker -o’ob could also mark the noun, giving a reading
of  ‘their houses’ or ‘his/her houses.’
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Jo’oljeake’ tin wilaj a kiik.
Yesterday I saw your big sister.

Subordinate clauses generally appear in sentence-initial position set off by the

framing marker, as shown in (4.10-11), taken from published stories.

(4.10) le   kéen  tal-ak-e’,           ma’ a  núuk-ik-Ø           u   t’aan.
SPECkéen    come-SUBJ.INTR-FM NEG  2A  respond-NEUT.TR-3B 3A  speech

Le   kéen talake’, ma’ a  núukik u t’aan.       (Andrade & Máas Collí 1990:265)
When he comes, don’t answer him.               (Lit. ‘ . . .  don’t answer his talk.’)

(4.11) ichil  tuláakal-o’ob-e’ yaan-Ø jun-p’éel   jach k’aj-a’an.
inside   all-PL-FM                EXIST-3B   one-CLIN      very   remember-AZR

Ichil tuláakalo’obe’ yaan junp’éel jach k’aja’an. (Tec Chí 1992)
Among them all, there was one (story) very well-remembered.

4.3  YUCATEC MAYA PRONOUN SYSTEM

Yucatec Maya has three sets of pronouns, known to Mayanists as Sets A,

B, and C, as shown in Table 4.3. There is no gender marking on pronouns.

Set A Set B Set C

Singular 1st in -en teen

2nd a -ech tech

3rd u -ø ~ -ij leti’

Plural 1st k -o’on to’on

2nd a ___-e’ex -e’ex te’ex

3rd u ___-o’ob -o’ob leti’o’ob

Table 4.3.  Sets A, B, and C pronouns
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Set A pronouns precede the verb or noun and its suffixes, although the

second and third person plural forms are circumfixes; that is, there is also a suffix

particle that follows the verb or noun. The Set B pronouns are exclusively

suffixed and are functionally somewhat limited. Note that the third person

singular has a ø alternation; in fact, this zero marking is overwhelmingly

prevalent in the language. The -ij alternation occurs only in sentence final

position, which generally limits its distribution to questions or very terse

sentences, shown in (4.12).33

(4.12a) ba’ax Ba’ax-ij?
what what-3B
what What is it?

(    b) j           ween-Ø   le    paal-o’. j ween-ij
PRF.INTR sleep-3B     SPEC  child-DIST PRF.INTR sleep-3B

J ween le paalo’. J weenij.
The child slept. She slept.

The Set C pronouns are free morphemes, which, depending on their

function, either precede or follow the verb. As they are not directly relevant to any

of the topics treated in this dissertation, they will not be described in any detail

here.

Set A pronouns are used as the subject of transitive verbs in both

completive and incompletive sentences, the subject of incompletive intransitives,

constructions with aspectual predicates, modal predicates, predicates of temporal

distance (see §4.5), and also to mark possession of nouns. Representative

examples of each are given in (4.13a-e).

                                                  
33 The -ij suffix may be diachronically related to the -ik suffix in K’ichee’ Maya, which occurs
before subordinate clauses as well as the contexts described for Yucatec -ij; the Yucatec suffix,
however, only occurs sentence-finally.
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(4.13a) t-in         w-il-aj-Ø. Tin wilaj.
PRF.TR-1A  w-see-CMP.TR-3B I saw it.

(    b) k-in     w-il-ik-Ø. Kin wilik.
IMPF-1A  w-see -NEUT.TR-3B I see it.

(    c) táan  k     wen-el. Táan k wenel.
DUR   1A.PL  sleep-NEUT.INTR We are sleeping.

(    d) taak u wen-el Taak u wenel
DES  3A sleep-NEUT.INTR S/he wants to sleep.

(    e) u kiik-o’ob u kiiko’ob
3A  elder.sister-3A.PL their big sister (OR, their big sisters)

Note that (4.13e) is ambiguous because only one -o’ob is allowed on a noun;

when a plural noun is possessed by a third person plural possessor, one -o’ob  is

deleted.34

As mentioned above, two aspect markers—habitual k and perfective

(transitive) t—are written together with the following Set A pronoun. The verbal

system will be described in detail in §4.5, but it bears mention here that the

pronouns are written as separate words (that is, with a word space before and

after) in the case of all other verbal aspects, whose markers are also written as

separate words. Conventionalized orthography for common phonological

reductions of two frequently-occurring aspect markers will be discussed in §4.8.2.

Set B pronouns are used for the object of completive and incompletive

transitives and the subject of completive intransitives and most statives (non-

                                                  
34 Plural marking is generally optional and often omitted in both speech and writing.



69

verbal predicates). Representative examples are given in (4.14); the forms are

similar to (4.13) for contrast.

(4.14a) t-in         w-il-aj-ech. Tin wilajech.
PRF.TR-1A w-see -CMP.TR-2B I saw you.

(      b) k-in      w-il-ik-e’ex. Kin wilike’ex
IMPF-1A   w-see-NEUT.TR-2B.PL I see you (pl.).

 (      c) j             ween-o’on. J weeno’on.
PRF.INTR   sleep-1B.PL  We slept.

4.4  YUCATEC MAYA NOUNS

Nouns are marked for number—singular and plural—although plural

marking is optional in many contexts. The plural marker is -o’ob. As mentioned

in §4.1, there is a pair of prefixes for biological gender, x- ‘female’ and j- ‘male,’

but these do not participate in the syntax. There is neither gender agreement nor

grammatical case in Yucatec Maya.

Nouns may be derived from verbs or adjectives in three ways—with a

nominalizing suffix -il, as in (4.15), by vowel lengthening, or through zero

derivation; that is, no additional morphemes are required. A large class of

transitive verb roots has vowel-lengthened noun forms, shown in a full-sentence

context in (4.16a-b).

(4.15) k’oja’an k’oja’anil
sick, ill illness, disease

(4.16a) Sáansamal k-u       k’ay-ik-Ø. Sáansamal ku k’ayik.
every.day        IMPF-3A  sing- NEUT.TR-3B Every day she sings it.

(      b) Uts u   k’aay. Uts u k’aay.
nice  3A  song Her song is nice.
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Many roots have identical noun and verb forms (for a thorough analysis of

root categories, see Bricker et al. 1998). An example is shown in (4.17a-b).

(4.17a) Tu p’o’-aj-Ø               u   nook’. Tu p’o’aj u nook’.
PRF.TR-3A wash-CMP.TR-3B 3A  clothes He washed his clothes.

(      b) Dzo’ok in le’-ik-Ø            in p’o’. Dzo’ok in le’ik in p’o’.
TERM       1A  hang-NEUT.TR-3B 1A   wash I already hung my wash.

4.5  YUCATEC MAYA VERBAL SYSTEM

The Yucatec Maya verbal complex has four components, which will be

explained below: i) aspect marker (AM), ii) verb stem, iii) status marker (SM),

and iv) for each argument of the verb, a pronoun (§4.3) of Set A, B, or one of

each. Figure 4.1 below shows a schematic of the sequence of elements along with

a sentence with every slot filled and another with the minimal number of

elements. These same sentences are presented with morpheme breakdowns and

glosses in (4.18-19).

AM   (SET A)  VERB STEM   SM    (SET B)    (SET A TERM. PARTICLE)

t-u    xíimbat-aj-o’on-o’ob

AM   (SET A)  VERB STEM   SM    (SET B)    (SET A TERM. PARTICLE)

j lúub-en

Figure 4.1.  Schematic sequence of Yucatec Maya verbal complex with examples

AM   (SET A)  VERB STEM   SM    (SET B)    (SET A TERM. PARTICLE)

t-u    xíimbat-aj-o’on-o’ob

AM   (SET A)  VERB STEM   SM    (SET B)    (SET A TERM. PARTICLE)

j meyaj-naj-en
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(4.18) t-u         xíimbat-aj-o’on-o’ob Tu xíimbatajo’ono’ob.
PRF.TR-3A visit-CMP.TR-1B.PL-3A.PL They visited us.

(4.19) j           meyaj-naj-en J meyajnajen.
PRF.INTR work-CMP.INTR-1B I worked.

Each verbal complex has two inflectional components—an aspect marker

and a status marker.35 Transitivity is very salient in the Yucatec Maya verbal

complex and plays a crucial role in the selection of appropriate pronominal and

status marker affixes. The aspect marker links with the appropriate status marker,

and only one status marker set is available for each aspect marker. There are no

distribution restrictions; each aspect marker is available to every verb in the

language. There are three statuses—completive, neutral, and subjunctive36; each

status has a set of markers which are selected according to the type of the main

verb. The particular combination of markers reveals the viewpoint aspect (Smith

1997) and indicates the transitivity/intransitivity in each verbal complex.

Table 4.4 shows the aspect markers grouped by type. The meaning or

function for each marker is given, along with the appropriate status marker. An

example from each group is given in (4.20) using the main verb taas ‘bring.’ The

translations represent pragmatic equivalents.

                                                  
35 These terms are adopted from Bohnemeyer 1998. The aspect markers have also been called
modals (Blair 1964), auxiliaries (Bevington 1995), aspect particles (Blair & Vermont Salas 1995),
aspect words (Bricker 1981; Bricker et al. 1998), or co-operants (Andrade 1955), or they have
been left uncategorized altogether (Barrera Vasquéz 1944; Tozzer 1921[1977]).
36 In Mayanist literature, the status that is referred to here as “neutral” is usually called
“incompletive.” That term is inaccurate, since the aspect markers which select neutral status
markers range across the entire temporal spectrum, as is shown in Table 4.4. My thanks to Carlota
Smith for her help with the analysis of Yucatec Maya aspect.
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GROUP MARKER FUNCTION STATUS MARKER

t- / j- perfective completiveAspectual
prefixes k- habitual neutral

dzo’ok terminative neutralAspectual
predicates táan durative neutral

jo’op inceptive neutral

yaan compulsive neutralModal
predicates k’a’béet necessitive neutral

taak desiderative neutral

je     e’ assurative neutral

bíin predictive 1 subjunctive

kéen predictive 2 subjunctive
Predicates of

temporal
distance táant     e’ immediate past neutral

sáam recent past subjunctive

úuch remote past subjunctive

Table 4.4.  Aspect markers and their appropriate status markers

(4.20) T-u        taas-aj-Ø. Tu taasaj.
PRF.TR-3A bring- CMP.TR-3B She brought it.

Táan u  taas-ik-Ø. Táan u taasik.
DUR     3A  bring-NEUT.TR-3B She’s bringing it.

Yaan u  taas-ik-Ø. Yaan u taasik.
CMPSV  3A bring-NEUT.TR-3B She ought to bring it.

Sáam u taas-ej-Ø. Sáam u taasej.
REC       3A bring- SUBJ.TR-3B She brought it not long ago.

The status markers for each of the three statuses vary according to the

basic verb type, as shown in Table 4.5. As the details of these markers are not
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directly relevant to the analyses in this investigation, I will not provide a detailed

description here (see Bohnemeyer 1998 or Bricker et al. 1998 for details).

VERB TYPE COMPLETIVE NEUTRAL SUBJUNCTIVE

Transitive -aj -ik -ej ~ -Ø

Root intransitive -ij37 ~ Ø -Vl38 -Vk

Derived intransitive -naj -Ø -najk

Positional -laj -tal -lajk

Inchoative -chaj -tal -cha(j)k

Passive – root trans.39 -Ø -Vl -Vk

Passive – der. trans. -a’ab -a’al -a’ak

Table 4.5.  Status markers by verb type

Representative examples of four verb types—transitive, root intransitive,

inchoative, and passive formed with a derived transitive root—with neutral status

markers are shown in (4.21).

(4.21) Táan in tzéent-ik-Ø     a k’éek’en. Táan in tzéentik a k’éek’en.
DUR     1A feed- NEUT.TR-3B 2A pig I’m feeding your pig.

Dzo’ok u jan-al            a tzíimin. Dzo’ok u janal a tzíimin.
TERM       3A eat-NEUT.INTR  2A horse Your horse has eaten.

Je’ u    y-áakabtal-e’. Je’ u yáakabtale’.
ASS.I 3A y-night-NEUT.INCH.-ASS.T It’s about to get dark.

                                                  
37 According to McLeod (1998), the –ij alternation is not so much a completive-intransitive
marker as it is a “bare-ass” marker, applied wherever the final element of a sentence would be a
bare verb root. There are few environments where that possibility exists, and the completive-
intransitive with a third person singular subject is the most common of these since the 3B
(singular) pronoun is Ø.
38 The V in a suffix indicates complete harmony with the vowel of the root (or immediately
preceding suffix).
39 In addition to the status markers, root transitive passives all lengthen root vowels in this pattern:
CVC � CV’VC.
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K-u     y-u’ub-a’al  iik’. Ku yu’uba’al iik’.
IMPF-3A y-feel-NEUT.PSV wind A wind is felt.

Yucatec Maya has no copula; statives formed with non-verbal predicates

are very common in everyday discourse. Any noun or adjective plus an

appropriate Set B pronoun may form a sentence; representative examples are

given in (4.22a-c).

(4.22a) Nojoch-Ø a paal. Nojoch a paal.
big-3B          2A child Your child is big.

(      b) Ke’el-en. Ke’elen.
cold-1B I’m cold.

(      c) Óox-túul-o’on. Óoxtúulo’on.
three-CLAN-1B.PL There are three of us.

4.6  INTERROGATION PARTICLES

In addition to the framing marker mentioned in §4.2 above, Yucatec Maya

has a number of particles serving as demonstratives, spatial deictics, prepositions,

etc. One which is relevant here is the interrogation particle wáa (also found as

wá). This particle is used in yes/no questions, and its placement is highly flexible;

it may follow the verbal complex or it may follow whichever sentence element is

being questioned. Examples are shown in (4.23a-d), where (a) is a default,

unmarked question, and (b-d) each emphasize a different constituent.

(4.23a) K-u      kon-ik      wáa  oon      a  kiik       bejla’e’.
IMPF-3A  sell-NEUT.TR wáa     avocado  2A big.sister   today
Is your big sister selling avocados today?

(      b) Ku konik oon wáa a kiik bejla’e’
Is it avocados that your big sister is selling today?
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(      c) Ku konik oon a kiik wáa bejla’e’.
Is it your big sister who’s selling avocados today?

(      d) Ku konik oon a kiik bejla’e’ wáa?
Is it today that your big sister is selling avocados?

4.7  NUMERAL CLASSIFIERS

Formerly, many numeral classifiers were in everyday use in Yucatec

Maya; they are listed in many older sources (see, for example, Tozzer 1921[1977]

citing Beltran 1746, and Barrera Vasquéz 1944). Newer sources list many

classifiers, as well. The INEA Yucatec Maya/Spanish dictionary (see §5.2.1.2)

lists twenty-four (1998:18), and the college-level Yucatec Maya text of Máas

Collí lists seventeen (1997:55). Most of these are based on the shapes or measures

of the items enumerated. In contemporary usage in general, however, only three

classifiers are used by all speakers: -p’éel, -túul, and –kúul, for inanimate,

animate, and (still rooted) flora, respectively. Representative examples are given

in (4.24a-c)40.

(4.24a) óox-p’éel k’áan óoxp’éel k’áan
three-CLIN     hammock three hammocks

(      b) jun-túul muuch juntúul muuch
one-CLAN   frog one frog

(      c) kan-kúul che’ kankúul che’
four-CLFL      tree four trees

It should be noted that most Yucatec Maya speakers use Maya numbers up to four

or five and then switch to Spanish language numbers. Classifiers are not used for

                                                  
40 Note that plural marking on the noun is not obligatory and is frequently omitted.



76

Spanish numbers, although I have heard and read them included in possessed and

nominalized form, as in (4.25).

(4.25) seis u   p’éel-el p’aak seis u p’éelel p’aak
six    3A   CLIN-NOM tomato six tomatoes

4.8  VARIATION IN CONTEMPORARY WRITTEN YUCATEC MAYA

As noted, there are three categories of variation in contemporary written

Yucatec Maya—graphic, orthographic, and punctuational. Graphic variation will

be used here to refer simply to variation in the choice of a particular graph to

represent a given phoneme (or allophone); dialectal variation is not a factor here,

as in (4.26), where /ts’, w, h/ are represented variantly.

(4.26) Dzo’ok in uahal ~ Ts’o’ok in wajal
I’ve woken up.

 Orthographic variation refers to variation in the conventional spelling of

lexical items; that is, two writers may use the same graph set but write particular

lexical items differently due to either dialectal variation or to differing

orthographic strategies concerning, for example, specificity of representation

(detailed in §4.8.2). These two types will be examined more fully in subsequent

chapters.

Punctuational variation, the third type, deals with variation in conventions

on the sentential level, specifically question marks, exclamations, and direct

quotations. Some hyphen use would also fall into this category. The remainder of

this chapter presents a brief summary of the three types.

Consonant phonemes in Yucatec Maya, with one possible exception, are

uncontroversial and subject to little regional variation phonologically. This
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stability serves as a constant against which to measure and describe variation. If,

for example, the word for ‘medicine’ is found in one source as dzáak and in

another as ts’áak, one may be confident that the variation is a matter of graphic

preference rather pronunciation difference. The word is pronounced identically

throughout the linguistic territory; both ‹dz› and ‹ts’› represent the same sound.

Linguistic analysis of the vowel system is much more complicated

because the vowels play a role in two types of orthographic variation; that is,

variation may be based on regional differences in vowel qualities, principally

length and tone, or on conceptual differences among writers on how the vowel

qualities should be represented in the written language. The basic Yucatec Maya

vowel system has never been controversial. There are five basic vowel phonemes,

/i, e, u, o, a/—by tidy coincidence the same five as in Spanish. In addition,

however, Yucatec Maya has both contrastive vowel length and lexical tone, as

detailed in §4.1 above. The glottal stop participates with vowels to form

rearticulated vowels, represented ‹a’a›, and truncated vowels (called ‘glottalized

vowels’), represented ‹a’›, as in (2). For convenience, the minimal set in examples

(4.1-2) is repeated here as (4.27).

(4.27) chak chaak cháak
red sprinkle (as salt) rain

cha’ak cha’
starch chicle (gum); let go (CDAM 1984:8)

The 1984 alphabet marks these five distinct forms. Earlier Yucatec Maya

writing sometimes represented vowel length and less often represented tone.

Some Yucatec Maya writers and educators believe the 1984 vowel system is
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overspecified, and a number of recent works show less specified vowels. Their

argument is that a less-specified system would increase orthographic uniformity

by reducing or eliminating variant spellings based on regional variation in vowel

quality. The homographs that would result from a less specified system, they

argue, would not confuse or bother competent speakers/readers. There are others

who believe the opposite, that the system is underspecified; some, for example,

would add ‹á›. When examining a document, it is difficult to know to what extent

orthographic variation in vowel representation is due to dialectal variation and

how much to conceptual variation. For example, the word for ‘one (inanimate)’ is

quite variant, but is most often found as in (4.28a-b) (given here in conventional

orthographies only). Other variants of this lexical item are discussed in §4.8.2

below.

(4.28a) junp’éel (   b) junp’el
one.CLIN one.CLIN

In most of the peninsula, the word is pronounced with high tone on the

classifier, as in (4.28a); however, there are regions where it is pronounced as a

basic short vowel, as in (4.28b). It would not always be possible to determine the

intent of a writer. In a longer document containing tokens of all possible vowel

types, one may be able to discern the writer’s orthographic strategy; many

documents, however, do not provide sufficient data. By the same token, with

sufficient information about a writer’s dialect or the area where the work was

written or published, one might be able to recognize variation based on regional

phonological differences; again, this information is often not available.
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Upon questioning, a knowledgeable native-speaking writer/educator

reported that it would be very difficult, indeed not always possible, even for him,

to confidently distinguish between the two types. Vowel variation in written

Yucatec Maya certainly warrants thorough examination. I leave that worthy

project for future research; this current study will focus on consonantal issues.

4.8.1  Graphic variation

Since the introduction of the roman alphabet for writing Yucatec Maya,

most of the phonemes that were common to both Spanish and Yucatec Maya were

represented by the same graphs without shift or variation. Until the mid-20th

century, any shift or variation in the representation of shared phonemes that did

occur was due to preferences of individual writers and educators. Organized

efforts to define an alphabet began in the mid-20th century; linguists and

government agency officials have been deeply involved in those efforts since that

time.

Four phonemes which occur in both languages, /k, s, h, w/, have been

variant, largely due to graphic irregularities or changes in the representations of

those phonemes in written Spanish (see §6.3). Yucatec Maya has seven consonant

phonemes which do not occur in Spanish, as described in §4.1 above. In addition,

the voiceless glottal fricative of Yucatec Maya, realized as [h], is perceived by

some speakers to be different from that of the Spanish fricative, which is

regionally variant as [h~x] but more often realized in Yucatan as [h]. All but one

of these eight consonants has had graphic variation through the five centuries of

alphabetic writing; the exception is the ‹x› (/s�/), which will be detailed in §6.3.2.
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The variation can be accounted for, at any historical moment, by considering who

was writing and for what purpose. From 16th century Franciscan friars, to Mayas

(genuinely or ostensibly) accommodating the occupation, to Mayas continuing the

traditional functions of writing, to 19th and 20th century assimilationists, to

philologically-trained scholars and defenders of the language, to present-day

Mayas building and using their written language as a cultural resource,41 the

graph selections made from among the available options often index identity

features and/or points of view, as I will detail in Chapter 9. Language ideology,

therefore, can be gleaned from graphic variation.

4.8.2  Orthographic variation

As mentioned, there are two types of orthographic variation—the first

reflects dialectal differences, and the second is based on conceptual differences.

These are not mutually exclusive types, and both may be operant in any one

document, making categorization particularly difficult to tease out. Dialectally

based variation, however, has mainly to do with regional differences in vowel

qualities, principally length and tone; consonants rarely participate in regional

variation. Comprehensive sociolinguistic research documenting this variation has

not yet been done, mainly for lack of resources, but the need is widely

acknowledged and discussed. On a casual basis, most speakers seem to be able to

associate the speech of others and their regions of origin/residence with

reasonable accuracy. Conceptual differences motivate orthographic variation in

three areas: the degree of specificity in the representation of vowel quality such as
                                                  
41 It bears mention that these are not all mutually exclusive categories and that a single individual
may embody more than one.
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length and tone (see §4.8 above), word boundaries (see Chapter 8), and the

representation (or not) of common phonological reductions and/or assimilations.

 The question of the representation of phonological reduction or

assimilation has mainly to do with basic orthographic strategy in terms of whether

a writer is presenting the language phonemically or phonetically. Phonological

reductions abound in everyday Yucatec Maya conversation. Final consonants are

frequently deleted; in common phrases, whole syllables fall out. Given the extent

of phonological reduction in the spoken language, one might expect this reduction

to be reflected in the written language; however, it is not. I will argue here that the

phonological reductions that are represented orthographically satisfy two

conditions: first, that the word or phrase occurs frequently in speech, and second,

that it occurs frequently in the written language.

One phrase, for example, which occurs frequently in everyday

conversation with moderate to high reduction is shown in (4.29), with the citation

form on the left and phonetic representations of two commonly heard reduced

forms on the right.

(4.29) pa’atik in bin [pa��mbin]     [p�mbin]
expect     1A  go

I guess I’ll be going (now).

That phrase, for its very specific function as part of a pre-closing routine

(Schegloff & Sacks 1973) in direct conversation (in contrast with the stylized

dialogues in narratives or short stories) would rarely appear in publications.42 The

                                                  
42 In fact, closing routines in Yucatec Maya tend to be much shorter—indeed, abrupt from a U.S.
cultural point of view. The phrase pa’atik in bin, which initiates a closing, would likely be
answered only by ma’alob túun, ‘alright then,’ There may or may not be a response of ma’alob by
the first speaker. With that, the interchange is satisfactorily completed.
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few tokens of the phrase that I have found were in citation, or phonemic, form in

pedagogical texts. Their presence is to be expected, since the objective of such

texts is invariably to develop the readers’ conversational skills.

The lexical item introduced in (4.28), junp’éel, ‘one (inanimate),’ satisfies

the conditions of occurring frequently in both spoken and written language, and

its multiple variants vividly illustrate the phonemic/phonetic orthographic

strategies.43 Nasal assimilation is virtually universal in the spoken form; the item

is written with and without nasal assimilation as in (4.30a). It can also be found as

one compound or two separate words (4.30b), with and without the initial

consonant (4.30c), with and without the final consonant (4.30d), with any of the

vowel variations described above (except ‹e’e›), and in virtually every

combination of these five variant elements. The consonantal variant ‹h› might also

occur in any of the configurations, as well.

(4.30a) jun-p’éel
one-CLIN

junp’éel ‹jump’éel›

(      b) junp’éel ‹jun p’éel›

(      c) junp’éel ‹unp’éel›

(      d) junp’éel ‹junp’e›

These examples present the base form as junp’éel; this is the most

commonly found variant; I suggest that writers are motivated less by any intuitive

preference for phonemic representation and more by the idea of consistency
                                                  
43 I have not attempted here to tabulate the data I have compiled on this lexical item because I am
not presently able to determine the extent to which regional dialectal differences in consonant
deletion and vowel quality are involved in the orthographic variations. I would like to pursue the
question in future research.
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across classifiers. The numbers combine with several classifiers (see §4.7); the

one indicating animacy, túul, also occurs frequently in speech and writing. (4.24b)

is repeated here as (4.31)

( 4.31) jun-túul muuch juntúul muuch
one-CLAN   frog one frog

It bears mention that it is not unusual to find two variant forms in the same

document, perhaps in the same paragraph. It cannot be determined whether

variant forms within a document are deliberate on the part of the author,

inadvertent on the part of the author, or due to a typesetter unconsciously using

his or her own habitual form rather than following a manuscript; any of these is

plausible.

One frequent reduction involving the durative aspect marker (§4.5) with

the appropriate Set A pronoun (§4.3) has been normalized in writing; that is, the

contractions are explicitly taught in some pedagogical texts and have entries in

one of the dictionaries consulted for this study (see §5.2.1.2 for explanation of the

dictionaries). These contractions are used frequently in speech and are found in

publications, but less frequently. Representative examples are shown in (4.32).

(4.32) táan in tuukul —> tin tuukul
DUR   1A  think
I am thinking.

táan a tuukul —> ta tuukul
You are thinking.

táan u tuukul —> tu tuukul
She/he is thinking.

táan k tuukul —> {no contraction form}
We are thinking.
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One other aspect marker, the terminative dzo’ok, is similarly contracted,

but to a much lesser extent. Examples are given in (4.33).

(4.33) dzo’ok in pak’al —> dzin pak’al
TERM      1A plant
I’m done planting. (Or, ‘I have planted.’)

dzo’ok a pak’al —> dza pak’al
You’re done planting.

dzo’ok u pak’al —> dzu pak’al
S/he’s done planting.

dzo’ok k pak’al —> {no contraction form}
We’re done planting.

While orthographic variation is quite widespread and merits further study,

this dissertation will focus on one specific locus where the variation is conceptual

rather than dialectal and also is very revealing of language ideologies and contact

influence from Spanish—the first person plural Set A pronoun, k.

4.8.3  Punctuational variation

Punctuational variation, as mentioned above, is a sentential-level

phenomenon. Precisely because punctuation is rarely analyzed critically, perhaps

even by many writers themselves, the use of particles such as question or

quotation marks can be very revealing of underlying assumptions about

appropriate writing conventions. Most salient in the 500-year history of alphabetic

Yucatec Maya writing is the distribution of question marks. The earliest

alphabetic Yucatec Maya documents did not employ them at all; they began to

appear in Castellano in the early 16th century, but were not yet universal

(Sebastián 2002). The dual question marks of contemporary Spanish became

conventionalized in the mid-18th century (Parkes 1993). Contemporary Yucatec
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Maya documents, as might be expected, often follow Spanish conventions and use

opening and closing question marks, ‹¿ ?›, while some use only a final question

mark, and a number of Yucatec Maya writers continue the traditional mode of not

marking questions at all. Some educators have explained that question marks are

unnecessary, since there can be no ambiguity. Questions involving interrogation

words such as ‘what’ or ‘when’ are sufficiently clear, and the interrogation

particle (§4.6) adequately marks yes/no questions. Interestingly, some of these

same authors do use opening and closing exclamation marks, ‹¡ !›, as does

Spanish. Punctuational variation will not be examined in further detail here.

The following chapters will describe the consonant graphs in current use,

detail the variations, and provide historical background on the graph sets used

since the 16th century, when Spanish friars imposed the roman alphabet on

Yucatec Maya; particular attention will be paid to the 20th century graphs,

including the 1984 alphabet (the history of the adoption process and its

implications for long-term graphic normalization will be discussed in §7.1). We

now turn to a survey of the status of written Yucatec Maya.
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Chapter 5  The current status of written Yucatec Maya

Preliminary to an examination of contemporary written Yucatec Maya, it

is important to briefly consider a few of its significant antecedents, specifically

the three earliest surviving European descriptions of Yucatec Maya, which were

produced in Spanish by Catholic clergy during the colonial era. They are Juan de

Coronel’s Arte en lengua de Maya recopilado y enmendado, published in 1620,

Arte de lengua Maya, written by Gabriel de San Buenaventura and published in

1684, and Pedro Beltran de Santa Rosa María’s Arte del idioma maya reducido a

sucintas reglas, y semilexicon yucateco, published in 1746.44 these three

grammars were intended as pedagogical tools for Spanish missionaries,

particularly important because official Church policy for the first centuries of the

occupation mandated that evangelization efforts be conducted in the indigenous

languages of the New World. The works are important to consider here because

they contribute to the ongoing development of written Yucatec Maya in two

significant ways. First, the commonly-known fact of Yucatec Maya’s long history

as a subject of scholarly interest contributes to the present-day ethos of the

language and adds to its symbolic capital.  Second, from the 16th through 19th

centuries, and to some extent into the 20th,, each of the subsequent grammars took

its predecessor as a base and expanded on it. Following the custom of the times,

the authors all attempted to explain Yucatec Maya according to Latin, and later

                                                  
44 These three works are included in the linguistic analyses in Chapters 6, and 8; see also
Appendix 3.
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Spanish, grammar. A consequence of this continuity is that antiquated theoretical

frameworks were replicated and have become entrenched in scholarly practice.

This chapter examines the current status of written Yucatec Maya by a)

presenting a broad survey of the existing body of writing, its authors, and its

readers, and b) examining the social conditions that contribute to the development

of the written language. Three major factors are operating on all of the actors in

the endeavor—writers, readers, non-readers, educators, publishers, and the body

of literature itself. First, there is the influence of Spanish, not only as a body of

norms and conventions but also as a symbol and practice of power. The second

factor is the current climate of economic crisis on the peninsula, which de-

prioritizes social projects and endeavors that have no immediate bread-and-butter

benefit. Finally, although the Yucatec Maya culture and language are enjoying

significant revalorization, and literacy (in Spanish) is considered important,

biliteracy—that is, literacy in both Spanish and Yucatec Maya—is not generally

perceived as highly valuable or desirable. Two other elements affect the form of

written Yucatec Maya more directly: current publications are skewed toward an

audience of learners, and publications are all, in various ways, framed in Spanish.

Yet despite these obstacles, many people are optimistic about the long term

development of written Yucatec Maya.

It is safe to say that there are more Yucatec Maya publications now than at

any time in the last 500 years, and almost certainly more people are now writing

the language. The rate of publications is accelerating as well, as the revalorization

of the language and culture continues apace and as the educational and cultural
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institutions most involved in writing and publishing continue to support

publication projects of various types. The state sponsors two annual Yucatec

Maya writing contests—one for poetry and another for short stories; these

contests receive a fair amount of publicity, and the prize money is a somewhat

substantial amount. A song contest has recently been announced as well. This

florescence, however, is almost entirely contained within the domains of belles

lettres, and not in works of science or other serious non-fiction. To understand the

status of written Yucatec Maya, we must first look at what is being written and

published, by whom, and for what audience(s).

In §5.1, I discuss issues concerning the audience for written Yucatec

Maya; §5.2 presents a survey of publications and genres. Yucatec Maya writers

are discussed in §5.3; in §5.4, the phenomenon of framing in Spanish is

addressed. Distribution of publications and its problems is treated in §5.5, and I

examine questions of literacy and literacy instruction in §5.6. Issues concerning

written Yucatec Maya in primary education are explored in §5.7; §5.8

summarizes. Another important locus of written Yucatec Maya is signage of

various types in public space, particularly of surnames and toponyms; this usage

will be discussed fully in Chapter 7.

5.1 AUDIENCE

First, let us consider audience. There are three audience segments for

current publications, two of which are in some way learners. The smallest of the

three groups by far is that of literate Yucatec Maya speakers; the second group is

composed of Yucatec Maya speakers (children and adults) who are acquiring
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Yucatec Maya literacy, while the third group is made up of literate non-speakers

and heritage speakers who are acquiring the language. The great majority of

Yucatec Maya publications is produced with the explicit intention of facilitating

reading for an audience of not fully fluent readers—speakers acquiring reading

skills in the language or non-speakers learning the language. It is not surprising

that writers for these audiences consciously provide more contextual cues and

more straightforward, simplified input than they would for practiced, literate

speaker/readers, and in the absence of established norms and conventions for the

written language, this learner-oriented material is setting normative precedents

that will almost assuredly affect the shape of written Yucatec Maya for decades to

come. More will be said about this phenomenon in §10.5.

5.2  PUBLICATIONS

We may categorize current publications broadly as in the outline in Figure

5.1 below.45 Books and booklets published since 1980 can be separated into three

major categories: 1) pedagogical materials and tools of literacy such as language

texts (I. May May 2002, Máas Collí 199846), children’s primers (SEP 1996,

Canché Xool 1995), dictionaries and glossaries (Bastarrachea et al. 1992, INEA

1998), 2) literary works such as poems (Can Pat 1990), traditional or created

stories for children or for general audiences (SEP 1979, Martínez Huchim 1999),

folktales and legends (Dzul Poot 1996), traditional Maya prayers (Montemayor

1994) and proverbs (Po’ot Yah 2000), and 3) history, including ethnographies

                                                  
45 For a detailed survey/bibliography of Yucatec Maya publications, see Antochiw 1996 (16th to
mid-20th century) and Ligorred Peramon 1997 (contemporary literary works).
46 Representative examples only are cited here; this listing is not comprehensive.
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(Poot Canul 1982), memoirs (Domínguez Aké 1994), biographical accounts

(Domínguez Aké 1990), and publication (or republication) of historical

documents (Dzul Polanco et al. 1996).

Figure 5.1. Categories of current Yucatec Maya publications

Although I have examined a variety of Yucatec Maya translations of

Christian religious and liturgical documents, I am excluding them from this

I.  Books/booklets
A. Pedagogical materials and tools of literacy

- language texts and children’s primers
– dictionaries, glossaries

B. Works of verbal art
- poems
- traditional stories, folktales, legends
- created stories
- children’s literature
- traditional and syncretic prayers (in contrast to Bible or Christian

liturgical translations)
C.  Historical works

- histories, oral histories (places and events central)
- memoirs, biographical accounts (individuals central)
- publication or republication of historical documents

II.  Newspapers, magazines
A. Literary, usually special Yucatec Maya editions of magazines

- poems
- short stories

B. Popular, published intermittently or for only a few issues
- editorial/political
- historical articles
- poems, short stories
- showcase local events, people

III.  Official documents
- legal code
- pamphlets, service materials of public agencies
- other public service material
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analysis for two reasons. First, they have an ultimate purpose other than the

maintenance and protection of Yucatec Maya language and culture. Second, they

are published without any explanation of how, when, or by whom the translations

were made. Some are clearly, by their alphabet and orthography, republications of

much earlier translations, while some appear to be more recent; it is impossible at

this time, however, to precisely ascertain.

There is a Yucatec Maya bible, produced by Protestant groups.47

According to a knowledgeable consultant, the Catholic church does not encourage

the reading of this bible, purportedly due to its Protestant provenance.48 From

what I am able to conclude from personal experience and from questioning

Yucatecan colleagues, this bible is seldom read. Many of the people who may

wish to read it cannot because they lack the requisite literacy skills; others who

have tried to read it are discouraged by its unaccustomed register containing

unusual, literary words and complicated sentences. In two homes, it was shown to

me with pride, but its owners also reported that no one in their households

actually reads it. There may indeed be considerable cultural capital in the

existence and ownership of this bible; however, as a document which establishes

                                                  
47 The Summer Institute of Linguistics, however, was evidently not involved in the production of
the Yucatec Maya bible. According to their own web site, they have not developed a program for
Yucatec Maya because “the Yucatec community relies on its own resources”
(http://www.sil.org/mexico/maya/familia-maya.htm#Yucateca). The American Bible Society and
the United Bible Society have published some volumes in Yucatec Maya.
48 In the 2000 census, 84.3% of the population of the state of Yucatán report membership in the
Catholic church; for Quintana Roo and Campeche, the figures are 73.2% and 71.3%, respectively
(http://www.inegi.gob.mx/est/contenidos/espanol/tematicos/mediano/ent.asp?t=mrel07&c=4140&
e=31).
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and/or reinforces the norms and conventions of written language, I would argue

that it has little influence.

Periodicals, principally in the form of monthlies or bimonthlies printed on

newsprint spring up here and there, usually lasting only a few issues (U Jajil

Maaya T’aan 1986, U K’aayil Maya T’aan 1988). They are generally quite local

in focus and distribution; I did not manage to see all the ones that I have learned

of, and there are likely some whose existence I never discovered. They tend to be

fairly similar in format, containing poems and short stories, historical articles,

news of local cultural events, and editorials. They also include journalistic and

artistic photos, drawings, and other attractive graphic elements.  One newspaper,

Nicte T’an, is currently published in an online edition as well as in hard copy.49

5.2.1 Pedagogical materials and tools of literacy

By far the largest category of publications is pedagogical materials. Non-

Mayas have been writing and publishing teaching grammars of Yucatec Maya

since the earliest days of contact. From the 16th to the mid-20th century, quite a

few of these volumes were produced for an audience of clergy and missionaries

(Coronel 1620[1998], Beltran 1742[1869], for example); in the 20th century,

linguists and other academics began to be involved in the enterprise (Tozzer

1921[1977]). These works continue to be published, principally for a foreign

audience (Blair & Vermont Salas 1965, Bevington 1995). In the last two decades,

pedagogical grammars and texts for learning Yucatec Maya have been produced

for a new audience—heritage learners and (non-missionary) non-Maya
                                                  
49 Nicte T’an can be found on the web at: http://balamnah.com.mx/nictan/. Sometime within the
last year, the orthography of the name was changed; it is now written as Nikte’ T’an.
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Yucatecans (Medina Loria & Goméz Navarrete 1982, Quintal Martín 1999).

Some are intended as classroom texts for the many adult Yucatec Maya classes

which are being initiated in many places, while some are suitable for independent

study, as well (I. May May 2001). The growth of this audience can be directly

attributed to the revalorization of the language and culture in general. Many of the

readers/users of these texts do not have an ultimate goal of reading Yucatec Maya

literature, however. Their use of the written language is strictly instrumental; that

is, their reading of texts is merely a means to their ultimate goal of being able to

converse in Yucatec Maya. There is a common perception among Yucatecans,

confirmed by my interviews and casual conversations, that second language

learning, particularly by adults, cannot be accomplished without the aid of

reading/writing.

Bilingual/bicultural education has been officially sanctioned at federal and

state levels, and various official and unofficial Yucatec Maya elementary school

texts have been produced for Yucatec Maya-speaking children. The state of

Yucatán also has a “Yucatec Maya as a Second Language” program for

elementary schools in Spanish-dominant areas of the state, and a series of texts

has been developed for that program. The state university now has Yucatec Maya

courses as a required part of their degree programs in nursing, education, and

veterinary science, and will likely add more. These courses use texts written by

their teachers, published by the university, and available to the general public.

Spanish is the matrix language of these texts, and explanations and instructions

are all given in Spanish.
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5.2.1.1  Yucatec Maya language learning texts

I examined seven Yucatec Maya language learning texts published

between 1982 and 2002, shown in chronological order in Table 5.1 below. In all

cases, the texts were intended for an audience of non-speakers; with the exception

of Curso de lengua maya para investigadores, the texts were presumed to be for

residents of the peninsula and thus for people with at least a minimal familiarity

with the language. In the table, information about intended audience was taken

from the books themselves. Three were published for use in university classes,

and one was published for use in classes of Yucatec Maya as a second language in

grades 3-6 in Yucatán. One more of these texts, Ko’ox Tsikbal, was produced by

an instructor at the Academia Municipal in Mérida for use in his own beginning

level classes. The two remaining texts are suitable for use in classes, but they are

not intended explicitly for classroom use. The earliest of the seven, by Medina

and Gómez, states its purpose as giving readers resources for maintaining

connection with ethnic roots and protecting the continuity of a grand culture.

