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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation documents the process of language shift from Zapotec to 

Spanish in urban Juchitan, a Zapotec community in southern Mexico. The work also 

analyzes the current strategies Juchitecos are developing to stop the replacement of their 

local language. 

The work first provides a sociohistorical overview of the community, which helps 

us to understand its current sociolinguistic situation. Oral and written materials, the ways 

in which ethnic symbols are manipulated, and the sociopolitical dimensions of the 

indigenous language are analyzed in order to elucidate the tensions that define the current 

bilingual situation of Juchitan. The work also addresses the broader aspect of language 

policies in Mexico, and shows how linguistic policies in the country have promoted the 

loss of the Mexican languages, and the replacement of Zapotec by Spanish. 

After describing how these linguistic policies negatively impacted the 

reproduction of the Zapotec language, the study presents some of the actions Juchiteco 

people are currently putting into practice in order to restore mother tongue transmission 

and reverse the process of language shift. The salient ethnic identity of Juchitan is 

explored and helps to understand the linguistic profile of the community, as well as the 

current actions that are being developed towards the reversal of the Zapotec language 

shift 

This study argues, following Fishman's theory, that the reproduction of the 

Zapotec language and an effective reversal of the language shift depend mostly on the 

speakers themselves and on the resources locally developed. 
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 

Besides being loosely depicted as the city ruled by women, the city where gay 

people find a friendly environment, Juchitan has been also depicted as the place where 

Zapotec. the local language, is spoken along with Spanish, the national language. 

Moreover, it is frequently depicted as the place where the high number of speakers who 

continue transmitting the language to their descendants is safeguarding the indigenous 

language. This dissertation attempts to account for the current sociolinguistic situation in 

Juchitan where Spanish is replacing the Zapotec language. This is a study of the process 

of Zapotec language shift in Juchitan, as well as of the efforts Juchiteco people are 

making towards the reversal of the language shift and the restoration of the 

intergenerational mother tongue transmission of the Zapotec language. 

The multicultural condition that characterizes the Mexican Republic was 

officially acknowledged in the 4th Article of the Mexican Constitution in the beginning 

of the 1990s. Around the same time, with the amendment of Article 16 of its 

Constitution, the state of Oaxaca recognizes - and defends- the 15 indigenous languages 

spoken there. After ten years the scenario has not changed, given that the 15 indigenous 

languages spoken in Oaxaca are not receiving actual recognition and are not 'being 

defended.' In this context, the most effective recognition comes from the speakers and 

from those who want to speak these languages, who ultimately will defend them precisely 

by maintaining them as the language of everyday interactions. In this work I will study 



12 

precisely what are the manners in which today contemporary Juchiteco people are 

managing to maintain their local language. 

Objectives of this study and relevance 

This work is about language change. Central to this study is the analysis and 

understanding of the process of Zapotec language shift and maintenance in Juchitan. This 

study also looks at the possibilities to reverse the replacement of the local language. My 

objectives are the following. First I want to understand and account for the reasons that 

motivated Juchiteco people to transmit Spanish to their children. That is, I want to 

understand when and how the replacement of the Zapotec language was initialed. My 

other objective is to find out what are the possibilities to reverse that replacement 

process. The third objective is to register the e.Kperience and the efforts being conducted 

by Juchiteco people to stop the replacement of the Zapotec language to share it with other 

communities struggling for the maintenance of their languages. In doing so, I hope this 

study can contribute to the understanding of the complex situation of subordinated 

linguistic communities in Mexico. I also hope this incipient work will motivate other 

scholars to examine and record both the sociolinguistic histories of the causes of 

linguistic shift of other Mexican linguistic minorities, as well as the strategies other 

communities are developing in order to restore the intergenerational mother tongue 

transmission. 

Ultimately I hope this work can be useful for comparative purposes in other 

studies of language change in general, and on Reversal of Language Shift in particular. 
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Language shift 

The effects that result when two or more languages come into contact have been 

amply studied. The broad area of languages in contact has been subdivided -for 

methodological purposes- on the analysis of linguistic interference, both structural and 

nonstructural factors of interference, bilingualism, syncretism and language shift to 

mention some of the subdivisions. 

Works on language shift have been carried out in several parts of the world and 

have demonstrated that linguistic shift is caused by several factors. The different studies 

on language shift have demonstrated that macrosociological factors do not fully explain 

what causes language shift and scholars have attempted to develop more sophisticated 

analysis to understand the diverse cases of language shift. For example, several studies 

have shown how the factors that evolve at the community level also have an effect on 

people's linguistic behaviors that, ultimately, play a relevant role on the shifting process. 

Some of the works that highlight the role played by several linguistic behaviors in 

day-to-day interactions in the process of language shift are Gal (1979), Gumperz (1977. 

1982), Hamel (1988) Hill and Hill (1986) and Kulick (1995). Studies on language shift 

have also highlighted the gradual character of the shifting process and have emphasized 

that a crucial aspect of language shift is the interruption of the transmission of the 

subordinated language (Fishman 1991; Kulick 1995). Some studies have found that, in 

many communities, women tend to show more changes in their language behaviors by 

learning the second language and transmitting it to their children (Gal 1979; Al-Khatib 

2001). In this manner, women are supporting the shift to the dominant language. In his 
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insightful study in Gapun. a Papua New Guinean village in which Kulick (1995) 

investigated the process of language shift, he found out that it was men who introduced 

the foreign language in the community. Tok Pisin in Gapun appeared after male 

Gapuners came back from working in the plantations outside their homeland. Kulick also 

explained that, indeed, the contact between Gapuners and non-Gapuners induced 

language change. But the crucial aspects that are supporting the shift from Taiap to Tok 

Pisin, Kulick argues, are the cultural categories through which Gapuners perceive their 

universe which, ultimately, affect the perception Gapuners have of themselves. 

Several theories and methods have evolved seeking to understand the processes 

that take place at the community level which attempt to understand the shifting process. 

Besides larger economic and sociohistoric processes, researchers have been scrutinizing 

the way in which individuals behave in daily interactions. After the work of Milroy 

(1980) on social networks, for example, an important group of researchers has focused on 

the role of individuals' social networks in the analysis of language change in general and 

language maintenance and shift in particular. For example. Stoessel (2002) analyses the 

influences social networks have on the linguistic choices of ten immigrant women in the 

United States. Stoessel analyzed how individual's attitudes evolved and changed 

depending on the linguistic environment in which they interact. In his recent work, 

Moctezuma Zamarron (2001) analyses four families and the ways in which the members 

of these families' social networks interact. He pays especial attention to the role that 

social networks play in the preservation of the minority languages that are being shifted 

to Spanish in Northern Mexico. 
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With the increasing attention to language ideology (Woolard 1992), scholars have 

carefully analyzed the ideological processes that regulate language shift. In her study of 

the Navajo situation, Deborah House (2002) has concluded that despite the fact that the 

Navajo language has the support of several devices for language reproduction and 

maintenance (such as the use of the native language in schools and a large number of 

local and non-local scholars supporting the Navajo language), the number of Navajo 

speakers continues decreasing. House argues that the reasons for this unfortunate trend 

are ideological factors that negatively portray Navajo-ness and, consequently, are 

severely impeding the reproduction of the native language. Another work that carefully 

considers the ways in which linguistic ideology affects the process of language shift is 

that ofTsitsipis (1998). As Tsitsipis himself states "in the Arvanitika communities, 

certain features surfacing in narratives constitute nuclei of linguistic ideology which 

serves as an index par excellence of the interlocking between the dominant and the 

dominated speech communities" (1998:4). Tsitsipis analyzed natural discourse, and 

Arvanitika linguistic ideology that resulted from the sociohistorical process experienced 

by Albanian communities exposed to Greek language and culture, and show how 

speakers "provide their own perspective on history and the trajectory of linguistic shift." 

(1998:83) Most importantly, this work shows the complex and contradictory situations 

experienced by communities undergoing language shift, as Hill pointed out (Hill 2002). 

In an attempt to understand how Juchiteco people began to transmit Spanish as 

the mother tongue to their children, in this work I provide a historical background which 

helps to understand the macrosociological elements that shaped the current linguistic 
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configuration of Juchitan. Certainly, macrosociological factors are not the only ones that 

triggered the replacement of a non-mainstream language. This work seeks to identify the 

causes of the Zapotec language shift but also aims to describe the current conflictive 

bilingual situation Juchiteco people are experiencing. I borrowed from Catalan scholars 

the concept of "linguistic conflict" since I believe this concept clearly depicts the 

situation in Juchitan. Juchiteco people not only have been described by others as 

•'conflictive people" due to their constant oppositions against state and federal 

governments, but also because presently, they are not passively accepting the current 

shifting process from their local language to the official language. Juchiteco people have 

been developing strategies -not without contradictions and problems- which are making 

Zapotec appear in domains formerly dominated by Spanish (such as the church and the 

political arena). In Juchitan there are also actions contesting the growing presence of 

Spanish in former Zapotec domains (such as the home). In this sense, Juchiteco's 

linguistic and social histories differ from the Albanian communities studied by Tsitsipis 

(1998). In his work. Tsitsipis states that Albanians have historically been subordinated to 

the matrix society and this (linguistic) subordination process is reflected in their 

narratives. This is certainly not the case among Juchitecos whose linguistic conflict not 

only is overtly expressed but also is ideologically elaborated. The way this conflict is also 

reflected is through what Ninyoles (1972, 1985) calls "diglossic ideologies" which are 

the ideas that promulgate a stable bilingualism, a situation in which two languages are 

equally experienced and valued by people. But in reality, Ninyoles argues, these ideas are 
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covering the real shifting process, the actual substitution of the minority language by the 

majority language. 