Ismael May, author of the second text, writes that it is intended as a helpful

resource for those who are studying Yucatec Maya as a second language.
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Author/Institution Title Date Audience Approach

Medina, Eduárdo
& Javier Gómez

Método para el
aprendizaje
de la Lengua
Maya

1982 general
(unspecified) vocabulary

SEP Yucatán Ko'one'ex Kanik
Maaya 1993 grades 3-6 communicative

Máas, Hilaria
Curso de lengua
maya para
investigadores

1997-99
local and
foreign
investigators

grammar
analytical

Chuc, Cessia &
Ma. Teresa Doñate

Yáax xooki ich
maya 1998

university
students,
professionals

grammar
analytical

May, Ismael Ko'ox tsikbal 2000 Academia
students communicative

May, Ismael Kan Maaya yéetel
mejen tsikbalo'ob 2002 Yucatec Maya

L2 learners communicative

Gómez, Javier Maaya T'aan
Junp'éel 2002 university

students communicative

Table 5.1  Audience and approach of seven recent Yucatec Maya language texts

Four of the seven texts take what might be termed some sort of

communicative approach; that is, they are organized around simple dialogues. In

three of those, the elementary school text Ko’one’ex Kanik Maaya, one of the

university texts, Maaya T’aan Junp’éel, and Ko’ox Tsikbal, the dialogues are
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supported by vocabulary lists and grammatical explanations.50 In all cases, all

content is explained and translated to Spanish. The fourth, Kan Maaya yéetel

mejen tsikbalo’ob, uses an innovative system; rather than lists of vocabulary

words and explanations of grammatical structure, the short dialogues are followed

by dozens of variations of each of the sentences, all with accompanying Spanish

translation. In this way, readers can compare sentences and make inferences about

changes of person, aspect, number, etc.

The two university texts Curso de lengua maya para investigadores take a

grammar-analytical approach, presenting pronoun and verb paradigms, and

framing grammatical explanations in terms of the grammatical systems of

Spanish, the matrix language of the texts. The remaining text, the general

audience Método para el aprendizaje de la Lengua Maya, takes a vocabulary-

based approach, presenting lists of semantically-linked discrete words (kinship

terms, animals, etc.) along with short sentences containing the words.

Interestingly, all four of the communicative approach texts, plus one of the

grammar-based texts, have Yucatec Maya titles; although Maaya T’aan Junp’éel

takes a grammar-based approach, its main objective, as stated in the introduction,

is to facilitate the acquisition of communicative competence. One of the most

interesting features of Maaya T’aan Junp’éel is that it explains the phoneme

                                                  
50 There are, of course, no standards in Yucatec Maya for the capitalization of titles, or for the
capitalization of language names. As noted, Spanish does not capitalize language names, and I
have seen them capitalized and uncapitalized in Yucatec Maya. Because book titles are often seen
only on the covers and title page of the book, where they are often in all upper case letters, it is
impossible to determine the author’s/publisher’s intention with regard to capitalization. I have
preserved original capitalization where discernible; otherwise, I have capitalized non-function
words in titles according to conventional English usage.
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inventory through the use of a device very familiar to linguistics students—

drawings of sagittal sections. Gómez’ drawings, however, have recognizably

Maya features; an example is shown in Figure 5.2.

Figure 5.2  Sagittal section illustrating the position of the oral articulators in the
production of [s�] (Gómez 2002)

5.2.1.2  Dictionaries

To date there has been only one monolingual Yucatec Maya dictionary;

however, it was never well-received and is no longer in print. Written by Santiago

Pacheco Cruz, the dictionary was published in 1969. Pacheco Cruz, a non-Maya,

was a prolific writer in the language, but it is said that he took a patronizing tone

and had a reputation for behaving in a pompous and superior manner toward

Mayas. Although the dictionary is principally monolingual, with definitions in

Yucatec Maya, there are more than thirty pages of front matter in Spanish only,

including the introduction, dedication, explanation of usage, etc. In addition,

many of the definitions themselves contain long tangential Spanish commentary

on the Yucatec Maya words or definitions.

The most prominent Yucatec Maya/Spanish dictionary in modern times

was published originally in 1980 (Barrera Vásquez et al. 1980). Known as the
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Cordemex dictionary, after the name of the henequen company which underwrote

its publication, the dictionary is a compendium of all previous dictionaries and

glossaries since the 16th century. A huge volume, it contains nearly 1,400 pages

and weighs more than ten pounds. The compilation project was directed by

Alfredo Barrera Vásquez, and its goal was to provide a tool for deciphering

glyphs and interpreting colonial-era texts (Barrera Vásquez 1977:80). Barrera

Vásquez and his team established the alphabet to be used in the project with the

main criterion of being easily produced with existing technology, that is,

typewriters. This alphabet was highly influential in the alphabet meetings of the

1980s (see Chapter 7).

Two small, economical Yucatec Maya/Spanish dictionaries were

published in the 1990s and are intended for use by everyday people rather than

scholars. One, known as the “little green dictionary” for the color of its cover, was

first published in 1992 by a commercial publisher; some subsequent printings

were partially supported by government funding (Bastarrachea et al. 1992). The

dictionary was jointly compiled by anthropologist Juan Bastarrachea, who had

also worked on the Cordemex dictionary, along with Ermilo Yah Pech and

linguist Fidencio Briceño Chel. All of the front matter and explanation in the

dictionary is given in Spanish only. It is very spare in style and contains a Spanish

to Yucatec Maya section followed by a Yucatec Maya to Spanish section. Entries

give the part of speech, gender for Spanish nouns, and as many as three lexical

equivalents for each entry and/or paraphrases where necessary. The fact that noun

gender is given (rather than omitted as assumed known) suggests that the
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dictionary was intended to be useful for Yucatec Maya speakers learning Spanish

as well as for Spanish speakers learning Maya.

In 1997, the Yucatán state office of the literacy program of INEA, the

adult education arm of the department of public education, published a Yucatec

Maya/Spanish dictionary (INEA 1997). Known as the “INEA dictionary” or the

“yellow dictionary,” to distinguish it from the green one, this dictionary follows a

similar format of Spanish-only front matter which explains the Yucatec Maya

alphabet and orthography. There follows a brief but quite useful section

explaining common Yucatec Maya prefixes and suffixes (both inflectional and

derivational) plus a perfunctory and vague statement on tenses in Yucatec Maya.51

The bulk of the dictionary is the Yucatec Maya to Spanish section, and each entry

gives the part of speech, including the transitivity or intransitivity of verbs (a very

salient and important part of the grammar), and one or more example

phrases/sentences with Spanish translations. There is a short Spanish to Yucatec

Maya section, which gives only one or two lexical equivalents for each entry;

there are fewer entries in this section than in the Maya to Spanish section. The

stated purpose of the dictionary is to be a tool for “bilingual educators and other

persons collaborating with the Indigenous Literacy program” (3); it does not

specify who the students might be or what language(s) they may speak.

                                                  
51 Virtually all works intended for an audience of non-linguists talk about the “tenses” in Yucatec
Maya, although in precise linguistic terms, the language does not have them. Clearly, Yucatec
Maya is being interpreted through the lens of Spanish and/or other European languages.
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A new, more substantial dictionary—a years-long project of the non-profit

organization Academia de Lengua Maya52—was released in 2003. Last year, a

trilingual Yucatec Maya/Spanish/English glossary was published, partly to take

advantage of the lucrative English-speaking tourist market, and partly, perhaps, to

take advantage of the cachet that English enjoys among Yucatecans, many of

whom work for part of the year in Cancún or the many other tourist centers on the

peninsula where knowledge of English is useful and profitable.

5.3 WRITERS

There is only one significant generalization that can be made about

contemporary Yucatec Maya writers, but it is significant, indeed. Today’s

Yucatec Maya writers were all schooled in Spanish, and Spanish was the first

language of reading and writing for virtually all of them, regardless that Yucatec

Maya may be their native language.53 Apart from that common element and their

shared pride in their language and culture, they are a diverse group. Of the writers

that I know and know of, many, but certainly not all, are university-trained. They

are from both rural and urban backgrounds; they are young and old, women and

men.

A Yucatec Maya literature workshop was initiated in 1982, and various

others have been held at different times and places since then. In these workshops,

                                                  
52 This Academia is not associated in any way with the Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya, the
teaching academy mentioned elsewhere in this dissertation.
53 There are reliable reports that a continuous tradition of Yucatec Maya writing has been
maintained and protected among select individuals in some of the communities in the eastern part
of the peninsula (Grube pers. comm., among others). For obvious reasons, this tradition exists on a
somewhat “underground” basis. I have not yet met any of these scribes nor seen any of their
documents; therefore, they are not included in the current research.
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speakers who write, or aspire to write, gather for a set number of meetings

conducted in workshop style to develop and encourage Yucatec Maya writing and

to address specific themes and issues, such as poetry, syntax, or translation. These

workshops are often designed specifically for young people (M. May May 1992,

1997). In addition, some Yucatecan writers are active in a national organization of

writers in indigenous languages which conducts workshops and has lobbied for

linguistic rights of indigenous communities.

5.4 FRAMING IN SPANISH

A critical feature of all of the Yucatec Maya publications is the role

Spanish plays in them. First, they are overwhelmingly bilingual; that is, material

is presented in both Yucatec Maya and Spanish, sometimes side by side on the

same page and sometimes sequentially, one by one, and less often, with all of the

material in one language followed by all the material in the other. The series

Maaya Ts’iibo’b Bejla’e/Letras Mayas Contemporaneas (Contemporary Maya

Writing), the most ambitious Yucatec Maya publishing project to date, takes a

different approach to bilingual editions; each work is issued in two separate

volumes—one Yucatec Maya and the other Spanish. Edited by Carlos

Montemayor and published by the federal agencies INI and SEDESOL (see

Appendix 2 for thumbnail descriptions of agencies and government offices) with

financial support of the Rockefeller Foundation, three separate series of books has

been issued—two of Yucatec Maya literature with forty and fifteen (to date)

volumes respectively, and one series of literature from the Mayan highlands of

Chiapas. All but one of the books in the two Yucatec Maya series were issued in
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matched pairs. The one exception is a pedagogical guide for bilingual elementary

school teachers, complete with exercises and examples; this book is in Yucatec

Maya edition only (M. May May 1998). Only one other book that I know of, a

collection of letters written by and to Yucatec Maya military leaders and others

during the mid-19th century Caste War, is completely in Yucatec Maya, including

the introduction and all prefatory material, with nothing translated to Spanish

(Dzul Polanco et al. 1996).

The fact that Yucatec Maya publications are almost always conceived as

necessarily bilingual points out the subordinate status of written Yucatec Maya,

even in the very medium intended to display and promote revalorization. An

additional element that reinforces the second class status of the written language

is the fact that all Yucatec Maya books, including the few non-bilingual ones,

have at least two elements—the copyright page and the colophon page54—that are

printed only in Spanish. Although some of the content on the copyright page is

obligatory, there is no legal requirement, according to my informed sources, that

any of the information be given in Spanish; it is simply a matter of custom. One

writer speculated that some editors or publishers may simply assume that since

Spanish is the official language of the country, it would be required for those two

pages. It is curious to note, however, that in all of the Yucatec Maya and Spanish

titles of the Contemporary Maya Letters series mentioned above, one line on the

                                                  
54 The colophon page, a publishing custom throughout Latin America and various other parts of
the world, is the final page of the book and gives the name of the printshop, the dates of
production, and usually the number of copies produced.
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copyright page, “Printed in México,” is written in English, possibly a nod to the

Rockefeller Foundation support of the series.55

Other elements of front matter, as well, tend to be in Spanish only.

Forewords, prologues, and introductions of bilingual collections are often only in

Spanish; as mentioned above, the two recent bilingual dictionaries intended for an

audience of everyday people (rather than scholars) also contain explanations for

use and other front matter entirely in Spanish. The title pages and front covers of

books are likely to be bilingual; back cover blurbs, however, are rarely in Yucatec

Maya.

Thus we see that Yucatec Maya books are generally framed in Spanish,

front and back; they do not stand on their own. My sense is that this framing

results from two factors; first, that Yucatec Maya writing has a restricted function

as a medium of traditional culture. It is suitable for describing customs, for artful

creations, and for presenting historical information, especially information that

was originally imparted orally, in interviews or oral histories, for example.

Yucatec Maya apparently is not yet, however, perceived as quite suitable for the

serious business of the modern world, such as publishing or copyrights. Further,

as noted previously, the range of suitable genres for written Yucatec Maya is

restricted to more literary or humanistic works, and not business, technology, or

science. It may also be the case that there are no 100% Yucatec Maya

publications because such works may be too threatening to the linguistic status

                                                  
55 It is worth noting that the books of these series were funded with the stipulation that they be
distributed without charge and not be made available for sale (see §5.5 below). In fact, I have
never seen them for sale, either in México or the U.S. (not even on e-bay).
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quo. Cultural and linguistic diversity are currently viewed rather favorably, both

officially and in the national zeitgeist, but perhaps 100% Yucatec Maya

publications would be perceived as efforts to displace, rather than supplement, the

national language.

5.5  DISTRIBUTION

We have seen that the rate of Yucatec Maya publishing is accelerating and

that more and more publications of various types are being produced, but

distribution remains a serious problem. In consideration of the fact that so many

Yucatec Maya speakers/readers cannot afford to buy books, many of the

publications with institutional support (which is the vast majority of publications)

are intended to be distributed at no charge in Yucatec Maya communities; little

express provision is made, however, for organizing an effective distribution

network. More than one knowledgeable person confided to me specific details of

the problems with distribution. Many publication projects receive support from

more than one institution, and in some cases, the responsibility for distribution

was never made explicit; thus, no institution has taken on the task of making sure

that the publications are distributed. In other cases, free distribution in

communities on the peninsula was a condition of certain institutional support;

thus, even though commercial demand exists for some publications, they can

never appear in stores or be sold to interested libraries. Inventories are stored in

warehouses, where they cannot be indefinitely maintained in usable condition due

to the hot, humid year-round climate of the peninsula.
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The elementary school textbooks mentioned above have been produced in

large numbers, but it is openly known that those texts have never arrived in many

of the schools for which they were intended. Education department officials

themselves seem mystified by the problem, and some expressed to me their

frustration with the situation. They also stated that even in some of the schools

where the books were in the hands of students, teachers did not know how to use

them well or did not want to use them.

5.6  LITERACY AND ADULT LITERACY INSTRUCTION

The development of a literature—in its broader sense which would include

any instance of written language—depends not only on the production of

publications but also on a body of capable readers. Only a relatively small

proportion of Yucatec Maya speakers fall into that category, however, since

Yucatec Maya literacy has been, until very recently, largely undeveloped and

undervalued. Further, the centuries-long writing tradition and literacy practices

had always been in the hands of an elite; the concept of universal literacy has

become important only relatively recently. The situation presents a circular

dilemma, in which many people believe that there is no point in learning to read

Yucatec Maya when there exists so little material to read, and publication projects

may lack support because there are so few potential readers. Efforts toward

increasing the number of readers have begun in the last twenty years and are

accelerating; programs exist for both adults and children at several grade levels,

and there have been successful writing workshops for adults in several

communities (M. May May 1992, Shorris 2000).
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I have heard impassioned arguments across a spectrum of positions, with

some people on one end arguing that Yucatec Maya literacy is pointless and that

Spanish literacy is much more important since it can contribute to one’s

livelihood, while others argue the opposite—that Yucatec Maya literacy training

must be made more available because the survival of the culture is at stake. The

very real scarcity of financial resources is always a factor in any consideration of

public policy questions. While there are small pockets of prosperity, poverty is

chronic and widespread throughout the peninsula, and immediate economic issues

and solutions understandably often take precedence.

Although slightly more than 90% of the Yucatec Maya-speaking

population of Yucatán is bilingual according to recent census figures (INEGI

2002), many adult Yucatec Maya speakers are not literate in any language and/or

are unaccustomed to using the written word in daily life. Many more can read at

least some Spanish but believe that their literacy skills are not automatically

transferable to Yucatec Maya without some explicit instruction. I encountered this

attitude frequently in my conversations and interviews. A number of people said

that Yucatec Maya is much more difficult to read than Spanish, and many stated

that they were confused by the many apostrophes. Although the great majority of

the Yucatec Maya-literate people that I spoke with reported having no problem or

discomfort whatsoever with the graphic or orthographic variation that they

encounter (in fact, some seemed genuinely surprised or bemused at my question),

it must be investigated whether variation is a significant disincentive for other
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readers or potential readers. King (1994:148) relates a statement made by a

literate bilingual Yucatec Maya speaker:

The Mayan language is really difficult to write. These Mayan letters are
very difficult, as I saw when the teacher was discussing them with two
other people. One day this teacher was talking about writing Maya, and he
put the word cax . . . [‘chicken’] on the blackboard, but the other teacher
took the chalk and crossed out the c and put k and put an accent on the a. I
know, he said, I took classes in Mayan writing. And then they argued
about whether it should be written with a c or a k.

Such anecdotal evidence abounds, feeding a popular perception that

written Yucatec Maya is dauntingly difficult, but an education department official

with whom I spoke presented a different view. He related an experience of a

superintendent colleague, who went to visit a school where there was supposed to

be a bilingual program. He found a teacher giving her class in Spanish rather than

Yucatec Maya, and when asked why, the teacher admitted that she thought

teaching in Maya was too difficult for the children.

. . . So the superintendent took a book that he had brought that was written
in Maya and gave it to a child right in front of the teacher so that the child
would attempt to read it, and the child read it. He read in Maya. . . . It’s
not difficult; the difficulty is in the mind of the teacher. The children have
creativity; they have the ability to write whatever they want in Maya . . . .
And without having learned to read and write in Maya, they’ve
demonstrated that indeed they can [do it].

Statistics from INEA, the federal agency in charge of adult education and

its state affiliate in Yucatán, also suggest that reading Yucatec Maya is an

attainable goal. INEA offers adult literacy classes in Yucatec Maya and in

Spanish, as well as elementary (grades 1-6) and secondary school (grades 7-9) for

adults. Attendance and completion figures from the year 2000 are shown in Table
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5.2 below. Figures for total number of students over the year for each class

category are unavailable, but the number of completions for the year can be

measured as a proportion of the average monthly attendance. The resulting figure

will, of course, reflect an inaccurate absolute completion percentage, but the

comparison between Yucatec Maya and Spanish language literacy instruction will

be constant. While far fewer Yucatecans enroll in Yucatec Maya-literacy classes

than in Spanish-language literacy classes, the rate of completion for the Yucatec

Maya course is 62%, compared with 58% for Spanish. Assuming the course

difficulty and student motivation/effort to be roughly equivalent, the fact that 4%

more students complete the Yucatec Maya course than the Spanish course

suggests that the perceived complexity and difficulty of Yucatec Maya writing is

not a significant obstacle to motivated learners, popular wisdom notwithstanding.

Average
monthly

attendance

Number
of course

completions

Percent of
completions

Yucatec Maya literacy 1416 880 62
Spanish literacy 12,671 7376 58

Elementary 11,708 3404 29
Secondary 6308 2864 45

Table 5.2. Attendance and completion rate in adult education programs in
Yucatán, 200056

                                                  
56 Data for Tables 5.2 and 5.3 come from the INEA and INEGI websites
http://www.inea.sep.gob.mx/default.htm, http://www.inegi.gob.mx/difusion/espanol/fietab.html,
and http://hades.inegi.gob.mx/sitio_inegi/estadistica/espanol/sociodem/asentamientos/ase_05.html
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The enrollment disparity between Yucatec Maya and Spanish does bear

mention, of course. In Yucatán, there are approximately ten times more Spanish

literacy students than Yucatec Maya literacy students; that proportion varies

greatly from state to state. In the other two peninsular states where Yucatec Maya

is the principal indigenous language, Yucatec Maya literacy students account for

only 1.6% of all literacy students in Campeche but 26.2% in Quintana Roo.

However, the number of Yucatec Maya literacy students as a percentage of the

total Yucatec Maya-speaking population is quite constant across the three

states—0.3, 0.4, and 0.3%—in Yucatán, Quintana Roo, and Campeche,

respectively, as shown in Table 5.3 below, where the three peninsular states are

shown as shaded. This similarity may indicate a similar valuing, or perhaps

devaluing, of the language’s written form throughout the entire speech area. By

contrast, in Chiapas, where the Zapatista indigenous rights movement is quite

strong, a full 4% of the indigenous language-speaking population attended

indigenous language literacy classes. Two other southern Mexican states are

shown in the table for the sake of comparison. In Oaxaca, the state with the

second highest percentage of indigenous language (IL) speakers, 0.7% attended

indigenous language literacy classes—somewhat more than the states in the

Yucatec Maya speech area, but fewer than 1%. In Tabasco, a small, very

urbanized state with a very small indigenous language-speaking population, only

0.2% of that population studied indigenous language literacy.
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� %of IL speakers in
the total population

(≤ age 5)

Average attendance
 IL literacy classes

per year

 % of IL speakers
studying IL literacy

Oaxaca 33% 7,964 0.7%
Chiapas 21% 32,563 4.0%
Yucatán 33% 1416 0.3%

Quintana Roo 20% 631 0.4%
Campeche 14% 251 0.3%

Tabasco 3% 101 0.2%

Table 5.3. Indigenous language (IL) literacy students as percent of IL speakers in
six southern Mexican states, 2000

5.7  WRITTEN YUCATEC MAYA IN PRIMARY EDUCATION

As mentioned earlier, a bilingual/bicultural program exists at the

elementary school level, and textbooks have been prepared for use in the program.

However, due to a severe shortage of teachers trained in bilingual instruction,

distribution problems with the texts, and, according to some reports, resistance to

the program in some locations, its growth and success rates have been quite slow.

All of the educators involved in the program with whom I spoke expressed

optimism and emphasize that fully implementing a successful bilingual program

is a lengthy and difficult process. Their realistic outlook combined with their

enduring commitment creates confidence for the future.

5.8  SUMMARY

The current status of Yucatec Maya presents cause for both optimism and

pessimism. On the one hand, Yucatecans are faced with the circular problem of

publication projects not being funded or supported due to lack of literate readers,
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while speakers are often not convinced that acquiring literacy is worth the effort

since there is so little to read. On the other hand, there is a substantial increase in

the number of publications and some expansion of genres, as well.

There is increased official support, at least at the level of lip service, for

educational programs—bilingual/bicultural education and Maya as a Second

Language—that could create a generation of readers and increase demand for

Yucatec Maya publications and literature in the short term future and perhaps

beyond. Significantly, however, the preponderance of learner-oriented materials,

designed to accommodate readers who may not be fully fluent or literate, will

likely influence the currently forming norms and conventions in ways that may

not be desirable in the long run.

The role of Spanish may also present obstacles for the long term

development of written Yucatec Maya. The perceived necessity of producing

bilingual materials rather than independent Yucatec Maya publications burdens

available resources, both human and material. Further, the Spanish-language

framing—title page, copyright page, colophon page, and often introductions or

prefaces, as well—of even the most strictly Yucatec Maya publications reinforces

the subordinate status of written Yucatec Maya. The lack of 100% Yucatec Maya

publications may have to do with the fact that written Yucatec Maya has been

largely restricted to the more belletristic genres; it may also be that 100% Yucatec

Maya publications would be perceived as too threatening to the linguistic status

quo.
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The lack of an effective, organized distribution network for publications

also presents a challenge to the development of written Yucatec Maya. A more

positive sign is that writers have organized to promote the language and its

literature. Yucatec Maya writers come from all regions of the linguistic territory

and all social strata; this diversity of experience and voice provides a richness

without measure. A bilingual education official predicted confidently to me that

as soon as a generation which acquires Yucatec Maya as its first language of

literacy comes to adulthood and begins to write and publish, the development of

Yucatec Maya writing will blossom and flourish.
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Chapter 6  A diachronic account of graphic variation

In order to provide a full diachronic picture of Yucatec Maya phoneme-to-

graph correspondence (i.e., what previous literature has called phoneme-to-

grapheme correspondence), this section will detail the Yucatec Maya alphabet

graph by graph, from the 16th century to the late 20th century. For each consonant

phoneme, I will explain all of its graphic variants from their first appearances in

documents, by whom they were used, and their prevalence over time; the

important role printing technologies have played in graphic innovation and

preference will also be discussed. Current variation and its motivations will be

detailed further in Chapter 7. As might be expected, Spanish alphabet ideology

plays an important role at every step along the way.

This chapter will be organized as follows: §6.1 will examine the purposes

of Yucatec Maya writing in the 16th-20th century for its diverse writers and will

also examine the technologies involved in the production of documents. In §6.2,

an overview of Yucatec Maya consonant phonemes will be presented, showing

the ones that do and do not also occur in Spanish. Phonemes which also occur in

Castilian/Spanish will be described in §6.3, subdivided according to those which

have had graphically constant representation in Yucatec Maya writing throughout

the five centuries of alphabetic writing and those which have undergone change

during this period. In §6.4, I will discuss the Yucatec Maya phonemes that do not

also occur in Spanish, again subdivided according to the one graphically constant
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and the six graphically variant phonemes. Graphic strategy and writing ecology

will be discussed in §6.5; §6.6 summarizes the chapter.

6.1  CONSIDERATIONS OF PURPOSE AND TECHNOLOGY

In considering the early alphabetic Yucatec Maya documents, it is

important to bear in mind two important axes of differentiation which would have

influenced graph selection: first, the identity and purpose of the writers, and

second, the method of production. With regard to identity and purpose, there are

three categories of documents—one produced by the Spanish friars or other non-

Mayas plus two categories of Maya-written works. The friars produced grammars

and dictionaries for an audience of other Europeans, with the ultimate goal of

facilitating evangelization (for example, Coronel 1998 [1620], San Buenaventura

1888 [1684]). Some Mayas produced documents which culturally accommodated

the colonial occupation, such as notarial documents or avowals of Christian faith

and loyalty (for example, Quezada & Harada 2001, Martinez Hernández

1929[1567]); I will use the term ‘accommodating’ here to refer to such

documents.57 Other Maya-written documents maintained the culture and writing

tradition in continuity with the pre-invasion era, such as the books of the Chilam

Balam (Gordon 1913, Roys 1949, for example); I will refer to those documents as

‘traditional.’ There is a great deal of graphic uniformity across the three

categories; the few differences would make an interesting topic for future

exploration.

                                                  
57 Elements of cultural resistance in these accommodating documents have been explored by
Hanks (1986, 1987) and Karttunen (1998). This resistance notwithstanding, the designation
“accommodating” is useful for the present purposes.
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Writing technologies also played a large role in the development of the

Yucatec Maya alphabet and its variant graphs. The earliest Yucatec Maya

alphabetic documents were handwritten in a cursive script, which coincidentally

afforded much flexibility for graphic modification or innovation, and those first

graphs became strongly established and normalized; the modified graphs,

however, posed new challenges for mechanically produced type, as will be

detailed below. When Yucatec Maya documents began to be produced

mechanically in the 17th century, printers were obliged to find ways to simulate or

reproduce the handwritten graphic innovations that friars had devised. All but one

of the handwritten documents I examined were written in a cursive script58; the

remaining document, a book of traditional song dating to the mid-18th century,

was written in block letters (Barrera Vásquez 1965). Specifically, I examined

sixteen 16th-19th century documents (a list of these documents and their

characteristics according to the parameters described above is found in Appendix

3). Of these sixteen documents, nine had been handwritten, with dates ranging

from 1544 to 1849. The remaining seven mechanically produced documents

ranged from 1620 to 1898; all of the mechanically produced documents that I

examined were written by non-Mayas.

6.2  AN OVERVIEW OF YUCATEC MAYA CONSONANT PHONEMES

Table 6.1 shows the consonant phoneme inventory of Yucatec Maya

divided along two axes. The horizontal axis distinguishes phonemes whose

representation in alphabetic writing has been characterized by graphic variation
                                                  
58 Restall (1997:239) noted that the handwriting of the Maya scribes was consistently neat and
precise, in contrast to the writing of the Spaniards.
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and/or shift from those whose graphic representation has been consistent since

roman characters began to be used in the 16th century. The vertical axis divides

Yucatec Maya phonemes according to whether they also occur in Spanish.59

Has experienced graphic variation or shift

Yes No

Yes /k, s, h, w/ /p, b, t, c�, m, n, l, y/

O
cc

u
rs

 in
 S

p
an

is
h

No /tz, p’, t’, k’, dz, ch’/ /s�/

Table 6.1. Yucatec Maya consonant phonemes according to history of graphic
variation/shift and co-occurrence in Spanish

As I will demonstrate, Yucatec Maya graphic change and/or variation has

occurred in two categories of phonemes: i) those which also occur in Spanish, but

are irregular or variable in that language, or, in the case of /h/, have undergone

both sound change and orthographic change and ii) those which do not also occur

in contemporary Spanish. Of these ten phonemes which have undergone graphic

variation or shift, only four are currently found without variation; that is, they

have undergone complete shift. The remaining seven phonemes each currently

have two graphic variations. Some phonemes have had as many as four variant

                                                  
59 In the 16th century, Spanish had not coalesced into a unified Iberian peninsular language;
Castilian was the language spoken by the friars and other colonizers of Yucatan. In fact, present-
day Yucatecans refer to the dominant language as castellano as often as they say español. I will
use the term ‘Castilian’ when referring to colonial-era Spanish.
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graphic forms since the introduction of alphabetic writing. While the labial glide

[w] is not properly phonemic in Spanish, but rather is an allophone of /u/, it is

included here, since it is a salient phone, and the phone/phoneme distinction

would not have been a factor in the writing or graph selection of any Yucatec

Maya speaker, writer, or scholar before the 20th century. It bears mention that the

occurrence of a phoneme in both languages is not a guarantee of invariant graphic

representation, nor does non-co-occurrence necessarily implicate variation.

Table 6.2 presents an overview of the variant graphs century by century.

As the table shows, variation in the representation of many phonemes roughly

increased over time and then moved toward consolidation; variants are given in

prevalence order within each cell. Until the 20th century, when organized, large-

scale alphabetic changes were proposed, graphic innovations appeared in

piecemeal fashion, at the whim and preference of individual writers. It is worth

repeating that it is not uncommon to find variant graphs for a single phoneme

within the same document, sometimes even within the same sentence. The 16th

century variant graphs representing /ts/ and /p’/ have to do with whether

documents are handwritten (left) or mechanically printed (right). As will be

explained in detail in §6.4.2 below, the ‹p�› in the table represents a p written with

a short line through its descender; likewise, the ‹h�› represents an h written with its

ascender crossed.
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phoneme 16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

k c c c c c~qu, k k, c (rare)
s ç ç ç, z ç, z, s z, s s
h h h h h h, j j, h

A
ls

o 
oc

cu
r

w u, u~v u, u~v u, v~u u u, w w, u
ts tz,  tz tz tz tz tz, ts, ¢ ts, tz

p’ p�, pp pp pp, p� pp, p’, p�, p# p’, pp p’

t’ th th th, tt, th�, t’ th, t’ th, t’ t’
k’ k k k k k, k’ k’, k

ts’ � � � � �, dz, ts’, ¢’ ts’, dzD
on

’t
 o

cc
ur

 in

ch’ ch� ch� ch�, ch’ ch�, ch’ chh, ch’ ch’

Table 6.2. Graphic variants of Yucatec Maya phonemes, 16th century to the
present

6.3  YUCATEC MAYA PHONEMES WITH CONSISTENT GRAPHIC
REPRESENTATION OVER TIME

Nine Yucatec Maya consonant phonemes have had consistent graphic

representation for the five centuries of alphabetic writing. Eight of those nine also

occur in Spanish. Section 6.3.1 details the eight shared phonemes, and §6.3.2

details the one consistently represented phoneme which does not occur in

contemporary Spanish.

6.3.1 Yucatec Maya phonemes which also occur in Spanish

Eight of the twelve Yucatec Maya phonemes which also occur in Spanish

have been consistently represented graphically using the same graphs as represent

the respective Spanish phonemes. These phonemes, /p, b, t, c�, m, n, l, y/, are

represented by ‹p, b, t, ch, m, n, l, y›, respectively. The digraph ‹ch› is

uncontroversial and unproblematic in both languages. I have encountered only
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two incidences of variation in these graphs, both using the hispanicized ‹ll› for /y/

in syllable-initial position. Some of the items in a collection of 19th century letters

written by Yucatec Maya military leaders and a 1939 political broadsheet written

by prominent Maya writer and political activist Jacinto Pat employ that variant

except in proper nouns such as Yucatan and its derivatives (Pat 1939).

6.3.2  The Yucatec Maya phoneme which does not occur in Spanish

There is one Yucatec Maya phoneme which has been graphically

represented without variation since the introduction of alphabetic writing—/s�/.60

This phoneme does not exist in contemporary Spanish, but [s�] was an allophone

of Castilian, written as ‹x›. It is especially worth noting that the ‹x›, which

represents Yucatec Maya /s�/ and Spanish /ks/, is the only graph with completely

different phonetic values in the two languages, yet it presents no problem for

biliterate readers.61 This is of no small importance, since phonetic consistency

between languages for each graph has been an explicit criterion for graph choice

in all the 20th century Yucatec Maya alphabet meetings on the grounds that

readers could or would become confused by a dual phonetic value for a single

graph. Lack of confusion in the case of ‹x› can be accounted for partly by two

facts: first, the use of ‹x› has remained consistent throughout the history of

Yucatec Maya alphabetic writing, and second, neither of the sounds represented

                                                  
60 I have seen a few tokens of ‹sh› for /s�/ in early 20th century documents, but I consider these
isolated exceptions, and I am not including them in the tabulations.
61 An interesting variation concerning the ‹x› occurs on the peninsula. A Mexican convenience
store chain, OXXO, has many locations in Yucatan. I have heard some Yucatecans refer to it as
[okso], as non-peninsular Mexicans do, while some say [os�o]. Impressionistically, I’d say that the
more cosmopolitan and traveled Yucatecans use the more hispanicized pronunciation, but this
variation certainly warrants further study.



120

by that graph occurs in the other language—[s�] in the case of Spanish and [ks] in

the case of Yucatec Maya, which prohibits monomorphemic consonant clusters.

6.4  PHONEMES WHICH HAVE UNDERGONE CHANGE AND SHOW VARIATION

Ten Yucatec Maya consonant phonemes have been represented by variant

graphs during the five centuries of alphabetic writing. Four of these—/k, s, h,

w/—also occur in Spanish, and all present exceptional cases in that language; they

will be detailed in §6.4.1. The remaining six Yucatec Maya phonemes which have

undergone change and variation—/ts, p’, t’, k’, ts’, c�’/—do not occur in Spanish

and will be detailed in §6.4.2.

In the following two sub-sections, the discussion of each phoneme will be

headed by a schematic timeline given in centuries, showing all of that phoneme’s

graphic variants, their approximate dates of use, and their prevalence. Figure 6.1

below provides a key to the timelines. The phoneme is shown on the left, and

centuries across the top. Each graph variant is shown in a shaded bar spanning its

dates of use; the darkness of the shading represents the prevalence of use of that

variant. Each century is divided in thirds or halves, as appropriate. It should be

noted that in order to understand the Yucatec Maya graphs, we will have to

examine the Castilian/Spanish graphs and phonemes, as well.
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16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

�
dz dz

¢’/ts’/
ts’ ts’

Figure 6.1  Key to schematic timelines presented in §6.2.1 and §6.2.2

6.4.1 Graphically variant phonemes which also occur in Spanish

In this sub-section, I will detail /k, s, h, w/, the four Yucatec Maya

phonemes which i) also occur in Spanish and ii) show graphic change and/or

variation in Yucatec Maya. As mentioned above, all of these phonemes are

exceptional cases in Spanish. There is phonologically conditioned graphic

variation in the cases of /k/ and /w/, and Spanish /s/ and /h/ have undergone shift

in their graphic representations. Further, Spanish /h/ has undergone sound change

in the last five centuries.

Timeline
by centuries

Darkness of shading
indicates approximate
prevalence of use

Phoneme

Graph
variants
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16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present
c c

c~qu/k/
k k

/k/ The variant graphic representations of the Yucatec Maya phoneme /k/

have been quite influenced by Spanish writing of the equivalent phoneme in that

language, particularly with regard to its phonologically conditioned graphs. The

Spanish phoneme /k/ is represented in contemporary Spanish orthography by two

separate graphs—‹qu› before the front vowels /i, e/, and with ‹c› elsewhere, as in

(6.1).

(6.1) canto [kanto] quinto [kinto] tocar [tokar] toque [toke]
song fifth.masc. to touch touch (NOUN)

To complicate matters, the ‹c› also occurs before the front vowels /i, e/ and is

phonetically realized as [s], as in (6.2).

(6.2)canto [kanto] cinto [sinto] tocar [tokar] tocino [tosino]
song belt to touch bacon

Thus, in Spanish, the /k/ is represented variably by ‹c› and ‹qu›, while the ‹c›

variably represents /k/ or /s/. The ‹k› in Spanish has very limited distribution,

appearing only in loan words, such as kinder ‘kindergarten,’ and names of metric

units such as kilómetro and kilograma.

From the introduction of alphabetic writing until the 20th century, Yucatec

Maya /k/ was represented quite consistently as ‹c›; the homorganic ejective /k’/

was uniformly represented as ‹k›. There is some evidence to suggest confusion on

the part of some biliterate Yucatec Maya speakers in the 20th century; two 1941
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articles in the literary/cultural magazine Yikal Maya Than (see §8.3 for more

information), advocate the graph pair ‹k, k’› for the express stated purpose that

words be pronounced correctly (Novelo Erosa 1941:113, Salomon Osorio

1941:234). Currently, several of my conversation partners mentioned that

Yucatecans sometimes “mispronounce” (their term) some place names, such as

Caucel [ka�k�l], saying [ka�s�l] instead. There could currently be potential

confusion since ‹k› has one value in the 1984 alphabet ([k]) and a different value

in the prior alphabets ([k’]). Readers are able to adjust, however, since context

would virtually always disambiguate, as shown in the two representative minimal

pairs in (6.3).

(6.3)kaax    k’aax nook  nook’
chicken (hen) to tie, bind to bend over clothes

In addition, there are clear implicational signals; any document more than a

sentence or two long that uses ‹c, k› for /k, k’/ would almost certainly also use ‹th›

for /t’/ and ‹h› for /h/, and possibly also ‹pp› for /p’/, making the values of ‹c› and

‹k› clear from a glance at one or two paragraphs. Documents using ‹k, k’› would

be unambiguous for the same reasons; the apostrophes are quite salient in a block

of text (See a sample paragraph of a mid-19th century document in its original

orthography and transcribed to the 1984 alphabet in Appendix 6).

I have found the hispanicized ‹c/qu› alternation in a few 20th century

Yucatec Maya texts, and I have observed it in sundry other places, including, for

example, a large sign on a tourist shop in downtown Mérida, Maquech.62 There is

                                                  
62 The maquech (trans: ‘you are a person’) is a type of beetle used as a fashion accessory.
Rhinestones or other small, sparkly objects are glued to its back, and a little chain is attached to
one foot. A pin on the chain fastens it to the wearer’s shirt as a living brooch. The accompanying
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no doubt that this usage is contact-driven; examples from three texts (Pacheco

Cruz 1923, Pat 1939, INI 1978) are shown in Table 6.3; the left column gives the

word as found in the text, the second column shows a more traditional

orthography of the respective era, and the third column shows the word using

1984 graphs and the most common contemporary orthographic conventions.

Original Conventionalized 1984 alphabet Gloss Source

quimac ci’imac ki’imak happy Pacheco Cruz 1923

maaquex maace(e)x máake’ex
you.people
(vocative) Pat 1939

queej ce(e)h kéej deer INI 1978

Table 6.3  Orthographic variations of three Yucatec Maya words containing /k/

Of the three source documents in Table 6.3, the 1978 INI is the most

recent, and thus the most interesting for its use of the ‹qu›; the document is a

Yucatec Maya adult literacy primer produced by the Instituto Nacional

Indigenista. It may have been making a deliberate attempt at hispanicizing its

readers; such a goal is not explicitly stated in this primer, but it is in similar 20th

century primers (SEP 1946, for example).

                                                                                                                                          
tale is that a shaman turned a heartbroken young woman, forbidden to marry her beloved, into a
beetle and gave her to him so that she could always be with him, living near his heart.



125

16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

�
z/s/

s s

/s/ In the earliest Yucatec Maya alphabetic documents, the /s/ was

represented by ‹ç›, as it was in the Castilian of the era. According to Barrera

Vásquez (1944:9), the ‹ç› was likely chosen because the Yucatec Maya /s/ at the

time was somewhat different from the sounds represented by the Spanish ‹s› or

‹z›. Those two graphs represented [	] and [z], respectively (Menéndez Pidal

1918), and their phonetic value had converged by the 17th century to [s] in the

southern part of the Iberian peninsula and [
] in the north (Resnick 1981:110). In

1746, Beltran published his Yucatec Maya grammar, replacing the ‹ç› with ‹z›;

Barrera Vásquez (1944:9) suggested that Beltran was responsible for that

innovation. What is known is that the ‹z› became the preferred graph for /s/ from

that time until well into the 20th century. The graph ‹s› starts appearing in the mid-

19th century.

In contemporary Spanish, the /s/ may be represented graphically by ‹c›

before front vowels /i, e/, as seen in (6.2) above; it may also appear as ‹s› or ‹z›.

This contrast can be accounted for historically, but Spanish speakers would very

likely be unable to explain it unless they had studied the history of the language in

some detail. In fact, Spanish spelling errors involving these two graphs are not

terribly unusual in public signage today. In 19th and early 20th century Yucatec

Maya, free variation between the ‹s› and ‹z› was not uncommon and is remarked
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upon by Tozzer (1977[1921]:113). There is no evidence to suggest that the

alternation was grammatically motivated; in a handwritten labor contract from

1849 that I examined, the alternation appeared to be entirely at the caprice of the

author (Barrera Vásquez 1980).63

16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

h h/h/ j j

/h/ At the time of first contact, the Castilia graph ‹h› represented [h]; the

sound [h] was the result of sound change from /f/ in Vulgar Latin, as shown in

(6.4) with the Spanish words on the left and their Vulgar Latin antecedents on the

right.

(6.4)hacer < facere hijo < filius hongo < fungus
make, do child, son mushroom, fungus

The ‹h› remains in contemporary Spanish orthography, principally in

word-initial position, although it is no longer phonetically realized. Contemporary

Spanish /x/, written as ‹j›, is realized as [x] in dialects of northern Spain and some

parts of Latin America,64 but is realized as [h] in other regions, including Yucatan

and the Caribbean (Resnick 1981:113). The Yucatec Maya /h/ was written

invariantly as ‹h› until well into the 20th century, when ‹j› began to appear.

Clearly, the appearance of ‹j› in Yucatec Maya is due completely to contact

influence from Spanish.

                                                  
63 Even today, one sees Saki’, the Maya name for the city of Valladolid, Yucatan, written on
signs, maps, etc. in virtually all combinations that alternate the ‹s› and ‹z›, the ‹c› and ‹k›, and the
‹i› plain, with an acute diacritic, or with an apostrophe, viz Saci, Zací, Saki’, Saci’, etc.
64 There is lenition in final position, as in the word reloj ‘clock,’ pronounced [reloh].
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16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

u u/w/ w w

/w/ The final co-occurring phoneme that has had variant representations in

Yucatec Maya since the 16th century is /w/. The graph ‹w› did not exist in

Castilian and began to appear in contemporary Spanish in only a few English loan

words, such as whisky and the abbreviation W.C. (water closet), ubiquitous in

tourist areas, but also found in non-tourist locations. The /w/ is not phonemic in

Spanish; the sound [w] occurs as a pre-vocalic glide. Words that contain [w] are

written with ‹hu›, ‹gu› (which may be realized as [w] or as [��] with an extremely

light closure), or ‹u›, as shown in (6.5).

(6.5)hueso [weso] �uajolote [waxolote ~ ��axolote] usual [uswal]
bone turkey (from Nahuatl) usual

The /w/ is phonemic in Yucatec Maya and was represented before the

mid-20th century as ‹u›, as might be expected. I observed a usage of the Spanish

‹gu› in a Yucatec Maya document in letters written in 1851 by Juan de la Cruz, a

Maya military leader, who wrote m a s e g u a l o o b65 [masewalo:b],

‘Mayas/indigenous people,’ several times in each of several letters, although in

another of his letters of the same year, he wrote the word as maseualoob several

times; it is not known if another person scribed one or more of the letters for him.

Other instances of /w/ in the same documents, all in word-initial position, were

                                                  
65 The word masewal (pl. masewaloob) is pejorative for some Mayas, but not so for others
(Hervik 1994).
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written as ‹u›; there were no other word-medial tokens of /w/ (Dzul Polanco et al.

1996).

6.4.1.1  Summary

Thus we see that the Yucatec Maya graphic variation in the four co-

occurring phonemes—/k, s, h, w/—can be directly traced to irregular or

exceptional graphic representations of those same phonemes in Castilian/Spanish

over the five centuries of contact. Both Spanish /k/ and /s/ were, and continue to

be, represented by more than one graph (‹c~qu› and ‹s~z~c›, respectively). In

addition, Spanish /s/ has undergone graphic shift, and the ‹ç› has disappeared

altogether. Spanish ‹h› has participated in a dual change, where, first, a graph has

undergone a change in its phonetic value, as in (6.6a), and second, where a phone

is represented by a completely new graph, as in (6.6b).

(6.6a)  ‹h› = [h] → ‹h› = [ø] ( b)   [h] = ‹h› →[h] = ‹j›

As mentioned above, /w/ is not a Spanish phoneme, but is a salient allophone.

Perhaps for that very reason, its graphic representation is not simple or

straightforward, although it has been less complicated in Yucatec Maya than in

Spanish.

6.4.2  Graphically variant phonemes which do not also occur in Spanish

I turn now to an examination of the graphic representations of the six

Yucatec Maya phonemes that do not also occur in Spanish and have undergone

diachronic graphic change and/or synchronic variation. The six shifted/variant

phonemes are the alveolar affricate /ts/ plus the five ejective, or glottalized,
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consonants—three stops, /p’, t’, k’/, and two affricates, /ts’, c�’/. First, I will detail

the affricate /ts/ and then take the ejectives in turn.

16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

tz
ts ts

¢/ts/
tz

/ts/ Affricates, by their very nature as contour segments, pose challenges

to an alphabetic conceptual framework of one sound, one symbol, and /ts/ is

second only to /c�/ as the most graphically variant phoneme in all of the Latin

alphabet-written languages in which they occur. In five Slavic and three Baltic

languages, plus Albanian and Hungarian, the /ts/ is written ‹c›. Maltese and

German employ ‹z›, as does Italian, one of three Romance languages which have

/ts/. The other two Romance languages are Portuguese, which also uses ‹c›, and

Romanian, which uses a t marked with a cedilla or a comma underneath, as shown

in Figure 6.2 below. �

Figure 6.2 Romania graph that represents the phoneme /ts/

Basque, however, uses ‹ts› (the only digraph for /ts/ among the European

languages), which may have been some kind of model for the first Spanish friars

who attempted to render Yucatec Maya in Latin alphabet characters. The Yucatec
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Maya /ts/ was represented by ‹tz›, however, and it was written as a ligature.

Handwriting is, of course, quite variant between scribes, but in some documents,

the cross of the t extended to become the initial horizontal stroke of the z, and the

z ended with a flourish, curving down and back towards the t, emphasizing the

unity of the digraph character, as shown in Figure 6.3 (see Appendix 6).

tz
Figure 6.3.  The graph ‹tz› as it appeared in 16th century handwritten texts

The Yucatec Maya graph ‹ts› did not appear until the 20th century, and the

shift to ‹ts› came not from the direct influence of any European language, but

rather from the influence of the IPA; mid-20th century Yucatec Maya shapers, led

primarily by Alfredo Barrera Vásquez, sought precision in the Yucatec Maya

writing system and looked to the science of linguistics to provide it. Another

variant for [ts] that appeared briefly in the 20th century was ‹¢›; this variant was

used almost exclusively by non-Maya linguists and/or others with philological

training.66 According to Pullum and Ladusaw (1996), the use of ‹¢› to represent

the /ts/ can be traced to Pike (1947), who played an especially significant role in

the Summer Institute of Linguistics (see §7.1); Boas (1911) used the same symbol

to represent the sound now transcribed as ‹
›. The ¢ was likely pressed into

                                                  
66 In their 1998 Yucatec Maya/English dictionary, Bricker et al. uses the ‹¢› and ‹¢’› variants.
Stolz (1998) describes the biographical writings of a Yucatec Maya man in Quintana Roo who had
worked as a linguistics consultant and learned a phonetic transcription system that he used in his
writing.
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service by those scholars because it was available on standard typewriter

keyboards, unused in any other phonetic capacity, and more “letter-like” than

other non-alphabetic top row characters such as # or %.

As for the glottalized consonants, several strategies have been employed

during the five centuries of alphabetic Yucatec Maya writing for representing

these five markedly non-European sounds; in most cases, but not all, the ejectives

have been represented with modifications of the graphs representing the

corresponding homorganic non-ejectives. Homorganicity will be revisited in

Chapter 7.

16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

k k/k’/ k’ k’

/k’/ Of the innovations made by the friars for the five glottalized

consonants, the ‹k› was no doubt the least problematic. That graph was not

already part of the Castilian alphabet, but would have been familiar to the friars

from their studies of Etruscan, where it represented /k/ or from Latin, where it

also represented /k/ in loan words from Greek. The ‹k› was very consistent until

the mid 20th century, when ‹k’› began to appear, as part of the new influence of

linguistic science, and ‹k› was drafted to represent /k/. The graph ‹k› was also

unproblematic for representation by mechanical type, as it would have been part

of any standard fount of type matrices.
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16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

�
dz dz

¢’/ts’/
ts’ ts’

/ts’/ One might think that the /ts’/ would have been problematic, since

Castilian had no corresponding homorganic non-ejective, but perhaps the very

lack was what freed the friars from having to derive that ejective’s graph from

that of another, more familiar phone. From the very beginning, they used the ‹�›

to represent the /ts’/. I find no explanation of that graph in any of the literature nor

any model for it in the contemporaneous alphabets of any European language.

Larsen (1988:62), writing about K’iche’ (Quiche), argues that the 16th century

Franciscans could have been familiar with Arabic and suggests that the ‹�› which

the friars used to represent the K’iche’ pharyngeal /q’/ was based on a letter of the

Arabic alphabet which is similar in appearance.67 Arabic, however, has no /ts/ (or

/ts’/) to serve as a model for the Yucatec affricate; Hebrew, which was also

possibly familiar to at least some of the Spanish friars, does have /ts/, but its graph

in no way resembles the ‹�›. The closest model I have found comes from the Latin

apostrophus, which resembles ‹�› and was used at times as a variant symbol in

roman numerals.68 From this usage, it is reasonable to assume that the friars were
                                                  
67 The ‹�›, however, represents a pharyngeal fricative in written Arabic, while the graph
representing the Arabic phoneme most closely resembling K’iche’ /q’/ is not at all similar in
appearance to ‹�› (Walters, personal communication).
68 An apostrophus, used in conjunction with an ‹I›, or Roman numeral one, signifies 500, and

each additional apostrophus multiplies the number by ten, e.g., I� = 500, I�� = 5000. Adding a
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familiar with that character, but the reason for their association of the ‹�› with the

phoneme /ts’/ is purely a matter of conjecture.

The ‹�› was written very easily by hand, of course, and typeset materials

used an upside-down c—that is, a type block rotated 180°—to produce a perfect

facsimile with no problem.69 The use of the graph ‹dz› to represent /ts’/ did not

begin until the 20th century, quite possibly because technological advances in

printing—line-cast type, offset printing, and typewriters—made the upside-down

c less practical to use. Barrera Vásquez referred to the ‹dz› as a “digrama

absurdo” ‘absurd digraph’ with no further comment (1944:9); one linguistically-

trained educator with whom I spoke echoed Barrera’s disdain for the graph,

explaining emphatically that neither /d/ nor /z/ exist in Yucatec Maya and that

[ts’] is a voiceless sound and therefore should not be represented with graphs that

indicate voicing. Indeed, this graph continues to engender strong feelings; more

will be said about the polemic of ‹dz› in §7.3.1.

16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

ch�
ch’ ch’ ch’/c�’/

chh

                                                                                                                                          
mirror image apostrophus to the left of the ‹I› multiplies the original number by two, e.g., cI� =

1000, ccI�� = 10,000. (An apostrophus on the title page of an 1875 French language grammar of
Yucatec Maya can be seen in Appendix 7.)
69 As type founding became more sophisticated, however, one may detect that the �’s in Yucatec
Maya documents always appeared misaligned horizontally with the other letters (see Appendix 6);
this fact results from design elements in the type forms themselves to alert printers to an
inadvertently misaligned letter.
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/c�’/ I turn next to the /c�’/ because in certain ways its graphic representation

was pivotal. It bears mention here that in Spanish until 1994, the ‹ch› was

considered a digraph, a single graph which had its own place following ‹c› in

alphabetical order; for printers, however, the c and h were always two separate

pieces of type and not a ligature, as would have been ‹œ› or ‹fl›. From the very

beginning of Yucatec Maya alphabetic writing, the friars wrote /c�’/ as a modified

‹ch›; that is, they added a short bar to the stem of the h in the same manner as one

might cross a t, represented here as ‹ch�›. This graph was used without exception

for nearly 200 years by all Yucatec Maya writers, in both handwritten and typeset

materials. Printers or type founders would have incised the crossbar in some of

their h matrices, either by etching or using a hammer and very narrow chisel,

which would not have been too difficult. This innovation of crossing the h would

later spread to other graphs, but not until the 18th century.

The first variant graph for /c�/ that I encountered is ‹ch’›, which,

interestingly, is the same graph used in the 1984 alphabet, but from an entirely

different ideological tradition. This first ‹ch’› appears in a handwritten collection

of traditional song, Los Cantares de Dzitbalché, that was scribed, according to

Barrera Vásquez, in the mid-18th century; the songs, however, had been popularly

sung, “before the white people arrived,” as the collection’s own introduction

states (1965:22). Several elements of this document, in addition to graph

selection, distinguish it from other colonial era texts. It is written in upper case

block letters rather than cursive script (the only such example I have seen) and has

unusual punctuational features, which will be described in greater detail in §8.3.
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Another Maya-written document, a labor contract dated 1849, uses the

‹ch’› for /c�’/. The document was handwritten by Marcelino Puc, a 25-year-old

Maya man who entered into an agreement to work in Cuba for ten years; the

contract stipulates in great detail the conditions of his employment. Nothing more

is known of Puc’s background; found in 1942, the contract was edited, typeset,

and published by Alfredo Barrera Vásquez, who provided a description of Puc’s

alphabet (1980). Puc also used an innovative strategy for representing the /p’/,

which I describe below.

As mentioned earlier, the technological advances of linotype, offset

printing, and typewriters made the ‹ch�› much less practical. In the early 20th

century, the variant ‹chh› began to appear and largely supplanted the ‹ch�›, at least

in mechanically produced documents. In the mid-20th century, likely through the

influence of linguistics, the ‹ch’› began to appear; the Academia de la Lengua

Maya, founded in 1937 by Alfredo Barrera Vásquez, developed an alphabet

which used apostrophes for all five glottalized consonants. The ‹p’, t’, ch’› caught

on quickly; indeed, they may already have been in some use in Maya-written

documents, given the evidence from the Puc contract. Further, an 1875 Yucatec

Maya grammar and glossary by French philologist Léon de Rosny used ‹p’, t’,

ch’›; as this document was published in Paris and written in French, it is unlikely

to have had any popular influence on the peninsula. De Rosny may have seen

Maya-written documents using the apostrophe, but the greater likelihood is that

those graphs were independent innovations.
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16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present
pp

p�
p#/p’/

p’ p’

/p’/ In representing the glottalized labial stop, 16th century Yucatec Maya

documents used both ‹pp› and a p with a barred stem,  represented here as ‹p�›). As

all five of the 16th century documents examined for this research were

handwritten, technology plays no role in the variation. Nor is there any patterning

according to purpose; the 1577 Motul dictionary, handwritten by the Spaniard

Antonio de Ciudad Real, (Acuña 1984), and the 1544 Chilam Balam of Tizimin

(Roys 1949), a book very central to traditional Maya culture, both use ‹pp›.  In

that Chilam Balam, however, the ‹pp› occurs in free variation with ‹p�›; another

Chilam Balam, the Calkiní Codex of 1582 (Barrera Vásquez 1957), uses ‹p�›

exclusively, as do two accommodating documents of the mid-16th century—a

1557 letter from a Maya cacique, ‘local political head’ to the colonial authorities

(Quezada & Harada 2001), and a 1567 affirmation of Christian faith signed by ten

caciques (Martinez Hernandez 1929). The ‹p�› falls out of use and is supplanted in

the 17th century by ‹pp›, which was the preferred graph well into the 20th century,

although the ‹p�› appeared in a dictionary (along with ‹ch�›) as late as 1898 (Pio

Perez 1898).

Interesting variants appear in two 19th century documents. In the 1849 Puc

contract mentioned above, the /p’/ was represented with a ‹p#›; I know of no other
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instance of this variant, and there is no possible way of knowing why Puc used the

apostrophe in one graph (‹ch’›) and the ‘#’ in another. All other consonants were

represented conventionally in the document. De Rosny’s grammar, also

mentioned above, used ‹p’› (as well as ‹ch’, t’›). Two more 19th century

documents, both mechanically produced proclamations by non-Maya governing

authorities, have no tokens representing /c�’/ or /p’/ (Antochiw 1996:11, 135). A

closer examination of the documents would reveal whether they contain any

lexical items that conventionally have either of those two phonemes, and the

greatest likelihood is that they do. If glottalization had simply been ignored

altogether, which might have been the case if the author(s)/scribe(s) were less

than fully proficient in the language, we would expect that all five glottalization

distinctions would be disregarded. However, only /c�’/ and /p’/, the two that

usually used barred characters, were unrepresented; therefore, I suspect that it was

not the authors who neglected to represent those phonemes but rather the printers,

who simply made substitutions for characters that they did not have in their

typecases and did not want to have to fashion.

16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present
th

tt

th�/t’/
t’ t’

/t’/ The /t’/ has the lightest functional load of any of the glottalized

consonants. It was represented quite consistently through the centuries as ‹th›; I
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encountered only three other variants. Beltran’s 1742 Yucatec Maya grammar

used ‹th�›, perhaps by analogy with ‹ch�› and ‹p�›. The only other appearance of ‹th�›

in the documents I examined was in the mid-18th century Cantares de Dzitbalché,

mentioned above as the first appearance of ‹ch’›. In that collection, the /t’/ was

represented by ‹tt›, ‹th›, and ‹t’›, in free variation. Barrera Vásquez, who edited

the volume, does not speculate on whether it was scribed by more than one hand;

to my eye, it appears very consistently written, and I would not guess that the

variation was due to individual preference. More than a century later, De Rosny

used the ‹t’›, as previously mentioned.

6.4.2.1 ‘Letras heridas’

The typographically altered characters p�, ch� and th� were referred to in

late-19th and  early- to mid-20th century philological and linguistic works, as well

as literary and pedagogical materials, as letras heridas, ‘damaged (or injured)

letters.’ Ramón Arzápalo, who has written extensively on colonial Yucatec Maya

documents, stated that the earliest use of the term that he knew of was by

philologist Juan Pio Perez in the late 19th century (personal communication). The

most recent work in which I have seen the term was a 1969 dictionary which

employed the barred letters (Pacheco Cruz 1969). The adoption of the apostrophe

to indicate glottalization has rendered barred letters and their name, letras

heridas, obsolete. It likely was coined by the printers who had to alter type

matrices in order to print Yucatec Maya documents; it would not have been

possible to restore those matrices to their original conditions. Hence, from a
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printer’s point of view, those matrices—a scarce and valuable resource, especially

in the New World—were indeed damaged.

According to the dictionaries and native Spanish speakers that I have

consulted, there is not now nor has there ever been an interpretation of ‘herida’

that does not connote something defective or substandard (when applied to an

inanimate entity). Although it would be impossible to quantify, I would propose

that the common use of such a term could not help but contribute to the pejoration

and devaluation of the language in both its written and spoken forms and, by

extension, to the speakers themselves.

6.4.2.2  Summary

In this section I have shown the graphic variation over five hundred years

of the six variant Yucatec Maya graphs that do not also occur in Spanish. In three

of the six cases, namely /p’, t’, ch’/, the Franciscan friars selected graphs that

were simply modifications of the graphs which represented the respective

homorganic voiceless consonants in both languages. It is significant, however,

that they did not employ the same modification in each case. For the /p’/, they

doubled the graph, ‹pp›, which they could easily have also done for the /t’/, but

instead they added an h to create the digraph ‹th›. The digraph solution may not

have been suitable for the /p’/, since ‹ph› commonly represented /f/ in late Latin

and Romance languages from the fifth century, according to the Oxford English

Dictionary.

For /k’/, the 16th century friars selected a roman character that was

conveniently not used in Castilian; for /ts/ and /ts’/, the friars selected innovative
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graphs. In the case of the former, they formed a ligature from two known

characters, ‹tz›; in the case of the latter, they selected a character of unknown

provenance, ‹�›.

6.5  Graphic strategy and ecology

It bears mention that the two 17th century documents I

examined—grammars written by Spanish friars—were both mechanically

produced and used ‹pp› and ‹ch�›. The variant strategies of doubling and barring in

the same document may have had to do with the fact that the ascender of the h is

slightly longer than the descender of the p, and thus the h type forms may have

been much easier to alter. Each of the two contemporaneous strategies, barred

letters and doubled letters, favored economy of effort in one, but not both, of the

writing technologies of their eras. For hand scribing, barred letters were slightly

more economical of effort than double letters; for mechanical typesetting,

doubling letters made more sense as no special characters were required. The

variation does not fall out neatly, however, as doubled letters are found in

handwritten documents, and barred letters were common in printed works.

6.6  Summary

This chapter has described graphic variation through nearly five centuries

of alphabetic writing. Yucatec Maya consonant phonemes can be divided into

four categories along two axes of differentiation. The first of these separates the

phonemes whose graphic representation has undergone change or shift from those

whose representation has remained unchanged over the centuries. The second axis

differentiates the phonemes that are common to both Yucatec Maya and
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Castilian/Spanish. The sharing of phonemes does not implicate lack of variation

over time; nor does the non-sharing implicate the presence of variation. We have

seen that graphic variation has generally increased over time, peaking in the 20th

century. Further, we have seen that the emergence of some variants and the

disappearance of others since the introduction of alphabetic writing in the mid 16th

century have been principally motivated by two factors: changes in printing

technology and changes in Castilian/Spanish. The latter factor involves diachronic

sound changes in Castilian/Spanish, graphic changes, or both.

The next chapter will analyze graphic variation from the mid-20th century

to the present. A pivotal set of events for the development of written Yucatec

Maya were the alphabet meetings of 1981 and 1984, which will be described in

detail. While the graphic changes during the first four centuries of alphabetic

writing were primarily formally motivated, I will show that the changes in the last

half-century have less to do with technologies and more to do with language

ideologies.
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Chapter 7  The 1984 alphabet meetings and 20th century Yucatec
Maya graph sets

This chapter will describe the graphic variants in current use for the

writing of Yucatec Maya; it will also place them in a social context by explaining

who uses which variants and why. As noted above, Woolard stated (see §2.2.2),

“orthographic systems are symbols that carry historical, political, and cultural

meaning” (1998:23). Collins, writing on the same topic, more strongly asserted

that “[o]rthographies carry in their train rich histories of conflict, for behind

apparently technical questions of representing sound hides a yearning for a fully

adequate representation of language; and there is always a politics to this quest”

(1998:268). Schieffelin and Doucet evoke Anderson (1983) by averring that

“orthographic choice is really about ‘imagining’ the past and future of a

community” (1998:285).70 The past and future of Yucatec Maya are indeed

reflected in its alphabet; this chapter will show how the 1984 alphabet is central in

the ongoing development of written Yucatec Maya and how the meetings at

which it was adopted—including why they were convened and by whom, who

was (and was not) invited to participate, and what was said and decided—were

pivotal events that inexorably altered the trajectory of the written language. The

1984 meetings will be discussed in §7.1 and compared with the near-

contemporaneous alphabet adoption process in Guatemala; in §7.2, I will present

the graphic variants in current use. The remainder of the chapter will examine

                                                  
70 It should be noted that the three works cited here include graphic choice within their definitions
of ‘orthography.’
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topics relevant to the contemporary variation. In §7.3, the graphic variants of ‹tz,

dz› will be explored in detail. §7.4 will present a reanalysis of data from a 1997

study with Yucatec Maya schoolchildren, taking up the question of the

psychological reality of graphs and its implications for written Maya. A summary

will be presented in §7.6.

7.1  THE 1984 YUCATEC MAYA ALPHABET MEETINGS71

An important precedent for the 1984 alphabet meetings occurred three

years earlier. In 1981, a set of meetings was convened by the cultural arm of the

education department (Unidad Regional de Culturas Populares, URCP; see

Appendix 2 for a brief description of institutions and agencies mentioned in this

chapter) in Yucatán for the purpose of adopting an official alphabet to be used

universally for the writing of Yucatec Maya. Representatives from five state-level

government agencies of Yucatán plus three university-affiliated delegates met in a

small room at the state university, (Universidad Autónoma de Yucatán, UADY).

An alphabet was selected and declared “official”; however, for lack of publicity,

among other reasons, this alphabet was chiefly ignored. Most writers already used

most of the graphs in the set; I know of no writers or publishers whose graph

selections changed as a result of the 1981 alphabet. If they had any result

whatsoever, the 1981 meetings initiated open debate about the alphabet, at least

on an institutional level, and converted the graphic variation found in the written

language into an impossible zero-sum argument.

                                                  
71 This account of the meetings is based on the official published minutes as well as personal
interviews with several of the participants.
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Three years later, in 1984, an ad hoc consortium of the same five

government agencies and one NGO, the Academia de Lengua Maya (see §5.2.1.2

and §7.2.1) gathered for meetings that resulted in the adoption of the alphabet that

is referred to now as the 1984 Alphabet or alfabeto aceptado ‘accepted alphabet.’

The published minutes of the meetings, which record only the final day, suggest

that the proceedings occurred all in one day; in fact, there was a series of meetings

held over the course of a week. The minutes record the proceedings of the final

day in some detail and include full-text versions of the addresses and papers

delivered, a summary of the open discussion, and the official declaration that was

subsequently drawn up and signed. The discussion and some of the papers allude

to prior arguments about the alphabet; the opening address asserted that a goal of

the meetings was to forge a unity that could avert divisiveness and “destructive

criticism” (INEA 1984:7). The meetings were convened by the Yucatán office of

the adult education arm of the education department (Instituto Nacional para la

Educación de los Adultos, INEA). INEA’s stated purpose was simply to select a

single alphabet for use in their new adult literacy campaign. According to the

minutes of the meetings, their objectives were to open dialogue among the

institutions working with the language in order to take advantage of their

collective experiences and to facilitate joint endeavors. They stated explicitly that

they wanted to arrive at an alphabet which would be compatible with the Spanish

alphabet, in order to facilitate the acquisition of writing in both languages, and

that this alphabet should be based on a systematic knowledge of the phonology of

the language in general rather than any single dialectal variant (INEA 1984:3).
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One more criterion was that the alphabet should be easily produced using

available technology, that is, on any typewriter. During the course of the

meetings, however, the purpose became expanded. It was suggested that the

current meeting be considered an extension of the 1981 meetings, where the

adoption of a totally “official” alphabet was the uncontested objective.

7.1.1  Participants in the 1984 meetings

As noted above, the meetings were convened by INEA, the adult

education arm of the education agency. There were 21 participants, all acting in

their official capacities as representatives of institutions. Ten of those, principally

zone directors of INEA, were listed in the proceedings as “observers.” The

institutions involved, in addition to the two already mentioned, were: the

indigenous education department of the education agency (Departamento de

Educación Indígena de la Secretaria de Educación Pública, DEI), the national

institute for indigenous affairs (Instituto Nacional Indigenista, INI), the national

institute of anthropology and history (Instituto Nacional de Antropología e

Historia, INAH), and the Mayan language academy (Academia de la Lengua

Maya, A.C., ALM). All but the Academia are government institutions; three of the

six participating institutions were branches of the education authority. Two other

institutions were invited to participate but did not; they were the state department

of agrarian affairs and the department of regional studies at the state university.

It is highly significant that all of the government institutions participating

in the meetings were state-level organizations of the state of Yucatán. Although

the speech territory encompasses the neighboring states of Campeche and
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Quintana Roo, no representatives of those states were invited to participate;

Yucatec Maya speakers living in Belize were neither invited nor ever mentioned.

It can be argued that a situation of fractal recursivity obtains between the states of

the peninsula. Yucatán, being the most populous, most politically powerful, and

wealthiest of the three states replicates the cultural dominance of the non-

indigenous over the indigenous populations and the political dominance of the

federal entity over the several states and the peninsula as a whole.72 The situation

is exacerbated by the homonymous names of the state and the peninsula; to some

extent, the homonymy also operates with the name of the language, although in

everyday usage, while people recognize the name ‘yucateco,’ the language is

better known simply as ‘maaya.’

All of the 21 individual participants had (ostensibly) equal voice in the

proceedings. There were no formal votes, however; decisions were made more or

less by consensus. as they had been in 1981, as well. One 1981 participant

confided to me that arguments he had raised in the meetings about a particular

graph were disregarded and that he felt compelled, personally and as a

representative of his institution, to go along with the final decisions despite not

agreeing with them. Not all of the 1984 participants were native speakers of

Yucatec Maya; a few were second language speakers.

In terms of their institutional affiliations, the distribution was quite

uneven. Of 21 total participants, ten were from the convening agency, INEA, and

five more represented DEI, the Department of Indigenous Education. INI, the

                                                  
72 Yucatán also has the most Yucatec Maya speakers of the three states in both absolute numbers
and percentage of the total population; see Table 1.1 for exact figures.
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bureau of indigenous affairs, and the Maya language academy, ALM, sent two

representatives each; the remaining two delegates represented INAH, the national

institute of anthropology and history, and URCP, the cultural arm of the education

agency, respectively. José Tec Poot, the head and only representative of URCP,

the cultural arm of the education agency, lamented several times the absence from

the meeting of other knowledgeable people in his office, as well as community

leaders and ordinary speakers, readers, and writers of Yucatec Maya. Institutional

rivalries were alluded to in quite a few of my interviews and informal

conversations; some evidence of it can be seen in a between-the-lines reading of

the published minutes. For example, it is noted there that Moises Romero Castillo,

the linguistic evaluator for the new adult literacy initiative of INEA, declared that

he was participating in the meetings as an individual rather than as a

representative of that institution; it is the only such personal statement noted in

the minutes. His declaration, made during the afternoon session of the meeting,

may or may not have had something to do with a proposal he made insistently, but

unsuccessfully, during the morning session and repeated again early in the

afternoon. He was rather adamant that the glottal stop, //, which is recognized as

a consonant phoneme in Yucatec Maya, should be represented orthographically in

word-initial position using the apostrophe, ‹’›; that is, in words which would

otherwise be vowel-initial. This suggestion was not adopted; the minutes report

some discussion on the question, but the topic appears to have simply been

dropped.
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Linguists and linguistics were strongly influential in the discussions, and

there was a strong sense of fervor to carry on the legacy of Barrera Vásquez, who

had died in 1980; don Alfredo, linguist and beloved native son, had been taking a

scientific approach to language maintenance for many years and gave credibility

and respectability to the discipline. 73

7.1.2  Discussions and decisions of the 1984 meetings

As mentioned previously, the original, announced purpose of the 1984

meetings was the selection of an alphabet simply for use of a new adult literacy

initiative. The purpose was expanded during the course of the meetings to be the

selection of an Official Alphabet to be used by all institutions, in all their

publications. Two participants, including one from the convening agency, INEA,

objected to the amplification of purpose, but to no avail. Two separate arguments

were presented; first, that the assembled institutions, in fact, had no explicit

authority to be making such a decision. The second objection was that the

impromptu (or at least unannounced) nature of the expansion of purpose excluded

from participation many legitimate stakeholders. The absence of other members

of the participating institutions, as well as representatives of other institutions in

the state and non-affiliated individuals was brought up. It was particularly

significant that the meetings proceeded without the participation of any institution

or individual from the other two states of the peninsula or Belize.

Suggestions were made that a draft of the final resolutions be sent around

to other institutions, including officials in Campeche and Quintana Roo, to give
                                                  
73 A major street in Mérida is Avenida Alfredo Barrera Vásquez; to my knowledge, it is one of
few streets in the world named for a linguist in recognition of accomplishments in the discipline.
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them an opportunity to contribute some input before officially declaring any

results, but there was no uptake on these suggestions; neither was there uptake on

two suggestions to convene new meetings. The first suggestion argued for new

meetings in order to include the participation of delegates from the counterpart

institutions of the other two peninsular states; another argued for the need to

include the voices of a greater number of interested speakers, including those

without any institutional affiliation.

As mentioned previously, Barrera Vásquez, who had died four years

previously, was a strong presence at the meetings. A few of the participants

mentioned having worked with him—statements intended, no doubt, to enhance

their personal ethos. The alphabet that Barrera Vásquez had used for the

Cordemex Dictionary (see §5.2.1.2) was frequently invoked as a baseline for the

current proceedings. Still, two of the six delegates who delivered papers at the

meeting spoke critically about the possibility of linguists’ opinions taking

precedence over the opinions of speakers.

Formal addresses were made by two directors of INEA, the convening

institution; these focused principally on the urgency of adult literacy and the

importance of the new program. Six other papers were presented, two by

representatives of INI and one each from the other four participating institutions.

The first paper was presented by Hernán Morales Medina of INI, who spoke very

strongly and bluntly, saying that the earlier (pre-1981) alphabet had worked

perfectly well and that there was no need to have made any changes whatsoever.

He asserted that the recent debates about the alphabet were derailing the ongoing
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production of written works, and he stated that “the technical arguments among

non-indigenous linguists are resulting once again in harm for indigenous people”

(INEA 1984:17). He argued further that those who use the alphabet for the

purpose of communication are “subject to the fashions and fluctuations of

linguists, whose science, rather than helping to save a language, contributes to its

destruction, albeit inadvertently” (17).

Morales was followed by José Tec Poot of URCP, who talked of the

importance of the meetings and asserted that the diversity of alphabets was a

problem; he also mentioned his prior work with Barrera Vásquez. Despite his

strong support of the goal of alphabet unification and his implied acceptance of a

linguistic approach, Tec Poot expressed great reservations about the legitimacy of

the meetings as a decision-making body. In his paper as well as his remarks

during open discussion, Tec Poot called for the inclusion of more voices in the

process, particularly those of ordinary speakers. He closed by saying that any final

product of the meeting should not be solely a creation of linguistics directed to the

people but also a production of the people. All efforts, he asserted, should begin

with the knowledge of the people—what we might today term ‘distributed

knowledge’ or ‘distributed cognition’ (INEA 1984:21).

The ideas presented in the four other papers were quite similar in

approach. They spoke of the urgency of selecting a unified alphabet and the

importance of supporting and promoting it on an institutional level. Underlying all

four presentations was the ideological belief that language decisions can and

should be made by institutions and experts using scientific criteria. Only Morales
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Medina and Tec Poot challenged that notion, but to little avail. Juan Ramón

Bastarrachea Manzano, of ALM, made a fleeting acknowledgement that the

community at large had some interest in the matter, but only in order to claim that

because there were so few literate speakers, institutional intervention was not only

justified, but essential. Bastarrachea also noted that alphabets are sets of

essentially arbitrary symbols, each with its pros and cons, and that any one would

do as long as its users agree on it.

The papers were interspersed with discussion and questions. The topics of

discussion, apart from debates about specific graphs, focused on the scope of the

meeting and the advisability of changing the alphabet again, especially so soon

after the 1981 alphabet adoption. The 1981 meetings were a frequent point of

reference, with mentions of who among the 1984 participants had and had not

been present in 1981, as well.

When the afternoon session began, the preferred alphabets proposed by

three of the institutions were put up on a blackboard, resulting in three nearly

identical graph sets; the only differences were in the representations of three

consonant phonemes, /ts, ts’/, and /h/. Table 7.1 shows the supporting institutions

of each of the three sets and the three variant graphs; for comparison, the

corresponding graphs of Barrera Vásquez’ 1980 Cordemex dictionary and the

1981 alphabet are also shown. It bears mention that INI initially supported the

second set, which represented /h/ as ‹h›, but subsequently shifted to support the

third set, which uses ‹j› to represent that phoneme. As will be detailed below, it is
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significant that the graphs ‹tz, dz› were changed in 1984 to ‹ts, ts’›; they are the

only consonant graphs that were changed from the 1981 alphabet.

Institutions /ts/ /ts’/ /h/

ABV/Cordemex ‹ts› ‹ts’› ‹h›

1981 ‹tz› ‹dz› ‹j›

Set 1 URCP ‹tz› ‹dz› ‹j›

Set 2 INAH ‹ts› ‹ts’› ‹h›

Set 3 INI, SEP, ALM ‹ts› ‹ts’› ‹j›

Table 7.1  Variant graphs supported by participating institutions at 1984 alphabet
meetings74

The published minutes give the impression that the discussions of each

separate graph were quick and uncomplicated; in fact, my interviewees portrayed

the graph negotiations as long days full of impassioned arguments. The likelihood

is that the final decisions made at the officially-reported meeting were perfunctory

and simply a matter of form, the true decisions having been hashed out

previously. According to the account given in the minutes, it was decided that all

of the consonant graphs which were identical in the three proposed graph sets

could be approved without further discussion; attention then turned to the three

pairs of variant graphs. It was suggested that the ‹j› be adopted to represent /h/

since two of the three proposed graph sets used ‹j›; Domingo Dzul Poot, the only

representative of INAH, which was the only institution proposing the use of ‹h›, is
                                                  
74 The minutes explicitly state the institutional preferences for five of the six participating
institutions; curiously, no preference is recorded for INEA.
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recorded as stating that the ‹j› would be acceptable. In the official declaration

drawn up by the meeting, the reason given for adopting the ‹j› was that it “would

not present problems for people who write in Yucatec Maya and Spanish” (INEA

1984:39).

 Using the same procedure and reasoning, the representations of /ts, ts’/

were considered; the ‹ts, ts’› were adopted because they were preferred in two of

the three proposed graph sets. The reasons which had been given in favor of

retaining the graphs ‹tz, dz› were made by José Tec Poot in his formal

presentation. He argued that the ‹tz, dz› were traditional, familiar, and already

accepted by the community at large; also, those are the graphs used for surnames

and place names, both of which have official status (see §7.2.2.1 for a discussion

of the role played by surnames and place names in writing in public space). Juan

Ramón Bastarrachea, whose paper followed Tec Poot’s, asserted the opinion that

the decisions of the meeting should not be made on the basis of tradition.

Five arguments were made in support of the ‹ts, ts’›. Bastarrachea noted

that those graphs were also the IPA symbols for the phonemes /ts, ts’/; it appears

that such scientistic grounds were acceptable and persuasive. A “popularity”

argument was also made, based on the assertion that ‹ts› was the graph used by

the majority of European languages which have /ts/ in their phoneme inventories

and are written with the roman alphabet. This claim is not, in fact, true, but there

is no evidence of it having been challenged during the meeting (see §6.4.2 for a

discussion of roman alphabetic representations of /ts/ in other languages).
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The three other arguments discussed were the ones included in the official

declaration. The first is that neither ‹d› nor ‹z› is otherwise used in written

Yucatec Maya and therefore should not be part of its digraphs. It may be noted

that the same conditions are equally true for the ‹ch› digraph, since its parts are no

longer independent graphs in the language. Presumably, compatibility with

Spanish would override that argument, but there is no evidence of the discrepancy

having been noted or discussed. Another reason put forth for adopting ‹ts, ts’› was

their symmetry and congruence with the other four pairs of glottalized

consonants—‹p, p’›, ‹t, t’›, ‹k, k’›, and ‹ch, ch’›. In similar fashion, the final

reason given for the adoption of ‹ts, ts’› was that they are continuous in

alphabetical order, while ‹tz, dz› are not. Furthermore, with the latter pair, the

glottalized member precedes the simple member in alphabetical order. The

ideological foundations of these final two arguments will be discussed further

below.

In the end, the 1984 meetings made two changes to the 1981

alphabet—the replacement of ‹tz, dz› with ‹ts, ts’›, and the addition of the vowel

specification for high tone, i.e., ‹áa, ée, íi, óo, úu › (see §4.8.2 for a discussion of

specification for vowel forms).75 The assembled participants of the meetings also

formed a commission to publicize the new alphabet and oversee its use (“difundir

y vigilar el uso del alfabeto adoptado” INEA 1984:16). The commission was

charged with the explicit task of informing the appropriate institutions of all three

states about the new alphabet. Although it is not made explicit in the published

                                                  
75 The consonants of the 1984 alphabet may be seen in Table 4.2.
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minutes or the official declaration, a few participants recollect that all of the

institutions present committed to using the new alphabet in their publications; this

commitment has been generally, but not universally, upheld.

7.1.2.1  Analysis of the proceedings

A perception that I heard expressed various times in Yucatán was that the

1984 alphabet was created by linguists, for linguists. It is certainly the case that

the 1984 meetings were initiated and led principally by non-Mayas, and the

ideological footing of the meetings was squarely outside of the public discourse

and daily lives of the vast majority of Yucatec Maya speakers. Calls for greater

inclusion were repeatedly disregarded; the exclusion of officials from Campeche

and Quintana Roo, not to mention Belize, meant that not even on an institutional

level was all of the speech territory represented.