In addition to accounting for the causes of language shift and the diglossic 

ideologies that emerged in the linguistic conflict, this work also attempts to learn about 

ideologies that are contesting the Zapotec language replacement as well as what 

possibilities exist to stop the shifting process. A leading figure in this area of research is 

certainly Joshua Fishman and his book published in 1991. Reversing Language Shift 

(RLS) is, without a doubt, a milestone in this field of research. This study is strongly 

inspired by and based on his work. In his book, Fishman provides a detailed theoretical 

framework for the diagnosis of endangered languages, as well as actions towards the 

promotion of the intergenerational mother tongue transmission. In an attempt to propose 

an effective model of action for RLS, Fishman emphasizes the central role of the family 

and the community, since these spheres of action do not require much planning and are 

pretty much under control of the community itself. Fishman emphasizes that RLS only 

will proceed positively if it starts within the most intimate domains of people's life, from 

the home towards less intimate domains, such as the neighborhoods and the community 

in general. This perspective has its basis on a language -in society theory, which 

prioritizes precisely these intimate levels of human action. Fishman argues that it is 

necessary first to secure the language transmission in this level before moving to another 

domain where the language is less likely to be controlled by community members, such 

as for example, the schools. 
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This work is crucial considering that in Mexico indigenous languages -much less 

RLS- have not been the central concern of the government. In this sense, the perspective 

that links the home, family, neighborhood in a continuum of efforts that seek the 

restoration of the intergenerational language transmission, is the path to follow for the 

maintenance of minority languages in Mexico. 

Fishman's theoretical perspective certainly has answers to the question of why 

there are many failed attempts to preserve the minority language. The loss of language 

begins when its speakers -knowingly or unintentionally- begin to loose control of the 

processes that secure the intergenerational language transmission. These processes have 

to be re-established and, as I will try to show in this dissertation, local people in Juchitan 

have found ways to do so. 

Ethnicity 

The link between ethnicity and language has received the attention of several 

scholars who study particularly minority languages. In many studies on language shift, 

the role of ethnicity in the maintenance and/or replacement of the threatened language 

has also been addressed. For example, some works have shown that a salient ethnic 

identity, or the emergence of ethnic revival movements usually are accompanied by 

language revival movements as in the case of Greenlandic in Greenland (Dorian 1999). 

The Catalan case in Spain is another example on how a strong ethnic vitality also 

prompts actions to preserve the language associated to the ethnic group. Woolard 

explains how, despite several decades of the Franco regime during which the Catalan 
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language was banned, the language did not decline (Woolard 1989, 1991). Woolard also 

pointed out that the link between language and ethnicity in dominant languages (such as 

Spanish in the context of multilingual Spain) does not always work in the same manner. 

For example, the rapid acquisition of English by newly arrived immigrants to the United 

States seems to be rooted in the lack of an ethnic association to the English language 

(1991:61). 

Another case in which the link between language and ethnicity develops 

differently is the more recent situation in Catalonia. Woolard has found that the highly 

prized Catalan identification that initially recruited speakers from Castilian background in 

the early 1980s, was in the late 1980s inhibiting the use of Catalan among Castilian 

speakers. In the late 1980s, Woolard found that Castilians settled in Barcelona were 

emphasizing their Castilian identity through their language (Woolard 1991). 

Although the language is linked to ethnicity in many manners, we still lack a deep 

understanding of the many ways in which language and ethnicity interact. Fishman 

(1999) edited an extensive manual that analyzes the connection between language and 

ethnicity from the perspective of several disciplines. 

The articles included in this book illustrate, with examples from several 

geographical areas, that the manners in which the link between language and ethnicity 

occur, are not only diverse but extremely complex, especially in the context of the ethnic 

revival movements that took place across the world, particularly in the 1960s and 

subsequently. During this -frequently named- globalization era, the manners in which 

people experience their identity not only are extremely different but constantly changing. 
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The need to understand the manners in which local people articulate their lives in the 

global context and the manners in which they fight to assert (or to conceal) their attested 

membership to their (ethnic) group is one of Fishman's goals. As Fishman stated 

"ethnicity and its link to language are always fully engaged in ongoing social change" 

(452) therefore, the contextually constructed process in which language and ethnicity 

interact (and the language use and behaviors that result from that) need to be accounted 

for. This is one of the goals of Fishman's edited volume. 

In this work, I attempt to understand one of the multiple ways in which ethnicity 

operates. I show how the salient Zapotec ethnic identity not only helps to safeguard the 

language of the group, but that it also played a crucial role in its replacement. That is, in 

this work I discuss how ethnicity has simultaneously performed a twofold role. 

I use the concept of ethnicity as an analytical tool for various reasons. First, the 

concept has been mostly used to identify non-mainstream societies or minority groups, 

usually in a subordinate linguistic position, and second because Juchitecans do express a 

strong sense of identity through a series of daily behaviors, including linguistic behaviors, 

in order to be recognized as such. In this sense, ethnicity plays a relevant role in the 

current sociolinguistic situation in Juchitan and deserves closer attention. Not only 

because it has been utilized as a mean to establish differences vis-a-vis other groups in 

the region, but also because, as I argue here, the salient ethnic identity in Juchitan has 

both nourished the replacement of the local language, as well as given reasons to stop its 

replacement. That is, in this work I conceive the ethnic identity as a resource for RLS 
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purposes, since the significant ethnic identification is recently working in Juchitan as a 

motivation to restore the intergenerational mother tongue transmission. 

Literacy and Language maintenance 

Literacy as social practice 

Scholars have approached literacy in different manners, and Street (1984) offers a 

valuable distinction between these different conceptions. He argues that two main 

different models account for researchers' position on the phenomenon of reading and 

writing: the 'autonomous' model, and the 'ideological' model. Advocates of the 

autonomous model. Street says, conceive of the practice of writing and reading as 

isolated from the social context. In order to exemplify the main tenets of the autonomous 

model, Street refers us to Angela Hildyard and David Olson, who "begin challenging the 

current opinion that all peoples share basic function of the mind such as logical and 

abstract abilities" (Street 1984; 19). From the perspective of Hildyard and Olson, the 

development of "intellectual competence that otherwise go largely underdeveloped" 

(Street 1984:19) is achieved through educational systems and literacy acquisition. In this 

sense, the autonomous model tends to depreciate oral languages (or rather their 

unschooled speakers) because they lack the cognitive processes and abstract 

generalizations only developed through literacy acquisition and practice. Writing on the 

development of a written mode of thought, Olson maintains that "ways of thinking about 

language are influenced in important ways by familiarity with a script." (Olson 



1996:144). Furthermore, Olson argues that it is through literacy that individuals are 

provided with a model of speech, hence bringing language into consciousness (146). 

A strong critique against the autonomous model is that it analyses the proficiency 

of schooled children who are familiar with schools' conventions, hence it leaves out 

different processes of abstractions and cognitive models particular to each culture. For 

example it does not consider instances of metalinguistic reflections developed by, for 

example, the Limba of Sierra Leone described by Finnegan (1988). 

The ideological model, on the contrary, incorporates the social context, 

recognizing the "...ideological and therefore culturally embedded nature of [literacy] 

practices." (Street 1984:2). The argument of Street is that literacy skills derive from 

particular social contexts (1984:154) and that abilities for reading and writing should be 

understood as social practices. In this sense, literacy is perceived as a practice constantly 

adapted by individuals depending on their needs and interests (1984:152). In this work, I 

approach literacy from the perspective of the ideological model, that is, as a social 

practice contextually determined. 

Literacy and Progress 

Although the idea that literacy conveys social development and progress has been 

questioned in several works (Clanchy 1979; Finnegan 1988; Street 1984, 1995) this belief 

continues influencing many RLS advocates and projects. 