The overall criteria for the selection of the alphabet—that it facilitate the

acquisition of writing in both Yucatec Maya and Spanish, that it be based on a

systematic knowledge of the phonology of the language, and that it be easily

produced using available technology—were reasonable and would not likely have

been objectionable to the communities of speakers. On the other hand, an analysis

of the reasons given for the change of the graphs ‹tz, dz› to ‹ts, ts’› provides

substantial validation for the popular perception of the 1984 alphabet as an

instrument by and for linguists.

All of the five reasons given for the change, including the two that were

discussed in the meetings but not included in the official declaration, were

scientistic and of little or no interest to everyday readers and writers of the
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language. The reasoning was understandable given the prevailing zeitgeist; a

sound, scientifically-based writing system would likely have been perceived as an

effective means of enhancing the ethos of the language, at least as it was situated

with regard to Spanish. Ordinary speakers, however, would not have cared that

‹ts, ts’› are the symbols used by the IPA for transcribing the sounds described as a

voiceless alveolar affricate and an ejective voiceless alveolar affricate. Nor were

speakers likely to have cared that ‹ts, ts’› were the most commonly-used roman

alphabet graphs for representing the two sounds (even if it had been true).

Furthermore, the IPA argument was completely disregarded in the case of ‹j›. The

IPA symbol for the sound it represents in Yucatec Maya is ‹h›—the graph that

had already been used for centuries. The ‹j› was adopted in Yucatec Maya in

order to accommodate the decidedly unscientific value of ‹h› in Spanish, which

appears in the orthography but is phonetically unrealized.

Also doubtful is whether readers and writers would have been persuaded

to change the ‹dz› on the grounds that neither half of the digraph was an

independent graph in the language. Quite the opposite, the exclusive use of the

two letters in ‹dz› might have been perceived as desirable since the graph is

visually distinctive and unlikely to be confused with anything else. The final two

reasons—symmetry and alphabetical order—are entirely abstract, philological,

and not likely to have interested the community at large. The pedagogical value of

symmetry is quite unproven. The argument of alphabetical order, in an alphabet

whose order is otherwise quite random, is also quite unlikely to have had any

persuasive power among speakers.
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The only other change to the 1981 alphabet made by the 1984 meetings,

the addition of the specification of high tone on vowels, raises complicated

questions. The treatment of vowels in written Yucatec Maya merits detailed study

which has not been undertaken to date; for that reason, I will decline to comment

here on the vowel revision. One may conclude, however, simply on the basis of a)

who did and did not have a voice in the process and b) the criteria for changing

‹tz, dz› to ‹ts, ts’› that there is much validity to the criticism that the 1984 alphabet

was created by linguists, for linguists. The 1984 meetings were certainly not the

beginning of anything; they occurred in the course of a centuries-long process.

They did, however, generate enough energy to alter the course of that process.

Some of the enduring effects of the 1984 meetings may be more sharply revealed

by contrasting them with a similar process of alphabet adoption undertaken in

1987 for the twenty Mayan languages spoken in Guatemala.

7.1.3  Comparison case with Guatemala

Similar to Yucatán, the Guatemalan process generated great furor at the

time; Richards and Richards’ use of the term “alphabet wars” to describe the

process was perhaps not terribly overstated (1997:204). Despite the ferocity of the

debate, the Guatemalan alphabet is now generally well-accepted; there are few

problems and little variation. The situations of Yucatec Maya and the Guatemalan

Maya languages have three important common elements: 1) all belong to the same

language family, with many shared phonological and morphological features, 2)

the two alphabets were adopted at nearly the same time, using nearly identical

selection criteria, and 3) the languages are nearly identical between their shared
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phonemes (the Guatemalan languages tend to have more obstruents than Yucatec

Maya).

Guatemala Mayan Yucatec Maya

Recent events: The Violence had recently
ended; period of growth and
renewal

Henequen industry going
under; high unemployment;
reshuffling of labor patterns

Initiative by: Maya speakers and
community members

Government officials and
educators

Intended purpose: One alphabet for all 20
languages—to facilitate pan-
Mayan organizing, eliminate
previous hispanicized
alphabet, and eliminate
confusion of multiple versions

One alphabet for all
speakers/writers of Yucatec
Maya—to eliminate confusion
caused by the multiple
versions in use

Decision made by: Mayan language speakers
only

Officials only; state-level
organizations only from
Yucatán, not Campeche or
Quintana Roo

Other influences: Linguists participated in
discussions but had no vote;
heavy opposition campaign by
SIL

Linguists participated and
voted; no SIL or other overtly
evangelical participation

Table 7.2  Comparison of alphabet adoption processes for Guatemala Mayan
languages and Yucatec Maya

Yet, significant differences between the two situations have set them on

two quite distinct courses toward their respective developments of written

language and literature. These differences are found not only in the distinct

demographic, historical, geographical, and socio-political contexts of the two

countries, but also in the very different way that the process was conducted. Five

major differences between the two alphabet adoptions will be described here: 1)

the recent events in the two countries which influenced the movement toward a
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unified alphabet, 2) the explicit intended purpose of the two alphabets, 3) who

organized and convened the adoption conventions, 4) who ultimately had a voice

in the alphabet selection, and 5) influences of other groups or interests. Table 7.2

provides a brief summary.

7.1.3.1  Recent events

In Guatemala, the establishment of the Mayan Language Academy in

1987 was a cause for great excitement and optimism (England 1996, Jiménez

Sánchez 1998, among others). The Violence had ended, a new era was beginning,

and for the first time in nearly 500 years, Mayas were going to be able to take

more control of their lives and communities. It is very possible that the very

turmoil and refugee wandering that the Violence caused also incubated the inter-

group cooperation and collaboration that allowed pan-Mayanism and a Mayan

Movement to emerge.76 Through the leadership and consciousness of urban

and/or university-educated Mayas, pan-Mayan organizing and alliances were seen

as an effective strategy for social change as well as a means of fostering cultural

pride (Fischer 1996, Brown 1996). In addition to the urban Mayas having contact

with and access to Mayas of other groups, inter-group interaction would have

resulted from the population displacement created by the ethnocidal Violence.

In Yucatán, on the other hand, the early 1980s were a time of financial

loss and uncertainty. The henequen industry, which had driven the peninsula’s

economy for more than a century and provided jobs (and maintained slavery

                                                  
76 Ligorred Pergamon (1997:199), citing figures from 1984, noted that there were one-and-a-half
million displaced Mayas within Guatemala as well as tens of thousands more refugees
concentrated in Mexico (and elsewhere).
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conditions) for Mayan milperos who had been displaced by the establishment of

the henequen haciendas in the 19th century, went bankrupt and collapsed. Even

today, more than twenty years later, Yucatecans have not been able to readapt

most of the henequen-planted land for sustainable use. Unemployment was high,

times were grim, the national culture and modernity were not presenting the

promise of a shiny future, and people began re-evaluating and re-valuing the

traditional culture.

Thus, immense differences in the contexts of their recent histories set two

very distinct tones and launched the two alphabets—and the surge of writing that

followed—along very different trajectories of emergence and development. The

Guatemalan alphabet was born in a spirit of triumph and enthusiasm, while the

Yucatec Maya alphabet was never able to ride a celebratory wave. It bears

mention here that neither alphabet movement began only in the 1980s,

precipitated by the immediate respective conditions. In both Guatemala and

Yucatán, the alphabet movements had their starts decades earlier. Both countries

participated in the First Interamerican Indigenist Congress in Patzcuaro, Mexico

in April, 1940. Although this congress had an ultimately assimilationist agenda, a

unified alphabet for all indigenous languages of the Americas was one topic of

discussion (Richards 1993). Subsequent local meetings to discuss the alphabet

were held in each country in the intervening years. The Academia de Lengua

Maya that participated in the 1984 meetings in Yucatán was founded in 1937 by

Barrera Vásquez and colleagues, and they drew much impetus and inspiration

from those earlier gatherings. The Proyecto Lingüístico Francisco Marroquín was
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formed in Guatemala in 1972 to conduct linguistic research and to provide Mayas

with linguistic training (England 1995: 129).

7.1.3.2  Initiation of the process

In Guatemala, Mayas themselves initiated the process of alphabet

adoption. Language was seen not only as a cultural element to be defended and

protected, but also as a strong tool in the Maya Movement as a whole. Literacy

and literature development were considered central to the revitalization and

protection of Mayan cultures. The formation of the Guatemala Maya Language

Academy (Acaademia de las Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala, ALMG) in 1987 was

a significant event, and the establishment of the unified alphabet was its first

project.

As described above, the alphabet adoption process in Yucatán was

initiated, in both 1981 and 1984, by education institutions. Although some of the

representatives of those institutions were Mayas, their status as members of the

Yucatec Maya community does not appear to have played any role in the

initiation process. Neither in the published minutes nor in any conversation or

interview about the meetings is there any evidence that identity as a Maya was an

active factor in any part of the process.

7.1.3.3  Intended purpose of the alphabet

The goal of the ALMG in Guatemala was to establish a single uniform

alphabet for writing all 20 of the Guatemalan Maya languages. This unified

alphabet was seen as a way to facilitate the movement for Mayan communities’

self-determination and the protection and revalorization of Mayan cultural
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practices. A secondary, but also important, purpose of the Guatemalan alphabet

unification was to counter the previous “official” alphabet that was imposed in

1962 by the National Indigenous Institute (IIN, for its initials in Spanish), an

assimilationist arm of the government, and SIL, the Summer Institute of

Linguistics, a U.S.-based Protestant evangelization organization, that had

officially contracted with the national government to provide “educational”

services (Richards & Richards 1997). Their alphabet was highly hispanicized and

had the explicit purpose of facilitating readers’ transition to Spanish; it was never

intended to be a tool for Mayan literature. An additional purpose of the alphabet

was to eliminate the confusion caused by the multiplicity of other alphabets that

had been employed over the years. The proliferation of these alphabets was

considered to be due to foreign influence, giving extra motivation for their

elimination (England 1996:183).

In Yucatán, the unification was not across languages; only one language

was under consideration—Yucatec Maya. Rather, the purpose was strictly to

eliminate the multiplicity of alphabets in use at the time; the prevailing opinion of

the day, at least within the education and literary worlds, was that the lack of

graphic uniformity was problematic. The situation was complicated by the fact

that there was already a substantial (and growing) body of Yucatec Maya

literature, all using different alphabets. Unlike in Guatemala, the multiplicity of

alphabets was not perceived as due directly to foreign influence, since Yucatec

Mayas had been writing all along with little intervention by outsiders; the
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imposition of the foreign system of alphabetic writing centuries ago seems, for the

most part, to have been long ago forgiven and forgotten.

As mentioned earlier, however, the 1984 meetings were convened for the

purpose of establishing an alphabet strictly for use of a new adult literacy

initiative, but that purpose became expanded during the course of the meetings.

The end result was an alphabet intended, by its endorsers, to be the definitive,

universal, official alphabet for all subsequent writing in the language. A point

worth repeating here is that even some of the participants of the meeting were not

in accord with the expanded purpose of the alphabet that they were establishing.

7.1.3.4  Decision makers

In Guatemala, 93 Mayas and 22 non-Mayas participated in the ALMG

meetings (Richards 1993). Criteria were established, and three previously

proposed graph sets were considered. All of the graphs shared by all three systems

were automatically adopted; the nine remaining graphs were discussed and voted

on. Only Mayas were permitted to vote. The importance of this vote cannot be

overstated—for the first time since the arrival of the Spanish, Mayan languages

were in the hands of their speakers. The 1987 alphabet was declared to be the

official Mayan alphabet by presidential decree in 1991.

The situation in Yucatán was quite different. As previously noted,

decisions were made by consensus, albeit possibly a false and coerced consensus.

All of the 21 participants at the meetings were representing institutions; of the six

institutions, only the Academia de Lengua Maya was directly dedicated to Maya

cultural maintenance and revalorization. Certainly not all of the 21 participants
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were themselves Maya; possibly fewer than half were Maya and/or spoke the

language. Further, the Yucatán meetings were exclusive on two significant levels.

First, only individuals and institutions from the state of Yucatán were included;

no effort was made to include the Campeche or Quintana Roo agency

counterparts in the meeting, although they were mentioned as an afterthought

during the proceedings. Belize was never even mentioned. Second, and perhaps

more importantly, the community at large was excluded. There was no

participation or input from unaffiliated individuals, nor was there any grassroots

organizing, although representatives from more than one institution referred to

work they had done in various pueblos soliciting opinions and talking to people

about the alphabet.

7.1.3.5  Other influences

In Guatemala, a number of non-Maya linguists were (and are) strong allies

in Mayan movement organizing. Non-Maya linguists were allowed to participate

in the explanation, discussion, and evaluation stages of the adoption meetings,

but, as described above, they had no voice in the final decisions. Also as

mentioned above, the SIL had insinuated itself into a position of power and

influence with the Ladino government and had been a notable and pernicious

presence throughout the Guatemalan countryside for many years. The

organization had been instrumental in developing an assimilationist alphabet in

which it had a strong vested interest; in addition, SIL had already published many

Christian religious documents in Mayan languages which they feared would

become instantly obsolete. They mounted an energetic campaign in opposition to
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the AMLG alphabet, going so far as to file a “human rights” complaint with the

government (England 1996:184). SIL argued that Mayas themselves opposed the

new alphabet, and they filed a formal petition against it which bore signatures of

Mayas; a noticeable number of the signatures, however, were made with

thumbprints (the legal alternative to a written signature for those who, for

whatever reason, are unable to write). As England pointed out, it is unlikely that

very many non-literate people would feel strongly enough about graphic

alternatives in an alphabet that they do not themselves use without having been

subjected to heavy propaganda and/or coercion of some sort (2003, personal

communication). Intentionally or otherwise, the effect of the SIL agenda in

Guatemala has been to divide communities and foment inter-ethnic antagonism by

treating as separate languages some mutually intelligible varieties of what

speakers might ordinarily have considered a single language. Guatemala Maya

activist Demetrio Cojtí Cuxil called for the SIL to be expelled from the country on

the grounds that its “purpose has been to plant and promote divisions in Maya

communities” (1996:38).

The situation in Yucatán with regard to outside influences was almost the

reverse of Guatemala. In Yucatán, non-Mayas—educators, linguists, and

government agency officials—played a central role in the process; it might be

claimed that non-Mayas were in charge of the entire process of the 1984 alphabet

adoption. The Yucatecans, however, did not have to contend with SIL or any

other evangelical organization. SIL had ingratiated itself to the Mexican

government in the 1930s and worked with the blessing and support of the federal
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government for many years, much as it had in Guatemala. In 1979, under pressure

from “radical anthropologists and nascent Indian organizations,” SIL’s contract

with the federal education authority, SEP, was severed (King 1994:115). As noted

above, SIL states on its own website that it has “not developed a program for

Yucatec,” and adds parenthetically that “the Yucatec community relies on its own

linguistic resources” (2003). An SIL official explained to me that since a Yucatec

Maya bible had already been developed [by the United Bible Society, likely in the

19th century], there was no need for SIL involvement on the peninsula (Marlette

2004, personal communication).

7.1.3.6  Summary

Despite the fact that a) Yucatec Maya and the twenty Mayan languages of

Guatemala share linguistic ancestry, b) their speakers share similar social histories

of five centuries of colonialism and occupation, and c) their graph selection

criteria were virtually identical, the alphabet adoption processes that each

undertook in the 1980s could hardly have been more different. In Guatemala, the

process was initiated and conducted by Mayas, and Mayas made all of the final

decisions; in Yucatán, Mayas were not in control of any part of the process. In

Guatemala, the political reasons for developing a uniform alphabet were quite

clear and of some urgency; organizing in resistance to an oppressive government

and a powerful network of foreign evangelists was of obvious value. In Yucatán,

only one language was involved, there was no clear urgency to change or unify

the alphabet, and there were no powerful outsiders to organize against.
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Further, Yucatec Maya had a long and essentially unbroken tradition of

writing. The alphabet meetings were not perceived as a fresh new beginning from

which could develop significant change and cultural revalorization, as they were

in Guatemala, but rather as an interruption and unwelcome intrusion into one of

the few areas of longstanding cultural pride, the written language. To be sure,

some speakers perceived graphic variation in written Yucatec Maya as

problematic, but many did not. The next section will discuss each of the variant

graphs, who uses them, and why.

7.2  GRAPHIC VARIANTS IN CURRENT USAGE

In Chapter 6, we saw the development of graph variants through the 16th to

20th centuries; we now take a focused look at the variants in current usage,

detailing why and by whom each of the variants is used. For present purposes, I

am considering current usage to be from 1980 to 2002, when data collection for

this phase of the research was closed. The year 1980 was chosen as the initial

point because Barrera Vásquez’ Cordemex dictionary was published in that year

(see §5.2.1.2), and the rate of Yucatec Maya publications began to increase

dramatically in the early 1980s.

To review the background, Table 7.3 (repeated from Table 6.1) shows a

diachronic view of the ten Yucatec Maya phonemes whose graphic representation

has been variant during the five centuries of alphabetic writing. Four of the ten are

phonemic (or allophonic) in Spanish and six are not.77 In the table’s century cells

containing variants, they are presented, left to right, in approximate chronological
                                                  
77 As mentioned previously, [w] and [h] are not phonemic in Spanish, but rather are allophones of
/u/ and /x/, respectively.
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order; in the column for present use, variants are presented in order of frequency

of use.

phoneme 16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present
/k/ c c c c c~qu, k k, c (rare)
/s/ ç ç ç, z ç, z, s z, s s
/h/ h h h h h, j j, hA

ls
o

oc
cu

r 
in

/w/ u u u u u, w w, u
/ts/ tz, ,  tz tz tz tz tz, ts, ¢ ts, tz
/p’/ p���, pp pp pp, p�� pp, p’,p�, p# p’, pp p’

/t’/ th th  th, tt, th�, t’ th, t’ th, t’ t’
/k’/ k k k k k, k’ k’, k
/ts’/ � � � � �, dz, ts’, ¢’ ts’, dz

D
on

’t
 o

cc
ur

 in
Sp

an
is

h

/ch’/ ch� ch� ch�, ch’ ch�, ch’ chh, ch’ ch’

Table 7.3 Graphic variants of Yucatec Maya phonemes, 16th century to the present
(repeated from Table 6.1)

In the 16th and 17th centuries, there was little variation. For certain

phonemes, /s, p’, t’, ch’/, the number of graphic variants peaked in the 18th or 19th

century and subsequently converged to the invariant forms used today; the

graphic shift is complete. Table 7.4, a breakout of Table 7.3, shows the four

currently invariant representations.
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phoneme 16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present

/s/ ç ç ç, z ç, z, s z, s s
A

ls
o 

 o
cc

ur

/p’/ p���, pp pp pp, p�� pp, p’,p�, p# p’, pp p’

/t’/ th th th, tt, th�, t’ th, t’ th, t’ t’

D
on

’t
 o

cc
ur

 in

/ch’/ ch� ch� ch�, ch’ ch�, ch’ chh, ch’ ch’

Table 7.4  Currently invariant graphic representations of Yucatec Maya phonemes

Variation in the representation of /s/, for example, was a direct reflection of the

sound changes and standardization occurring in Castellano/Spanish. Not

surprisingly, however, ‹z› remained the preferred Yucatec Maya representation of

/s/ well into the 20th century. I have found it as late as 1982, in a pedagogical text

where it occurred in free variation with ‹s› (Medina Loría & Gómez Navarrete

1982). Some of the other variant increase and subsequent convergence had to do

with the technology of printing, which facilitated the use of some variants and

compelled the discontinuation of others. The apostrophe, for example, may not

always have been part of printers’ typecases, as it was not used in Spanish before

the 18th century, and then only rarely. The only 18th century examples I have

found that used the apostrophe in representing a glottalized consonant were two

documents handwritten by Maya authors. The barred letters, p�� and h�, faded from

use for technological reasons; they could no longer be produced with the
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typesetting technologies of the 20th century, linotype and phototypesetting.78 Until

later in the century, when the apostrophe became widely used for representing the

/p’, t’, ch’/, the most common representations of those phonemes were ‹pp, th›

and ‹chh›, or occasionally ‹chch›.

The six currently variant representations, on the other hand, show little

variation until the 20th century, as shown in Table 7.5, also a breakout of Table

7.3. The graph ‹�› fell victim to technology; neither linotype nor phototypesetting

could allow the use of an upside-down c, as done with the previous technologies

of typesetting. The other 20th century variation, however, has more to do with

language ideologies than with technology.

phoneme 16th 17th 18th 19th 20th present
/k/ c c c c c~qu, k k, c (rare)

/h/ h h h h h, j j, h

A
ls

o 
 o

cc
ur

in
 S

pa
ni

sh

/w/ u u u u u, w w, u

/ts/ tz, ,  tz tz tz tz tz, ts, ¢ ts, tz

/k’/ k k k k k, k’ k’, k
/ts’/ � � � � �, dz, ts’, ¢’ ts’, dz

D
on

’t
 o

cc
ur

 in
Sp

an
is

h

Table 7.5  Currently variant representations of Yucatec Maya phonemes

                                                  
78 Linotype machines were patented in 1884 and widely used well into the 20th century; they were
supplanted by phototypesetting, which gave way to word processors and finally to our 21st-century
computers that are opening up typographic possibilities faster than we can assimilate them.
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7.2.1  Ideologies of science in 20th century variants

The 20th century variants ‹k, j, w, ts, ¢, k’, ts’, ¢’› were introduced

principally through the efforts of Alfredo Barrera Vásquez and other

philologically-trained Yucatecans. Barrera Vásquez founded the Maya Language

Academy in Mérida in 1937; one of its first objectives was the elaboration of a

simple, straightforward, scientifically-grounded alphabet for Yucatec Maya. The

Academy participated in the First Assembly of Philologists and Linguists in

Mexico City in May, 1939 and the First Interamerican Indigenist Congress in

Pátzcuaro, Mexico in April, 1940 (Heath 1972; see also §7.1.1 and 7.1.3.1). The

1939 congress adopted an alphabet intended for use by all of the indigenous

languages in the country, with the eventual goal of Spanish-language literacy and

assimilation to the national culture.

The alphabet adopted by the 1939 Congress was strongly influenced by

the phonetic alphabet used by Boas (1911; also described in Pullum & Ladusaw

1996 and Hinton 1998), although not identical. The Boasian alphabet used the

exclamation point to indicate “fortis” consonants ‹p!, t!, k!, q! L!›. Boas also

describes sounds “produced by bringing about the closure and combining the

release with the expiration of a full breath” (1969[1911]:21); he refers to these

sounds as “aspirates” and designates them with an apostrophe, “the symbol of the

Greek spiritus asper” (21).

The Maya Language Academy 1939 alphabet included the ‹$› for /s�/.

Salomon Osorio (1939) explained that the conventional ‹x› for /s�/ was replaced

because it could be read as [x] or [h], as in ‘México,’ and furthermore, “those



172

versed in linguistics will know how to read it” (234). He explained further that the

‹$› was chosen because few printers had a matrix for s�. The ‹$› never caught on. I

never saw it anywhere except in Salomon Osorio’s report on the alphabet, which

was published in the magazine Yikal Maya Than (see §8.3), and for that reason it

is not included in the tabulations for this research. The distribution of ‹¢, ¢’› was

limited to linguistic publications; I have never encountered it in any other genre.

Table 7.6 presents the consonant graphs of the 1939 alphabet promoted by the

Maya Language Academy, in its original published format (Salomon Osorio

1939:233).

Laryngeal Velar Palatal Lingual Labial

Stop k   k’ t   t’ p   p’  b

Nasal n m

Lateral l

Fricative h y s   $ w

Affricate ch  ch’ ¢   ¢’

Table 7.6  Yucatec Maya alphabet published in 1939 by the Maya Language
Academy

Two points are worthy of note in the 1939 alphabet. First, the ejectives are

not considered a separate manner of articulation placed on a separate row in the

table; they are shown alongside their homorganic non-ejectives as contemporary

linguists and anthropologists do with voiceless/voiced homorganic pairs. I will
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return to this categorization in §7.5, with the discussion of the psychological

reality of Yucatec Maya phonemes and graphs.

Second, I would suggest that the representation of /h/ as ‹h›, instead of the

eventually adopted ‹j›, was not so much accord with tradition and continuity for

the graph already in universal use for Yucatec Maya, but rather an accord with the

phonetic symbol used by linguists and anthropologists. The earliest use that I have

found of ‹j› for /h/ is in a 1946 reading primer produced by the Institute of

Indigenous Language Literacy, an arm of the education department (SEP 1946).

The primer had an explicit goal of facilitating Spanish language literacy; in fact,

the material in the second half of the 100-page book is almost entirely in Spanish.

Alfredo Barrera Vásquez is listed as part of the team of authors. Several other

education-oriented publications produced by government agencies in the late

1970s and early 1980s used the graph set that would become the 1984 alphabet.

The few publications I have found from the mid-20th century—all within

the realm of pedagogy or linguistics—show that the alphabet was tweaked and

modified between the Maya Academy’s 1939 version and the one used by the

Barrera Vásquez team in the 1980 Cordemex dictionary. The ‹$› (for /s�/) was

abandoned in favor of a return to the traditional ‹x›; the ‹¢, ¢’› were replaced by

‹ts, ts’›—the digraphs recommended for those affricates in the disciplinary

standard of the era, the IPA Principles (IPA 1949). A notable exception to the

scientistic trend is the shift to ‹j› for /h/, a clear accommodation to Spanish.

In summary, the graphic variants that emerged in the 20th century represented

phonemes that had been, for the most part, written invariantly up to that time. the
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only exception, occurring only in 16th century documents, was with the ligatured

‹tz›, which was used exclusively in handwritten documents, and ‹tz›, in

mechanically produced documents.

The new 20th century variants, then, were precipitated by three main

factors, as shown in Table 7.7: i) accommodation to Spanish, ii) changes in

printing technology, and iii) the scientistic influence of linguistics. The phoneme

/ts’/ is represented twice in the table since two graphic variants emerged for two

distinct reasons.

New variants motivated by: Phoneme
Original
graph

New
variant

Accommodation to Spanish /h/ h j

Printing technology /ts’/ � dz

/ts’/ dz ts’

/ts/ tz ts

/w/ u w

/k’/ k k’

Ideologies of
linguistics/scientism

/k/ c k

Table 7.7  Motivating factors of 20th century Yucatec Maya graphic variants

Thus we see that the science of linguistics was the prime motivating force behind

five of the seven variants introduced in the 20th century. The next section will

discuss each variant in detail.
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7.2.2  Current variants: contexts, users, and motivations

This section details the twelve graphic variants—who uses which one,

why, and in what kind of contexts the variants may be found. There are currently

six Yucatec Maya phonemes represented with variant graphs; in each case, only

two variants are in use. Table 7.8 shows each phoneme and its two graphic

variants, with the 1984 variant on the right. The 1984 alphabet variants are far

more commonly used in all cases but the ‹ts, ts’›; the ‹tz, dz› variants are found in

just under 40% of the documents tabulated for this chapter. These two pairs of

variants will be analyzed in greater detail in §7.3; for all of the others, we may

consider the 1984 graphs to be the unmarked set and the older variants to be

marked. The exception to this marked/unmarked designation would be in the case

of documents or habits that predate the dominance of the 1984 alphabet.

Phoneme Variants

/k/ c k

/k’/ k k’

/w/ u w

/h/ h j

/ts/ tz ts

/ts’/ dz ts’

Table 7.8  Yucatec Maya phonemes with graphic variants in current usage
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7.2.2.1  Written Yucatec Maya in public space

It should be mentioned that all of the older variants are prominent in

public space due to the fact that the great majority of place names on the

peninsula are Maya; these toponyms are written with the older graphic variants

and are ubiquitous on various types of signage. Town names are visible not only

on the small signs at the entrances to the towns, but also on the destination

placards of thousands of buses and fixed-route taxis and on advertising posters for

local festivals. These posters are plastered end-to-end by the dozens on any blank

wall, and the town name is always a prominent feature. Of the 106 municipios

(local jurisdictional centers roughly equivalent to US county seats) in the state of

Yucatán, 97 (92%) have Yucatec Maya names.79 Of those 97 names, 66% (n=66,

62% of the 106) contain the older variant graphs; eleven of those 66 contain ‹dz›

and two contain ‹tz›. These proportions would likely be the same or greater if the

names of the thousands of smaller pueblos were considered. Yucatec Mayas, like

people everywhere, establish villages near water sources, the names of which may

be used for the village name. In Yucatán, cenotes are the water source—dzo’onot

in Yucatec Maya—and many toponyms contain the element ‘dzonot.’ A few

examples are Chikindzonot (west cenote), Kancabdzonot (red soil cenote), and

Yokdzonot (at the foot of the cenote). Appendix 5 presents a selection of photos

of signage.

                                                  
79  Although Maya place names were retained, the orthography in many cases had long ago been
‘hispanicized’ in the sense of removing glottalization of consonants and length and high tone of
vowels.
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Maya surnames are also highly common and, while not quite as visible in

signage, they play a large role in personal consciousness. Since the use of two

surnames (patronymic and matronymic) is conventional in Yucatán and

throughout Latin America, it would be safe to say that there is no one on the

peninsula who does not have at least one relative, friend, or neighbor with at least

one Maya surname. Surnames are also visible in public space on the election

campaign signs that are painted on walls and lampposts and generally remain in

place and somewhat legible until the next election. On these signs, however,

candidates are more often identified by first name only; these names are

overwhelmingly traditional Catholic saint names. Of the 105 municipal presidents

currently in office in the state of Yucatán, twenty-two have one Maya surname,

and twenty-nine have two; thus, just under half of the most prominent local

officeholders in the state bear Maya surnames.80 These names would be written

on various kinds of documents and signage in the respective municipios.

In addition to signage, Maya surnames and toponyms (all written with the

older graphic variants) are visible in print media. I sampled the local news section

of the August 18, 2003, Valladolid edition of the Diario de Yucatán daily

newspaper, published in Mérida. In the ten-page section, I noted all of the place

names (including towns, neighborhoods, and streets) according to whether they

were Maya (e.g. ‘Oxkutzcab’) or mixed (e.g. ‘Chicxulub Pueblo’), or Spanish

only (e.g. ‘Mérida’). All of the personal names which appeared are categorized as

                                                  
80 These data are from the official state website, accessed January 19, 2004:
http://www.congresoyucatan.gob.mx/fun2002/result.php?nombre=&paterno=&materno=&puesto
=&grupo=5&dependencia=31&Submit=Buscar
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well, according to whether a person had one, two, or no Maya surnames. The

results are summarized in Table 7.9.

Number Total by %

SURNAMES 110 100

NON-MAYA 71 64.5

1 Maya 25 22.7

2 Maya 14 12.7

MAYA 39 35.4

TOPONYMS 64 100

Maya/mixed 43 67.2

Spanish only 21 32.8

Table 7.9  Number and proportion of Yucatec Maya surnames and toponyms in
the local section of one edition of the Diario de Yucatán (August 18,
2003)

Thus, we see that in signage and print media, the older graphs continue to

be highly visible, which ensures that their validity is constantly reinforced.

Further, the reinforcement operates in ways that are not likely to be consciously

registered by Yucatecans.

7.2.2.2 Variant graphs and their users

In this section, the marked variants will be discussed in terms of who

chooses to use them and the reasons for their preference. In detailing these

variants, it will be useful to treat the two pairs of homorganic plain and ejective

consonants as pairs. In addition, for clarity, I will use the alternation symbol “~”
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despite the fact that the phenomenon described here is not an alternation in any

conventional sense. It should also be noted here that all of the usages of the

marked variants detailed in this section are in addition to the toponyms and

surnames visible in public space that were discussed above.

‹c, k› ~ ‹k, k’›  The variants ‹c, k› rarely appear in contemporary

publications but are seen occasionally in two other contexts. The first of these is

commercial signage, even in some cases where the business is relatively new. For

example, there is an internet café in Mérida called ‘Coox Ximb@,’ loosely

translated as ‘let’s go for a stroll.’81 There is an eatery in Mérida, ‘Coox Hanna’

(‘let’s [go] eat’) and another by the same name in Valladolid, written ‘Cox-Janal’

(see photos in Appendix 5). The expression ‘[ko’os�]’ (‘let’s go’) is a common

expression on the peninsula known by everyone, including monolingual Spanish

speakers; it could be argued that the expression has been borrowed into local

Spanish. Thus, it is impossible to determine if the ‹c› in these signs is a case of

traditional usage or a case of adaptation to the orthographic conventions of

Spanish.

Another context where the ‹c, k› can be found is in the writings of older

Mayas. I have encountered several Yucatec Maya poems and songs written by

older Mayas who were, for the most part, self-taught and were not participants in

any educational or literary activities. These documents used the ‹c,k›, and it may

be speculated that their authors continue to use the alphabet that they learned

decades ago. I have also occasionally encountered a random ‹c› or ‹k› (for /k’/) in

                                                  
81 This business name also creatively indexes the internet by its use of ‘@’ for /a/; the complete
word is xiimbal, often phonologically reduced to ximba’.
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published documents that generally use ‹k, k’›; I am sure these are typesetting

“errors” made unconsciously from habit. Nor were they caught in any

proofreading process; Yucatec Maya speakers are accustomed to seeing ‹c› as /k/

in both Maya and Spanish, and the usage very easily passes without notice.

‹u› ~ ‹w›  A small number of writers and poets continue to use the

traditional graph ‹u› for /w/. Most, if not all, live and work around Calkiní,

Campeche, which is becoming an important literary center and where several

writers’ workshops have been held. These writers are principally fifty years of age

and younger. By second-hand information, I understand that, for these writers, the

‹w› seems “foreign.” Although there are relatively few users of ‹u›, they are

among the most published of contemporary writers; their poems have appeared in

a variety of literary and/or community newspapers and magazines, including the

daily newspaper Por Esto! which is distributed throughout the peninsula.

The /w/ has a roughly average functional load among Yucatec Maya

phonemes, but it has particular prominence due to its phonological insertion at the

beginning of vowel-initial nouns or verbs when they are preceded by 1st person

singular or 2nd person Set A pronouns (see §4.1); representative examples are

shown in (7.1), with both graphic variants in a nominal and a verbal construction.

(7.1) kin uilik ~ kin wilik a uatan ~ a watan
I see it. your wife

This epenthesis is a very common and salient construction. All of the writers who

use ‹u› for /w/ also use ‹tz, dz›; among all of the usages of the marked variants,

this is the only implicational constant.
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‹h› ~ ‹j›  The users of ‹h› present two arguments in its favor. The first is a

matter of aesthetics. A few people have expressed to me simply that they like it

and cannot explain any further. These are articulate and knowledgeable

individuals—writers and educators—who understand a great deal about the

grammar and history of their language.82 I take the fact that they are unable to

articulate reasons for their preference as evidence of the emotional value and

psychological reality of graphs; more will be said about the psychological reality

below.

The second argument advanced in favor of the ‹h› is phonetically based. It

is claimed that the graph ‹j› is inappropriate for Yucatec Maya because the

Spanish sound it represents is not the same as the phonetic realization of Yucatec

Maya /h/, which is realized as [h]. In Spanish, the ‹j› is realized word-initially

more as [x] (although in Yucatecan Spanish it is generally the more glottalic [h]).

I informally tested this assertion with about a dozen bilingual speakers, using the

cross-linguistic near-minimal pair in (7.2), varying the order of presentation.

(7.2) junto (Spanish) juntúul (Yucatec Maya)
together one.animate

I asked subjects if there was any difference between the two initial sounds. A few

stated (after perhaps too much reflection) that the Spanish fricative was

“stronger”; most asserted that there was no difference at all, and some of those

subjects were emphatically certain.

                                                  
82 Coincidentally, all of these individuals feel that they are obliged to use the ‹j› in their own work
due to policies and/or pressures of the institutions in which they work.
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A further complication is that /h/ can occur word-finally in both

languages, such as reloj (‘clock,’ Spanish) and koj (‘tooth,’ Yucatec Maya). Final

/h/ is fairly rare in Spanish and much more common in Yucatec Maya; in both

languages it is subject to lenition. Based on the informal experiment and my own

observations, I would suggest that the /h/ is phonetically realized in each language

across a gradient range of place of articulation, from a highly fricated velar [x] in

Spanish on the one end, to a barely audible glottal [h] on the other end, in both

languages. The realizations are conditioned by a combination of environmental,

ideolectal, and prosodic factors. The overlap of ranges is substantial, but not total;

thus, both arguments—that across languages the sounds are different and that they

are the same—are both quite valid.

‹tz, dz› ~ ‹ts, ts’›  The case of the variants ‹tz, dz› is perhaps the most

significant among all of the variants. These graphs have engendered fierce debate

and continue to arouse strong feelings for some speakers. The process of the

adoption of the variants ‹ts, ts’› has been detailed in §7.1.2.1; the significance of

the continuing variation and of the variants ‹tz, dz› themselves will be detailed in

§7.3 below. A brief summary is presented here.

The variants ‹tz, dz› appeared in just under 40% of the contemporary

documents examined for this study (see tabulation below). The variants are used

throughout the speech territory, and their users span all demographic categories of

age, social status, education/occupation, gender, etc. Further, the variants are

found in all of the genres in which Yucatec Maya is written. It bears repeating
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here that the adoption of these two variants was the only consonant change made

in the 1984 meetings; the 1981 meetings retained the ‹tz, dz›.

7.2.2.3  Tabulation of variants in contemporary documents

A precise quantification of variant usage would be nearly impossible to

accomplish; further, the value of such a quantification would lie in its ability to

gauge both the degree of acceptance of a particular graph and its influence—a

task even more impossible. Ten poets could publish their work in a literary

magazine seen one or two times by relatively few people; one entrepreneur could

paint one sign on a wall seen daily by hundreds of people; one committee of

educators could produce a first-grade text used by a thousand or more receptive

and impressionable children. We might then accurately tabulate twelve separate

documents and twelve separate authors, but a precise measurement of the degree

of acceptance and influence would require a algorithm well beyond my means to

devise.

Still, a rough gauge of variant usage can provide a reasonable general

impression of the nature and extent of graphic variation in contemporary Yucatec

Maya. For the tabulation below, I counted seventy-one documents of the broadest

possible range of genres, including textbooks, fiction and non-fiction prose,

poems, legal documents, conference materials, and more. All documents were

written or published after 1980. Only documents long enough to include a full

alphabet set were counted; hence, most signage was not included. As mentioned

above, the graphs ‹c, k› are mainly confined to signage, therefore, no documents

containing those variants satisfy all of the criteria for inclusion. Thus, ‹c, k› do not
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appear in the tabulation.  No single author is knowingly represented more than

once unless there is graphic variation across documents or unless the author is

part of more than one institutional committee that has produced documents. If a

series of works is edited for graphic consistency, the series is only counted once

rather than counting each individual edition.83 Although the data collected for this

tabulation come from a convenience sample rather than a scientifically-selected

sample, I would argue that they are sufficiently representative to present a

reasonably accurate general picture. It bears mention that these tabulations only

pertain to consonant graphs; vowel variation is much more complex and not

considered here.

Table 7.10 shows the totals by number and percentage of those documents

that use the 1984 alphabet, considered here the unmarked set, and those that use

one or more of the marked variants, which, for the sake of convenience, I will

refer to here as the traditional variants.84

Documents by ABC Number %

1984 35 49.3

1 or more variants 36 50.7

TOTAL 71 100

Table 7.10  Contemporary Yucatec Maya documents according to the graph set
used

                                                  
83 This is the case for the first series of Letras Mayas Contemporaneas, but not for the third series
(see §5.4).
84 While the use of the term ‘traditional’ here is convenient, it is somewhat lacking in precision
since we are talking about change over time and the term has a temporally deictic quality.
‘Traditional’ is also more overtly ideological than other terms; however, no available term is
totally empty of ideology.
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As the table shows, slightly less than half of the documents use the complete

graph set of the 1984 alphabet, while slightly more than half use one or more of

the traditional graphic variants.

In Table 7.11, the thirty-six documents using the traditional graphs are

tabulated individually and by their combinations. The documents are identified by

the traditional variants they use; it may be assumed that all other graphs in a given

document are from the 1984 alphabet. The thirty-six documents containing one or

more marked variants are expressed as a percentage of the thirty-six and of the

seventy-one total documents.

Number % of 36 % of 71

‹tz, dz› only 20 55.5 28.2

‹h› only 4 11.1 5.6

‹u› only 0 0.0 0.0

‹tz, dz›, ‹u› 5 13.8 7.0

‹tz, dz›, ‹h› 1 2.7 1.4

‹u›, ‹h› 0 0.0 0.0

Other combinations 6 16.6 8.5

TOTAL 36 100 50.7

‹tz, dz› TOTAL 28 77.7 39.4

‹h› TOTAL 8 22.2 11.2

‹u› TOTAL 6 16.6 8.5

Documents w/other variants 6 16.6 8.5

Table 7.11  Documents using traditional variants, tabulated individually and in
combinations
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Also shown in the table are the total number of documents using each of the

traditional graphs; these add up to more than seventy-one since some documents

use more than one variant; therefore, they are not totaled.

The documents with other variants referred to in the table include one that

uses ‹h› rather than an apostrophe to indicate ejective consonants; that is, it uses

‹th›=/t’/, which was the traditional graph for decades until replaced by ‹t’›. It also

uses ‹ph›=/p’/ and ‹chh›=/ch’/, both of which had been previously used, but the

document innovates with analogy the graphs ‹kh›=/k’/ and ‹tsh›=/ts’/, two

interesting combinations of the new (‹k›, ‹ts›) and the old (‹h› to indicate

ejective). One document used ‹hu›=/w/; this short document also represented /k,

k’/ as ‹c, k› and as ‹k, k’›, in apparently free variation.85 Two of the remaining

documents used ‹ds›=/ts’/, and one represented that phoneme as ‹d’s›.

Although the tabulation shows that the full 1984 alphabet is used in only

half of the documents in the sample, it should be noted that another third of the

documents (33.8%) use only one variant (counting the ‹tz, dz› pair as a single

unit). Thus, the 1984 alphabet, as a graph set, is overwhelmingly prominent. The

most significant variation, of course, is with the ‹tz, dz› pair, which appears in

39.4% of the total documents. In the next section, I will address the significance

of the ‹tz, dz› pair.

                                                  
85 It is clear from the inconsistencies and other peculiarities in this short document, published in a
short-lived, “open-mike”-style Maya column of a daily newspaper, that the author is fairly
inexperienced and very likely self-taught. Due to the inconsistencies, I did not tabulate this
document as using ‹c,k›.
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7.3  THE SIGNIFICANT CASE OF ‹TZ, DZ›

In terms of their current usage, ‹tz, dz› are significant for three principal

reasons: i) their widespread use, ii) their visual salience, particularly of the ‹dz›,

and iii) the fact that they have come to be iconic of Maya identity. Further, an

argument for ‹dz› as a reasonable graphic representation of /ts’/ can be made on

phonological grounds; this argument will be explored in §7.4. It should be noted

here that the graphs ‹tz, dz› always occur as a pair; I know of no documents that

use ‹tz, ts’› or ‹ts, dz›. It is the ‹dz›, however, which has generated the debates and

passions, and it will be ‹dz› that will be the primary focus of this section and the

next.

In addition to frequency of use, visual salience of the ‹dz› is an important

element. The ‹z› is not used in the language other than in the two digraphs, which

makes it notable, and the ‹d› only appears in ‹dz›. Further, the character d, in both

its upper and lower case forms, has a relatively broad footprint, and its closed

shape, in both upper and lower case, maximize its volume. The z also has a broad

footprint, and the wide horizontal strokes at top and bottom give it volume. Figure

7.1 presents an abstract illustration of the contrasts in the general visual impact

and the horizontal space occupied by the variant pairs ‹tz› and ‹ts›, and ‹dz› and

‹ts’›. The figure presents two sets, with one line of each variant in an iteration of

ten, with no spaces between them. The first set is made in 12 point Times, a

standard typeface for books and other texts, the second in 12 point Helvetica, a

common typeface for signage and display type.
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tztztztztztztztztztz tztztztztztztztztztz
tstststststststststs tstststststststststs

dzdzdzdzdzdzdzdzdzdz dzdzdzdzdzdzdzdzdzdz
ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’ts’

Figure 7.1  Visual impact and width of the graphic variants ‹tz, dz› and ‹ts, ts’›

As Figure 7.1 shows, the relative widths of the characters in each

comparative pair is different in the two typefaces. In Times, the ‹tz› line is

somewhat longer than that of the ‹ts›, and the visual impact may be seen as

stronger. In Helvetica, the lengths of those two lines is exactly the same, yet the

visual impact of ‹tz› would likely be seen as much stronger. The ‹dz› line in

Helvetica is longer than the ‹ts’› line; the opposite is the case in Times. Despite

the greater length in Times, however, the lines with ‹ts’› may seem less

substantial than the ‹dz› lines; the apostrophe, even with its relatively broad

footprint, has very little weight. These lines of iterations, however, are abstract

and unnatural. Figure 7.2 presents the graph contrast in the more natural context

of a sentence, albeit a peculiar one—a popular tongue twister that plays with the

[ts’] sound. The tongue twister translates as, ‘Have you finished giving the rest of

the medicine to the boss?’86

                                                  
86 It should be noted that the word dzik/ts’ik represents a common phonological reduction of
/ts’a’ik/.
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Dzo’ok a dzik u dzo’ok u dzaak le dzuulo’?

Ts’o’ok a ts’ik u ts’o’ok u ts’aak le ts’uulo’?

Dzo’ok a dzik u dzo’ok u dzaak le dzuulo’?
Ts’o’ok a ts’ik u ts’o’ok u ts’aak le ts’uulo’?

Figure 7.2  Yucatec Maya tongue twister showing the visual contrast between ‹dz›
and ‹ts’› in Times and Helvetica

The judgment of which variant presents itself as stronger or more

attractive is a matter of aesthetics and personal choice, and I would not presume

here to impose my own, either as an individual or as a foreigner without the

cultural foundation that underlies any aesthetic judgment. The figure is presented

to simply illustrate that the substantial aesthetic and affective differences between

the two graphs offers substantial explanation for the strong sentiment surrounding

the continuing variation in the representation of the phoneme /ts’/.

As mentioned above, some advocates of ‹tz, dz› argue that those graphs

are preferred because, in addition to being prominent, established cultural

artifacts, they are also familiar to and accepted by la gente del pueblo, ‘the people

of the villages.’ This phrase was used by several of my interviewees, and I have

heard it as a trope in public oratory; it connotes ‘rural people,’ or more

ideologically, ‘authentic Mayas.’ This ideological equation of ‘rural=authentic’

will be discussed further in §10.2. However, the argument of tradition and

accommodation to the established habits of adults explains only part of the matter.

I would like to suggest that the ‹dz› has become iconic of Maya identity as

representing an important cultural ideology. The ‹dz› is used by many of the

writers associated with the opinion that the 1984 alphabet was created by and for
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linguists; these writers, for the most part, do use the full 1984 graph set with the

exceptions of ‹tz, dz›. The oft-repeated argument that the ‹tz, dz› are preferable

because “they are in our names and the names of our towns” demonstrates a sense

of ownership and an identification of the graphs with “us” and “ours.” In fact,

however, the prominence of ‹dz› is mainly an accident of typography and

technology; that graph was a relatively recent replacement for the ‹�›, which had

been used invariantly for three centuries until it was rendered impractical by 20th

century printing technology (see §6.4.2). I have never heard anyone disclaim or

discredit ‹dz› for its recent introduction; it is firmly entrenched in conventional

wisdom as traditional and authentic. The next section will introduce linguistically-

based evidence showing the ‹dz› to be a reasonable representation of /ts’/.

7.3.1  Linguistic aspects of ‹dz›

Some of the criticism that has been leveled at the ‹dz› graph has been

grounded in linguistics, or rather, in the ideological strength of conventional

phonetic symbols. As noted, Alfredo Barrera Vásquez himself called the ‹dz› “el

digrama absurdo,” ‘the absurd digraph’ (1944:9).87 One of my interviewees, an

educator who had been a colleague of Alfredo Barrera Vásquez and had

participated in the 1984 alphabet meetings, insisted quite adamantly that the ‹dz›

made no sense whatsoever, since the sound it represented was not even voiced

and since Yucatec Maya has neither a /d/ nor a /z/.

Another of my interviewees was a native Yucatec Maya speaker, seventy

years old at the time of the interview, who sought me out at the Academia de
                                                  
87 Barrera Vásquez gave no explanation in this document, nor in any other that I know of, for this
strongly deprecatory description.
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Lengua Maya in Mérida because he had heard that I was asking people questions

about the alphabet. He recounted that he had grown up speaking Maya and only

used Spanish at school, which was conducted exclusively in Spanish. When he

was in fourth grade, however, one of his teachers clandestinely taught him to read

and write Maya. He was ardently and emphatically opposed to the 1984 alphabet,

and he insisted, for example, that there was no w in Yucatec Maya, that it simply

did not exist. He carefully explained that the ‹dz› was the only sensible way to

represent the sound [ts’] because the d was what “pushed the z,” and that a t

simply did not have the power to do so.88

The emphatic expressions of these two men illustrate very clearly the third

facet of the graph—that of an entity imbued with agency (see §1.3). Each used

basically the same evidence about the natures of d  and z , t and s, to argue

diametrically opposite positions based on an interpretation of graphs not as

symbols of phonetic segments, but as entities inalienably imbued with phonetic

features. The graphs they are discussing embody the sound and its properties; the

agency we humans employ in producing a sound has been projected onto the

graph, whose job it is to “say” something.

A similar argument was made to me by an education administrator who

explained that many people prefer the graph pair ‹tz, dz› because “it is easier to

write it the way it sounds, the way it is heard.” Clearly, he was conflating the

symbol that represents a sound with properties of the sound itself, but I would

argue that he was intuiting a fundamental difference between ordinary voiceless

                                                  
88 “la d empuja más la z, la empuja. Con la t, no se puede.”
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stops and their homorganic voiced counterparts—that the voiced sounds are

somehow “stronger.” Indeed, Maddieson’s typology of sounds (1984) classifies

voiced stops as marked with regard to their homorganic voiceless counterparts.

The intuition of this relationship between voiceless and voiced stops is

corroborated in a recent study conducted with Yucatec Maya-speaking

schoolchildren; in the next section, I will summarize this research and present an

analysis of the data that shows ‹dz› to make perfect sense as a motivated graphic

representation of the phoneme /ts’/.

7.4  INTUITIVE STRATEGIES FOR WRITING BY YUCATEC MAYA-SPEAKING
CHILDREN

In her 1997 doctoral dissertation in education psychology from the Centro

de Investigación y de Estudios Avanzados del Instituto Politécnico Nacional of

México, Alejandra Pellicer Ugalde examined the writing of Yucatec Maya-

speaking children in the second and sixth grades (Pellicer Ugalde 1997). The

children who participated in her study were monolingual Maya speakers before

they entered school; virtually all of their instruction had been in Spanish.89 Data

were collected from second and sixth grade children in small group sessions of

approximately one-hour duration. Using different kinds of writing prompts,

Pellicer had the children write words and sentences in Maya; she was particularly

interested to know whether (and how) they differentiated the five pairs of plain

and glottalized consonants (/p, p’; t, t’; k, k’; ch, ch’; ts, ts’/) and whether stops

                                                  
89 Three of the five towns where she conducted her research had nominally bilingual programs,
but, as she notes, the instruction was given completely in Spanish except in the first grade, where
“a little” Yucatec Maya was used. This situation is not at all unusual.
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and affricates patterned differently. She elicited words with each of the ten

consonants in word-initial position before all five of the basic vowels (although

there are three unexplained holes in the elicitation paradigm). While the data for

the two affricate pairs are also quite interesting, I will focus here on the three pairs

of stops.

From Pellicer’s data, it is possible to make inferences about the children’s

approach to writing their language. Three general strategies were employed: i)

application of Spanish orthographic rules—graphotactics—as much as possible

(e.g., ‹qu›=/k/), ii) use of either traditional or 1984 Yucatec Maya graphs as they

would have been seen in the students’ environment in signage or possibly in

textbooks (e.g., ‹dz›=/ts’/, ‹t’›=/t’/), and iii) creative innovation (e.g., ‹gr›=/ch’/,

‹pb›=/p’/). By far the most common innovative solutions are those based on

homorganicity; the students also displayed sensitivity to manner of articulation.

7.4.1  The Pellicer methodology and its adaptation in the present study

Pellicer selected sets of words with the target consonant in word-initial

position followed by each of the five basic vowels. The vowel qualities were not

controlled, and all five possible forms, that is, simple, long, high tone,

rearticulated, and glottalized, appear in the elicitation list. Indeed, there is no

reason to believe that vowel quality would have affected the results, although that

has not been empirically demonstrated. The elicitation paradigm for the three

pairs of stops is shown in Table 7.12 below.
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/p/ /p’/ /t/ /t’/ /k/ /k’/
pak’ p’aax taak’in t’aan kan k’an
wall debt money talk snake yellow

paach k’ab
back hand

- p’eex - t’eel kéej k’éek’en
- frail90 - rooster deer pig

ke’el
cold

piix p’iis tiik t’in kib k’íin
knee measure unravel hang (up) candle day, sun

pool p’óok toot t’oon kool k’oxol
head hat mute leg milpa mosquito

kook k’ooben
deaf kitchen

puut p’u’uk tuuch t’u’ul kúuk k’u’
papaya cheek navel rabbit elbow nest

p’urux tu’ t’uut
inflated smelly parrot

Table 7.12  Elicitation paradigm for the three pairs of stops in Pellicer (1997:94)

As the table shows, some of the consonant/vowel combinations are

represented by more than one token, while two combinations, /pe/ and /te/, were

not represented at all. No explanation is given in the text; the uneven distribution

will be taken into account for the /k/ and /k’/ tokens, which will be detailed in

7.4.2 below.

Data were collected in school settings from seventy-five students in

second grade (thirty-nine girls, thirty-six boys) and seventy-five in the sixth grade

(thirty-two girls, forty-three boys) in five locations in two regions of the state of

                                                  
90 Pellicer glosses this word as “enferma” ‘sick’; all of the sources I consulted show its meaning
to be more specifically ‘sickly,’ ‘emaciated,’ ‘frail,’ or ‘weakened.’
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Yucatán (91). The subjects were chosen randomly; the uneven distribution by sex

had to do with available populations in the research sites (91). Pellicer and a

Maya-speaking assistant conducted the research sessions with groups of three or

four children at a time, although the children were expected to do their writing

individually. Pellicer did not specify what means were used to ensure that the

children worked individually and did not influence each other; groups were

selected to be same-sex as much as possible.

The procedure for collecting the single word tokens was as follows: the

children were asked, in Spanish, “How do you say x in Maya?” Once the children

had responded with the desired word (which, evidently, did not always happen

due to synonyms, regional variation, or other reasons), the children were asked to

write the word. After they had done that, they were also asked to write the

Spanish prompt word.91 In each interview, the order of words elicited was

constant; that is, they worked column by column from top to bottom and left to

right as in the elicitation list shown above. It bears mention that all of the prompts

were oral, with the exception of drawings or photographs shown to the children

“occasionally” to facilitate their identification of the appropriate word (94).

Pellicer’s study also included elicited sentences; her interests were

whether the children wrote the glottalized member of a pair differently from the

plain member, how many pairs of consonants each child distinguished, how the

words were segmented in the sentence, and whether syllables were deleted.

Unfortunately, the data in this section were not tabulated in a manner that would

                                                  
91 It would be very interesting to compare each child’s production in the two languages; such an
analysis, however, was outside of the scope of Pellicer’s study, and those data were not presented.
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be useful to the present study, and therefore I confine my analysis to the data

collected from the elicitation of individual words.

Pellicer reports that the children were eager to participate in the research

and enthusiastically volunteered at every research site. She reports further that

they were delighted with the unaccustomed editorial liberty of being asked to

write something however they saw fit. They also enjoyed feeling like experts in

their language (Pellicer does not speak Maya), and they approached the tasks as

an exercise of riddles (97). Her data present an interesting view of the children’s

intuitions for writing Yucatec Maya sounds that do not occur in Spanish and

hence whose graphic representation would not have been explicitly learned in the

course of their schooling.

Despite presenting fascinating data, Pellicer’s approach and analysis is

frustrating in certain respects. An education psychologist rather than a linguist,

she did not address many of the questions that seem central to linguistic analysis.

She measured everything in relation to the 1984 alphabet, which she took to be

the “correct” graph set, and she presumed that the children would have had no

exposure to written Yucatec Maya, not taking into account the Yucatec Maya

toponyms that are so highly visible in public space nor the Yucatec Maya

surnames—their own as well as those of others—that they would certainly have

seen many times on documents and public signage. Of the eight town names for

Pellicer’s five research sites, three are written with the graph ‹c› (/k/), two with
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‹k› (/k’/), and two more with ‹dz› (/ts’/).92 The students’ surnames are, of course,

not given, but Maya surnames abound on the peninsula, particularly in the

villages and smaller towns (see §7.2.2.1). Also, the target graphs in coda position

were not considered; these data would have been very interesting since none of

the ten targeted sounds occurs in coda position in Spanish, while they are quite

frequent in Yucatec Maya with its canonical CVC lexical roots.

For the most part, Pellicer’s data are presented collectively by graph and

graph pairs (e.g., /ch, ch’/). Partial individual data are given for a handful of

children in her sample, but only in order to illustrate whichever contrast she was

describing. It was not possible to see how any individual child wrote the entire set

of elicited words. She divided the tokens into six categories, shown in Table 7.13.

Category Description

Conventional appropriate graph of 1984 alphabet

Semi-conventional 1984 graph without apostrophe (glottalized only)

Proximate homorganic (/t’/�‹d›) or homophonous (/k/�‹c, qu›)

Unigraph single character alternative graph (/t’/�‹g›)

Digraph dual character alternative graph (/t’/�‹tg›)

Diacritical unconventional application of apostrophe93

Table 7.13  Pellicer’s six categories of graphic representation of target consonants

                                                  
92 Every town and village in México is identified by its own name and also the name of the
municipio to which it belongs. Two of the sites in Pellicer’s sample were cabeceras, that is, the
municipal seats, and thus carried the same name as the municipio.
93 There were only eleven tokens in this category, all representing affricates; therefore, they will
not need to be mentioned again here.
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Pellicer’s categories of conventional and semi-conventional graphs are

quite straightforward. Conventional graphs are those according to the 1984

alphabet, i.e., ‹p, p’, t, t’, k, k’›. The category of semi-conventional involves the

glottalized member of a pair written as a plain consonant, that is, without the

apostrophe (101). This category applies only to the glottalized member of each

pair.

The proximate category includes two types of graphs. The first type

includes graphs that represent, in Spanish, sounds which are phonetically

homorganic to the target consonant, for example, /p’/ written as ‹b› or ‹v›, /t’/

written as ‹d›, or /k’/ written as ‹g›. The second type includes graphs that can

represent, in Spanish, the sound of the Yucatec Maya target consonants /k/ and

/k’/, that is, ‹c›, ‹k›, or ‹qu› (102).94

The category of unigraph includes all single-character graphs for any

target consonant that do not fall into the previous three categories, for example,

/t’/ written as ‹g› or ‹b›, or /p’/ written as ‹c› or ‹n› (each of these is recorded in

the data) (111). Similarly, digraphs are defined as two-character representations of

stops (113).95 Proximates and digraphs will be discussed in detail below.

The data used here is taken directly from Pellicer’s tabulations. I have

analyzed some different groupings and calculated percentages that she did not, but

the numbers have not been changed. For example, Pellicer tabulated all of the

tokens of /k’/ according to the vowel they preceded, and she calculated the

                                                  
94 It appears that Pellicer counted tokens of ‹k› for /k’/ as proximate rather than semi-
conventional. This apparent anomaly does not affect the tabulation of data here.
95 Digraphs also include non-proximate two-or-more-character representations of target affricates,
such as ‹gc› or ‹cll› for /ch’/ or ‹qt› for /ts’/; these are not relevant to the present study.
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percentages of each graph per vowel environment. I grouped the vowels

according to front and back (which is relevant to Spanish orthography) and

calculated percentages of each graph per vowel environment and also the

percentages of each environment per graph. Except in the case of one

discrepancy, noted below, all figures used here tally exactly with Pellicer’s and

can be easily derived from her tables. Her summarized tables of compiled data for

the two grades are reproduced in Appendix 8.

The next sections will discuss the strategies and solutions of the students

in Pellicer’s sample. In §7.4.2, the representations of /k/ and /k’/ for both second

and sixth grade subjects will be discussed in detail, as these phonemes present the

most complex case of all the target graphs. The creative solutions of

homorganicity and digraphs will be analyzed in §7.4.3.

7.4.2  The subjects’ written representations of /k/ and /k’/

There is no way to actually know why the individual subject children

selected the graphs that they did, but some reasonable inferences can be made on

a collective basis from the tabulations. The representations of /k/ and /k’/ show

strong influence from Spanish, evident in the substantial use of ‹qu›, and also in

the children’s distinction between front and back vowels as the succeeding sound.

It should be remembered that, in Spanish, the written representation of /k/ varies

according to the front/back feature of the following vowel; in addition, the

phonetic value of the graph ‹c› varies according to that same vowel feature (see

§6.4.1 for a summary of relevant Spanish orthographic rules). At the same time,

the students’ use of ‹k› and ‹k’› almost certainly comes from the influence of
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Yucatec Maya, since the ‹k› in Spanish is generally rare (although it is prominent

in metric units of measurement such as kilómetro or kilo). The ‹k› is a potentially

confusing model, since it represents two separate phonemic values in Yucatec

Maya, /k/ in the traditional graph set and /k’/ in the 1984 alphabet, as shown in

Table 7.14 which presents the graphs used for the two Yucatec Maya velar stops

in the three graph sets of the two languages of Yucatán.

Spanish Traditional
Maya 1984 Maya

/k/ ‹c, qu, k› ‹c› ‹k›

/k’/ -- ‹k› ‹k’›

Table 7.14  Graphic representation of /k/ and /k’/ in the three graph sets in use in
Yucatán

As Table 7.14 shows, the children have multiple models in their

environments for each of the two phonemes. The distinction in Spanish is

phonologically conditioned for one phoneme, while the distinction in Yucatec

Maya is conditioned sociohistorically for two phonemes. Further, in Spanish, ‹c›

has two phonetic values, [c] or [s], depending on the following vowel; in Yucatec

Maya, it is the ‹k› that has two phonetic values, [k] or [k’], depending on which

graph set is being used.96

In the tables that follow, I will present tabulations of the data for /k/ and

/k’/ along two dimensions for each grade.97 First, for each of the graphs used, the

                                                  
96 It would be interesting to investigate whether any of the children used ‹c› to represent /s/
preceding a front vowel. That question was outside the scope of Pellicer’s study.
97 These tables are reformatted from data tables presented in Pellicer (1997: 103, 109, 110).
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number of tokens per vowel environment will be calculated; these tables are

shown with vertical shading. Second, for each vowel environment, the number of

tokens per graph will be calculated; these tables are shown with horizontal

shading. In this way, it can be determined that, for example, the second grade

students’ thirty two tokens of ‹c› for /k/ before front vowels comprise 17.5% of

those students’ ‹c› tokens (Table 7.16), while they comprise 24.6% of the total

tokens preceding front vowels (Table 7.18). Discussion of relevant details follows

each table. Unfortunately, it is not possible to determine how many children used

any particular graph in both environments.

For reference, Table 7.15 shows the total number of elicitation words in

front and back vowel environments for each velar stop (see word list in Table

7.12). The unequal numbers across dimensions were not explained, nor were

Pellicer’s data broken down by individual words. It is impossible to determine

how many tokens of each elicitation word were collected; however, if each of the

seventy-five second grade children had written all of the words on the elicitation

list for /k/ and /k’/, there would be 525 tokens of each. Her data give 295 tokens

of /k/ and 300 tokens of /k’/.

/k/ /k’/
___ / front
vowels

3 2

___ / back
vowels

4 5

Table 7.15  Number of elicitation words in front and back vowel environments for
each of the target stops in Pellicer (1997)
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In Table 7.16, we see the tokens of words beginning with /k/ written by

second grade students. Each of the graphs used is further tabulated according to

whether the succeeding vowel is front (/i, e/) or back (/u, o, a/).98

‹k› ‹c› ‹qu› other/k/

2nd grade # % # % # % # % T
O

T
A

L

__ FRONT 23 67.6% 32 17.5% 70 98.6% 5 71.4% 130

__  BACK 11 32.4% 151 82.5% 1 1.4% 2 28.6% 165

TOTAL 34 100% 183 100% 71 100% 7 100% 295

Table 7.16  Tokens representing /k/ by second grade students (n=75), tabulated by
graph according to place features of the succeeding vowel

Of the seven elicitation words for /k/ (see Tables 7.12, 7.13), three have

front vowels and four have back vowels. Only one of the seventy-one tokens of

‹qu› precedes a back vowel, while almost 83% of the ‹c› tokens are found in that

environment. Clearly, the children are developing a strong place-feature

distinction for front and back vowels as the sounds following /k/. Still, the

distinction is not perfectly symmetrical. While nearly 100% of the ‹qu› tokens

conform to Spanish orthography, that is, they precede front vowels, nearly 18% of

the ‹c› tokens violate Spanish orthography, that is, they precede front vowels (in

which context they would obligatorily be realized as [s] rather than [k]). I suggest

that the most plausible way to account for the asymmetry is that many of the

students who wrote ‹c› before a front vowel were taking the traditional Yucatec
                                                  
98 Not all of the children wrote all of the elicited words, accounting for the difference in the
number of tokens for each phoneme (103).
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Maya graph as their model. The ‹k› tokens also show a marked front/back

distinction, with two thirds of the tokens preceding front vowels. The distinction

is made stronger by the fact that only three of the seven /k/-initial words (43%) on

the elicitation list had a front vowel following the /k/ (see Table 7.17 for a

tabulation of these same data according to environment).

The tabulations for the seven tokens identified as ‘other’ are not given,

although Pellicer specified elsewhere that two other graphs, ‹x› and ‹ch›, had been

used by second graders to represent /k/ (111, 113). Since one of the most common

phonetic values of Spanish ‹x› is [ks], as, for example, in the words exigir

‘demand’ or extremo ‘extreme,’ the usage of ‹x› for /k/ would indicate the

assignment of the Spanish value to the graph. In contrast, Yucatec Maya ‹x›

always represents /s�/ and has a somewhat heavier-than-average functional load

(see §6.3.2).

By the sixth grade, students using the ‹c›/‹qu› alternation have completely

solidified their front/back orthography distinction, while the ‹k› users have

substantially leveled it out, as seen in Table 7.17.

‹k› ‹c› ‹qu› other/k/

6th grade # % # % # % # % T
O

T
A

L

__ FRONT 76 48.1 -- -- 74 100 -- -- 150

__  BACK 82 51.9 118 100 -- -- -- -- 200

TOTAL 158 100% 118 100% 74 100% 0 -- 350

Table 7.17 Tokens representing /k/ by sixth grade students (n=75), tabulated by
graph according to place features of the succeeding vowel
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As Table 7.17 shows, none of the ‹c› tokens occurs before a front vowel,

nor do any of the ‹qu› tokens occur before a back vowel. This distributional

pattern would suggest that the students who write /k/ as ‹c› or ‹qu› are quite

attentive to Spanish graphotactics and that none of them is relying on traditional

Yucatec Maya graphs as their model.99 The ‹k› tokens are almost evenly split

between front and back vowel environments, a marked contrast from the second

grade data (68% and 32%, respectively). The leveling suggests that the students

are increasingly more aware that the front/back distinction is language-specific,

applying to Spanish but not to Yucatec Maya. This analysis is corroborated in

Table 7.18, which presents the same second grade /k/ data tabulated by

environment, and Table 7.19, with data from sixth grade.

/k/
2nd grade

‹k› ‹c› ‹qu› other TOTAL

# 23 32 70 5 130
__ FRONT

% 17.7% 24.6% 53.8% 3.8% 100%
# 11 151 1 2 165

__   BACK
% 6.7% 91.5% 0.6% 1.2% 100%
# 34 183 71 7 295TOTAL
% 11.5% 62.0% 24.1% 2.4% 100%

Table 7.18 Tokens representing /k/ by second grade students (n=75), tabulated by
environment for each graph

                                                  
99 Individual data presented in another section of Pellicer’s study show that there is at least one
second-grader and one sixth-grader who made a front/back distinction in their representations of
/ts/ and /ts’/ as well.
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/k/
6th grade

‹k› ‹c› ‹qu› other TOTAL

# 76 -- 74 -- 150
__ FRONT

% 50.7% -- 49.3% -- 100%
# 82 118 -- -- 200

__   BACK
% 41% 59% -- -- 100%

# 158 118 74 -- 350
ALL

% 45.1% 33.7% 21.1% -- 100%

Table 7.19 Tokens representing /k/ by sixth grade students (n=75), tabulated by
environment for each graph. Totals represent number of tokens.

As Table 7.18 shows, the front vowel tokens for the second grade students

are quite mixed, although the majority (53.8%) were written with ‹qu›. By sixth

grade, the front vowel tokens have shifted; slightly fewer than half (49.3%) are

written with ‹qu›, that is, with Spanish graphotactics, and slightly more than half

(50.7%) with ‹k›, a more Maya strategy. The second grade back vowel tokens are

much less mixed than the tokens for /k/ preceding a front vowel, with 91.5% of

the tokens written with ‹c›. If it were the case that the students simply had not

learned the Spanish front/back distinction and used ‹c› as the unmarked choice,

the front vowel tokens would not be represented so frequently with ‹qu›. The data

suggest that a substantial number of the children who used ‹c› before a back

vowel were employing a Yucatec Maya model.

The sixth grade data in Table 7.19 show that none of the students used ‹c›

or ‹qu› in inappropriate front-vowel contexts according to Spanish graphotactics;

for back vowel contexts, the children still express a strong preference (59%) for

‹c› over ‹k› (41%). In this case, I would suggest that the traditional Maya and the
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Spanish systems reinforce one another. As will be seen below, the use of ‹c› for

/k’/ is far lower than for /k/.

Table 7.20 gives the representations of /k’/ by second grade students

tabulated by graph according to the vowel environment for the 300 total tokens

written. In representing /k’/, the students do use many of the same graphs that

they used for /k/, but there is a highly significant number of tokens of ‹g› and

‘other’; together those two comprise half of the total tokens.100 Five of the seven

words in the elicitation list (71%) have a back vowel following the /k’/ (see Table

7.12).

‹k› ‹c› ‹qu› ‹g› other/k’/

2nd grade # % # % # % # % # % T
O

T
A

L

__ FRONT 14 36.8 12 14.6 21 67.7 14 15.7 27 45.0 88

__ BACK 24 63.2 70 85.4 10 32.3 75 84.3 33 55.0 212

TOTAL 38 100 82 100 31 100 89 100 60 100 300

Table 7.20 Representation of /k’/ by second grade students (n=75), tabulated by
graph according to place features of the succeeding vowel

As Table 7.20 shows, there is a substantial front/back distinction for each

of the graphs used except for those in the ‘other’ column; no graph shows a

front/back distribution equal to the two/five front/back proportion in the seven-

word elicitation list for /k’/(29% and 71%, respectively). The front vowel tokens

for ‹k›, ‹qu›, and ‘other’ well exceed the 29% proportion of front vowel words on
                                                  
100 The ‘other’ tokens are not tabulated separately, but Pellicer lists them as ‹ch, cl, cr, kr, gr, gl,
cu› (111). They will be discussed in §7.4.3.
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the elicitation list. The proportion of front vowel tokens for ‹c› and ‹g›, however,

is substantially lower than 29%. Spanish orthographic rules for the representation

of /k/ have already been discussed; the representation of /g/ shows a similar

front/back distinction. According to Spanish orthography, /g/ is written ‹g› before

back vowels (gusto, ‘taste,’ gota, ‘drop,’ garganta, ‘throat’) and ‹gu› before front

vowels (guión, ‘hyphen, script,’ guerra, ‘war’). Close to 85% of the second-

graders’ ‹g› tokens of /k’/ preceded back vowels, demonstrating that the students

are able to extend the meaning of the symbol ‹g› to another sound and that the

environmental constraints of the symbol are conveyed, as well.

While the second grade subjects employ substantial creativity and

innovation in their representations of /k’/, it is interesting to note that they are still

sensitive to front/back vowel environments in their graph selection. Further study

may determine whether the students are wholly influenced by Spanish

orthography or if there is some subtle perceptual/articulatory difference between

/k’/ preceding a front or back vowel that they are encoding graphically by analogy

with the Spanish model.

Just as they did for /k/, the sixth grade students’ representations of /k’/

tokens show both a strong front/back distinction and greater mastery of the

distinction than those of the second grade students. Table 7.21 shows the sixth

grade students’ representations of /k’/, with percentages of the 340 total tokens

calculated by graph according to front or back vowel environment.
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/k’/
6th grade

‹k’› ‹k› ‹c› ‹qu› ‹g› other TOTAL

# 12 50 -- 13 11 14 100
FRONT % 12% 50% -- 13% 11% 14% 100%

# 25 108 26 -- 57 24 240
BACK

% 10.4% 45.0% 10.8% -- 23.8% 10% 100%

# 37 158 26 13 68 38 340
ALL

% 11% 46.5% 7.6% 3.8% 20.0% 11.2% 100%

Table 7.21 Representation of /k’/ by sixth grade students (n=75), tabulated by
environment for each graph101

As Table 7.21 shows, no ‹c› tokens appear before front vowels, and no

‹qu› tokens appear before back vowels. More significant than the students’

sensitivity to the front/back distinction, however, is the overall distribution of

graphs. Of the 340 tokens, 11% represent /k’/ with ‹k’›; nearly half are ‹k›. The

tokens of ‹k’› and ‹k›, taken together, comprise 57.5% of the 340 tokens. Tokens

of ‹g› account for 20% of the sixth-grade total for /k’/, while 11.2% are ‘other’;

these will be discussed further in the next section. The remaining 11.4% of the

tokens are ‹c› or ‹q›, a figure dramatically lower than the 37.6% for the equivalent

second-grade tokens.

The use of ‹k’›, which does not appear at all in the second-graders’

writing, would almost certainly have acquired from exposure to, and recall of, the

                                                  
101 Pellicer presents data for the 340 sixth grade /k’/ tokens in two places, and unfortunately, there
is some discrepancy in the tabulations (103, 110). The thirty-seven ‹k’› tokens given in one table
were counted together with the ‹k› tokens in the other table, but the vowel environment is
unspecified. For the sake of consistency in comparison, I have adjusted the tabulation in Table
7.18, which presents the sixth grade /k’/ tokens tabulated for the percentage of each variant by
environment. The data here come from both locations.
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1984 graph. There is little surprise in the prevalence of ‹k›, which could be

accounted for by a number of factors, including the model of the traditional (non-

1984) Yucatec Maya graph or the non-distinction between the plain and ejective

velar stops.  and the total percentage of ‹g› and ‘other’ tokens is 31.2%. The

relatively low proportion of the ‹c› or ‹qu› tokens, 11.4% combined, suggest that

while the sixth grade students, taken collectively, may not have a definitive

graphic preference for the representation of /k’/, they are developing a judgment

that ‹c› and ‹qu› are not suitable options. The students’ creative use of

homorganicity in ‹g› and the graphs tabulated as ‘other’ will be explored in the

next section.

7.4.3 Homorganic voiced stops and other creative solutions for glottalized
stops

As mentioned earlier, homorganic solutions, specifically the graphs ‹b, d,

g›, were among the most commonly used representations for /p’, t’, k’/ by

children of both grades. Interestingly, the use of homorganic voiced stops

generally increases from second to sixth grade; comparative data for the two

grades will be presented. Digraphs were also a frequent choice, and although the

digraphs themselves are quite varied, they display some interesting patterns. As

we have seen with the representations of /k/ and /k’/, the sixth grade students’

writing shows more consistent patterns than that of the second grade students. By

sixth grade, the students’ representations of all three glottalized stops can be

broken down into two basic categories: i) the 1984 graphs ‹p’, t’, k’› or the plain

stop graphs ‹p, t, k›, and ii) the graphs for the homorganic voiced Spanish stops
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‹b, d, g› or creative digraphs.102 Table 7.22 shows the solution strategy categories

for the sixth grade tokens of the three glottalized stops.

/p’/ /t’/ /k’/
Solutions

(#) % (#) % (#) %

1984 or ‹p, t, k› 166 65 149 51 197 58

‹b, d, g› or digraph 89 35 139 48 143 42

Total tokens 255 292 340

Table 7.22  Categories of Number and percentage of sixth grade tokens for
glottalized stops by category

The writers of the 1984 tokens would surely have picked up those graphs

independently from their ambient environment, since they receive no explicit

instruction. The motives and reasoning of the children who wrote the plain stop

graphs cannot be clearly determined. They may be selecting what they perceive to

be the best and closest option despite the non-differentiation, or they may, at least

in some cases, not be perceiving a difference between the plain and glottalized

consonants.103 The next paragraphs will detail first, the use of ‹b, d, g› and

second, the use of digraphs.

Table 7.23 shows the number and percentage of tokens of both grades for

glottalized stops /p’, t’, k’/ written with a graph that represents, in Spanish, the

                                                  
102 The only exception is that four tokens, or 1%, of the /t’/ representations are ‹b› or ‹k›.
103 For some speakers at some times, the phonetic differences between the plain and glottalized
stops are quite subtle. There has been no research on this topic, but it is reasonably possible that
regional and/or ideolectal variation could contribute to children’s failure to distinguish the plain
and glottalized sounds, particularly in decontextualized single words.
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homorganic voiced stops /b, d, g/; the total number of tokens for each phoneme in

both grades is also shown.104

/p’/ /t’/ /k’/

(#) % (#) % (#) %
‹b›  (15) 6

2nd grade
‹v›  (20) 9

‹d›   (32) 36 ‹g›  (70) 30

Total tokens (n=231) (n=254) (n=300)

‹b›  (68) 27
6th grade

‹v›    (4) 1
‹d› (151) 41 ‹g›   (1) 20

Total tokens (n=255) (n=292) (n=340)

Table 7.23  Percentage of graphs for homorganic voiced stops to represent
glottalized stops in second and sixth grades105

The percentage of homorganic voiced stop tokens increases between

second and sixth grade for /p’/ (from 15% to 27%) and /t’/ (from 36% to 41%);

for /k’/, the percentage decreases, but is still a substantial amount, 20%. I would

suggest that the ‹g› is used less than ‹b/v› or ‹d› because the dual possibilities of

‹c› and ‹k› provide both more options and more confusion. The general increase

may be accounted for by the development of the children’s cognitive skills in the

areas of inference and analogy combined with the salience of homorganicity.

Two details of these data are worthy of note. First, the fact that /b/ is

phonemic in Yucatec Maya and is written as ‹b› in all documents and contexts

                                                  
104 Data for this table were drawn from tables in Pellicer (1997:103, 110).
105 In standard varieties of Spanish, /b/ (‹b› or ‹v›) is realized as [�] intervocalically. This
phonological change is not taught explicitly, and it is possible, but highly unlikely, that the
students would have been significantly influenced by the fact that ‹b› and ‹v› are not always
pronounced as stops.
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does not deter the students from representing /p’/ with ‹b›.106 I would suggest that

this usage provides further evidence of the strength of homorganicity as a solution

strategy for the representation of Yucatec Maya sounds. Second, in both grades,

the percentage of ‹d› tokens is substantially higher than that for the other voiced

stop tokens. This may be accounted for by the fact that some number of the

students may be making analogies based on the familiar ‹dz›, itself based on

homorganicity.

Unfortunately, it is difficult to determine to what extent individual

children employed the homorganic strategy for all three stops since very few

individual data are presented. I was able to compile partial data for nineteen sixth

grade students. Of those, eight had tokens for two of the three glottalized stops;

four of those eight, or 50%, wrote both with the graph of the corresponding

homorganic stop.107 This high percentage, although based on a very small sample,

suggests strongly that homorganicity has substantial psychological reality and

provides the children with a consistent and comprehensive conceptual strategy. In

addition to the use of the corresponding voiced stop graphs, homorganicity also

plays a major role in the construction of the creative digraphs, detailed below.

At first quick glance, the creative digraphs used by the students for the

glottalized stops may seem a rather random collection of quixotic interpretations,

but a closer look reveals an interesting pattern. Table 7.24 shows the digraphs for

the three glottalized stops and their percentage of total tokens per phoneme.

                                                  
106 Word-final /b/ frequently deletes or is realized as []. There has been no research to support the
assertion, but impressionistically I would say that word- or syllable-initial /b/ is not devoiced, thus
minimizing perceptual confusion with /p/ or /p’/.
107 Three students wrote ‹b, d›, and one wrote ‹d, g›.
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Phoneme 6th Grade Digraphs Total digraphs
per phoneme

/p’/ bj, bk, br, pb, ph, pr 7% (n=17/255)

/t’/ dj, dr, dt, td, tg 7% (n=21/292)

/k’/ ch, cr, dk, gc, gj, gr, kj 10% (n=35/340)

Table 7.24  Digraphs representing glottalized stops written by sixth grade students
and the percentage of total digraph tokens per phoneme108

With the exceptions of ‹ch›, an actual graph of both Spanish and Yucatec

Maya, and ‹ph›, an infrequently-used 19th century representation of /p’/ and fairly

common graph of English, these creative innovations could not have been

modeled on anything the children had ever seen.109 The fact that so many digraphs

were invented to represent the glottalized stops may indicate some perception by

the children that the sounds they are representing are different from (and perhaps

more complex than) the Spanish sounds that they have learned to write in school.

Their perception would be corroborated, in fact, by Lindblom and Maddieson’s

(1988) influential taxonomic survey of consonants in 317 languages. They

categorized consonants into three sets based on articulatory complexity.