Although Social Evolutionary Theory has been debunked as a sustainable theory 

for the understanding of human diversity, its main tenets are still very present not only in 
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popular culture, but also in the academic realm. If there has been a tendency to avoid 

dichotomies such as "civilized" vs. "savages," today "literate societies" vs. "illiterate 

societies" are terms used to explain the difference between more "developed" societies 

and less "advanced" societies. Finnegan (1988) analyses how orality and literacy as 

forms of communication, have been approached based on similar binary oppositions. The 

author criticizes the technology-based theoretical analysis that conceives literacy as an 

important aspect in the configuration of contemporary Westem civilization. Within the 

frame of these conceptions "oral societies" or societies without a written technology do 

not have the abilities found in literate societies, such as high levels of progress, 

sophisticated means of recording and distribution of information, and a developed 

abstract thought. Finnegan presents empirical evidences that question this technologically 

determined model. Based on her own research among the Limba of Sierra Leone, a non-

literate society, Finnegan presents how different attitudes and views of the Limba about 

their language reflect complex analytical thinking, which "primitive mentality" 

supposedly does not develop. Due to the fact that the Limba people live in a multilingual 

country, they have become aware of linguistic differences, and of their own language. 

Finnegan identified complex meta-linguistic reflections among the Limba that stem 

precisely from their particular sociocultural context, and not because of the existence of 

literacy practices. Finnegan argues that the ways people communicate and express 

meaning, rather than the means ~ oral or written— by which these meanings are 

expressed, are crucial for the understanding of social and cognitive processes. Finnegan 

contests the simplicity of the analysis that concludes that oral societies are simple, and 
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societies with a written tradition are complex and evolved, and suggests "not to search for 

opposing pure types of cultures as wholes, but rather for specific characteristics or 

consequences likely to be associated with orality and with literacy " (1988:146). Along 

the same theoretical arguments. Street (1995) criticizes the "great divide" theorists for 

their narrow perspective and lack of empirical evidence to support their arguments, which 

sustain that societies without written forms of recording information lack a complex 

process of expression (74, 156-157). A key aspect shared by both Finnegan and Street is 

the emphasis on the contextual aspect in which different forms of communication are 

displayed (Finneganl988:178; Street 1995:127). In this sense oral expressions (and 

written expressions for that matter) are linguistic practices which can only be understood 

within a larger cultural context. Isolating these practices from their particular frame 

would also remove their significance and implications in the society where they are being 

developed. It is under this perspective that the literacy practices I present in Chapter Five 

will be analyzed. 

Literacy at School or Native Literacy: Effects on language revitalization efforts 

The relation between literacy and school is a widespread ideology in 

contemporary society that deserves our attention here. The common equation between 

literacy and school was discussed by Cook-Gumperz (1986). An interesting remark 

Cook-Gumperz made in describing the situation in Western societies is that "... the 

relationship between schools and literacy, their essential product, that we now take for 

granted, has only been established over the past century or so." (1986:20) 
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In her work, Cook-Gumperz discusses how school has been conceived as the 

factor that encourages social and economic development and since literacy is transmitted 

at school, then it will also insure this progress. But she also presents how. for example. 

British society in the eighteenth century already had -although the number is unknown-

a literate population that did not attend school. In this sense, literacy originally was not a 

skill transmitted and acquired only through school. 

The historical development of the ideas of the relationship between school and 

literacy in Western societies discussed in Cook-Gumperz"s work also shows us how 

conceptions of literacy are strongly related to the historical context. Thus, analyzing how 

the ideas about literacy change according to the historical circumstances provides insights 

that have been covered by the partial idea of literacy as a skill which only can be acquired 

and fully developed under the school tutelage. Recent studies of popular culture in 

Western societies have shown how, before the emergence of mass public schooling, 

society already was using written technology for different purposes. With the increment 

of schools, literacy acquisition became a skill to be developed through schools. The 

implications of this fact are various, for example, the belief that any literacy practice 

outside the school arena is not a "valuable" one. Becoming literate in the school setting is 

becoming knowledgeable and this type of knowledge then is highly acclaimed. Another 

reason to reach literacy is the assumption that a highly educated person, that is, a literate 

person, has more opportunities to succeed and to improve the quality of her 

socioeconomic life. 



26 

Despite the fact that there are instances of writing the language prior to mass 

schooling in Western societies, (cf. Cook-Gumperz 1986) only recent studies on popular 

culture have revealed how some non-educated members of British society were not only 

exposed to written materials, but also were developing them. 

The ideology that written materials produced according to the school expectations 

are the only significant materials is strongly embedded in many contemporary societies. 

This is important for the purpose of the discussion in this work, since I will be precisely 

addressing the literacy practices that have emerged in Juchitan independently from the 

school milieu. 

This literacy-through school ideology is also very embedded in several indigenous 

groups whose native languages are being replaced by a dominant language. The examples 

are abundant all over the world. Among them we can mention the Native American 

nations in the United States and Canada, indigenous people in Mexico, Bolivia, Chile, 

Guatemala and several other American countries and Africa. In Europe, Breton, Catalan, 

Welsh, Gaelic, Irish, to mention just a few, are some of the languages that have 

experienced —and still do— pressures from a dominant language. 

A common thing these groups share is that among the actions taken in favor of the 

minority languages (which can be the design of a program directed to reverse the process 

of language shift) the literacy component must be always present, especially within the 

educational context. Bilingual programs, immersion programs. University and tribal 

college programs, and generally speaking, schools for literacy acquisition in the minority 

language are some of the most commonly conceived mechanisms for language 
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revitalization purposes. Nora C. England describes the concern of Maya leaders of the 

revitalization movement from Guatemala in the following manner "language prescription, 

or the establishment of standard rules for language use, particularly written usage has 

come to take on an important role in Maya cultural revitalization (England 1996:178).' 

An example of language revalorization through literacy is the case of the 

Demonstration School at Rough Rock in the Navajo nation in the USA created in 1966 

(McCarty 1998). At Rough Rock the school is entirely directed by members of the 

community and Navajo teachers are in charge of Navajo literacy transmission. McCarty 

reports that this action where school has been transformed from a site of assimilation into 

a site of resistance, has positively influenced the reproduction of the Navajo language and 

culture (McCarty 1998). 

Another example of the use of native literacy in the school curriculum is the 

Hualapai bilingual/bicultural program created in the early 70s at Peach Springs, Arizona 

(Watahomigie and McCarty 1997). Later, Hualapai school teachers and other scholars 

created the American Indian Development Institute (AILDI) in 1978 to generate 

curriculum materials designed for the American Indian population as well as the 

development of materials for literacy transmission of other native languages. The AILDI 

program takes place every summer during four weeks at the University of Arizona in 

Tucson (AILDI 1995). In this program members of Native American nations share their 

experiences through courses, conferences and roundtables on a yearly basis. These 

political actions -as responses from the members of the communities- have been 

' Emphasis added. 
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expanded among Native American populations from the Southwest, Hawaii and 

American Samoa who now participate in the AILDI meetings. 

Another remarkable experience of RLS is the Hawaiian Language Immersion 

Program (HLI) that was implemented in 1987 to revive the language and culture through 

early immersion education. Evaluation reports of the program indicate that HLI students 

not only are becoming fluent in Hawaiian but they also are effectively learning the 

curriculum material through the Hawaiian language (Slaughter and Lai 1995). Overall, 

students reach average levels of academic proficiency (reading, writing, mathematics) 

and express favorable attitudes towards the Hawaiian language. Moreover, the parents 

and the Hawaiian community in general support the program (Slaughter et al. 1997). 

The Hualapai and Navajo projects continue until today, although the number of 

children who speak the native languages is decreasing at an alarming speed. In other 

words, despite the 35 years of using Navajo and more than two decades of using Hualapai 

in schools, the languages continue being replaced by English. Moreover, the uses of 

literacy are restricted to the local school in the case of the Hualapai language 

(Watahomigie and McCarty 1997:107) and mostly to the school and the church, among 

the Navajo of Rough Rock (McLaughlin 1992). As for the Hawaiian experiment, the 

evaluations and reports emphasize the academic proficiency of HLI students and provide 

the scores on writing, reading and mathematics tests, but we do not have figures as to the 

actual number of Hawaiian speakers generated through the program. The reports mention 

that the program has provided prestige to the Hawaiian language and has promoted a 

sense of self-determination among Hawaiian students, but no information of actual 
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linguistic behaviors outside the school setting that might affect the Hawaiian language 

reproduction has been provided. Until now, it is hard to guarantee if the HLI will restore 

the status of the Hawaiian language as the mother tongue of future generations. 

The picture of native literacy I am presenting here might sound simplistic. The 

uses, functions and local perceptions of Navajo written materials at Rough Rock -or in 

any other place for that matter— are rather comple.x, as successfully described by 

McLaughlin (1992). There is no doubt that the promotion of native literacy has brought 

benefits to the communities, such as the creation of job opportunities for local people, 

and the promotion of self-awareness (McLaughlin 1992:152). But certainly the main goal 

of reversing the process of language shift, creating new speakers, through the use of 

native languages in the school curricula, has not being achieved. Language revitalization 

has not yet been reached and the number of Navajo speakers, and Hualapai speakers 

continues declining. Moreover, McLaughlin (1992:156) reports that in the school context. 

Navajo literacy tends to be used less and less as students grow older and as teachers work 

with older students. 

As for the obstacles in implementing alternative and locally based school curricula, 

funding is the most common and crucial mentioned by RLS advocates. When support is 

obtained from authorities, policy makers and government officials usually these are 

insufficient, and achieved only through a painful and prolonged process. If funding is not 

provided, the situation becomes worse because then there is no financial support 

necessary for the development of curriculum material and the training of school-teachers 

and staff members. The need for material resources and the difficulties in getting them is 
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a constant remark made not only by Native American and Hawaiian communities 

committed to the development of native literacy programs, but also by other groups as 

reported by May May, a speaker of Yucatec Maya from Mexico (1997:355). 

Some scholars argue that changes in language policies stimulate positive actions in 

favor of threatened languages, particularly within the frame of literacy and education. 

Along these lines. Homberger (1998) claims that the recognition of the rights of minority 

languages by language and educational policies in several countries in South America 

and Africa was followed by the formation of several groups working on the preservation 

of minority languages. Homberger (1997, 1998) reports that the activities with RLS goals 

currently taking place in Brazil, Peru, Mexico, Bolivia, Alaska and other countries via 

literacy and education, are initiatives from the bottom-up, or projects characterized by 

"The involvement and initiative of the indigenous communities themselves that ... 

provide the impetus and sustenance for language planning efforts" (1997:357). 

The bottom-up perspective, as Homberger presents it, is not going to start to 

positively affect minority languages' reproduction, but in fact, explains how the 

remaining native languages in the Americas have tenaciously persisted after more than 

500 years of contact with Europeans. If these languages still exist after centuries of 

fighting against aggressive linguistic policies and social discrimination, it has been 

precisely due to speakers' behaviors and, in general, community daily linguistic 

resistance that is locally based, which within, and of itself are bottom-up in nature. The 

persistence of the remaining indigenous languages in the Americas has not been achieved 

by virtue of any benevolent institution or any outside recognition. 
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Nobody ignores the fact that language reproduction and preservation is directly 

related to historical circumstances and socioeconomic inequality, which determine 

speakers' linguistic behaviors. In the case of Mexico, the subordination of the minority 

groups to the national society defines the measures taken by pro-RLS activists. In a 

complex dynamic of political and socioeconomic subordination, literacy arises as the 

avenue to stop the process of language loss, and also as the means to overcome the 

broader domination/subordination relationship between the mainstream societies and the 

minority groups (Pardo 1993). The question then is: is literacy in the minority language ~ 

even if considered as a bottom-up initiative in Homberger's sense--just another 

imposition that reinforces the long history of subjugation of a minority group? 

Furthermore the locus for development of this enterprise are schools, another imposed 

institution. The manifestation of optimism by Antonio Arara, a Shawandawa teacher 

from Brazil referred to by Homberger 1998:441) that there is a way out, should keep us 

rather skeptical. This is particularly important in the context of Latin and South American 

countries, where education in the national language, not education in the minority 

languages, is conceived as the key to access to better socioeconomic conditions. 
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Data collection and methodological remarks 

This work was conducted in my hometown, the place where I was bom, grew up 

and where most of my family and friends live. The goal of my investigation was to 

account for the process of language shift in this place where 80,000 people now live. I 

never was as conscious as now of the size of the city and the dimension (and 

commitment) of my research. If my condition as an insider granted me easy access to 

people's homes and intimate domains of their lives, it also helped me to understand the 

(usually non-verbally expressed) reasons why to tape or not to tape-record an interview 

or how interpret a silence or a laugh. The implications of all these facts when conducting 

ethnographic work in my own community were rather more advantageous than anything 

else. My dissertation certainly is strongly influenced by my condition as an insider, but 

had I not been an insider, then my condition of outsider then would certainly have 

influenced the final outcome as well. Hopefully all these years away from home had been 

sufficient to have maintained enough distance both during the fieldwork period as well as 

in writing this work. 

For all these reasons I decided to combine several techniques to gather the data 

while doing -and living- my fieldwork in Juchitan from June 1998 through July 1999. My 

research include a variety of qualitative ethnographic data which include; 

(1) Tape-recorded interviews 

(2) Interviews with workers and staff members of the Local Cultural Center 

including the current and a former director and the music and dance instructors (not all 

were tape-recorded, at the informant's request) 
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(3) Tape-recorded interviews with members of the Municipal administration, 

school teachers, members of two local organizations (a local NGO, and the Chamber of 

Commerce and owners of local businesses) 

The interviewee determined the language used during the interviews. Although in 

this work I used materials told to me in Zapotec, I translated them directly into English. 

The reason I did this was because I am not familiar with the standardized Zapotec writing 

system and I did not have funds to pay a transcriber. When I utilized Spanish materials, I 

provided the actual Spanish source, followed by the English translation. 

(4) Observations of everyday interactions in; 

- Households and playgrounds: I was able to have access to several homes in 

almost all the secciones of Juchitan. I was panicularly interested in analyzing the actual 

linguistic behaviors of bilingual families. I spent several hours a week in the playgrounds 

with children of all ages. I focused mostly on the neighborhood of Cheguigo because it is 

the area of the city where the transition from Zapotec to Spanish was more obvious. In 

the primera or segiinda secciones children interact almost exclusively in Spanish and in 

the septima seccion Zapotec is more predominant. Cheguigo on the contrary represented 

like a sample of the whole city in a small area. 

- La Casa de la Cultura: I spent also several hours per week during several months 

at the local cultural center. During the summer of 1998 and 1999 I followed the painting 

and dance courses attended by children ages 6 to 11 years old. 

- Schools: I visited two preschools and three primary schools in different 

secciones. 



(5) I attended almost all political meetings and cultural events at LCC in one year. 

As a female adult, 1 had several roles to fulfill such as attending family celebrations, 

funerals, masses, and alt types of rituals in all the eight secciones of the city. 

In addition to these ethnographic materials I also registered all the Zapotec names 

of stores, streets and businesses in the whole city. The list I gathered until 1999 when I 

returned to Tucson has been continuously updated (see Appendix B). I also paid close 

attention to all sorts of written materials that circulate in the city to monitor the uses of 

Zapotec written materials in informal domains. Some of the materials include brochures 

and handouts distributed in political gatherings, invitations to Fiestas and parties, as well 

as flyers. 

Unfortunately in June 1999 I lost several tapes during the a night-long flood when 

the Rfo de Los Perros overflowed its banks. The total amount of oral materials after that 

loss is of approximately 60 hrs of speech. 

Organization of the work 

This dissertation is organized in seven chapters, which attempt to elaborate a 

diagnosis and understand the current state in Juchitan with a sociolinguistic perspective. 

With this goal in mind in the second chapter I provide a sociohistorical background of the 

community from the pre Colombian period until recent days. I did this in order to situate 

Juchitan in the geographical region as well as to identify its historically developed 

singularity with respect to other Zapotec communities in the area. 
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Chapter Three provides the linguistic make-up of Juchitan. In order to do so. I 

first traced the sociolinguistic history which allowed me to show the transition of a 

community all of whose speakers used to acquire Zapotec as the mother tongue, to a 

community that begun to generate speakers with Spanish as the mother tongue. In this 

chapter I describe how the members of four families grow up in an increasingly bilingual 

community. Through the description of these families I attempt to show the manners in 

which Juchitecans found themselves speaking Zapotec, Spanish or both languages 

changing the linguistic make-up of the community, and generating a continuum of 

Zapotec monolinguals, bilingual speakers with different levels of fluency in both 

languages, and Spanish monolinguals. 

The Zapotec ethnic identity has been central in the historical development of 

Juchiteco people, and language is certainly a key aspect that defines the Zapotec identity. 

Chapter Four, is devoted to discuss how the outstanding ethnic identity of Zapotecs is 

expressed through several markers, including the Zapotec language. This ethnic identity 

not only has been highly prized but it has been utilized as a boundary marker to maintain 

the difference vis a vis other indigenous communities in the region as well as with respect 

to the national society. 

Since literacy in Zapotec is not an uncommon practice in Juchitan, in Chapter 

Five I address this the native literacy question. I focus mostly on the uses of Zapotec 

written materials developed outside the school domain. I identify two types of Zapotec 

writings which I call 'formal' and 'informal'. The formal written materials include all 

printed materials (academic as well as non-academic) produced in the form of books. 



36 

newspapers, magazines, songs, etc. My analysis will focus on the used of the "informar 

written material that are found in the streets, names of stores, cultural and political 

graffiti. I discuss how literacy in general, but these informal uses in particular, are 

instruments to express ideologies of identity and not tools to preserve the native 

language. 

Chapter Six addresses the broader aspect of the language policies in Mexico. The 

aim of this chapter is to illustrate how language policies have promoted the loss of the 

Mexican languages and, more specifically, the sociolinguistic situation in Juchitan in the 

national scenario. 