Lindblom and Maddieson’s Set I “basic articulations,” the least complex,

included voiceless and voiced stops and nasals at the labial, alveolar, and velar

positions, as well as six other obstruents and four other sonorants. Ejective, or

                                                  
108 Data for this table were drawn from tables in Pellicer (1997:103, 113).
109 It is somewhat possible that the children would have had some exposure to written English, at
least in commercial contexts. The words ‘phone’ and ‘telephone’ can be seen in public space in
larger towns and cities. Cell phones are increasingly common everywhere, and much of their
packaging and promotional material is in English.
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glottalized, consonants are included in Set II “elaborated articulations,” along

with implosives and clicks.110 It is not possible to track the children’s digraph use

on an individual basis due to limited individual data; I was able to determine,

however, that one second grade student wrote the glottalized stops as ‹pr, tr› and

‹kr/cr› (there were tokens of each). This usage would indicate a patterned strategy

which was not likely conscious or deliberate.

The most striking feature of the digraphs is their structural similarity. All

contain a homorganic element—‹p›, ‹b›, ‹d›, ‹t›, ‹g›, ‹c›, or ‹k›—plus an

additional element that could be analyzed as an intensifier.111 A large majority of

the intensifier elements are graphs that represent sonorants (including /h/); the

next largest category of intensifier graphs is homorganic stops, followed by other

stops. The tabulation is presented in Table 7.25. The ‹ch› for /k’/ (see Table 7.24)

may have been chosen by a cautious child because it is an actual graph of both

languages; therefore, it has not been included in the tabulation. It bears mention,

however, that the ‹ch› digraph could also be said to exhibit the patterns described.

                                                  
110 Set III “complex articulations,” the most complex, combine at least two Set II dimensions, e.g.,
retroflexion combined with breathy voice.
111 Another possible analysis of the digraphs is that they consist of a main character plus a
diacritic. It bears mention that diacritics could themselves be interpreted, in some sense, as
intensifiers.
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Sonorant Homorganic
stop

Other
stop

/p’/ ‹bj, br, ph, pr› ‹pb› ‹bk›

/t’/ ‹dj, dr› ‹dt, td› ‹tg›

/k’/ ‹cr, gj, gr, kj› ‹gc› ‹dk›

Table 7.25 Sixth grade students’ digraphs representing glottalized stops, by
intensifier type

Except in the case of ‹dk› for /k’/, the intensifier is always the second

element. All five of the digraph combinations with the intensifier element r are

phonotactically and graphotactically possible in Spanish, for example, in brazo

‘arm,’ pronto ‘soon,’ drama ‘drama,’ creer ‘believe,’ and grande ‘large.’ Further,

the /r/ in these consonant clusters is realized as a flap or tap, with a distinctly

plosive quality. When analyzed as unconscious attempts by the students to

combine known phonetic qualities of their available graph inventory in order to

graphically represent a class of sounds that are part of their language but not part

of their literacy repertoire, all of the digraphs make perfect sense.

7.4.4  Summary

This section has employed data from recent educational research in

Yucatán in order to demonstrate the strong psychological reality of homorganicity

in speaker’s intuitions about the graphicization of their language (Pellicer 1997).

Pellicer’s research was conducted with seventy-five students in second grade and

seventy-five in the sixth grade in five locations in two regions of the state of

Yucatán (101). These students entered school as monolingual Yucatec Maya
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speakers and their schooling has been virtually exclusively in Spanish. Pellicer

was curious to know how the children represented sounds that were part of the

inventory of Yucatec Maya but not of Spanish, the language whose alphabet and

graphotactics they were acquiring.

She investigated the subjects’ representations of the five pairs of plain and

glottalized consonants, /p, p’; t, t’; k, k’; ch, ch’; ts, ts’/. Although her research

questions were different from those investigated here, her data provide a great

deal of useful information. As this section has shown, homorganicity is a

prominent component of the students’ strategies. A substantial proportion of their

representation of glottalized stops /p’, t’, k’/ were ‹b, d, g›, graphs for the Spanish

homorganic voiced stops. Further, the digraphs invented by the students

demonstrate not only their sensitivity to homorganicity but also to their perception

of the glottalized stops as having something extra that the Spanish sounds they

have learned to write do not have. That perception is thoroughly validated by

Lindblom and Maddieson (1988), who categorize ejectives as “elaborated

articulations” belonging to the second of three categories based on articulatory

complexity. The seventeen digraphs invented by some of the children to represent

the three Yucatec Maya glottalized stops display substantial formal similarities;

each digraph contains a homorganic element and an additional character that I

have called an intensifier. The intensifiers are predominantly (graphic

representations of) sonorants; stops, chiefly homorganic, comprise the other

intensifier characters. These data ultimately support the graph ‹dz› as a reasonable

and viable representation of the phoneme /ts’/.
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7.5  SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have described the 1981 and 1984 Yucatec Maya

alphabet meetings and contrasted them with the 1987 alphabet adoption process

for the twenty Mayan languages of Guatemala. The comparison and the

description of the discourse surrounding the Yucatec Maya alphabet in recent

decades demonstrate clearly that the ongoing development of Yucatec Maya

literature and literacy practice has been somewhat diverted, and perhaps slowed

down, by the fact that major decisions about the language were made outside of

the core of the community of speakers.

This chapter has provided a historical description of graphic variation in

written Yucatec Maya from the mid-20th century to the present, and I have

discussed the ideologies underlying the variation. The graphic representation of

/ts’/, in particular, is a locus where all of the forces shaping the course of written

Yucatec Maya are active, including language ideologies, large- and small-scale

political processes, technology, pedagogical theory and practice, and aesthetics.

The phenomena described in this chapter also clearly illustrate how each of the

five facets of the graph participate in the complicated social dynamic of graphic

variation.

In the reanalysis of data from a 1997 research project in educational

psychology with second and sixth grade Yucatec Maya-speaking children as

subjects, I have shown that homorganicity is a salient feature of speaker

intuitions, and there is strong evidence that the children conceive of glottalized

stops as having something extra. Many of their innovative solutions for
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representing glottalized stops involve the use of digraphs composed of a character

that, by itself, represents a stop followed by an intensifier, a character that would,

by itself, represent a sonorant. This interesting pattern warrants further study.

Two obvious recommendations that can be made on the basis of the

analysis presented in this chapter are: 1) that only speakers themselves should be

making linguistic decisions for their language, in whatever manner they are or are

not organized to do so, and 2) that the discipline of linguistics can serve the

process by means of exploring and making sense of speaker intuitions. In the next

chapter, we examine the language ideologies involved in the orthography of a

vowel-less pronoun.



219

Chapter 8  Orthographic variation for a vowel-less pronoun

This chapter details orthographic variation in the representation of a

commonly-occurring Yucatec Maya first person plural pronoun, k. I argue that the

rules and conventions of written Spanish are being brought heavily to bear on the

evolving Yucatec Maya orthography and that this language ideology contact

influence is due largely to the increased rate of Spanish-language formal

education and literacy among Yucatec Mayas. First, in §8.1, I describe the

pronoun paradigm and give examples (See also §4.3 for a more detailed

description of the pronoun system). Second, in §8.2, I give a brief discussion of

the glyphic writing system in use on the peninsula before the imposition of

alphabetic writing. §8.3 provides a detailed description of the pronoun from the

earliest alphabetic documents through the mid-20th century, and in §8.4, I describe

the variation found in contemporary Yucatec Maya documents, that is, those

published since 1980. A summary is presented in §8.5.

8.1  SET A PRONOUN PARADIGM

The Maya pronouns known as Set A, used in ergative and possessive

constructions, are shown in conventional Maya orthography in Table 8.1 (‹x›=[s�];

see Tables 4.1 and 4.2 for phonetic values of the full Yucatec Maya alphabet). All

but one of the pronouns in the paradigm have a vowel; that is, they are syllables

with full vocalic nuclei. The first person plural pronoun, k, on the other hand, is

syllabic in speech but has no vocalic nucleus. The second and third person plural

pronouns are circumfixes whose initial particles are identical to their respective
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singulars. The terminal particles are bound suffixes and have never been

represented as separate words.

PERSON SINGULAR
R

PLURAL

1st in k

2nd a a         -e’ex

3rd u u        -o’ob

Table 8.1.  Yucatec Maya Set A pronouns

Set A pronouns precede the verb or noun, as shown below in (8.1), a

verbal construction, and (8.2), a noun phrase. Because the second and third person

plural suffix particles are not relevant here, those forms are omitted from the

examples. A morpheme-by-morpheme gloss is shown for one item in each set,

and all examples are written in currently conventional orthography. Pronouns are

shown in bold.

(8.1) táan in jan-al I am eating.
DUR  1A   eat-IMPF.INTR 

táan a janal You are eating.

táan u janal She/he/it is eating.

    > táan k-janal ~ táan k janal We are eating.

(8.2) in chiich my grandmother
1A  grandmother
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a chiich your grandmother

u chiich his/her grandmother

    > k-chiich ~ k chiich our grandmother

In all nominal and most verbal constructions, the pronouns are written as

separate words, and only in the case of the first person plural k is there any

orthographic variation. In about 50% of contemporary documents, the pronoun is

hyphenated to the following word. In about 25% of contemporary documents, the

pronoun k appears as a separate word as do all other members of the paradigm.

The remaining quarter of the documents employ both of those variants and/or

other variants which mitigate the absence of a pronounced vowel. We will return

to the current orthography in §8.4 below.

In a few verbal aspects, such as the habitual (k-) and transitive simple

completive (t-), the aspect marker and Set A pronoun are customarily written

together, as shown in (8.3a) and (b). A morpheme gloss is shown for one member

of each set, followed by the relevant examples in conventional orthography.

(8.3a) k-in      jan-al I eat.
HAB-1A   eat-IMPF.INTR 

kin janal I eat.

ka janal You eat.

ku janal She/he/it eats.

k janal We eat.
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(   b) t-in         kon-aj-ø I sold it.
PRF.TR-1A  sell-CMP.TR-3B

tin konaj I sold it.

ta konaj You sold it.

tu konaj She/he sold it.

t konaj We sold it.

For the sake of ease of articulation, speakers avoid the concatenation of

two vowel-less words by deleting one. This deletion operates in both slow and

rapid speech, and is represented in writing, as well. The first person plural

pronoun k is neither pronounced nor written in habitual or transitive completive

constructions.112 Because there is homophony between the Set A pronoun k and

the habitual marker k, it would be impossible to determine which of the two was

deleted, nor does it matter. In the case of the transitive completive, the aspect

marker is retained and the pronoun deleted. In terms of information processing,

this pattern makes perfect sense; aspectual information may be more important to

retain and is somewhat more likely to be new information within the discourse. In

a case where the first person plural pronoun was new information, it would likely

be introduced with the Set C demonstrative to’on, as shown below in (8.4). In this

example, the discourse marker -e’ obligatorily marks the end of the pre-clausal

phrase.

(8.4) To’one’, t konaj jo’oljeak. As for us, we bought it yesterday.

                                                  
112 Intransitive completives take Set B pronouns, which are all suffixes (see full pronoun
paradigms in Table 4.3).
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8.2  YUCATEC MAYA GLYPHIC WRITING SYSTEM

Prior to the imposition of alphabetic writing, Yucatec Maya was written in

glyphs. A given word could be written with a single logographic glyph or with a

cluster of syllabic glyphs which represented CV or V-only syllables. There are no

intra-syllabic consonant clusters in the language, and there is a preponderance of

closed syllables. When a word was represented with syllabic glyphs, the coda

consonant would be represented with a CV syllable glyph whose vowel would be

phonetically unrealized. The word balam ‘jaguar,’ for example, is represented

syllabically in Figure 8.1. Three syllable glyphs—‹ba›, ‹la›, and ‹ma›—are joined

to form the word; readers would know that the vowel of the ‹ma› glyph would not

be pronounced. Final vowel deletion over time is not plausible here (see Coe and

van Stone 2001, among many others, for a complete treatment of glyph

decipherment).

Figure 8.1.  Balam ‘jaguar,’ written in syllabic glyphs (from Campbell 2000)

8.3  THE PRONOUN K FROM THE 16TH TO MID-20TH CENTURIES

For approximately the first hundred years of Yucatec Maya alphabetic

writing, the first person plural k was written with a vowel, -a. This vowel addition

should not be surprising given that the Maya authors/scribes of the earliest

documents would have been familiar with the glyphic system in which a single
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glyph could represent a CV syllable whose vowel was routinely unrealized

phonetically. Since Spanish friars initiated alphabetic writing for Yucatec Maya, it

is also likely that they would have devised a CV representation to satisfy their

own ideologies and intuitions. Table 8.2 shows the representation of the pronoun

k in a sampling of seventeen representative texts from the 16th to mid-20th

century.113 The early alphabetic documents treated all pronouns in the paradigm

equally; that is, all the Set A pronouns were written as separate words or, in a few

cases, all were joined to the following word. The bare consonant appears in

alternation with ca in a 1660 notarial document from Papeles de los Xiu (Quezada

& Harada 2001); in that document, c is used in verbal constructions and the CV

form, ca, in nominal forms. Pedro Beltran de Santa Rosa, a Franciscan friar, in his

1746 grammar of Yucatec Maya, directly addresses the orthographic change,

stating that the pronoun is now written as it is pronounced, without the -a (Beltran

de Santa Rosa 1746[1859]). In the examples given in the book, however, he used

the bare consonant preceding vowel-initial words and ca before consonant-initial

forms.

                                                  
113 Note that here the graphs ‹c› and ‹k› both represent [k]; the variation represents a shift that is
currently almost complete (see §6.3).
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CENTURY YEAR DOCUMENT OR BOOK PRONOUN

XVI 1567 Letter from Maya caciques ca

1577 Calepino de Motul ca’ ~ ca

XVII 1620 Coronel grammar ca

1660 Papeles de los Xiu c (verb) ~ ca (noun)

1684 San Buenaventura grammar ca^114

XVIII 1746 Beltrán grammar c (V-init.) ~ ca

c. 1750 Cantares de Dzitbalché c ~c’

1782 Chilam Balam de Chumayel c ~ ca (V-init.)

XIX 1814 Artazo proclamation c

1842 letters from the Caste War era c

1849 Puc labor contract c- ~ c^ ~ c’

1864 Villanueva proclamation c

1898 Pío Pérez dictionary c

XX 1910 Romero Fuentes c’

1923 Pacheco Cruz literature c-

1939 Yikal Maya Than c’

1944 Barrera Vásquez grammar k ~ k- (V-init. noun)

Table 8.2.  The written form of the Set A first person plural pronoun in 16th to
mid-20th century documents

Thus we see that the alternation between the bare consonant and CV forms

was sometimes conditioned by syntactic environment (Papeles de los Xiu, Barrera

Vásquez grammar) and sometimes by phonological environment. The 1782

Maya-written Chilam Balam of Chumayel (Gordon 1913) has a phonologically

conditioned alternation, but it is the opposite of Beltrán’s, with the bare consonant

preceding a consonant-initial word.

                                                  
114 I use a carat here to indicate that the pronouns were written joined to the following word, e.g.,
cayumil ‘our lord.’
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The 18th century Maya-written book of popular songs, Cantares de

Dzitbalché, is orthographically very interesting (Barrera Vásquez 1965). The

manuscript was discovered in Mérida in 1942 and given to Yucatecan linguist

Alfredo Barrera Vásquez, who translated and published it with brief commentary;

the original pages are reproduced photographically. The volume is a collection of

fourteen short pieces—songs, prayers, or narrations—presumably very old, which

had been scribed in the mid-18th century. The manuscript appears to have been

scribed by a single person, and has several unusual characteristics. It is written in

upper case block letters, rather than the cursive script of nearly all other

contemporary handwritten documents. More unusual, however, is that

approximately 85% of the words are joined (or rather, separated) with hyphens,

while the remaining proportion is separated in customary fashion with spaces.

This alternation appears random; a careful analysis remains for further study, but

the alternation appears to have no basis in constituent boundaries of any kind, nor

is it prosodic or phonological, nor does it correlate with line breaks or any other

physical features of the document. Barrera Vásquez makes no comment other than

to note that excessive hyphenation occurs and that it is irregular. Because

hyphenation occurs throughout the manuscript, I am counting the hyphenated first

person plural pronouns as bare consonant forms. There is, however, an alternation

in the collection, with the bare consonant form appearing in alternation with c’. In

the twenty tokens of the pronoun throughout the manuscript, nine were

apostrophized and eleven were not. The alternation appears random, with both

forms occurring in nominal and verbal constructions and preceding both
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consonant- and vowel-initial words. In one instance, both the apostrophized and

bare forms appear on the same line (Barrera Vásquez 1965:50). The

apostrophized form, where found, is joined to the following word, as in (8.5). A

representative page is shown in Appendix 6.

(8.5) c’kam c’beet
our receiving our act(s)

All but one of the 19th century documents that I examined write the

pronoun as c, separately and without an appended vowel. By that century, glyph

literacy would have been lost, and a speaker’s acquisition of Spanish literacy prior

to Yucatec Maya literacy would have been quite unlikely. The pronoun was

written simply as it was pronounced, and none of the documents shows any

alternation. The first instance of meaningful hyphenation appears in the labor

contract written in 1849 by Marcelino Puc (a Maya laborer, mentioned in §6.4.2,

who wrote a highly detailed list of the conditions that he stipulated for an

extended term of employment in Cuba);115 no personal details about Puc are

known (Barrera Vásquez 1981). Eleven of the seventeen tokens of the pronoun

are hyphenated as in (8.6a); one other variant appears five times, as in (8.6b), and

a third variant appears once, as shown in (8.6c). In one sentence of the document,

all three variants appear. There is no apparent pattern, syntactic or phonological,

to the variation.

(8.6a) c-katic (     b) cnook (    c) c’utzal
we want (our request) our clothes our getting better

                                                  
115 In one section, the contract stipulates a twelve-year term of employment and in another, a ten-
year term.
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None of the four early 20th century documents examined here uses the bare

consonant exclusively. Only the 1944 Yucatec Maya grammar by Barrera

Vásquez uses that variant at all, alternating with the hyphenated form before

vowel-initial nouns (1944). Each of the other three documents mitigates the

absence of a fully realized vowel in a distinct way, one using hyphens and two

using apostrophes in two manners. The literary/historical magazine Yikal Maya

Than writes the pronoun, the apostrophe, and the following noun or verb joined

together, as was shown in (8.5) and (8.6c) above.116 A 1910 teaching grammar of

Yucatec Maya represents the pronoun as a separate apostrophized word, as in

(8.7) (Romero Fuentes 1910).

(8.7) c’ yacuntic
we love (him/her)

8.3.1.  Orthographic variation in glyph writing

At first glance, it may appear that unpatterned variation within a

document, even within a single line or sentence, is a result of carelessness, or

worse, ignorance. This interpretation, however, is totally implausible given the

erudition of Maya scribes and the reverence with which writing was regarded. I

would argue that such variation may have a precedent in glyph writing. England

(1995, 1996) has argued that the relative consistency of glyphs across a broad

geographic expanse is evidence of substantial standardization. Standardization,

however, does not necessarily imply uniformity. The same logographic and

syllabic glyphs do appear over a wide area, a fact which could not possibly be
                                                  
116 Yikal Maya Than was published monthly from September, 1939, to December, 1955. In the
premier issue, founder and publisher Paulino Novelo Erosa translated its name as ‘Genio de la
lengua maya,’ or ‘The genius/spirit of the Maya language’ (1939).
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a) dzib
     dzi-ba
 T243:501

b) dzib
     dzi-ba
 T243:501hv:314

c) dzib
    dzi-bi
T243:585

d) dzib
     dzi-bi
 T243:585hv

attributed to coincidence, but it is significant that any word or phrase could be

represented in many ways. The scribe’s choice of a glyph was part of the art of

Maya writing. Epigraphers have identified several glyphic variants for many

syllables in the paradigm. Some of the possible variation is illustrated in Figure

8.2, which presents four representations of the word dziib ‘write.’

Figure 8.2  Four variant representations of the word dziib ‘write’ (Montgomery,
FAMSI 2003)

Much could be said about these glyphs, but the important idea here is that

historically, in Maya writing tradition, variation was an artistic element. By the

19th century, after three centuries of alphabetic writing, variants may no longer

have been chosen for artistic reasons, but there is also no reason to suspect that

variation was perceived as defective or detrimental.

8.3.2 Summary

To summarize, we have seen written representations of the first person

plural Set A pronoun change during the first four hundred years of alphabetic

writing. It is possible that the CV form of the pronoun in the earliest documents

was devised by the Spanish friars, who may have been more comfortable with that

form than with a bare consonant. I suggest, however, that the CV form is at least
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equally influenced by the syllabic glyphs. As glyph literacy disappeared, the

syllabic spelling of the pronoun also fell from use. In the 17th century, the bare

consonant form begins to appear, and the shift from the CV to the bare consonant

form seems to have been accomplished through alternations, sometimes motivated

phonologically and sometimes syntactically. The 19th century texts suggest that

there was little problem with the existence of a fully independent vowel-less

word; writers/scribes, for the most part, use a single form without alternation, and

there is almost no variation across documents. With the arrival of the 20th century,

several alternatives to bare consonant pronouns are explored by Yucatec Maya

writers. In the next section, I will present a detailed description of the pronoun in

late 20th century documents.

8.4  ORTHOGRAPHIC VARIATION OF THE K IN CONTEMPORARY DOCUMENTS

Beginning around 1980, Yucatec Maya writing and publishing began

expanding greatly, fueled by (and contributing to) the growing climate of

revalorization of indigenous cultures and languages throughout Mexico and Latin

America. Approximately half of the publications published since then have used

the hyphenated form of the first person plural Set A pronoun. In the next sections,

I detail the variation currently found in its representation. In §8.4.1, I briefly

describe the data and the methodology employed in tabulating them. §8.4.2

examines the data themselves, and in §8.4.3, I explore correlations of the data

with other possible factors. A summary is presented in §8.4.4.
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8.4.1  Methodology

I examined approximately one hundred documents written or published

since 1980 and noted the form(s) of the first person plural Set A pronoun in the

syntactic environments of nominal and verbal constructions and in phonological

environments before vowel- and consonant-initial words. The documents were of

a broad variety of types and genres, including signage at a Maya event,

unpublished poems by serious adult writers, poems and short articles in the daily

(Spanish language) newspaper, pedagogical material for both adults and children,

legal documents, advertisements and declarations, an ethnography, a collection of

proverbs, poems and articles from literary magazines and community newspapers,

histories, and short stories. In order that the tabulation not over-represent

particular authors, institutions, or publishing enterprises, I have excluded some

documents from the count according to the following guidelines. All of the titles

in the first series of the extensive Contemporary Maya Letters (described in §5.4)

were counted as one document, since they are all edited to have one consistent

alphabet and orthography despite the diverse preferences of the various authors.117

I have also included only one work per author, unless there is variation between

works. In a few cases of longer documents with many tokens, there was

consistency in pronoun form throughout the document except for one or two

tokens. I considered these cases—where variance occurred in less than 5% of the

tokens with no evident reason for the variation—as slips of the fingers and did not

count them as instances of intra-document variation.

                                                  
117 Titles in the third series were not edited for uniformity, and they are considered separately.
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After the exclusions described above, 86 documents were selected for the

analysis. Of those, 47, or 55%, contained tokens of the first person plural Set A

pronoun. I would account for the low incidence of tokens by the fact that the first

person plural pronoun is somewhat marked in usage; in several of the non-fiction

documents containing tokens of the pronoun, it appeared only once or twice near

the beginning or end as a rhetorical device invoking community spirit or

positioning the author as an insider. The pronoun is rarely if ever used in many

registers and genres of writing. The genre of proverbs, for example, virtually

always uses the third person. By the same token, the registers of legal codes and

contest announcements are such that the first person plural is unlikely to appear.

The pronoun is perfectly appropriate in poems and stories, but still has a low

incidence rate. In those genres, the k pronoun occurs mainly in direct dialogue.

8.4.2  Data

The proportions of the forms used for the first person plural Set A pronoun

in the 47 documents described above are shown by percentage and number in

Table 3.

Documents using
hyphen

k-

Documents with
bare consonant

k

Documents using
both
k ~ k-

Documents using
other forms

53% (n=25) 25.5% (n=12) 12.7% (n=6) 8.5% (n=4)

Table 8.3.  Forms of the first person plural Set A pronoun, 1980-2002

The pronouns with a hyphen occur in slightly more than a 2:1 ratio with

the bare consonant forms, and these two forms account for nearly 80% of the
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documents. Representative examples of each from the data are shown in nominal

and verbal constructions in (8.8a-b).

(8.8a) k-k’aay k meyaj
our song our work

(    b) Táan k-bin. Táan k bin.
We’re going. We’re going.

Among the other ten documents, six contained both the bare consonant

and the hyphenated forms, with a patterned alternation discernible in only two of

those. In those two documents, the hyphen was used for verbal constructions and

the bare consonant form with nominal constructions. In the four other documents,

the alternation appears completely random.

The remaining four documents use other orthographic solutions that

mitigate the absence of a pronounced vowel, such as simply joining the pronoun

to the following word without any diacritical marking or joining the pronoun to

the following word with an apostrophe, as in (8.9a-b) below.118

(8.9a) ksuku’un (b)   k’wolgel (c)   ik t’aan
our elder brother  we know (lit. ‘our knowledge’)          our language/speech

In two other documents, the pronoun is represented as ik, as in (8.9c), with

a vowel inserted initially. One of those two documents, a first and second grade

bilingual school workbook published in 2000 by the indigenous education office

of the federal education agency for distribution throughout the peninsula, is

particularly significant for its potential influence on young readers.

                                                  
118 These examples are taken from: a) Medina Loría & Gomez Navarrete 1982, b) Metri 1998, and
c) Secretaria de Educación Pública 2001.
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It bears mention that alternation, when and where it occurs within a single

document, may be attributable to one or more causes. The alternation may have

been deliberate on the part of the author (or editor), or it may have been

completely unconscious, since all writers/readers of the language are accustomed

to seeing both forms and may genuinely not have a strong or considered

preference (see §8.5). It is also likely that a typist or typesetter entered something

that varied from the original manuscript, and the change was not noticed.119

8.4.3  Correlations with other factors

I looked for trends across time but found none. Table 8.4 shows the

pronoun form as described above—hyphenated, bare consonant, both, and

other—in four time segments from 1980 to 2002. Note that I have divided the

time into unequal segments since the rate of publication has increased rapidly.

1980-1989 1990-1995 1996-2000 2001-2002 TOTALS

k- 2 7 7 9 25

k 2 1 5 3 11

both 1 2 2 1 6

other 2 0 2 0 4

TOTALS 7 10 16 13 46

Table 8.4  First person plural Set A pronoun use in documents, 1980-2002

                                                  
119 I have occasionally noticed items that can only be considered typographical errors and not
deliberate representations. These items have often appeared in the daily newspapers, where the
typesetters are likely to not know any Yucatec Maya. I have excluded all suspected typographical
errors from the data.
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Although the incidence of hyphenated forms in absolute figures has

increased, giving the appearance of a steady climb in use, calculation as a

percentage of the total documents in the given time segments shows no consistent

trends whatsoever, as shown in the chart in Figure 8.3. In the decade between

1980 and 1989, the hyphenated form, the bare consonant form, and other forms

are evenly divided, with 28.6% each. The hyphenated form, however, jumps to

70% of the documents from 1990-95, drops to 44% from 1996-2000, and returns

to 70% in the most recent documents, published in 2001 and 2002. The bare

consonant form jumps around, as well, dropping to 10% in the 1990-95, rising to

31%, and dropping somewhat to 23% in the most recent documents. In sum, there

appear to be no short-term usage trends for the pronoun form.
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Figure 8.2  First person plural Set A pronoun use in documents, 1980-2002
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I also looked for correlations between the pronoun form and other factors

and found none. There was no correlation of the pronoun form with the place of

publication, which might have suggested a regional distribution of preference.

Neither was there any correlation on the basis of the type or genre of document or

whether the publication had institutional support or was independently produced.

There was no correlation on the basis of whether the intended audience was

children, adults, or both, or whether the document was intended for an audience of

language learners, literacy learners, or already literate Maya readers. Nor was

there any correlation, to the extent that I was able to determine, on the basis of

demographic characteristics of the authors such as age, gender, level of schooling,

occupation, etc.

8.4.3  Summary

In this section we have seen that the hyphenated form of the first person

plural Set A pronoun, which began to appear frequently in the early 20th century,

has become the preferred form in Yucatec Maya writing since 1980. We have also

seen that the rate of Yucatec Maya publications has steadily increased but that

there is no consistent trend for any of the pronoun variants across that time span.

The hyphenated form occurs invariantly in 53% of the 47 contemporary

documents in the sample, while the bare consonant form which was

overwhelmingly favored throughout the 19th century occurs invariantly in 25%. In

six of the documents in the sample, both forms appear; the alternation is random

in four of those, while a syntactically conditioned alternation occurs in two. In

four documents in the sample, other strategies are employed for representing the
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pronoun. In two, a vowel is inserted before the k. In another, the k attaches to the

following word with an apostrophe, while the k is joined directly to the following

word in the fourth document.

I found no correlation between pronoun form preference and any other

formal factor, such as genre, type of publication, or publisher affiliation. Nor was

there correlation based on a social factor, such as the personal characteristics of

the author/scribe or collective characteristics of the intended audience. There was

also no correlation between pronoun preference and graph preference (see

Chapter 7). Finally, there was no correlation based on geography.

8.5  SUMMARY

This chapter has described the orthography of the Yucatec Maya Set A

first person plural pronoun through 450 years of alphabetic writing. The earliest

orthography had a CV form, ca, which likely combined the graphic intuitions of

scribes who had used syllabic glyphs and the intuitions of the Spanish friars, for

whom a vowel-less word was almost certainly beyond conception. The bare

consonant form, c, began to appear in the 17th century, largely in alternation with

the CV syllable, ca. In some documents, the alternations were phonologically

conditioned; in others, syntax conditioned the alternations. In the 19th century, the

bare consonant became near-universal convention. For sociohistorical reasons, it

is reasonable to suppose that a significant proportion of literate Mayas in that

century may have been bilingual, but that Yucatec Maya was both their first

spoken language and their first language of literacy. Thus, their orthographic



238

intuitions would have been minimally, if at all, influenced by Spanish

conventions.

In the 20th century, as formal education in Spanish spread throughout the

peninsula, the Spanish constraint against vowel-less words and syllables began to

influence writers of Yucatec Maya. The hyphenated form, c- or k-, became

increasingly prevalent. Slightly more than half of the documents produced in the

last two decades use the hyphenated form; another 21% use both the bare

consonant and the hyphenated forms or mitigate the absence of a vowel in other

ways. The bare consonant form is exclusively used in 25% of the documents.

Although the Yucatec Maya phonotactics and syllable canon are quite

different from the Spanish system, many Yucatec Maya writers have taken the

Spanish rules to heart and, perhaps unconsciously, consider them universal and

applicable to their own language. We turn now to the ideas and opinions of

Yucatec Maya readers, writers, and speakers, as expressed in interviews and

informal conversations.
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Chapter 9  Ideas and opinions of speakers and other community
members

In this chapter, I present a mosaic of the ideas and opinions expressed to

me about written Yucatec Maya and its form, status, and future by speakers and

other community members during interviews and informal conversations. The

responses (and non-responses) of my conversation partners reveal not only their

explicit opinions but, considered collectively, their underlying ideologies, as well.

We see scientism and traditionalism, to be sure, but these are not always

positioned as opposites. In addition, ideologies of cultural authenticity manifest in

several ways and are used to support various arguments. Social and economic

conditions are also always factors, as people struggle to balance the  exigencies of

daily life with their long-term cultural consequences. In addition, the thoughts

expressed by speakers reveal the interplay of explicit ideas and opinions with

intuitions that operate well below the level of consciousness.

The informal conversations were with a variety of Yucatec Maya speakers

whom I met during my visits to Yucatán—rural, urban, old, young, across a

spectrum of occupational and educational experience. Where relevant, published

remarks from other sources will also be included. As noted in Chapter 3, the

interviewees were all guaranteed confidentiality; for that reason, no one will be

identified here by name, but rather by their community role or relation to the

language. The interviewees fall into two main categories. The first is students of

the Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya (see §3.3.2). The second category is

comprised of people who are involved in Yucatec Maya language activities:
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writers, teachers, education officials, publishers; many of those individuals have

dual or triple roles. Although women were well-represented in the conversations

and interviews with Academia students, very few of my interviewees in the

category of writers and educators were women; in order not to compromise their

confidentiality, masculine pronouns will be used for all members of that category.

While I trust that decision to be correct under the circumstances, I nevertheless

regret its sexist consequences. The authors of attributed statements in published

sources will, however, be identified. Except where noted, there were no

significant status-based differences between the opinions and ideas expressed by

those in the category of writers, educators, and officials and those of ordinary

citizen readers/speakers.

This chapter will be organized around three overlapping topics, from the

broadest and most conscious on the part of the speakers, to the narrowest and

most revealing of ideologies that operate preconsciously. In §9.1, I will present

ideas and opinions expressed about variation, standardization, and unification.

The alphabet and specific graphs will be discussed in §9.2; in §9.3, comments

made about the orthography of the1st person plural Set A pronoun will be

presented. It bears mention that these data were not gathered by scientific means;

they are culled from notes and transcripts of conversations and interviews. In the

interviews, I gave priority to pursuing fruitful avenues of inquiry rather than to

consistency of questions across encounters; for that reason, the results are not

parallel or consistent. Therefore, I will not attempt to tabulate or quantify the data;
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such an endeavor would be worthwhile, but it falls outside the scope and

methodology of the present study.

9.1  VARIATION, UNIFICATION, AND STANDARDIZATION

One question that virtually always generated a direct response (rather than

the frequent oblique or ambiguous statements that I often heard with other topics)

was whether the graphic and orthographic variation that exists was problematic.

Although the responses did generally fall one way or another on an absolute

yes/no scale, there were a number of qualifications. It is not the case that there

was a simple binary distinction, with the speakers on one end embracing variation

and rejecting standardization, and those on the other end decrying variation and

urging standardization. Further, the responses often patterned in unexpected ways;

for example, one of the staunchest defenders and promoters of the 1984 alphabet

also said that he could not care less about orthographic variation, that it was

absolutely unimportant.

Moreover, standardization, in the sense of formalized norms, cannot

always be interpreted as unitary and non-variant. This concept was illustrated to

me very clearly in conversation with an advanced-level Academia student whose

comments seemed, at first, to be contradictory, but upon reflection, I understood

that my fundamental concept of standardization was simply different from hers.

The student, a moderately literate middle-aged native speaker who had stopped

using the language as a young adult and was in the process of recovering it, said

firmly and unequivocally that she was aware of the graphic variation, she had no

preference for any particular graphs, and that variation was no problem to her
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whatsoever. A short time later, she stated that it was very important that people

“learn to write correctly.” I ascribed the two seemingly opposite opinions to

ordinary human paradox, but upon reflection, I realized that for her, “correct”

could encompass variant forms and that variation did not imply chaos or an

absence of norms.

By a large margin, the prevailing attitude was that variation was not

problematic. Not one of my conversation partners asserted that variation was a

problem personally, but a few thought that it was or could be problematic for

others. Several expressed the concern that people learning the language might

have problems with the variation, whereas native speakers, even those acquiring

literacy as adults, would not. One writer/educator said that the variation was not

problematic to him as a reader but that as a writer, it did, in fact, raise problems

since institutional constraints sometimes required him to use graphs that he

personally dispreferred. Another writer/educator claimed that variation was a

problem for linguists but not for speakers.

Although a number of people speculated that variation would be a serious

obstacle for learners (native speakers learning to read and write the language or

non-speakers learning the language120), that does not appear to be the case. One

educator who works with both literacy and language learners (all adults) said that

he explains that there is variation and mentions the variants and that students

accommodate to the variation with little trouble. One Academia student said that

she had been frustrated at times because every teacher used his or her own

                                                  
120 My interviews included Academia students of both categories.
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orthography, but that it no longer bothered her much.121 Her opinion was repeated

in several other conversations with Academia students and others.

While variation may not have strong negative value, only two of my

conversation partners spoke of variation as something positive and desirable,

something worth keeping. One writer/educator considers the variation to be a type

of wealth and said that he likes to see it. Another made two important points about

variation. First, he criticized those who believe that there is only one correct way

to write the language, whatever that way may be. He stated that such an attitude

displays arrogance, egotism, and even perhaps “ignoran[ce] of your own culture

because you believe that only what you know is important and not that which

everyone knows.”122 Further, he noted that it was important to teach people all of

the variants so that they would be able to read the full range of written

works—older documents and contemporary texts. This idea was echoed by

another educator, who mentioned with pride the early 20th writings of Felipe

Carrillo Puerto123 and Santiago Pacheco Cruz124 and said that “although they

wrote in the orthography of their day, we can still read them.”

Many who expressed no problem with variation also talked of unification

as a long-term or future objective; for the most part, this was projected as an

                                                  
121 The Academia had a policy of using the 1984 alphabet; it was never my impression that the
policy would be rigidly enforced if a teacher were to challenge it.
122 “. . . es quizás ser ignorante de su propia cultura porque crees que lo que sabes es único e
importante y no lo que saben todos.”
123 Carrillo Puerto (1874-1924) was a socialist leader and staunch defender of Yucatec Maya
language and culture. He delivered his first speech as newly-elected governor of Yucatán in Maya.
His name is universally known and he is considered a major hero,  but he was not an author per se;
his inaugural address, however, has been published.
124 Pacheco Cruz (1885-1970) was an educator and author of a monolingual Yucatec Maya
dictionary and many belletristic works in several genres (see §5.2.1.2).
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organic, self-organizing process rather than one with overt human intervention.

For that reason, I use the term ‘unification’ here in contrast with ‘standardization.’

9.1.1  Unification and standardization

The concept of organic development was mentioned by several

interviewees, and they used the term explicitly (orgánico/a). Within the context of

the conversations, they were referring to development without any explicit,

prescriptive activity. One educator pointed out that “in order for the [Yucatec]

Maya language to develop along its own path, there ought not be any attempt to

adjust it.”125 Another pointed out that the development of writing and literature

was, by its nature, an organic process which would take its course and in which

there was no need to interfere. This educator expressed the expectation that the

development of the written language would greatly advance once there came of

age a generation of speakers whose first language of reading and writing was

Yucatec Maya. One writer/educator pointed out that if there were to be an

additional attempt to eliminate variation by means of another set of meetings, a

new graph set would surely be adopted, resulting in more alphabets rather than

fewer.

Other interviewees spoke of the process of unification and convergence as

a very long-term endeavor. I never sensed any impatience or frustration on their

part, which led me to recognize that the desirability of prompt resolution was my

                                                  
125 “Para que la lengua maya siga por su propio canal no hay que tratar de ajustarlo ¿no?” This
speaker’s use of the word ‘canal,’ while it makes perfect sense in Spanish, is a very Maya
expression. The concept of ‘road, path, way’ is central in the culture and is the basis of many
metaphors having to do with unfolding and emerging. It did not occur to me at the time to ask him
about it.
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own ideological presumption. A few interviewees invoked the situations of

various European languages to support their arguments, pointing out that it took

Spanish several centuries to arrive at standardization. Another referred to the

arguments of simplicity,  economy, and orderliness made by advocates of

standardization and pointed out that French, German, and English don’t have

simple, streamlined, or orderly orthography, and their writing appears none the

worse for it.

Thus, many speakers, particularly those heavily involved in Yucatec Maya

writing and education, present the attitude that variation is not a problem,

certainly not in the sense of something that requires direct attention. The

condition of variation in the language is not perceived as static or immutable; it

seems to be seen as a transitory condition, as unhurried steps along a meandering

path. While it may be a long way off, most of my conversation partners display an

attitude that unification is desirable; for some, it is highly important.

Among those who assert the importance of unified norms, there is much

divergence of opinion about how to accomplish the goal. Some, as described

above, advocate the more laissez faire, organic approach that I have called

unification, while others prefer standardization—rules and standards established

by some organized body. Interestingly, the two people who expressed the

strongest belief in the importance of unified norms are at opposite poles of an

intervention/non-intervention scale. One, a writer/educator, is adamant that when

norms can be established, they should be the “will of the people.” To that end, his

activities are directed towards stimulating speakers of all ages to engage in
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reading and writing activities and to use written Yucatec Maya as an everyday

cultural practice and resource. On the opposite end, another writer/educator

believes that the development of the written language cannot proceed without

tools of literacy—dictionaries, grammars, a unified alphabet—that would be

produced by linguists and other trained experts. A third educator who advocates

the establishment of rules and standardization advocates the establishment of a

program to provide (bilingual) native speakers with advanced training in

linguistics and composition.