Dorian states that "... an ethnic language once lost is far less easilv recovered than 

other identity markers, and the cultural content that the ethnic language carried is never 

fully recovered (1999:34). Juchitecans are pretty much aware of the fact that if the 

language is not learned as a child, it is very unlikely to be learned later. They also are 

aware that when intergenerational transmission fails, an important ethnic marker among 

Juchiteco people will be lost. Having described how the linguistic policies negatively 

impacted the reproduction of the Zapotec language and how the shift of the Zapotec 

language began, in Chapter Seven I describe some of the actions Juchitecos are currently 

carrying out in order to reverse the replacement of the Zapotec language. I present some 

of the most successful measures taken by local families to restore the intergenerational 

mother tongue transmission and the to reverse the language shift process. I argue here 

that ethnicity has played a crucial role in the development of the bilingual profile of the 

community, and that it is also playing an important role in the generation of actions 
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towards RLS. I also present here a series of suggested actions local people have 

developed to continue with the locally based efforts to restore the intergenerational 

mother tongue transmission. 
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CHAPTER TWO - SOCIO HISTORICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL 
BACKGROUND, AND LAYOUT OF THE COMMUNITY TODAY 

Isthmus Zapotecs are settled in several towns in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec 

region and people from each town are called after the town's name. Today people from 

Juchitan call themselves and are called jiicliitecos/as or more commonly lecos/as 

establishing the difference with respect to other Isthmus people, such as the \xiepecanos 

or menos (people from Ixtepec) and lehuanos (people from Tehuantepec). But probably 

the most important difference among contemporary Isthmus Zapotecs relies on the 

linguistic aspect. To speak Zapotec is a strong marker within the larger Zapotec 

community of the region. 

In the region, Juchitan is recognized as the town that has the highest number of 

Zapotec speakers, but most importantly, as the town whose speakers actually like to 

speak Zapotec. Furthermore, Juchiteco people are not only known for their attachment to 

the Zapotec language, but also have shown a history of rebellion when their ethnic 

integrity is being threatened. 

The following section presents a historical overview that will help to understand 

the singularity of Juchitan as a Zapotec community. 



The Conquest and to be conquered: Zapotec control over the Isthmus region and 

Spanish colonization 

Since multilingual situations are the rule rather than the exception, historical 

evidence shows us that the rich configuration and distribution of the population in the 

world seems to a great extent to result from migratory movements. Isthmus Zapotecs 

were not exempt to this historical circumstance. They also migrated from a previous land 

and settled in the region where now they see themselves as a distinctive group, not only 

vis-a-vis the other ethnic groups they encountered, but also from the Zapotecs from the 

main land. 

The Pre-Hispanic period 

Contemporary Isthmus Zapotecs are the descendents of Zapotecs who migrated 

from the central valley of Oaxaca around 1350 (Whitecotton 1984). This time 

corresponds to the postclassic period (A.D.900-15I9) that followed the classical period of 

the great Mesoamerican empires (Tutino 1993). The postclassic was characterized by 

conflicts and militarism, and expansion of the city-states (Whitecotton 1984). In the 

Valley of Oaxaca, this period was distinguished by its instability, which resulted after the 

collapse of Monte Alban, the religious and political center of the Classic period. The 

Zapotecs from the highlands of Oaxaca expanded to the Isthmus region seeking tributes 

and control over the land, and also as a result of the pressures from the Mixtecs, the 

Zapotecs' rivals in the highlands. 
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When Zapotecs arrived in the Isthmus land, the region was already inhabited by 

Huaves, Zoques, and Mixes (Burgoa 1981). Zapotecs occupied this territory, settled in 

Tehuantepec and displaced the original inhabitants to the less fertile and more hostile 

lands. Tehuantepec hence, became the capital of the Isthmus. Once in Tehuantepec, 

Isthmus Zapotecs received tributes not only from the new conquered towns in the 

lowlands, but also from several Zapotec towns from the central valley of Oaxaca, and 

became the center of Zapotec political power. By 1490, the Zapotec lord Cosijoeza 

moved from Zaachila to Tehuantepec, due to the pressures from the Mi.xtecs in the 

highlands, making Tehuantepec the center of political power (Zeitlin 1994; Tutino 1993). 

By moving to the Isthmus region, the Zaachila dynasty continued governing from 

Tehuantepec, now under Cosijoeza, son of the lord Zaachila III. 

In Tehuantepec, Zapotecs faced new enemies, the Mexicas (Aztecs) from 

Tenochtitlan, in central Mexico, who were seeking tribute to sustain their empire as well 

as the control of the Isthmus, not only a rich region, but also an obligatory route for the 

trade of cacao from the Soconusco, in the state of Chiapas (Tutino 1993). 

The geographical and ecological diversity of the Isthmus was described by 

Burgoa in the 1600s as follows: 

Son estos llanos tan abundantes de tierras, aguas, animales, aves y 
frutos ... Para la caza hay muchos tigres, gatos monteses, leones, sin 
[mencionar] la variedad de peces, de rios, lagunas y mar... en el aire, grande 
variedad de aves, aguilas, halcones, gavilanes ... de las frutas, melones, 
sandias, papayas, diversidad de zapotes (1981:4). 

These plains are abundant in lands, water, animals, birds and fruits ... 
There are many tigers, lions, wild cats to hunt, not [to mentionl the great 
variety of fishes, rivers, lagoons and seas ... in the air, [there is] a great 
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variety of eagles, falcons, sparrow hawks ... as for the fruits, cantaloupe, 
watermelon, papaya, and a great diversity of zapotes. 

In addition to great variety of animals and fruits, the salt deposits along the coast 

also made the region more attractive. These resources inspired Moctezuma. the Mexica 

ruler, to fight against the Zapotecs to control the area. One of the most violent battles 

between Zapotecs and Mexicas lasted seven months and took place in 1511 at Guiengola, 

or the Big Rock, a fortress built by the Zapotecs in a hill nearby Tehuantepec. The rivalry 

came to an end with the marriage of Coyolicatzin, the daughter of Moctezuma, lord of the 

Mexicas, and Cosijoeza, the Zapotec ruler. Mexicas and Zapotecs resolved their 

conflictive relations through this marriage alliance, and in consequence free passage was 

granted to the Aztecs to use the Isthmus as the route for commercial exchange. Later, 

power was transferred to Cosijopi, son of Cosijoeza and Pelaxia -the name given to 

Coyolicatizin by the Zapotecs. Cosijopi was the last Zapotec lord of Tehuantepec and 

lived most of his life under Spanish colonial rule. 

The desire for the expansion of the domains of control that characterized 

Mesoamerican societies during the postclassic period, led to the division of the peoples. 

As for the Zapotecs, Whitecotton (1984) explains that the loss of the Zapotec ethnic unity 

was caused by several issues. The collapse of Monte Alban -the Zapotec religious center 

of the Classic period- the migration from Zaachila -the site of Zapotec power in the 

central valley- and the separation of several groups seeking control over the others, led to 

the loss of the Zapotec ethnic unit. Chance (1986) also suggests that the Zapotec peoples 
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during the Postclassic period did not form an ethnic unity. As for Isthmus Zapotecs. the 

sense of otherness they developed was not only vis-a-vis the Zapotec groups of the 

highlands, but also with respect to Zoques, Huaves and other indigenous peoples settled 

in the Isthmus region. This aspect is very important in order to understand how Isthmus 

Zapotecs' sense of otherness has endured until today (Campbell 1994:9). 

The Arrival of Spaniards 

When the Spaniards arrived to the Isthmus in the 1500s, there were several 

Zapotec towns in the region, but the colonial center was established in Tehuantepec, the 

site of Zapotec power. The conquest of the Isthmus region was not violent at all 

compared to that of other regions of New Spain. Burgoa depicts in his Geogrdfica 

Descripcion how the Zapotec lords welcomed the Conquistador Cortes, which avoided 

shed blood: 

Cosijoeza y su hijo Cosijopij, de Tehuantepeque, despacharon 
grandes sefiores, con ricos presentes de las mejores joyas y alhajas a D. 
Fernando Cortes, ofreciendole sus personas, vasallos y reinos, como amigos y 
los cumplieron sin que le costase sangre, ni estruendos militares su conquista 
(Burgoa 1981:10). 

Cosijoeza and his son Cosijopij, from Tehuantepeque, sent several 
important lords with the best jewels and gems as presents for D. Fernando 
Cortes, offering as friends his people, servants, and kingdoms, and the 
conquest was not bloody and without military expense. 

One of the explanations given for the relatively peaceful defeat of many 

Mesoamerican groups by the Spanish conquistadors was the fragmentation that existed 

among the groups at the arrival of the Spaniards. As for the Zapotecs, the alliance of the 
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lord of Tehuantepec with the Spaniards allowed him to maintain his powerful role over 

his enemies. Despite the apparent acceptance of the newcomers as the new rulers, 

Zapotecs resisted in different manners. Romero Frizzi argues that the "pacific" 

acceptance was not only due to the fragmented situation among the local groups at the 

arrival of the Spaniards, but also because the indigenous people recognized the power 

Spaniards had. and they expected in the long run to negotiate with them (1994:229-230). 

Indeed the alliance with the Spaniards gave Cosijopi the privilege of keeping his status as 

the lord of Tehuantepec, while controlling the other indigenous groups in the region. But 

Cosijopi did not show total subjugation to the imposed Spanish rules. Indeed, right after 

the arrival of the Spaniards, Cosijopi agreed to change his Zapotec traditional practices. 

First he was baptized and changed his name to Don Juan Cortes; he also adopted Spanish 

clothes and rode horseback. He also continued with his Zapotec religious practices 

secretly, until he was arrested and judged in 1563 with charges of promoting paganism. 

(Zeitlin and Thomas 1992). 

Spaniards were not particularly willing to negotiate with Zapotecs, but to exert 

their power and get profit from the new conquered land. As early as 1524, Tehuantepec 

was witnessing a series of changes. Multiple enterprises took place in the region, 

particularly ship construction, livestock raising, and the extraction of salt. Zapotecs 

carried out all these activities burdened with heavy labor. This activities rapidly 

transformed Zapotec society in the social, economic and political arenas. 

In the religious realm, the conversion of Zapotecs into Christianity took place 

during the first years of Spanish arrival in the Isthmus. Dominican friars started their 
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mission, baptizing Zapotec people, changing their names, and trying to impose a new 

beliefs system. As I mentioned before, this was not passively accepted, since Cosijoeza, 

the lord of Tehuantepec, continued secretly practicing his Zapotec religion, which in turn 

prompted his arrest. 

During the first decades of colonial period. Tehuantepec observed a series of 

changes and colonial impositions, including the introduction of new economic relations, 

new social organization, and new leaders. Indigenous communities had not only to 

maintain and pay tribute to the newcomers, but also to the Zapotec lord. 

Despite the control of Spaniards over the most productive activities, peasant 

Zapotecs maintained their subsistence economy, and Zapotec elites had control of 

commercial activity at a small scale (Tutino 1993). Even if Zapotecs had control of basic 

goods essential to the local economy such as com, salt, and cloth, the main tendency was 

the reduction of Zapotec control, and the increase of abuses on Zapotec peasantry. The 

Spanish demanded more tribute from the population forcing them to live under extreme 

difficult conditions. 

Spanish demands for hard labor imposed on the local population, in addition to 

new diseases brought by the Spaniards, considerably decreased Zapotec population. By 

1550s, after thirty years of Spanish contact, the Zapotec population was reduced to 75 

percent of its original size and continued decreasing until the 1620s when there were only 

2,800 people paying tributes (Tutino 1993:46). 

The decrease in the number of tributaries did not result in any decrease in the 

demand for tributes. By 1660, Don Juan de Avellan, the local colonial authority of 
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Tehuantepec, had tremendously increased the taxes on Spanish goods acquired by 

Zapotecs, and decreased the prices of the goods sold by them. These excessive measures 

gave rise to a massive revolt in Tehuantepec against the Colonial authorities, know as La 

Rebelidn de Tehuantepec. or the Tehuantepec Rebellion, that resulted in the murder of 

the alcalde mayor and the spread of the revolt among other Zapotec towns in the Isthmus 

region, and in the central valleys as well. 

In his account of the Tehuantepec Rebellion, Manso de Contreras (1987), a 

representative of the Spanish Crown, described in detail how the Indians killed the 

Alcalde mayor, burned Spanish buildings, elected their authorities, and sent messages 

informing about the rebellion to other Zapotec towns, in a matter of only 6 hours. 

Zapotecs had control over the Isthmus for a year, when Spanish authorities 

captured the organizers and several participants of the Tehuantepec Rebellion, and 

publicly punished them showing in the streets of Tehuantepec mutilated bodies of women 

and men in order to discourage further rebellions. Despite the severe repressive measures 

against Zapotecs, the rebellion corroborated the Zapotecs' capacity to defeat the Colonial 

power. The revolt also became an important event that still remains in the memory of 

many contemporary Zapotecs. This violent repression had major effects in the 

development of Zapotec society in the following years. 

Tutino argues that the severe repression of the Zapotec leaders and the years of 

exposure to Spanish culture, promoted the hispanization of Zapotec residents of 

Tehuantepec, particularly the elite members (1993:50). As an example of Tehuantepec's 

concentration of non-Zapotecs, we can mention the preference of Tehuantepec over 
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Juchitan to establish ranches, for livestock raising, and for agricultural purposes (Zeitlin 

1989:42). 

The conflicts between Spaniards and Zapotecs did not come to an end, and hostile 

relations, mostly due to the invasion of Zapotec communal lands and uneven commercial 

relationships, fostered other rebellions during the XVII and XVIII centuries (Campbell 

1994). 

The development of regional differences 

Late colonial period 

Since Tehuantepec was the place of residence of Spanish rulers, administrators 

and Zapotec elites —that is, the center of the Spanish political domain— its inhabitants 

were exposed to Spanish culture and language much earlier and more intensively than 

other Zapotec towns, including Juchitan. This earlier contact of Tehuano people with 

Spaniards -we can speculate— accounts for the difference between Juchitan and 

Tehuantepec with respect to the degree of incorporating Hispanic features in their daily 

life. 

Through the analysis of documents from 1533 of a series of legal complaints in 

Tehuantepec against Cosijopi, Zeitlin and Thomas (1992) explain how Spanish ideas of 

law and justice were imposed on the Zapotec community. This is one indication of the 

changes enforced on Zapotec culture and how indigenous social and authoritative 

institutions were diminished. Tehuantepec being the center of Spanish control, it is not 
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hard to imagine that these demonstrations and the process of cultural change took place 

more rapidly than in the peripheral town of Juchitan. 

Tutino (1993) argues that the defeat of the Zapotecs after La Rebelion de 

Tehuantepec in 1660, the killing of the leaders, in addition to the ongoing process of 

hispanization of the Zapotec population of Tehuantepec. were key factors for the fall of 

Tehuantepec as the center of Zapotec resistance. Tehuantepec then became the place that 

concentrated the commercial and political authorities. Zapotec elites not only emulated 

Spaniards but also collaborated with them in detriment of the rest of the people 

(Campbell 1994), creating fissures in the native community. 

Economic activity in the Isthmus changed over time, with periods of prosperity 

and periods of stagnation. During the middle 1600s through the 1700s, there was a 

decrease of cattle raising activity and in general, the economy in the Isthmus experienced 

a considerable reduction. 

Despite the interest in the region for economic development at the beginning of 

the colonization process, other events influenced the economic activities of Tehuantepec. 

For example, mining in central Mexico, and the shift from Tehuantepec to Acapulco as 

the main commercial harbor had a negative impact on the economic development of the 

Isthmus region (Campbell 1994; Tutino 1993). In the late colonial period, the production 

of natural dyes, indigo and cochineal, reactivated the economy in the Isthmus region, 

rendering good profits to the Spaniards. These crops also represented an important 

income to Zapotecs, since many people -particularly women- were raising cochineal and 

selling it at a small-scale. Even though the Spaniards controlled the production of indigo. 
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and Zapotecs were only laborers in the indigo fields, this activity represented an income 

for the Zapotecs (Tutino 1993). Nevertheless, peasant subsistence economy was always a 

priority for Zapotecs, in this sense, the production of maize always came first for them. 

Although indigo production benefited the local population, it also brought 

frictions (Campbell 1994) but now Juchiteco people were the ones in charge to demand a 

just relationship between the Spaniards and the local community. Tehuantepec was no 

longer the center of resistance, but the formerly marginal Juchitan became the bastion of 

Zapotec resistance. 

The disagreements expressed by Juchiteco people with Spanish rule were 

multiple. Historical records show that people from Juchitan consistently opposed 

invasions of their lands, stood up against the expropriation of the communal salt deposits, 

and, in general, persistently demanded the control over their natural resources (Tutino 

1993). Furthermore, the textile industry that developed in the region, which continued 

only in Juchitan, gave strength and economic independence to the town, reinforcing its 

sense of autonomy vis-a-vis non-Zapotecs (Campbell 1994). Juchiteco people developed 

and maintained a strong sense of otherness through the defense of their natural resources 

and later through a key aspect: the Zapotec language. 

Poslcolonial period 

The transition of Mexico into an independent country was not without 

contradictions. By this time, the sense of Zapotec resistance was well developed by 

Zapotec society. The interest in making Mexico an economically successful country led 
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the government to allow the immigration of several groups of Europeans into the region. 