One predictable pattern that emerged in the course of my conversations

was that the people most desirous of rules and standardization were,

overwhelmingly, those who were least involved in writing, publishing, and/or

education. It was principally, but not exclusively, students at the Academia and

other ordinary speakers who expressed the notion that “Someone should do

Something.” When pressed further, the Someones were ‘the experts’ or ‘the

people who know a lot about these things.’ The people most involved in some

aspect of shaping the written language, on the other hand, were very aware of the

problems and complexities involved in establishing unified norms, although one

educator very clearly stated the opinion that “there should be rules.”

I had a sense that some of the pro-standardizationists with whom I spoke,

especially at the Academia, may have been primed to express prescriptivist ideas

by the school setting and also by their perception of me as an academic and

therefore as someone who would likely be pleased by standardization. One

heritage learner with whom I spoke was in favor of establishing a Royal Academy
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for Yucatec Maya similar to the Spanish language academy because, he

contended, its existence would substantially elevate the status of the language and

help put it on equal footing with Spanish. Although he was the only one to

explicitly express this opinion, it was an idea that I heard obliquely from many

Yucatecans.

Several of those who supported the idea of some kind of standardization

effort suggested that a comprehensive dialect survey of the peninsula would help

to determine which usages were more widespread, principally with regard to

lexical and phonological questions. Others believed a dialect survey should be

done, but were less enthusiastic about its ability to advance unification.

Many of my conversation partners mentioned institutional competition as

a major source of conflict and disaccord that has impeded both standardization

efforts and the advancement of published literature. All were very discreet and

careful in their remarks and did not point a finger at any particular individual or

institution, but the comments were quite similar. It was said that every agency

thinks it knows best how language matters should be handled, that the agencies

were engaged in a “turf war” over constituencies (adults, children, rural, urban,

etc.), and that stubbornness and jealousies at high levels of organizations affected

institutional collaborations at every level. One educator, himself in a position of

leadership, asserted that leaders were not doing their jobs. Another educator posed

the question ‘How can it be that a language spoken by so many people over such a

broad area, with so few intelligibility problems and so little dialectal variation in

its spoken form, can experience so much rancor and controversy over its written
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form?’ He went on to answer himself: simply because of rivalries among the

institutional power holders.

Firm generalizations are difficult to make. As mentioned, most of those

who support standardization are less likely to be involved in writing, publishing,

teaching, or other activities involving written Yucatec Maya. Predictably, quite a

few who believe the language should be guided by “experts” of some sort are

likely to be such experts, that is, people with linguistic training and/or relatively

high levels of formal education. Thus, we may say that the standardizationists fall

into two categories: those who could be considered experts by virtue of academic

and/or literary credentials and those who put their faith in academic authority and

are not considering the complexities and difficulties involved in achieving the

goal of standardization. Put another way, the standardizationists are those who

privilege the institution of academia and its ideologies.

Certainly, not all of those who could be considered experts are advocates

of standardization, however. There is no correlation between academic

preparation and involvement on the one hand and any particular range on a

standardization/unification continuum. The majority of the writers, educators, and

administrators whom I interviewed, however, expressed a preference for

unification as a long-term process. Some were speaking from pragmatism, some

from an understanding of the histories of standardization in the European

languages, but many were genuinely not troubled by the variation; it was simply a

non-issue.  Many ordinary speakers/readers also perceived variation as non-

problematic; further, while the experts may have understood that unification
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would occur naturally over time (even if not in their own lifetimes or those of

their grandchildren), many of the everyday people were not projecting into the

future for change or resolution. They were oriented entirely in the present and

were simply not troubled by the variation; indeed, some had never noticed it. Not

infrequently, I had to provide detailed descriptions and/or examples of the

variation that I was asking about because people were genuinely puzzled.

9.2  THE ALPHABET AND GRAPHIC VARIATION

This section will present comments specific to graphic variation, the

alphabet, and individual graphs. Many of these ideas have already been discussed

in Chapter 8; here, other patterns will emerge as the emphasis will be on the

speakers themselves rather than on the symbols or the symbol system. As we saw

in the previous section, variation is generally not perceived as being seriously

problematic. Some people spoke strictly from the point of view of readers and

learners; others spoke only from their roles as writers and educators. Although the

two groups have different relationships with the printed language, their ideas were

not terribly different. Once again, we see the interplay between conscious thought

and non-conscious intuition in speakers’ judgments about graphs and alphabets.

One Academia student said that the graphic variation was confusing to her

at first, but not any more. Another said that she had seen the “older” alphabet, but

could not exactly remember what was different about it. One student, a young

woman who had always lived in Mérida and whose parents and grandparents

spoke Yucatec Maya, said that she preferred the 1984 alphabet because that was

what she had learned. However, this young woman was my classmate in the
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advanced-level workshop at the Academia. I often sat next to her at our small

seminar table and had noticed that she frequently wrote the older variants in her

class notes. The discrepancy between observed behavior and reported behavior is

a well-known phenomenon in interview-based research, but in this case I would

argue that the student was not adjusting a self-report in order to give what she

perceived as a preferred response, but rather that she was genuinely not aware of

which variants she was using at any particular time. Their unawareness provides

further evidence that variation is not intrinsically problematic.

Burns (1998) describes a summer course on Yucatec Maya grammar that

he gave in 1996 to twenty-four Yucatec Maya-speaking teachers of

bilingual/bicultural programs at the primary level. He relates discussions the

teacher-participants had about the 1984 alphabet. Some of the teachers asserted

that “standardized orthography was a sign of cultural stability.”126 Other teachers,

however, felt that the 1984 alphabet “put parents and children at odds regarding

how to spell their own names and the names of the towns where they live” (387).

This notion of inter-generational conflict very clearly expresses a traditionalist

argument that privileges continuity and connection to established practice.

It is interesting, however, that they specifically mentioned proper nouns as

a locus of conflict, since proper nouns were explicitly excluded from change in

the 1984 alphabet decree, and I have never heard of any individual or collective

entity contemplating a change in the orthography of a surname or place name. The

teachers, however, may have had experiences with children who questioned the

                                                  
126 Burns used the term “orthography” in referring to the alphabet.
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spelling of the proper nouns they knew or challenged the 1984 graphs as being

counter to what they had already deduced from their own experience. One

Academia student, a native speaker with whom I spoke several times, was an

enthusiastic advocate of standardization, and at one point suggested that surnames

and place names be changed to conform to the 1984 alphabet. I pointed out that

her name wouldn’t have to change and asked if she might feel differently if it

would. She paused very briefly and then conceded, with an embarrassed chuckle,

that she would, indeed, feel differently if faced with having to change the spelling

of her own name.

9.2.1  Commentary on the 1984 alphabet and specific variants

This section will present comments and opinions about the 1984 alphabet

and specific graphic variants. Most of my conversation partners had well-

formulated ideas about the alphabet in general, but fewer were able to directly

comment on their graphic preferences. Four of my interviewees had been

signators at the 1981 and/or 1984 alphabet meetings; several others had

participated in more peripheral roles.127 A few were happy to discuss the meetings

and the activities of the era, while others were less forthcoming and steered the

conversation in other directions rather than address certain questions.128 One

                                                  
127 Unfortunately, two of the key participants in the meetings, José Tec Poot and Hernan Morales
Medina, are now deceased. I was not successful in meeting with a few others who are still
involved and living in Yucatán. However, the majority of the participants do not appear to be still
involved; they were unknown to my several acquaintances who are currently central figures in
language-related activities. I did not make contact with those individuals.
128 I encountered very similar patterns of alternating eagerness/reluctance to talk in a previous
interview-based historical inquiry project with lesbians who had participated a decade earlier in
political controversies and internecine struggles. Many points were too painful to touch despite the
desire to open up and the time that had passed (see Brody 1985).
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educator who had been involved in alphabet change during that time, but was not

an official participant, related that the impetus for the process had come from

linguistically-trained Yucatec Maya speakers who wished to apply “scientific

weapons in order to change the traditional alphabet.”129 The use of the militaristic

metaphor is worthy of note. The traditional alphabet was seen as undesirable

because it “implied [to the initiators of the process] perhaps something old and

antiquated and there needed to be something modern, with more attractive

symbols.”130 (See Chapter 7 for a detailed description and discussion of the

meetings.) One participant in the meetings stated that the alphabet should be

chosen by means of linguistic analysis by speakers who have “some notions of

general linguistics.”131 This scientistic approach is in total contrast with the more

organic approach adopted by those who invoke the will of the gente del pueblo.

Many educators with whom I spoke supported the 1984 alphabet. One

praised its preciseness, another praised it for being easy to learn and easy to teach.

Another, who had participated in the 1984 meetings, enthusiastically supported

the 1984 alphabet and predicted confidently that other variants would just fall

away with time. Most of the Academia students said they preferred the 1984

alphabet because it was what they had first learned.

Speakers’ loyalty to their “first learned” is an important component that

cannot be easily overridden. I encountered many instances of this loyalty; perhaps

the most extreme example was provided by an Academia student. He was an

                                                  
129 The exact phrase was, “. . . armas científicas para poder cambiar el alfabeto tradicional. . .”
130 “. . . les implicaba a ellos tal vez algo viejo, algo rancio y entonces había que hacer algo
moderno y con unos signos más atractivos. . .”
131 “. . . con unas nociones de lingüística general.”
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elderly Yucatec Maya native speaker whose formal schooling had all been in

Spanish, but he had been surreptitiously taught to read and write Yucatec Maya

by his fourth grade teacher (see more about this speaker in §7.3.1). He was

passionately and adamantly opposed to the 1984 alphabet and stated emphatically

that Yucatec Maya has neither j nor w, that it was not a matter of opinion or

preference, it was simple fact. Further, the concept of “first learned” may link to

notions of cultural authenticity by a syllogistic process. If people have faith that

the source of their first knowledge is genuine and authentic—whether it be a

parent, teacher, book, or road sign—then the knowledge itself is likely to be

imbued with authenticity, as well.

One writer/educator who uses ‹tz, dz› explained his preference with the

usual explanation that those graphs are more familiar and acceptable to the gente

del pueblo, but he continued, saying that those graphs don’t really matter, that

they don’t change the world. Some months later, in an informal conversation, I

asked him if he referred to the alphabet he uses by any particular name, and

without hesitation he responded that he uses the 1984 alphabet. Puzzled, I pointed

out that he uses ‹tz, dz› instead of ‹ts, ts’›, and he said yes, but it was still the 1984

alphabet. As it would have been rude and impolitic, I did not question him further,

and another participant in the conversation—a Yucatec Maya speaker who

seemed equally puzzled—diplomatically changed the subject.

Every ‹tz, dz› user with whom I spoke mentioned the gente del pueblo and

the claim that those graphs were more familiar, recognizable, and accepted by

them. Some referred, directly or indirectly, to identification with and ownership of
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those graphs on the part of the gente del pueblo. Clearly, these arguments support

the notion of loyalty to “first learned,” but I would argue that, in addition, the

invocation of the gente is an argument of authenticity that also serves to maintain

the idealized entity of community in an Andersonian sense (1983).

While ‹tz, dz› were supported more with arguments on a collective level,

the preference for ‹h› (as /h/) seems to operate more on an individual level. One

writer/educator argued that the Spanish sound represented by ‹j› is not the same as

the Yucatec Maya sound that the 1984 alphabet represents as ‹j›. For that reason,

the two sounds should not be represented by the same symbol (see §7.2.2). Two

other writer/educators with whom I spoke could only describe their preferences

for ‹h› by saying, “I just like it.” They both received all of their formal schooling

in Spanish, are relatively young, and are also knowledgeable and articulate about

their own language. I would suggest that the fact that these two accomplished

writers were unable to articulate any reasons for a fully conscious preference

indicates the affective depth at which graphs operate.

9.3  ORTHOGRAPHY OF THE FIRST-PERSON PLURAL SET A PRONOUN

In this section, I will present speakers’ statements and opinions about the

orthography of the first person plural Set A pronoun k (see §4.3 and Chapter 8).

While people were generally quite willing to discuss their alphabet preferences or

their opinions concerning the situation of publishing or of bilingual education, my

efforts to elicit discussion about the way the k pronoun should be represented

were not always successful. Some speakers claimed, plausibly, never to have

noticed the variation. Many conversation partners sidestepped the questions,
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responding with tangents or non-sequiturs, and I was never able to determine

exactly why. In some cases, they may not have known what I was trying to ask;

others may have known and were perhaps reluctant to say that they had never

thought about it. Some may have had ideas about the subject but simply did not

want to discuss them at that time and/or with me. The majority of my

conversation partners made it clear that they considered my questions and the

phenomenon tiny, unimportant, and irrelevant. Indeed, given the economic and

social challenges that the language and its speakers face in everyday life, it is not

hard to understand how a detail such as a hyphen would rate little attention, even

on the part of those who are actively engaged in shaping the written language.

The first-person plural Set A pronoun k is phonologically separate from

the preceding and succeeding segments; in speech, its separate status is

uncontroversial and overwhelmingly invariant.132 In writing, however, there are

different approaches toward maintaining the separateness; further, the encoding of

separateness is virtually the sole criterion expressed by the proponents of all of

the orthographic variants. As detailed in Chapter 8, the hyphenated form, e.g., k-

chiich ‘our grandmother,’ occurs in roughly 50% of contemporary documents,

while the bare consonant form, e.g., k chiich, occurs in another roughly 25%. The

remaining 25% is split between documents that use both forms in free or

patterned variation and documents that use some other means of mitigating the

absence of a vocalic nucleus.

                                                  
132 I have been told by two educators that there is a small area where the pronoun is pronounced
[ik], but neither was able to say exactly where the area is. It is quite plausible that there are
speakers who use that variant ideolectally, but I am not entirely convinced that there is a regional
concentration of use.



256

Some speakers and writers were able to provide reasons for their preferred

orthography, but it bears mention here that most of the people with whom I

spoke—both the everyday speakers and those who were in some way shapers of

the written language—were not able to explain their preferences. Statements to

the effect of, “that’s just how it is supposed to be,” were presented quite often in

defense of both the bare consonant and the hyphenated forms.

Proponents of both the bare consonant and the hyphenated forms argued

that their preferred form was the best way to indicate the status of the pronoun as

phonologically separate. The separation is particularly important with regard to

vowel-initial words, as the whole meaning could change if the k were read as a

syllable onset. An example of the kind of problem that speakers are attempting to

avoid is shown in (9.1), where the pronoun k, if written together with the vowel-

initial word iik ‘chile,’ could possibly be read as kiik ‘older sister,’ pronounced

[ki:k], in contrast to [k/i:k].

(9.1) kiik k iik ~ k-iik ~ *kiik
older.sister our chile

Speakers who use the hyphen do so because they perceive it as a separator

without which the k would fall together with the next word. Speakers who do not

use the hyphen see it as a ligature that would attach the k to the next word.

Interestingly, the very same reasoning is applied towards writing k as a separate,

bare consonant word, that is, separated from the succeeding word with a space.

Those who write the bare consonant form argue that the normal word space

establishes separateness; on the other hand, the word space is perceived as a
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potential ligature by those who prefer the hyphen. These arguments are presented

in schematic form in Figure 9.1.

Figure 9.1  Speakers’ views on the hyphen or the space as a device for
maintaining the k pronoun separate from the succeeding word

In eliciting opinions about the k pronoun, my questions were as open-

ended as possible, and I avoided framing the options oppositively. Those who

preferred the bare consonant form framed the possibilities as a two-way

opposition between the bare consonant and the hyphen. Those who preferred the

hyphenated form, on the other hand, explained their preference as a two-way

opposition between the pronoun attached to the following word with a hyphen or

without a hyphen. The bare consonant option was not mentioned; the omission is

curious given the frequency of the bare consonant form in documents.133

Separateness was the only criterion mentioned by hyphen users, but two

other considerations were noted by the users of the bare consonant form. One

writer/educator said that the hyphen was “unaesthetic.” Another, who wrote

                                                  
133 I now lament the fact that I didn’t ask more pointed questions during the interviews and
conversations. I plan to follow up on this topic in future research in Yucatan.

. . . I don’t use it.

Because I see it as
a separator . . . . . . I use it.

Because I see it
as a ligature . . .

The Hyphen/

The Space
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material for children, stated his clear preference for the bare consonant form,

adding that the hyphen is unnecessary because readers know exactly what the k

means. He is interested in offering children an “uncluttered page,” and explained

that he and his co-authors think about how to make the writing practical for

children.

With conversation partners who were amenable to thinking and talking

about the pronoun orthography—a group which included both writer/educators

and everyday speakers/readers—I raised the possibility that the increased

preference for the hyphenated form was due to the influence of Spanish, which

prohibits vowel-less words and syllables. Many explicitly agreed; no one

indicated disagreement. The expansion of the hyphenated form through the 20th

century occurred simultaneously with the expansion of Spanish language

education and growth of Spanish literacy on the Yucatan peninsula, and I would

like to argue that the two trends are related.

One final interesting point is that a few of the writers whom I would

consider the most strongly concerned with cultural autonomy and authenticity

were also users of the more hispanicized hyphenated form. None was interested in

discussing the orthography of the pronoun. I would argue that their seeming

inconsistency between attitude and orthographic preference is evidence of the

extent to which the representation of the pronoun operates on a prereflective level,

not easily accessible to deliberate thought.
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9.4  CORRELATIONS ACROSS DIMENSIONS

Interestingly, I found few correlations across the dimensions. Among proponents

of an organic unification process were users of the 1984 alphabet and users of ‹tz,

dz› or other graphic variants, users of the bare consonant k pronoun and users of

the hyphenated form; 1984 alphabet proponents also patterned randomly along the

other two dimensions. Table 9.1 shows the correlations across all three

dimensions for the thirteen conversation partners (n=13) who expressed clear

opinions for at least two of the three dimensions (or whose alphabet or pronoun

orthography preferences could be observed in publications). Each dimension has

two positions, for a total of six possible positions. The dimensions—approach to

variation, alphabet, and orthography of k—are shown as both columns and rows.

In the six columns, the shaded cells where each dimension intersects with itself

shows the total number of proponents for each of those six positions. The figures

above or below the shaded cells in any column show the positions of those

respondents along the other two dimensions. For example, of the eight speakers

who use the 1984 alphabet, five advocated unification while three advocated

standardization; of those same eight speakers, two expressed a preference for the

bare consonant k, while two others preferred the hyphenated form, k-.
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Variation Alphabet Orthography

Unif. Stand. 1984 Variants Bare k Hyphen k

Unification 5 4 4 2

Standardization
10 3

3 0 0 2

1984 5 3 2 2

Variants 4 0
8 4

2 1

Bare k 4 0 2 2

Hyphen k- 2 2 2 2
4 4

Table 9.1  Correlations among three dimensions by respondents (n=13)

Due to the small sample size, I have not tested for statistical significance;

two notable correlations emerge from the data, however. First, all three speakers

who advocated standardization preferred both the 1984 alphabet and the

hyphenated form of the k pronoun. This correlation is not surprising, since the

influence of Spanish, or more precisely, of formal education in Spanish, can be

seen in all three dimensions—the ideologies of standardization which in turn

motivated the 1984 alphabet and, as I have demonstrated in Chapter 8, the

hyphenated form of the pronoun k.

The second correlation is that all four users of variant graphs preferred

unification, as did all four advocates of the bare k pronoun. It makes sense that the

users of variant graphs would prefer unification over time; it is very likely that the

‹tz, dz› will prevail in the long run but not likely that they would be readopted

under any foreseeable institutional power structure. I would speculate that the

users of the other variants, ‹h› and ‹u› (for /w/), prefer that the alphabet not be

formally established in order to provide them the liberty to write as they wish.
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However, while unification preference correlates with both variant graphs

and the bare k, the latter two do not correlate with each other. As the table shows,

the four bare k proponents are divided equally between users of the 1984 alphabet

and users of variant graphs. Likewise, the four variant users are equally divided

between the bare k and the hyphenated k.

Unification proponents are almost evenly divided between users of the

1984 alphabet and users of variant graphs; they also show a distinct preference for

the bare k pronoun. To summarize, although the sample is quite small and not

complete across the three dimensions, we can see a strong link between

standardization, the 1984 alphabet, and hyphenated k. There are no other clear

dimensional correlations.

9.5  SUMMARY

This chapter has presented ideas and opinions expressed by Yucatec Maya

speakers about various aspects of the written language, organized here along three

dimensions: variation in general, the alphabet and graphic variants, and the

orthography of the first person plural Set A pronoun, k. The three dimensions

correlate to degrees of awareness about the form and conventions of the written

language.

Almost all of my conversation partners were able to articulate their views

on variation in general, and it was clear that they had either already thought about

the subject or that they were able to process their experiences and impressions on

the spot in order to render an opinion spontaneously. In other words, the question

of variation can be addressed consciously and deliberately. Not as many of my
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conversation partners had already formulated an opinion about the alphabet and/or

specific graphic variants, although speakers patterned into two broad groups.

Writers, educators, and administrators had, of course, thought about the alphabet

and about specific graphs, while the everyday speakers spanned the entire

spectrum of possibilities from having highly elaborated ideas to not ever having

given the matter any thought whatsoever. We may say that the alphabet and its

parts are quite accessible for conscious reflection, but there are two important

things to note about such reflection. First, it is not likely to encompass the full

complexity of the alphabet as a symbolic system, and second, speakers may

formulate their opinions on the basis of conscious thought, on the basis of

emotion, on a combination of the two, or may not form an opinion at all. The

question of the orthography of the first person plural Set A pronoun, k, drew still

fewer responses; many speakers had not only not ever thought about it but

considered the question unworthy of attention. Pronoun orthography preferences,

for the most part, were pre-reflective, although those speakers who had given the

matter conscious consideration used essentially identical selection criteria—to

maintain the pronoun as a phonologically separate unit.

The conversation partners displayed a division between ideologies of

scientism, expressed by those who wanted to see the written language be guided

by “experts,” and ideologies of organic evolution, expressed by those who wanted

to leave the development of the written language to the “will of the people.”

Developmental hindrances, however, were not attributed to any ideological

schism but rather to institutional competition, lack of vision and willingness on



263

the part of educators and leaders, and lack of adequate resources. In the next

chapter, we return to a theoretical overview of the situation of contemporary

written Yucatec Maya and make predictions and recommendations for its ongoing

development—its meandering path.
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Chapter 10  Conclusion

In this chapter, I will summarize the descriptions and analysis presented in

previous chapters, and I will conclude with some predictions and

recommendations about the development of written Yucatec Maya in the long and

short term. In §10.1, the phenomenon of variation will be discussed; §10.2 will

discuss the theoretical aspects of alphabetic writing and graphs. I will summarize

the language ideologies about Yucatec Maya that we have seen operating among

its speakers and in the larger communities of Yucatán and México in §10.3 and

provide a schematic history of alphabetic writing in Yucatec Maya. In §10.4, I

will suggest avenues for future research and revisit the questions posed in Chapter

1. I conclude in §10.5 with predictions, speculations, and recommendations for

the short- and long-term future.

10.1  VARIATION IN WRITTEN YUCATEC MAYA

This dissertation has described the variation that exists in contemporary

written Yucatec Maya and shown the underlying language ideologies involved.

Based on this description, I have argued that the graphic and orthographic

variation in written Yucatec Maya is not seriously problematic for its readers and

writers and may even contribute positively to the development of literacy and

literature. The case of Yucatec Maya is very different from that of most other

indigenous and/or marginalized languages; five principal factors are involved in

the unique position of Yucatec Maya.
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These five factors have been discussed in previous chapters and are

summarized here. They are: 1) a highly developed writing tradition that predates

European contact by centuries and speakers’ awareness of it and pride in it, 2) the

relationship between linguistic boundaries and political boundaries, 3) the

participation and leadership since the mid-twentieth century of Yucatec Maya

speakers with linguistic training, 4) the absence of SIL activity on the peninsula,

and 5) the decentralized state of Yucatec Maya cultural institutions and the non-

existence of a social infrastructure through which linguistic concerns might be

organized. Precisely because the experience of Yucatec Maya is distinctive, it

may offer a different perspective from which to consider the development of

literacy and literature in such languages.

10.2  THEORETICAL ASPECTS OF GRAPHS AND ALPHABETIC WRITING

In this dissertation, I have presented a theoretical frame in which to begin

a deeper analysis of alphabetically written language. Such an analysis would not

only further our understanding of written language as a psycholinguistic process

and a social practice, but a careful examination of alphabetic writing can have

probative value in investigations of the form and functions of phonemes. Indeed,

it has been argued that our concept of phonemes as discrete, albeit abstract,

entities has been enabled by the practice of alphabetic literacy. Coulmas, citing

Faber, suggested that “historically, segmentation ability was a consequence of

alphabetic writing, not a prerequisite,” and that segment-based phonology “is an

outgrowth of alphabetic writing and may not be suited to represent language as a

mental system” (2003:13). Examining the relationships of graphs, phones, and
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their respective emic level representations with speakers of languages whose

writing conventions are less fixed than those of English and other Standard

Average European languages (Whorf 1956) may provide new and important

insights, since psycholinguistics research has customarily focused primarily on

languages with established and fixed writing systems.

The dissertation has posited the five facets of any graph, ‹X›, and has

demonstrated the role of each in the variation in contemporary written Yucatec

Maya. The first facet, that of a normalized two-dimensional image that denotes an

audible segment, [X], is quite straightforward; this facet represents the canonical

function of an alphabetic character. The second facet, that of an abstract symbol

with social, cultural, and aesthetic significance, was demonstrated clearly in

Chapters 7 and 9, particularly in the discourse regarding the variants ‹tz, dz› and

‹ts, ts’›. Some speakers are conscious enough of this facet that they are able to

discuss the social and cultural significances of various graphs, and I have

presented evidence that all readers and writers respond to this facet in a

prereflective manner, as well.

A perfect example of the third facet of the graph—an entity imbued with

agency—is presented in the statement of the elderly Yucatec Maya speaker who

had clandestinely learned to read and write his language as a child. He explained

that ‹dz› was the only adequate representation of the /ts’/ because it required the

strength of the d to be able to push the z; the t, he asserted, was not up to the task.

The fourth facet, which addresses the mechanical process of production and
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reproduction, was amply demonstrated in the discussions of the graphic shifts

occasioned by changes in printing technology.

The final facet is the one that associates the graph with the phoneme; this

facet remains to be adequately explored. In the §10.4, I propose some avenues for

future research; prominent among them is the investigation of the fifth facet of the

graph. We now turn to a discussion of language ideologies in Yucatec Maya.

10.3  LANGUAGE IDEOLOGIES IN YUCATEC MAYA

Language ideologies both emerge from and shape the course of social

practice. In this dissertation we have seen several interacting ideologies that

sometimes, but not always, are positioned in opposition to one another. For

convenience, I will refer to them here as prescriptivist, scientistic, a n d

traditionalist; in addition, the ideology of cultural authenticity is also operating.

We who have grown up learning to read and write any of the highly

standardized European languages, regardless of what mother tongue welcomed us

home after our first day of school, have been deeply indoctrinated in language

ideologies that privilege, indeed, almost deify prescriptive rules. Educators are the

stewards of prescriptivized language and set the standards for evaluating language

use. Prescriptivism demands a uniformity in writing that is neither expected nor

found in speech. Prescriptivist apparatus—standardized orthography, syntax rules,

perhaps even a language academy like the Acadèmie Français or the Real

Academia Española—may enhance the prestige of a language in the eyes of the

world, its neighboring communities, and its own speakers. I heard more than a

few people in Yucatán express deprecatory opinions about Yucatec Maya based
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on its lack of such apparatus, with comments such as, ‘It’s just a dialect, it’s not a

real language because it doesn’t have rules.’ Prescriptivism may also elevate the

status of a language in direct relationship to the difficulty of its rules. The harder

it is to acquire proficiency in the written code, the fewer the number of people

who will achieve mastery of it, enhancing the social capital of those who do, and

by extension, making the language more scarce and hence, more valuable.

It may be argued that the relative permanence of writing as compared to

the punctual and fleeting nature of speech or sign justifies more stringent

standards for uniformity and intelligibility. Written language is idealized as

something that reaches across time and space; this ideal is retained even though

we cannot help but know that most writing is thoroughly quotidian and small in

scope, and that, furthermore, languages change over time, limiting the reach of

potential intelligibility to future generations. Variation in written language is

presumed to be an obstacle to its enduring value. As we saw in §9.1, however,

rather than inhibiting comprehension, Yucatec Maya readers’ accustomedness to

graphic and orthographic variation and their familiarity with the gamut of variants

is very likely to increase, not decrease, their ability to read documents of other

eras. Yucatec Maya readers’ flexibility is strong counter-evidence to the belief

that uniformity in writing is essential. Nonetheless, the prescriptivist ideology is

deeply entrenched in many Yucatec Maya speakers, who would roughly fall into

two broad categories. The first is comprised of educators and/or other

gatekeepers, who have a large personal and professional stake in prescriptivism;

their positions are likely, to some degree, to have been formulated consciously
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and deliberately. The second category of speakers are more likely to have arrived

at their positions unreflectively, based on their experience of schooling (or lack

thereof) and on the prestige and mystique of the dominant language, Spanish, with

its highly elaborated prescriptive rules. These attitudes towards prescriptivism

demonstrate that language ideologies operate at several levels of consciousness.

The ideology of scientism arrived earlier in Yucatán than in many

indigenous communities; the 1939 phonemic alphabet published and promoted by

Alfredo Barrera Vásquez and his colleagues adopted the phonetic transcription

characters used by the Americanist linguists and anthropologists of the era (see

§7.2.1 and Table 7.6). As mentioned previously, the reputation and high regard

for Barrera Vásquez in Yucatán extended to the discipline of linguistics, which

was perceived as having the power to enhance the esteem of Yucatec Maya.

Because language is metonymic of its speakers and culture, and because scientific

processes could be applied to language use, science was seen as the perfect

antidote to the deprecatory, racist images of Mayas that permeated conventional

thought. Science could apply a shiny coat of modernity to the image of Yucatec

Maya and counteract the perception that the language, culture, and people were

rustic and backwards. Scientism is an active ideology for those who support the

1984 alphabet as a complete, sanctioned entity (as distinct from those for whom

each of the graphs of the 1984 alphabet happen to coincide with their personal

graphic preferences). Advocacy of standardization efforts is one aspect of a

scientistic ideology; however, not all of the people who espouse scientism are in

favor of standardization, as evidenced in Chapter 9.
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Traditionalism may take several forms with regard to written Yucatec

Maya, and more specifically, to the alphabet. There are those who would like the

alphabet to continue in the same form as that used by their grandparents and more

remote ancestors. They may proffer arguments such as, ‘This is the way it has

always been done.’ In these cases, the “always” may, in fact, only reach back a

few generations, as in the case of the graph ‹dz›, which debuted in the early 20th

century when printing technology made the ‹�› impractical. Clearly, then, it is the

abstract value of cultural continuity that is important here and not the actual

concrete artifact of the alphabet.

Traditionalism may also take the form of challenging the motive for

changing the alphabet. While the scientistic view was that the older alphabet was

rustic and backwards and needed to be modernized, the traditionalist view was

that the alphabet was perfectly functional and that there was no legitimate reason

for modifying it. In this case, it is the actual artifact of the traditional alphabet that

is the focus of attention.

Curiously, none of the people with whom I spoke ever suggested that their

orthographic preference for the k pronoun was based on tradition or continuity

with the past, actual or idealized. A large proportion of my conversation partners,

especially among those who preferred the hyphenated form, explained their

preference by simply saying, ‘that is just how it is supposed to be.’ None of these

statements was ever framed to include past time. I would suggest that the

disregard for continuity here, actual or idealized, has to do with the fact that the

orthography of the pronoun is prereflective, beneath notice. People do not claim
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to be writing the pronoun as their grandparents did because they have never

noticed or cared how their grandparents wrote it.

The advocates of scientism and traditionalism alike claimed the ethos of

the úuchben máako’ob ‘ancient people,’ the ancestors, and both camps claimed to

be acting in defense of the ancestors and the ancient culture. For example, the

founding editor of the magazine Yikal Maya Than (see §8.3), Novelo Paulino

Erosa, wrote in the first issue that the publication was initiated “with the goal of

initiating a resurgence of the language of those who had built the ruins

[sic]—ruins that demonstrate the greatness of their race” (1939:5).134 Paulino

Erosa was a colleague of Alfredo Barrera Vásquez, who was also quite involved

in the magazine. Barrera Vásquez himself wrote that his magnum opus, the (not

yet published) 1980 Cordemex dictionary that he had begun in 1974, was

intended as a tool for deciphering glyphs and reading colonial documents

(1977:80). We may conclude that both the scientistic and traditionalist ideologies

make claims to cultural authenticity, or more precisely, perhaps, claims to two

distinct ideologies of authenticity.

The first takes the attitude that the úuchben máako’ob were the authentic

Mayas and that the culture, due to decline and political subjugation, had lost its

core and was no longer authentic. This is an idea that I heard often, from many

different people, in many different forms. People point to the accomplishments of

the ancestors with great pride, but note ruefully that no one now living can read

glyphs or build pyramids. The second idea of authenticity, associated with

                                                  
134 The exact words were, “. . . con el propósito de hacer que el idioma de los que hicieron las
ruinas, ruinas que demuestran la grandeza de su raza, tengan [sic] un resurgimiento.”
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continuity and traditionalism, takes the position that the life of everyday

Mayas—television, Coca-Cola, and Shakira notwithstanding—continues with its

core intact.135 Indeed, slash-and-burn agriculture, thatch-roofed oval houses, and

many other features of ordinary life have remained largely unchanged over the

centuries. Authenticity, then, is very plastic and interpretable; it cuts across the

ideologies of scientism and traditionalism and has the potential to lend support to

virtually any position.

The ideology of cultural authenticity does have certain pitfalls both for

individuals and the culture as a whole. To the extent that the “authentic” Yucatec

Maya culture is considered to be something rural, certain features of urban Maya-

ness are disregarded, and the identities and ethnic membership of urban-dwelling

Mayas are challenged and undermined. Written language and literacy practice are

among the cultural components that may not be recognized as genuinely ‘Maya’;

there are quite a few people who regard Maya writing as something indeed

exalted and authentic, but belonging to the ancestors and their eras, not as

something that can belong to them in the present. The dichotomy of urban and

rural may serve as a useful heuristic at times, but real life is, of course, much

more complicated, and many Yucatec Maya people pass freely and easily between

the two worlds on a daily, weekly, or occasional basis. Still, the concepts of

‘urban’ and ‘rural’ are part of everyday discourse and consciousness. ‘Making

                                                  
135 A frequent theme in popular discourse on the peninsula is that Mayas delight (and have
delighted) in absorbing and assimilating new technologies, new tools, and new objects, and that
they (or ‘we,’ depending on the speaker) are able to do so without compromising cultural integrity.
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milpa’ is often considered the canonical ethnicity litmus test, more defining, even,

than language or dress.

10.3.1  A schematic history of alphabetic writing in Yucatec Maya

The five hundred years of Yucatec Maya alphabetic writing can be

schematized as two divergent vectors that are just now beginning to converge.

These vectors are shown in Figure 10.1 below, a two-page schematic diagram in

which events are shown as ovals and social conditions as triangles. General

descriptions of the dynamics are given in italics; time is not shown to scale. The

size of the triangles and darkness of the lines are meaningful, as I will explain.

As Figure 10.1 shows, Yucatec Mayas had a literacy practice before the

arrival of the Spanish. The writing system was glyphic, and its practice was

principally among the elites. When the Spanish arrived, they taught alphabetic

writing to the elites. At that point, literacy practice diverged into two vectors. On

the left side in the diagram is the accommodation vector; that is, the production of

documents that facilitated and accommodated the occupation (as described in

Chapter 1). On the right is the resistance vector; that is, the continuation of the

traditional literacy practices and functions using alphabetic, rather than glyphic

writing (also as described in Chapter 1).

Over the next few centuries, the resistance vector continued relatively

unchanged; the accommodation vector, however, began to weaken as the

language of written documents for the purposes of governance shifted to Spanish.

In the early 20th century, the concept of universal schooling and literacy
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Figure 10.1  Schematic history of alphabetic writing in Yucatec Maya.
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instruction (in Spanish) was developing as a desirable social goal. To facilitate the

objective of assimilation to the national language and culture, basic Yucatec Maya

literacy was proposed as an effective transitional step. Pedagogical materials were

prepared and the teaching of Yucatec Maya literacy became an officially

sanctioned activity. Written Yucatec Maya, however, was not valuable of itself; it

was only intended to assist in Hispanicization.

During this time, the resistance vector remained stable in its clandestine

transmission. To guard secrecy, access to literacy was restricted; literacy

practices, however, were meant to be of benefit to the community and not just to

literate individuals themselves.  In the last decades of the 20th century, as part of

worldwide movements for civil rights, human rights, and cultural rights, the

revalorization of Yucatec Maya language and culture began to take root.

That social change is represented in the diagram as an oval—that is, as

event—at the bottom of the first panel and repeated as a triangle—that is, as

social circumstance—at the top of the second panel. The change in shape is

intended to reflect that revalorization has passed from being a novelty to being

part of the everyday consciousness of Yucatecans and a context from which

events and endeavors may spring.

The 1981 and 1984 alphabet meetings were events of seismic proportion.

The disagreements and competition engendered by the meetings, represented by

the emanating rays, are gradually dissipating as the atmosphere of truce and

tolerance, as described in previous chapters, has spread. Throughout this period of

the 1980s and 1990s, the two vectors continue in a roughly parallel path. The
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right-hand vector maintains its stability and its restricted access, and the left-hand

vector expands in vision, if not always in reality. The ideal of Yucatec Maya

schooling in the earliest grades and of universal biliteracy has become official

education policy; the execution of the policy is not fully successful, but all are

theoretically welcome to participate.

For the present and into the future, I have projected the possibility that the

vectors will begin to converge. Under the growing protection of revalorization,

the resistance vector can begin to open up, move toward the mainstream in order

to take advantage of the increased cultural resources, and expand access to the

literacy skills and practices that had been so carefully guarded. At the same time,

the more mainstream vector can begin to join and learn from the ongoing and

established literacy practice of the resistance tradition. The convergence toward

the center may be facilitated by the growing body of unaffiliated individuals who

are becoming active in literacy practice and are gathering critical mass as Yucatec

Maya writers and readers.

The future of written Yucatec Maya is, of course, unknown, but I would

argue that a cautious optimism is warranted. In the next section, I propose some

avenues for future research.

10.4  AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The research conducted for this dissertation answers many questions and

raises still more, not only for variation in Yucatec Maya but for other languages,

as well. Many gaps remain in our understanding of the relationship between graph

and phoneme; a full examination of the emic level of writing in the minds of
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alphabetically literate speakers of any language has yet to be undertaken. I would

suggest that an investigation of the intuitions of people whose alphabetic training

is in a language other than their native language could provide very useful

observations and insights towards constructing and testing theories about the

alphamemic system and its relationships with phoneme, graph, and phone.

Fortunately for the research, but unfortunately for the indigenous communities,

there are vast numbers of speakers who meet the criterion.

In addition to contributing to the theoretical knowledge of the discipline,

the research I am proposing here would have practical value for the communities

studied in two ways. First, the results could contribute to improving the efficacy

of literacy instruction and developing materials and strategies for implementing

the goal of bi-literacy. Second, the children who participate as subjects in the

research project could gain experience and confidence in writing their own

language. Pellicer (see §7.4) reported that her subjects, students of the second and

sixth grades, enjoyed their participation immensely, and educators with whom I

have spoken all reported the delight of children who were being educated

exclusively in Spanish upon discovering that they could read and write Yucatec

Maya.

Pellicer’s basic research design of eliciting written words from Yucatec

Maya-speaking children acquiring (only) Spanish literacy could be very useful,

with a number of modifications. Such a project could be done with children in

Yucatán and with Yucatec Maya-speaking children of Belize, where the language

of instruction is English. This research design would facilitate the teasing apart of
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the component features of graphs. For example, as Chapter 7 showed,

homorganicity was the basis of the strategy taken by many children for

representing sounds whose graphs they had to invent. Also, in writing glottalized

stops, the children often used digraphs, with graphs that represent sonorants,

particularly ‹l› and ‹r›, as the second element. New data, collected with carefully

prepared elicitation prompts, could provide a unique glimpse into the interactions

of emic and etic levels in psycholinguistic processing. While the consonant

phoneme inventories of English and Spanish are not dramatically different, the

phonotactics and syllable templates of the two languages are quite dissimilar.

Differences in the graphing strategies of Yucatec Maya-speaking children

acquiring English literacy in Belize and Spanish literacy in México could be not

only revealing of speaker intuitions but could also provide a triangulation with

which to measure to what extent the children’s solutions are pure invention and to

what extent they are influenced by ambient written Yucatec Maya.136

Another important project would be an analysis of vowel variation in

written Yucatec Maya. As previously mentioned, the vowel system of that

language presents challenges for the orthography not presented by the consonants.

A complete analysis of variation in the vowel system would require extensive

regional dialectal information; a large-scale dialectology project is just getting

underway on the peninsula. With data from this study, vowel variation research

could be initiated.