From the Zapotec perspective, the new government and its European followers did not 

differ much from the Spanish government, since land invasion and multiple abuses 

continued. Consequently, rebellions also persisted, and from 1820 through i840s, serious 

fights took place due to the control over the salt belts, the invasion of Zapotec lands, and 

the prohibition of the trade of salt and fabrics with Guatemala (Tutino 1993). Juchitan 

corroborates its characteristic as the most rebellious town when the Mexican government 

prohibited the trading of clothing with Guatemala. The Mexican government argued that 

the trade was illegal, but Juchitecos continued the trade, exacerbating the differences with 

the government. 

During this period a new wave of Juchiteco leaders were added to the list of 

heroes. In 1834 Juchitecos confronted the state government who had granted Francisco 

Javier Echeverria, a dxii' the monopoly to exploit the salt belts or salinas\ Juchiteco 

people also opposed the fact that Esteban Maqueo, an Italian, and J.J. Guergue, a 

Frenchman, were the only people who were making profits from the former haciendas del 

Marquesado (Heman Cortez's haciendas). Not surprisingly, this foreign intrusion 

supported by state authorities evolved into a massive rebellion led by Gregorio Melendez 

or Che Gorio Melendre, as still is remembered by contemporary Juchitecos. Juchiteco 

people invaded the lands of the haciendas, killed several thousand cattle, and invaded the 

salinas, claiming that these resources belong to the local people and not foreigners (De la 

Cruz 1983). Certainly this is the source of both epithets "teco valiente"' (valiant teco) and 
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teco roba vaca (cattle thief teco). In the late 1840s the governor of the state of Oaxaca 

was Benito Juarez, a Zapotec from the highlands. Juarez supported the exploitation of 

Isthmus natural resources by foreign entrepreneurs, challenging, in this manner, the anti-

dxu' sentiment of Juchiteco people. As a governor, Benito Juarez attempted to control the 

Juchiteco troublemakers, sending troops to the Isthmus region. Juarez also tried to suborn 

Melendre offering him to lead the troops and control the region under the state power. 

Melendre not only rejected the offer but also declared the Isthmus an independent region 

from the state. The rebels were willing to negotiate without arms, and peace messages 

were sent to Juarez (Tutino 1993:57) but the government was reluctant to come to an 

agreement, and finally managed to eliminate the rebels, or at least brietly. Once more 

with the Melendre rebellion, Juchiteco people from all sectors (peasants, merchants, 

artisans) organized themselves against outsiders, reiterating their distinctiveness as an 

ethnic group and defending what was at danger through their strongest feature: their intra 

community ties. 

In the decade of the 1860s, under the rule of Louis Napoleon, France invaded 

Mexico. Juchiteco people again showed their hostility against outsiders, and heartily 

fought against the French troops. In 1866, Juchitecos and their Blasefio allies -people 

from San Bias Atempa, a Zapotec town nearby Tehuantepec- defeated the highly 

sophisticated French army, supporting the liberal thinkers Juarez and the then young 

Porfirio Dfaz. Again, Tehuanos showed their inclination towards rather conservative 

attitudes and supported the French troops, consolidating their fame as "Tehuanos 

" Dxu' in Zapotec is a male foreigner; Imada is a female foreigner. 
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traidores" or traitors within the Zapotec community, a fame that still is vividly 

remembered in the region. Today, at the beginning of one of the main streets of Juchitan 

-Calle 5 de septiembre- there is a monument where two cannons taken as trophy, remain 

as tokens of the victory against the French troops on the S"* of September of 1866. This 

date is also observed and children do not attend school, but participate in a parade. 

The last decades of the nineteenth century were not particularly peaceful for the 

residents of the Isthmus, and continuous uprisings took place, against Tehuantepec 

conservative tendencies, and against authoritarian government policies. 

The fight for the control of the communal lands and other natural resources, as 

well as for political and administrative autonomy persisted among Juchitecos. Some of 

these demands found some answers in the middle of the nineteenth century. Until 1840, 

Juchitan was a small village that belonged to the District of Tehuantepec. In this sense, it 

depended on both, religious and administrative authorities of Tehuantepec. In 1857 

Juchitan became Villa"', and in 1858, Juchitan formed the District number 25 of the State 

of Oaxaca. Juchitan officially became a city in 1889 (Esparza 1990:423). 

The history of rebellion and resistance of the people from Juchitan against 

outsiders, both from other regions of Mexico, as well as from other countries, seems 

endless. The interest in controlling Juchitan from Oaxaca, the capital of the slate, also 

was due to the strategic geographical location of the Isthmus region. The Isthmus always 

attracted the attention of foreign entrepreneurs. During the end of the nineteenth century, 

the construction of the Tehuantepec railroad connecting the Pacific Ocean with the Gulf 



of Mexico was another major disruption in local lives. Zapotecs did not passively accept 

the railroad project of Porfirio Dfaz, who was at this time the president of Mexico. 

Numerous problems for Isthmus residents emerged during this time. In other words, the 

end of the nineteenth century in the Isthmus was permeated by more disruptive elements, 

due mostly to the construction of the railroad, which had a negative impact over the land 

tenure. Vast extensions of lands were now sold and exploited by newcomers, and several 

haciendas were created along the rail line (Campbell 1994:58). The railroad was finally 

finished in 1907, but declined in 1914 with the construction of the Panama Canal. 

More regional differences: The beginning of the twentieth century and further decades 

The beginning of the century and the revolutionary period were not exempt from 

local rebellions. During the Porfiriato (the period of the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz) 

political bosses elected by Di'az ruled Juchitan. Juchiteco people contested the state 

government's impositions and Jose F. Gomez, or Che Gomez as contemporary Juchitecos 

still call him, appears as the new figure that opposed the government and the conservative 

wing of Juchiteco society. In the same way that Che Gorio Melendre did in the 1840s, 

Che Gomez called for the independence of the Isthmus region from Oaxaca (Campbell 

1994:64; De la Cruz 1990). During the Mexican Revolution, Che Gomez fought to 

eradicate the Porfiriato, and to give back the salinas and the communal lands to the 

people of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. He was finally killed by the government, an event 

that revived the antagonism of Juchitan against the state and federal governments. 

^ With the status of Villa Juchitan obtained political independence at the regional level. 
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The projects of economic development that characterized the Portlriato were 

particularly important in Oaxaca, Diaz's natal state. The Isthmus region, not surprisingly, 

was a key area of interest for such purposes. Less than 300 km. separate the two ports: 

Salina Cruz in the Pacific Ocean and Coatzacoalcos in the Atlantic Ocean. Although 

Juchitan was influenced by the economic projects, it remained rather at the edge of the 

activities related to these projects. Tehuantepec and the port of Salina Cruz in contrast 

experienced a remarkable transformation"* first, with the construction both of the railroad 

and the seaport that connected the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans and later with the 

intense activity that followed\ Ixtepec, located approximately 20 km. from Juchitan, also 

played a central role in the economic development of the Isthmus region (Arellanes and 

Cervantes 1990:387), since the railroad station in Ixtepec was the place for the 

distribution of tropical produce, not Juchitan. The main train stations of the inter-oceanic 

Tehuantepec railroad in the Isthmus region were Matias Romero, Ixtepec and Salina 

Cruz. Juchitan's railroad station remained in the periphery, and was a minor one 

compared to these former three (Coronado Malagon 1992). Covarrubias (1980:200) 

describes Ixtepec, with its important train station, its airport, its military base, and 

commercial center, as the main entrance not only to the Isthmus region, but also to the 

state of Chiapas. In this sense, the construction of infrastructure for the development of 

•* In terms of population for example, in 1900 Salina Cruz had only 738 inhabitants; by 1910, three years 
the inauguration of the Tehuantepec railroad the population of this seaport increased to 5. 976. Tehuantepec 
also experienced significant changes; newcomers arrived, including several consuls from the USA, several 
European and Latin American countries. The first bank in the Isthmus region was opened in Tehuantepec in 
1907. (Chassen and Martinez 1990:62-63). These figures give us a glimpse of the economics and 
population dynamics experienced by the major communities in the Isthmus region. 



commercial activity and transportation at the beginning of the twentieth century, and the 

activity that followed, promoted the regional differences that we observe today in the 

area. These activities caused by the construction of the railroad had different impacts on 

the major cities of the Isthmus and, consequently, the current sociolinguistic situation of 

these cities differs to a great extent. In particular, it made Juchitan different vis-a-vis the 

rest. Several cattle ranches and plantations with foreign owners appeared in the Isthmus 

but they were not in the immediacy of the town of Juchitan. Many non-Zapotec 

immigrants settled in Tehuantepec, I.\epec, and other Isthmus communities. Contrarily to 

this trend, in Juchitan the immigration was not significant and Juchiteco managed to keep 

their lands and were able to survive by exploiting their land and marine resources. 

Although Juchitan was not largely impacted as the neighboring communities, it certainly 

experienced some socio economic transformations. A few Juchiteco families benefited 

from the economic growth of the region, consequently, social differentiation began to 

take place. 