                                                  
136 The written Yucatec Maya in the children’s environments—on signage, in names they may see
written in their homes, etc.—would, of course, be surveyed and taken into account.
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Many other elements of Yucatec Maya could be very instructive to

explore. Two examples of these are punctuational variation and the use of the

optional gender-marking feminine prefix, x. Because punctuation is left

completely unmentioned and unregulated, the forms that punctuational variation

take may be revealing of speaker intuitions. Hyphens, for example, appear often

and unexpectedly (see, for example, photos A5.3 and A5.5-7 in Appendix 5), and

as I argued in Chapter 8, have a great deal to do with perceived word boundaries.

An illustrative example is shown in the name of the pueblo Nuevo Xcan, on the

border of Yucatán and Quintana Roo, appears on many signs visible to traffic

passing through town.137 On that short drive of several blocks, I have seen all of

the forms shown in (10.1), with upper/lower case and diacritically marked

variants excluded. 138

(10.1) NUEVO X-CAN NUEVO-XCAN

NUEVO X CAN NUEVO X’CAN

NUEVO X-CÁN NUEVO XCAN

One of these signs, mounted on an official checkpoint for the state of Quintana

Roo, is two-sided. The name of the town is spelled differently on each side of the

sign, providing still more evidence that variation in written Yucatec Maya may be

of little consequence to at least some of its speakers.

In addition to its frequent appearance with hyphens, the prefix x- is of

semantic and sociolinguistic interest. As noted in §4.1, the prefix marks feminine

gender on humans and animals, and its use is optional and can have pragmatic
                                                  
137 I do not, in fact, know the official spelling of the town name; variation also occurs in all of the
government documents I have been able to find.
138 Because of the nature of signage, these forms are almost invariably all upper case, which is
unfortunate, since the capitalization of x-prefixed forms is also quite interesting.
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significance. However, the prefix has become integrated into the names of some

plants and smaller animals; in a few cases, the x- is optional, as in xturix~turix

‘dragonfly’; in most others, it is undetachable, as in the case of xtuulub, a type of

small lizard. I have never seen or heard a satisfactory explanation of a pattern,

although all speakers seem to understand that the x was, at some point, an

affixation. The x prefix would not perhaps be quite so interesting if it were not for

a particular socio-cultural component. As also mentioned in §4.1, a good number

of Yucatec Maya women across the age spectrum consider the prefix to be

pejorative and object to its use in vocatives. I would like to explore the

distribution of the sentiment and its motivation in addition to seeking the pattern

of x- prefixation in the names of flora and fauna.

10.4  Research questions revisited

Seven questions were posed in Chapter 1; we return to them here with a

brief synopsis of the answers as discussed the following chapters. I also present a

schematic diagram of the main trends and events in the five-century history of

alphabetic writing in Yucatec Maya.

• What consonant variation occurs in contemporary written Yucatec Maya?

Currently, each of six consonant phonemes are represented with two

variant graphs. The /ts, ts’/ are written as ‹tz, dz› and ‹ts, ts’›, with the latter pair

occurring slightly more frequently. The /h/ is represented in about 10% of

documents as ‹h›, and as ‹j› in the remaining 90%. A handful of poets and other

writers use ‹u› to represent /w/; all others use ‹w›. The ‹c, k› to represent /k, k’/



282

are sometimes seen on signage; generally, however, those phonemes are

represented as ‹k, k’›. Place names and surnames also often use ‹th› for /t’/.

• How did the variation arise and why does it exist?

Until the 20th century, graphic variation and shift were motivated by

changes in printing technology. In the mid-20th century, scientism and the use of

written Yucatec Maya as a transition to Spanish literacy prompted changes in the

alphabet. Many of the changes, such as replacing ‹pp› and ‹chh› with ‹p’› and

‹ch’› were practical and were embraced easily. In other cases, such as that of the

/ts, ts’/, some speakers have shifted to ‹ts, ts’›, while others have continued to use

‹tz, dz›.

• What are the language ideologies underlying the variation?

As discussed above, the ideologies of scientism and traditionalism are

highly active and are sometimes, but not always, positioned oppositely to one

another. In addition, I have described two separate ideologies of cultural

authenticity that are invoked to support both scientistic and traditionalist

arguments.

• What is its effect and should there be an organized effort to eliminate it?

As noted above, while the lack of standardized norms may diminish the

prestige of the language in the eyes of some speakers and non-speakers, and there

is some danger that undesirable norms could become entrenched, I have argued

that these negative effects are not serious enough to warrant an attempt to hasten

the natural course of unification. I have also argued that an organized effort

toward eliminating variation is neither viable nor desirable. The variation is not
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seriously problematic for most readers/writers, and may, in fact, even facilitate the

participation of many speakers in literacy activities by removing the mystique of

writing.

• How do the language ideologies of written Spanish affect written Yucatec

Maya?

Because Yucatec Maya speakers who attended schools throughout the 20th

century received all of their instruction in Spanish, its ideologies of prescriptivism

have been highly influential. Further, as was demonstrated in Chapter 8, the

Spanish constraint against vowel-less words and syllables has affected Yucatec

Maya speakers’ intuitions about word boundaries and ultimately, their judgments

about what constitutes a word.

• What information or suggestions can the case of Yucatec Maya provide

for those engaged in indigenous language maintenance and vitalization

projects and for the development of indigenous language writing systems

and literacy practice?

Although Yucatec Maya is quite distinct from other indigenous languages

in many ways, the recent history of its writing and literacy practice demonstrates

very clearly that speakers’ intuitions and affective responses should be of primary

consideration in the establishment of an alphabet and orthography. Further, any

alphabet or orthography of any language should and will be shaped by the

purposes and functions of its literacy practice; architect Louis Sullivan’s famous

statement that form follows function is also true with regard to language.
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Attending to the uses and usefulness of a writing system may be a more fruitful

use of time and effort than making sure that an alphabet is phonologically precise.

• What can the case of written Yucatec Maya contribute to our

understanding of alphabetic writing?

The case of Yucatec Maya provides supports the idea that an alphabet is

much more than a set of symbols that represent the phones and phonemes of a

language. This dissertation has developed two major lines of thought about the

alphabet. The first of these lines has three components: i) the graphs comprising

an alphabet are etic, rather than emic, entities, ii) the emic level representation of

an alphabet has yet to be fully explored, and iii) that the relationships between

graph and phone, on the one hand, and graph and phoneme, on the other, are quite

complex and warrant further examination. In the second line of thought, I have

presented a theoretical frame in which to consider the complexity of the etic level

graphs, and I have described the five facets of a graph.

10.5  PREDICTIONS, SPECULATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

I do not anticipate that there will be any organized attempt to establish

graphic or orthographic standards for Yucatec Maya in the foreseeable future;

there does not appear to be any momentum or motivation for the large-scale

organizing that such an endeavor would require. Further, as has been well-

demonstrated here, variation is not generally perceived as problematic. Whether

by desire or by default, written Yucatec Maya will continue to be shaped, in large

part, by the preferences of its writers. Market considerations will be the only other

important influence, in terms of access to publishing and access to audience.
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Certainly the institution of education holds the most favorable position in both of

these markets; still, the power of that institution is seriously undermined by the

inefficiency of the system and also, as my conversation partners described, by

resistance and/or laziness on the parts of teachers (see Chapter 9). Further, the

current climate is that publishers (and government entities that support publishing

projects) respect the graphy and orthography of authors, provided that the writing

is consistent and competent. In other words, publishers are refraining from

exercising editorial control with regard to orthography or alphabet.

With respect to the alphabet, the long-term trend is toward graphic

convergence; I would not wish to speculate on when full unification might be

attained, but I would certainly not expect it in less than twenty years from now.

As the title of this dissertation describes, written Yucatec Maya is flowing in a

meandering evolution toward unified norms. As discussed in Chapter 7, there are

currently graphic variants representing four phonemes, /ts, ts’, h, w/. In the case of

‹tz, dz› and ‹ts, ts’›, I predict that the ‹tz, dz› will ultimately prevail because of

their ubiquity, their cultural iconicity, and their aesthetic appeal. My personal

inclination, to whatever extent it may matter, has been made clear by my choice to

use ‹tz, dz› in this dissertation.

As for /h/, I expect the ‹j› to continue as the strongly preferred graph,

although the ‹h› may remain in use for a very long time. The variation between ‹j›

and ‹h› seems to be barely noticed by readers and of no more significance than the

[i]ther/[aj]ther alternation in spoken English. The variant ‹u› for /w/ has very

limited distribution; its users are mainly a cohesive group of writers who have
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consciously chosen that graph, and although these writers are relatively widely

published, I do not believe that they have sufficient artistic or political influence

to spread the use of ‹u›.

Speculation about the orthography of the pronoun k is difficult. Certainly

the current trend points to the hyphenated form, k-. However, in addition to their

use in the pronoun, hyphens are used widely and unpredictably in Yucatec Maya.

It will be decades, if ever, before consistent and uniform functions for the Yucatec

Maya hyphen become fully conventionalized (cf. the increasingly common

peculiar application of quotation marks in some English signage and advertising,

despite the clearly established usage rules in that language). Speculation based on

political factors is also difficult. Certainly, the bare consonant form is more

“Maya,” the hyphenated form more hispanicized; however, because the

orthography of the pronoun receives little or no conscious reflection (see §9.3), it

may not be readily available to be culturally reclaimed. The only prediction that I

would be willing to make concerning the orthography of the k pronoun is that its

conventionalization is far from imminent.

I am personally in accord with those who say that the priority for written

Yucatec Maya is to get more speakers involved as readers and writers in whatever

shape or form that may take. Increased involvement will not only make

conventionalization of the written language as democratic as possible, active

participation will also substantially contribute to language maintenance and

revalorization. I also concur with those who do not find variation to be seriously
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problematic, although it does have distinct disadvantages that warrant

consideration.

One obvious disadvantage is the perception of Yucatec Maya as somehow

less valid, less worthy, because its written form is not standardized. Regardless of

the fallacy of that perception, status and public image are critical elements in the

revalorization of Yucatec Maya language and culture, particularly to the extent

that speakers themselves have internalized such beliefs.

Organic evolution, such as that described in Chapter 9, is a perfectly

legitimate process, one that goes virtually unchallenged for the spoken form of a

language. In the case of written Yucatec Maya, however, the intersection of two

disparate tendencies may divert free-flowing evolution in an undesirable

direction. First is the tendency of writing conventions to become fixed and

resistant to change once they’ve been firmly established. The current

revalorization efforts and the burst of energy that they generate have created a

new formative period for written Yucatec Maya; writers and other shapers of the

language may be seduced into thinking that innovation will always be possible.

However, the flexibility and plasticity necessary for evolution to continue as a

free and unimpaired process may be finite. Normatizing habits are formed by

precedence and practice. As Gregerson stated, “once entrenched, an orthography

is apparently perpetuated by the vested interests of those who know it and are

unwilling to learn another” (1977:435).

By itself, the finiteness of the formative period would not be critical;

however, the bulk of current Yucatec Maya publications are skewed toward an
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audience of learners—either Yucatec Maya speakers of any age acquiring literacy

or speakers of other languages learning Yucatec Maya. As discussed in §5.1,

materials written for these audiences are highly likely to provide more contextual

cues and more straightforward, simplified writing than for materials produced for

an audience of fluent readers of the language. Because it is being produced during

this formative period and in the absence of established norms and conventions,

the current learner-oriented materials will have disproportionate influence in

setting normative precedents that may not be easily altered in the future. For

example, the opportunity to normatize the orthography of common phonological

reductions may be lost. The hyperspecification that is helpful to learners may be

ponderous and boring for accomplished readers, providing disincentive to engage

in literacy activities. Further, hyperspecified norms may put cumbersome

constraints on written genres of speech play and verbal art. Accommodation of

learners is certainly important, but not to the exclusion of the competent readers

and writers without whose participation a literacy practice cannot thrive.

I do not believe that standardization efforts could stave off entrenchment

of hyperspecified or cumbersome norms. A single set of standardized norms

would be difficult enough to establish; it is unreasonable to expect the creation of

a body of rules that would specify different forms for different genres or

audiences. However, it should ideally be possible for shapers of the written

language to initiate conversation and exploration of long-term possibilities in

order to be able to bring conscious thought and a gentle guiding hand to the

evolution of norms and conventions. Initiation of such discourse would be much
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more likely if it were clear from the outset that the objective was an exploration of

possibilities, reasons, and consequences rather than an enforced, zero-sum

conformity. My hope is that the writers and shapers of the language be able to

choose their orthography and conventions as a deliberate, conscious process and

not simply as habits taken from elsewhere and taken for granted. My participation

in the development of written Yucatec Maya, in whatever form it may take, will

be directed towards facilitating the realization of that hope.
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Appendix 1.  Abbreviations and transcription conventions

ASS.I Assurative, initial particle

ASS.T Assurative, terminal particle

AZR Adjectivizer

CLAN Numeral classifier, animate

CLFL Numeral classifier, flora

CLIN Num. classifier, inanimate

CMP Completive

CMPSV Compulsive

DEM Demonstrative, init. particle

DES Desiderative

DET Determiner, initial particle

DIST Terminal particle, distal

DUR Durative

EXIST Existential predicate

FM Framing marker

HAB Habitual

IMPF Imperfective

INCH Inchoative

INTR Intransitive

NEUT Neutral

PL Plural
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PROX Terminal particle, proximal

PRF Perfective

PSV Passive

REC Recent past

SPEC Specifier

SUBJ    Subjunctive

TERM Terminative

TR Transitive

PRONOUN NOTATION

Person, Set A/B/C (Pronouns are singular unless specified for plural)

Examples: 1C, 3B, 2A.PL



292

Appendix 2.  Institutions and government agencies in Yucatán

The following entities are referred to in the text. They are identified here

in alphabetical order by their Spanish acronyms. Non-governmental

organizations (NGOs) are identified as such following their names (Asociación

Civil, or A.C., is an equivalent term in Mexican Spanish). All other institutions

are governmental.

ALM (A.C.) Academia de Lengua Maya, Asociación Civil (NGO)

Maya Language Academy:  Non-profit organization founded in 1937 by Alfredo

Barrera Vásquez and his colleagues. Conducts language-related projects; in 2003,

published a useful and quite thorough bilingual dictionary (Yucatec Maya/

Spanish).

ALM (Itzamná) Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya Itzamná

Itzamná Municipal Maya Language Academy:  Yucatec Maya language academy

operated by the municipal government of Mérida. Offers classes in Yucatec Maya

at four levels for adults, plus a summer children’s program.

CDAM Comisión de Difusión del Alfabeto Maya

Commission for the Diffusion of the Maya Alphabet:  Commission established by

the 1984 alphabet meetings for the purpose of disseminating information about

the new alphabet and making sure that all speakers and relevant institutions in the

three states are aware of it (see Chapter 7).
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CONACULTA Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes

National Council for Culture and the Arts: National organization that supports and

operates a wide spectrum of artistic and cultural endeavors. Organized as a branch

of the federal education secretariat.

DEI Departamento de Educación Indígena

(See DGEI)

DGEI Dirección General de Educación Indígena

Directorate General of Indigenous Education: A branch of the main education

authority, SEP (see below), organized and administered at the state level.

Administers bilingual/bicultural and other schooling programs for indigenous

children at the primary level and below (grades Pre-6). Known previously as DEI,

Departamento de Educación Indígena.

DGCP Dirección General de Culturas Populares

Directorate General of Peoples’ Cultures: An agency that supports cultural and

artistic projects in indigenous communities. Previously operated as the cultural

branch of the education secretariat, now operates as a facet of CONACULTA.

Known previously as URCP, Unidad Regional de Culturas Populares.

INAH Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia

National Institute of Anthropology and History: Organization in charge of

maintenance of archeological sites and artifacts (which may include written

documents). Operates museums, libraries, and degree-granting schools; conducts

and publishes research; has an internal staff of researchers and has projects and
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centers in almost every state of the Republic. As the name suggests, is mainly

concerned with historical preservation and research.

INEA Instituto Nacional para la Educación de los Adultos

National Institute for Adult Education: Operates programs in adult literacy in

Spanish and indigenous languages, and (Spanish language) elementary and high

school for adults. Organized as a branch of the federal education secretariat and

administered at the state level.

INI Instituto Nacional Indigenista

National Indigenist Institute:  Federal organization originally intended to facilitate

assimilation of indigenous people of México. Its mission shifted to one of

providing services and information to individuals and developing projects for

linguistic and cultural maintenance. Reorganized under the Fox administration as

the Comisión Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas, ‘National

Commission for the Development of Indigenous Peoples.’

-- Mayaón (NGO)

We Are Maya: Non-profit organization founded in 1990. Active in a variety of

cultural revalorization and community organizing programs. Working to organize

a network throughout the linguistic territory, including Belize.

SEDESOL Secretaria de Desarrollo Social

Secretariat for Social Development: Federal agency that operates a gamut of

programs, particularly those aimed at ameliorating poverty. Its constituency is all

Mexicans rather than any regional or ethnic subset. Roughly equivalent to the

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
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SEP Secretaria de Educación Pública

Secretariat of Public Education: Federal agency that oversees education, testing,

and certification at every level. Also under its purview is textbook production and

distribution, teacher training, CONACULTA (see above), the National Institute of

Fine Arts and Literature, and more.

UADY Universidad Autónoma de Yucatán

Autonomous University of Yucatán:  State university. Offers Yucatec Maya

courses as required subjects in several degree programs. Several investigators of

the University are involved in written Yucatec Maya projects.

URCP Unidad Regional de Culturas Populares

(See DGCP)
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Appendix 3.  16th-19th Century Documents

Information about the sixteen 16th-19th century documents discussed and

analyzed in Chapters 6 and 8 is presented here

Author Title Type Style Date

anonymous Chilam Balam of Tizimin & Maní T H 1544

anonymous Documents of the Xiu family A H 1557

anonymous Letter of faith from 10 caciques A H 1567

Ciudad Real Diccionario de Motul F H 1577

anonymous Codice de Calkiní T H 1582

Coronel Arte en lengua de Maya F M 1620

Buenaventura Arte de la lengua Maya F M 1684

Beltran Arte del idioma Maya F M 1742

anonymous El libro de los Cantores de Dzitbalché T H 1750

anonymous Chilam Balam Chumayel T H 1782

Artazo Proclamation F M 1814

various writers Letters by 19th century Maya leaders T H 1848

Puc Labor contract A H 1849

Salazar Ilarregui Manifiesto a los jefes y habitantes . . . F M 1864

de Rosny L'Interpretation des anciens textes Maya F M 1875

Pio Perez Maya/Spanish dictionary F M 1898

Table A3.1  Archival data documents, 16th-19th centuries
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Key: (terms defined in Chapter 6)

 T Traditional

A Accommodating

F Foreign/non-Maya-written

H Handwritten

M Mechanical type

Bold type in the Style column represents documents which I viewed in

transcribed form, rather than photos of the original pages.
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Appendix 4.  Documents used in linguistic analyses

NOTE: This table provides information relevant to the analyses. Bibliographic

information found in References.

Author Year Title Genre Format Publisher

Aban May 1994
Santísima Kruuz
Xocen ethnography book LMC1

Alcocer, Brenda 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur

Alcocer, Luis 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur
Andrade & Máas
Collí 2000

Cuentos mayas
yucatecos … stories book UADY

Anonymous 1987 U Jajil Maaya T'an news newspaper
Cult. Pop.
QR

anonymous 1993
Tan in dzudzik junp'el
… poetry newspaper Por Esto

Anonymous 1993 n.t. poem newspaper Por Esto
Arellano Tuz,
Santiago 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur

Barrera Vásquez 1944
La lengua maya de
Yucatán grammar book/ency. Ency. Yuc.

Can Pat, Gerardo 1994 collected poems poetry newsletter DGCP
Canché Canul,
Vicente 1998

U tsikbalil juntul chak
… legend book LMC3

Canché Cob,
Silvia 1998

¿K'ajantech ua ka
nadzen ...? poetry magazine Nav. Zur

Canché Moo,
Vicente 1998 U tuukul mayab wiinik essay book LMC3
Canché Xool,
Valerio 1995 Maaya t'aan elem. text book

w/INI
support

Canul, Sixto 1993 Ko'olebil yetel chay story newspaper Por Esto

Canul, Teodoro 1993
U rey masewal yetel u
rey ... story newspaper Por Esto
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Author Year Title Genre Format Publisher
Chuc Pech, Pedro
Pablo 1992

Tsikbalo'obi chuumuk
lu'um stories book Govt. Yuc.

Cocom Pech, Jorge 2001 Mukult'an in nool stories book UNAM

Colibrí 1979
U ba'alcheo'ob
Mexicoo stories book SEP

CONAFE 1982 Tsikbalo'ob maya stories book CONAFE
Cuevas Cob,
Alfredo 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur
Cuevas Cob,
Briceida 1993 Xnok'ol poetry newspaper Por Esto

DGCP-QR 1996 K'aay tuukulo'ob lit./poetry booklet DGCP
Dominguez A.,
Santiago 1998 Siljil yetel xuxtal …

ethnograph
y book LMC3

Dzib, Alfonso 1993
Chan paal yetel santo
winik story newspaper Por Esto

Dzul Ek, Carlos 1998
Bix úuchik u bo'ot ku'
… play book LMC3

Dzul Polanco et al 1995
Maaya ts'iibil
ju'uno'ob … history book PACMYC

Dzul Poot,
Domingo 1996 Cuentos mayas I, II stories book Maldonado
Echeverría Lope,
Jorge 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur

Encuentro II 2002 conference welcome signage sign
many
institu.

Euán Canché,
Oswaldo 1987 U p'iskinil yucalpetén news newspaper

Diario de
Yuc.

Gómez N., Javier 2002
Maaya t’aan junp’éel
...

language
text

book
(www) Univ. Qroo

Gongora P., Ma.
Luisa 1990

U tzikbalilo'ob
Oxkutacaab… stories book LMC1

Grupo Lit. Génali 1999 U tuuk' kaan lit./poetry newspaper
GLG -
Calkiní

H. Congreso
Campeche 2002

A'almaj t'aan tu lu'umil
... legal

statute
(www)

Govt.
Camp.

Herrera M., Flor
Marlene 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur
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Author Year Title Genre Format Publisher

Indemaya 2002 Yáax ketlaam … announce info/ad Nicte T'an

INEA 1997
Diccionario de la lengua
maya dictionary book INEA

INI 1986 Kaab africana 1 PSA
comic
book INI

INI 1998
U Ts'íibil u T'aan K-
Lu'umil

1st. Gr.
Kids magazine INI

INI 1978
Alfabetización a aa a'
a'a primer book INI

Inst. Cult. Yucatán 1988 U k'aayil maya t'aan lit./poetry newspaper ICY-Yuc.
Kim de Bolles,
Alejandra 1973

Tzicbaltabi ti in mama
uch … stories book self-pub.

Kú Xool, Margarita 1998 Ak'ab yetel ik' poetry magazine Nav. Zur

Máas Collí, Hilaria 1995-9
Curso de Lengua Maya
I/III

language
text

book (3
vol.) UADY

Máas Collí, Hilaria 1999
Cuentos mayas Tomo I,
2nd ed. stories book UADY

Maglah Canul,
Gaspar 2001 Haanal Pixaan description newspaper Nicte T'an

Martínez H., Patricia 1999 Cuentos enraizados stories book Govt. Yuc.

May May, Ismael 2002
Kan Maaya …
tsikbalo'ob

language
text book PACMYC

May May, Ismael 2000 Ko'ox tsikbal
language
text coursepack I. May May

May May, Miguel 1998
U pik'ilju'unil u
ka'ansa'al … instruction book LMC3

Mayáon 1994 Declaración Sakih declaration
ad Diario
Yucatán Mayaón

Medina L. & Gómez
N. 1982

Método p/el aprendizaje
…

language
text

book (2
vol.) ICA-QRoo

Metri, Roger 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur
Méx. (trans. MM &
IM) 2003

Derechos de los Pueblos
… constitution website INI

Montemayor, Carlos 1994
U payalchi'ob j-meno'ob
II prayers book LMC1
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Author Year Title Genre Format Publisher

Moó Kú, Martín n.d. U uayaki yacunah poem ms. unpub.

Moo, Rafael 1993
Tzicbaná yete untul-
xtabay poetry newspaper Por Esto

Noh Sec,
Waldemar 1993 U k'ay chan xk'ok' poetry newspaper Por Esto

Noh, Fulgencio 1993 Bix uchu yanta jaltun story newspaper Por Esto
Pacheco Cruz,
Santiago 1923

Letras
Desfanitizadoras

epistolary
fiction book Tall. "Mayab"

Pat, Jacinto 1939
Le ti baax cin in
hualtexa …

political
rhet. broadsheet dist. by author

Pérez Angulo,
Martiniano 1993 n.t. poetry newspaper Por Esto

Poder Just. QR 2001
Áalmat'aanil masewal
… legal

statute
(www) Poder Just. QR

Poot C., Juventino 1982
Le cha'o yeetel le
maya'ob … ethnography book SEP

Poot Cen, Aracely
(trans.) 1998 n.t. poetry magazine Nav. Zur

Po'ot Y., Eleuterio 2001 cuentos del taller stories/ped. coursepack unpub.
Po'ot Yah,
Eleuterio 2000 K'axt'aano'ob proverbs book H.A. Mérida

Po'ot, Juan 2000 K’aay song ms. unpub.

Proyecto Itzaes 2002 Tuukul Itza'ob promotion website CELT
Quintal Martín,
Fidelio 1999

Curso Gramatica
Maya

language
text book UADY

Romero Fuentes 1910
Lengua maya al
alcance …

language
text book G. Fernandez

Sanchez Chan,
Feliciano 1993 Janal pixan Yukataan description newspaper CONACULTA
Sanchez Chan,
Feliciano 2002

Mayas de
Dzibilchaltun information

educ.
Website SEP ILCE

SEP (federal) 1994 Maaya t'aan elem. text textbook SEP (fed.)

SEP Camp. Nac. 1946 Cartilla maya primer book SEP
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Author Year Title Genre Format Publisher

SEP DGEI 2001
Cuaderno de trabajo, gr.
1-2 workbook book SEP (fed.)

SEP Yucatan 1993 Ko'ox kanik maaya elem. Sch. textbook SEP Yuc.

Tec Chi, Andrés 1993 Yum kíimil story newspaper Por Esto

Tec Tun et al 1994 Manual para Aprendizaje
language
text book

H.A.
Mérida

Tun P., José (trans.) 1998 Wenel tu pay najil story magazine Nav. Zur

UN (trans. Anon.) 2002
U dza’abal k’ajóoltbil u
noj ... declaration website LaNeta

URCP-Yuc. 1987 U yajal maya wiiniko'ob lit./poetry newspaper URCP-Yuc.

Valle Noh, Rubén 1993 Saasilil ka'an poetry newspaper Por Esto

various 1939 Yikal Maya Than lit./culture magazine
Novelo
Erosa

Vásquez C., Gregorio 2001 Día de la Raza history newspaper Nicte T'an
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Appendix 5.  Photos of Yucatec Maya signage

Figure A5.1  Highway sign for Kancabdzonot, Yucatán, July, 2002

Figure A5.2  Village administration building (municipal palace) Yokdzonot,
Yucatán, August, 2002
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Figure A5.3  Lonchería Cox-Janal (‘Let’s eat’), restaurant, Valladolid, Yucatán,
July, 1998. The phrase is known to all Yucatecans. The sign uses ‹c›
and ‹j›, a combination that suggests Spanish contact influence (see
§7.2.2.2), and the two words are connected with a hyphen.

Figure A5.4  Taquería Coox Hanna (‘Let’s eat’), restaurant, Mérida, Yucatán,
August 2002. This sign uses ‹c› and ‹h›, a more traditional
combination, and also uses the more precise long vowel, ‹oo›. The
sign also represents the very common final consonant deletion,
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Figure A5.5  Tendejón Nicte-Ha, convenience store, Yokdzonot, Yaxcabá,
Yucatán, July 2002. The phrase, nicte ‘flower’ and ha ‘water,’ is a
familiar cultural emblem, and Nicte-Ha (in various orthographies) is
perhaps the most commonly used Yucatec Maya first name for girls.

Figure A5.6  Restaurant Sac-Be, Pisté, Tinum, Yucatán, July 2002.   This sign is
interesting for its use of the three languages, Yucatec Maya, Spanish
(mariscos ‘seafood’), and English (restaurant). Pisté is the nearest
town to Chichen Itzá and has a lot of tourist business; the ancient
Mayas built many sac-be ‘white road,’ between ceremonial sites.
The term is familiar to all Yucatecans and many Chichen Itzá
tourists.
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Figure A5.7  Nojoch-Dzul (‘big boss’), dump truck, visible daily on the streets of
Valladolid, Yucatán, August, 2002. This sign uses ‹j› and ‹dz›, and
also has a hyphen between the two words.

(Photos taken by the author)
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Appendix 6.  Samples of typographical features in selected
Yucatec Maya documents

Figure A6.1  Letter professing Christian faith from ten Maya caciques to King
Felipe II, 1567 (see §6.4.2). The enlarged area shows the ‹tz› in its
handwritten ligature form (Martinez Hernandez 1929).
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Figure A6.2  A page from Los Cantares de Dzitbalché (Barrera Vásquez 1965)
showing variant forms of the first person plural k pronoun (see §8.3).
In the enlarged area, two lines are of interest. The second line in the
left column reads, tan-c-kayiic ‘we are singing,’ and the second line
in the right column reads, c’�a-c’olaalil, ‘we give our willingness.’
(Transcriptions are by Barrera Vásquez, who presumably was able to
see characters that are not legible in the photos of the published
edition.)
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Figure A6.3  Two examples of misaligned � (/ts’/) in letterpress-printed

documents (see §6.4). The character � was produced with an upside-
down (180°-rotated) c; misalignment is caused by physical features
in the type blocks. At left, from Pio Perez (1898); at right, from
Pacheco Cruz (1969).
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Appendix 7.  Apostrophus

This is the title page of a French-

language treatise on Yucatec Maya

glyphs with a brief summary of the

grammar. It was written by Leon de

Rosny and published in Paris in

1875.
x

The year written in Roman numerals

at the bottom of the page is 1875.

The apostrophus, �, following the

numeral I signifies 500. The mirror

image apostrophus to the left of the

‘I’ doubles the amount to the right of

it; thus, cI� = 1000.
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Appendix 8.  Data tables from Pellicer Ugalde (1997:103)

The following tables present the full tabulation of data collected by

Alejandra Pellicer Ugalde for her research with Yucatec Maya-speaking children

in the second and sixth grades. These data were reanalyzed and discussed in

Chapter 7. A translation of the captions and key to the row headings follow.

TRANSLATION OF TABLE CAPTIONS: Distribution of percentages of

graphemic (allographic) solutions for words with the ten phonemes written by
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second (or sixth) grade children. The figures in parentheses and highlighted in

bold type indicate percentages. These were calculated for the total number of

words written for each phoneme.

TRANSLATION AND EXPLANATION OF ROW TITLES:

Conv. Conventional 1984 allographs

Semi. Semi-conventional 1984 allographs, without apostrophes (only

applicable to glottalized consonants)

Prox. Proximate Allographs that represent homorganic

(/t’/�‹d›) or homophonous (/k/�‹c, qu›)

sounds in Spanish

Unigr. Unigraph Single character solutions that do not fall

into the above categories

Digra. Digraph Dual (or more) character solutions that do

not fall into the first three categories

Marca.Diacritical mark Allographs bearing unconventional use of

apostrophe
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Appendix 9.  Report to the Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya
Itzamná

This report, which was discussed briefly in Chapter 3, was presented to the

instructors and administration of the Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya

Itzamná in Mérida, Yucatán, in December, 2001. It is presented here in its

entirety.

Reporte

Entrevistas con alumnos de la Academia Municipal de Lengua Maya
Itzamná,

septiembre – diciembre del 2001

MTRA. MICHAL BRODY
Departamento de Lingüística, Universidad de Texas en Austin

Como parte de una investigación para la tesis de doctorado, entrevisté a
catorce alumnos de la Academia con preguntas sobre sus experiencias anteriores
con la lengua maya hablada y escrita, y sus experiencias actuales con el
aprendizaje de la lengua, especialmente con respecto a la forma escrita. Solicité
voluntarios para la entrevista con alumnos que habían experiencia anterior con la
lengua, sea en sus familias o sus trabajos. En dos casos, las entrevistas eran con
más de un alumno a la vez; todas las entrevistas de más eran individuales. A
continuación hay una compilación de las respuestas según varios ejes. Dado a que
las preguntas eran relativamente abiertas, las respuestas no son siempre
completamente paralelas; son inferencias tomadas del contexto de las entrevistas.

Entrevistados:
14 alumnos de la Academia de niveles Intermedio, Avanzado, y Taller, los
cuales constan con 10 mujeres y 4 hombres de varias edades.

Edad (aproximadamente):
1) menos de 30 años de edad 4
2) entre 30 y 45 4
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3) más de 45 años de edad 6

n=14

Anticipo que esta distribución de edades no es representativa de la
Academia en total; tal vez es más representativa de las clases de niveles más
avanzados. Puede ser también que los más grandes de edad son más dispuestos
para ser entrevistado.

Familiares mayahablantes:
1) ambos papás mayahablantes 5
2) ambos papás hablaban maya como segundo idioma 2
3) mamá o papá mayahablante 4
4) un abuelo y un tío mayahablantes 1
5) ningunos 2

n=14

En los once casos de alumnos con al menos un papá mayahablante, unos
hermanos y otros familiares también hablan maya. Sin embargo, cinco de los once
contaron que en sus casas hablaban puro español o hablaban maya solamente
entre los adultos; como es bien sabido, tener padres mayahablantes no garantiza la
adquisición de la lengua. Por eso, dividí los alumnos según su experiencia con el
idioma.

Experiencia anterior:
Seis alumnos, o sea 43%, dijeron claramente que escuchaban y hablaban

maya como niños. Dividí los alumnos en tres categorías por haber escuchado
maya en su niñez según su propia evaluación:

1) escuchó mucho 6
2) escuchó algo 5
3) no la escuchó 3 

n=14

No hay mucha relación entre la edad del alumno y su experiencia anterior
con la lengua, aunque una muestra más amplia podría revelar una relación así.
Como se ve en Tabla 1, el 50% de los grupos con menos de 30 años de edad y el
de más de 45 años escuchó mucho maya en su niñez; 25% de los con 30-45 años
escuchó mucho. Sin embargo, ningunos de los con más de 45 años no escucharon
maya, y 50% de los con menos de 30 no la había escuchado.
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Edad x Escuchar maya en su niñez
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No la escuchó

Escuchó algo

Escuchó mucho

Tabla 1. La relación entre edad y experiencia con lengua maya durante la niñez

Metas
Aunque no hice preguntas específicamente sobre las metas de los

alumnos, varios comentarios salieron durante las entrevistas, apuntado a
continuación (hay más de catorce respuestas porque varios alumnos mencionaron
más de una meta):

1) habilidades para platicar y/o platicar bien 7
2) orgullo étnica 5
3) aprender (o profundizar) lectura/esc. 5
4) profundizar conocimiento 4
5) trabajo 1

n=22

Había escuchado yo antes que la mayor parte de los alumnos de la
Academia están estudiando maya por cuestiones de sus trabajos, y solamente una
persona mencionó el uso de maya en su trabajo en las entrevistas. Pues no solicité
explícitamente sus metas, puede ser que los alumnos motivados por sus trabajos
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no tenían porque mencionarlo; también puede ser que una entrevista con una
extranjera estimuló más la conciencia de sus motivaciones personales.

Lectura y escritura
Trece de los catorce dijeron que lectura y escritura en maya son muy

importantes. Una persona dijo que la lectura es útil para la aprendizaje del idioma,
pero generalmente no sirve y no es nada importante para desarrollar. Sin embargo,
un fenómeno bien conocido en las ciencias sociales es que nosotros humanos
tenemos la tendencia de presentarnos en acuerdo, como percibiera, con la
entrevistadora en tales circunstancias (o en desacuerdo si hay alguna hostilidad);
porque todos los alumnos ya sabían que estoy investigando maya escrita, existe la
posibilidad que en sus respuestas, unos alumnos exageraron su estima de la
lectura y escritura. Anticipo que por lo menos seis alumnos, por la fuerza de sus
respuestas o por mi conocimiento de ellos, están muy sinceros en su valoración de
maya escrita.

Conocimiento y/o conciencia de alfabetos anteriores del 1984
1) conocimiento 3
2) sabía que existían y/o poco conocimiento 6
3) casi no o no conciencia/conocimiento 5

n=14

De los alumnos en Categoría 3, uno le interesaba mucho saber las
diferencias y su historia. Una persona en Categoría 2 dijo que no conocía los
alfabetos anteriores y que prefiere el de 1984; no obstante, esta persona estudia
conmigo en Taller y he fijado que usa muchas consonantes del alfabeto anterior
en sus notas. Estoy segura de que su uso es inconsciente, y este da buen ejemplo
de que nuestro uso de lenguaje frecuentemente opera fuera de nuestra conciencia.

Una persona en Categoría 1 opone fuertemente el alfabeto de 1984, y otra
dijo que le costó mucho trabajo en acostumbrarse al 1984; todos los de más que
conocían los anteriores expresaron su preferencia para el 1984. Unos dijeron que
es más fácil, y otros que es el que aprendieron y se lo acostumbraron.

¿Es problema la variación en alfabetos?
1) no es ningún problema 4
2) sí es problema 6
3) no expresaron opinión clara 4

n=14
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Evité hacer esta pregunta directamente para que no influenciar tanto las
respuestas; para cuantificar respuestas para este reporte, tomé inferencias del
contexto de la platica. Dos de los en Categoría 2 dijeron que debería ser un
acuerdo para un solo alfabeto unificado, pero al mismo tiempo la variación no les
da problemas en leer a ellos mismos. Uno de los en Categoría 2 es la persona que
dijo que maya escrita no sirve.

Problemas en el aprendizaje
Pregunté ¿que le da trabajo en aprender maya? No todos contestaron
directamente; unos dieron más de una respuesta.
1) el sistema verbal 3
2) apóstrofos 2
3) vocales 2
4) pronunciación 1
5) tuláakal 1
6) lectura 1
7) palabras semejantes, como ek’, éek 1
8) falta de vocabulario 1

n=12

Dos alumnos expresaron un deseo para más practica con hablar y platicar
en la clase. Los alumnos que expresaron problemas con el sistema verbal no
podían explicarlos precisamente, pero logré inferir que tenían que ver con la
dificultad en captar bien los patrones de pronombres (cuando se usa el Juego A y
cuando se usa el B, por ejemplo) e igual con los patrones de sufijos (-ik, -aj,
ninguno, etc.). Creo que el hecho de que no podían explicar bien sus dificultades
implica que no dominan la distinción fundamental – no necesario para hablar bien
el español - entre el transitivo y el intransitivo.

Comentarios y sugerencias
A continuación hay varios comentarios y sugerencias sueltos hechos por

los alumnos que pueden ser de interés a la Academia:
• Todos en Yucatán deben tener que aprender la lengua maya.
• No hay remedio para el idioma; está desapareciendo.
• Hablantes no necesitan todas las formas de las vocales; entienden por

contexto y no se confunden.
• En el futuro, quiero que mis hijos y sobrinos aprendan hablar y leer en

maya.
• Yo escribo por medio de pronunciar las palabras mentalmente; tienen que

sonar bien.
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• Estoy más cómoda con los métodos tradicionales de aprender.
• Los epígrafos deben traducir los glifos y códices en maya actual además

que en el ingles o el español.
• Me frustra que cada maestro/a tiene su propio sistema de escribir.
• Maya debe ser un idioma oficial de los estados de la península.
• La lectura me ayuda con pronunciación.
• Los uniformes escolares están privando a la gente sus costumbres de

vestido.
• Hay mucho publicado en maya, pero muchas cosas son mal hecho, mal

escrito – no las puedo entender.
• Las dependencias del gobierno a todos niveles deben hacer todo lo que

necesita hacer para proteger y difundir el idioma.
• Para mi es más fácil leer que entender la platica en maya.
• Todos los niños deben tener que aprender maya en las escuelas.
• Debe estar una academia real de lengua maya porque daría más respeto al

idioma.
• Creo fuertemente que el gobierno debe apoyar programas para revalorar la

lengua maya.
• Todos los documentos oficiales del gobierno debe ser producidos en maya

además de en español.
• Literatura maya es importante en elevar el estatus del idioma.
• Para adultos, clases y instrucción formal son la única manera de aprender

un idioma.

Además, los alumnos expresaron deseos de leer/ver/escuchar maya en las
siguientes maneras:

• leer historia y descripciones de la practica cultural de los mayas
• leer novelas, historia y poesía
• leer revistas de todos tipos, especialmente de deportes, y todos

documentos oficiales
• maya en todos los medios masivos de comunicación
• leer partes del periódicos, especialmente las de mucha interés para

jóvenes, como los deportes
• maya en radio y televisión

Michal Brody
Mérida, Yucatán

21 diciembre de 2001

brody@mail.utexas.edu
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