The resistance movements against the state and federal authorities continued 

through the 1910s and 1920s. Despite the turbulent early years of the twentieth century. 

Juchitan experienced an impasse from the mid 1930s until the early 1960s. During these 

decades the Juchitecan general Heliodoro Charts Castro controlled political activity in 

Juchitan (Campbell 1994:79; Rubin 1997:45). Chans managed to generate economic 

development, and brought federally founded developmental projects (Campbell 1994:81). 

' As Chinas explains: "As many as fifty trains traversed the Isthmus daily bearing international cargoes, 
and there was a great influx of all types of persons hoping to capitalize on the boom" (1983; 13). 
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Despite the fact that Chans was not democratically elected, and had become a cacique, 

today, Juchiteco people remember him as a remarkable figure who worked hard for his 

town, and who. although hampered by limited Spanish fluency, was able to deal with 

federal representatives and bring progress to the town with the construction of schools, 

the introduction of electricity, and other public services. In terms of routes and 

communication, in the 1950s the Isthmus became connected more easily with other parts 

of the country with the construction of the Carretera Transitmica and the Carretera 

Panamericana^. 

An important source of entertainment in Juchitan is to tell the anecdotes of "El 

general Charis" or "chistes del general Charts." All stories about El general make 

reference to his poor Spanish fluency, which led him to make mistake after mistake in 

public and official situations outside his native Juchitan. Some of the anecdotes about El 

general end with a twist that makes him a hero, rather than an unintelligent non-Spanish 

speaker. These representations of Charis through anecdotes that form part of today's 

Juchiteco verbal art, express ambivalent feelings toward Charis: he is both a political 

boss, but also someone who "stood for his people." 

The Charis cacicazgo is commonly described as a period during which Juchitan 

experienced a relative calm (Campbell 1994; De la Cruz 1993; Rubin 1997). However, if 

during this period there were not rebellions, the federally supported projects implemented 

in the community during these years brought new relations in the community. 

Due to Chans' intervention, the route ot the Carretera Panamericana changed to pass through Juchitan. 
and not through Ixtepec, as originally was designed. 
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transforming its socioeconomic organization and. consequently, the socioiinguistic 

configuration of Juchitan^. 

The 1960s and recent lime 

During the late 1960s through the 1980s new political activity shook the city. The 

corruption that built up during the previous decades erupted in a series of protests against 

the PRI, the ruling party. Major mobilizations took place ind Juchitecos were able to 

defeat the PRI during the municipal elections in 1971. With this victory Juchitan was the 

first municipality that defeated the PRI in the whole country. Manuel Musalem or Taru 

was the candidate who, with massive support of Juchiteco people, achieved the removal 

o 

the PRI from Juchitan . Taru was supported both, by the Zapotec elite as well as by the 

poor members of Juchiteco society, passionately opposing the outsider PRI candidate. A 

key aspect in Taru's political campaign was the substantial use of the Zapotec language 

and the emphasis of other Zapotec elements in his political demonstrations, such as the 

presence of traditional music and dress. In the late 1970s through the i980s the Coalicion 

Obrera Campesina Estudiantil del Istmo (COCEI, Coalition of Workers. Peasants and 

Students of the Isthmus), the local leftist organization, also utilized the Zapotec language 

as the main means to address the people during the political rallies. COCEI marches -like 

Taru's—were also full of Zapotec icons; oxcarts fully decorated with colored paper 

flowers utilized in traditional fiestas, preceded the political marches. 

^ In Chapter Three I address these issues when discussing the process of language shift. 
" PRI opponents protested and sought to annul the elections. Tarii presided a Civil Administration. 
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COCEI leaders -unlike Tani— were members of the Juchiteco lower class who, 

while studying in Mexico City, were exposed to the 1968 student movement and Marxist 

ideology. When these students came back to Juchitan. they created COCEI. to fight for 

peasants' and workers' interests. From the 1970s and during the following years. COCEI 

struggled against landholders and obtained several benefits for the peasants, workers, and 

students. COCEI eventually became the strongest local party and in 1981 won elections 

in alliance with the PCM, a national leftist party. Life in Juchitan during all these years 

was permeated with political activism and constant violence'', rendering everyday life full 

of tensions. In the streets, the market, at school, and also at home, people were affected 

by politics. People who supported COCEI and those who opposed it were constantly 

involved in long discussions. Outsiders criticized how backward Juchitan was. since with 

their interest in conserving traditions and the ways of doing politics, Juchiteco people 

were impeding economic investment and, consequently, progress. 

Central to COCEI's struggle was the peasants' demand: the struggle for ejidos 

and communal lands. At this respect Rubin states that "...the land issue remained a 

cornerstone of COCEI's identity and discourse" (1997:127). Hostilities and ultimately 

assassination of peasants and COCEI leaders were not infrequent, particularly during the 

early years of COCEI and at the beginning of the 1980s. 

Parallel to the formation of COCEI and the intense political activism in the city, 

in 1972, La Casa de la CuUiira (LCC, the local cultural center) was created. The famous 

' Campbell (1994) and Rubin (1993. 1997) provide the history of political movements in Juchitan and 
detailed information of COCEI's struggle. 



Juchiteco painter, Francisco Toledo (personal communication, July 13 1996), was asked 

by Victor Bravo Ahuja (then the governor of the state of Oaxaca), to paint a mural in his 

house. In lieu of getting paid, Toledo asked Bravo Ahuja to open a small museum in 

Juchitan. Bravo Ahuja, who soon after became the Ministry of Education, suggested that 

a Casa de la Cultura would probably be better. And that is what they did. In other words. 

LCC was not created in Juchitan as an initiative of functionary or governmental 

representatives, but as a petition of a member of the community. In Chapter Three, I will 

elaborate on COCEI's and LCC's activities in relation to the Zapotec language in the 

context of strong political and cultural activism in the city. 

The historical sketch that I have provided shows that Zapotec communities were 

consistently opposed to outsiders' impositions. But not all the communities perceived this 

Zapotec identification similarly. Tehuantepec gradually developed an anti-Zapotec 

attitude, following Spaniards and foreigners' practices. Juchitan, on the contrary, 

maintained its distinctiveness as a Zapotec community by -in a violent manner from 

outsiders' perspective—defending their natural resources and their political autonomy. 

Each uprising and libertarian movement produced a hero, who is still remembered today 

among contemporary Juchitecos. Most of these heroes were members of wealthy 

Juchiteco families, loyal to the peasants and to Zapotec interests. 

During all these years, Juchitan developed an image of a town of valiant people, 

but also as a town of cattle thieves. These stereotypes are popularly expressed until 
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today'" by referring to Juchiteco people as leco valiente (Valiant Juchiteco) or leco roha-

vaca (cattle thieO underlying the differences vis-a-vis other Zapotecs from the area, such 

as the tehuano /ra/Jor (Tehuano traitor) oxleiio come tripa (native from Espinal. tripe -

intestine- eater or miserly). 

The political history of Juchitan has been characterized by its overt opposition 

against outsiders, strengthening the intra community links, while stressing the differences 

with the outside. This feature has probably created ambivalent feelings toward Juchiteco 

people, therefore, from the perspective of non- Juchitecos they are both, valiant people ~ 

nobody disputes this attribute- and thieves. When described as "cattle thieves' some 

Juchiteco people argued that they never stole a single cow or anything else, but took what 

belongs to the people". 

The ethnographic setting 

When thinking about an indigenous community in Mexico, a rural image comes 

to people's minds. In contrast with the majority of indigenous communities in Mexico. 

Juchitan is an indigenous urban community with a high rate of Mestizo population and 

constant contact with the national society. 

Coronado Malagon (2000) approaches the nicknames assigned to the peoples of the Isthmus region as 
forms of resistance, and analyzes how these labels have an effect on the interethnic relationships in the 
region. 
'' This was told to me by a couple of Juchiteco people when, as a teenager. I found out that we were called 
leco roba-vaca. It is also documented in archival materials published by De la Cruz 1983. 
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Juchitan is one of the 570 municipalities that form part of the state of Oaxaca, one 

of the most culturally and ecologically diverse states of the Mexican Republic. Oaxaca is 

also one of the poorest states of the country. The state also has the highest percentages of 

speakers of indigenous language'" in the country and Juchitan significantly contributes to 

this figure, since Zapotec still is the language of communication among the majority of 

its inhabitants. 

Geography, routes of communication and landscape 

Juchitan is located in the coastal plain of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec region, 300 

kilometers from the city of Oaxaca, and 750 kilometers from Mexico City. The city is 

connected to Oaxaca and the state of Chiapas through the Carretera Panamericana. The 

route of communication with the Gulf of Mexico is through the Carretera Transistmica 

that runs from Salina Cruz, Oaxaca to Coatzacoalcos, in the state of Veracruz, connecting 

the Pacific and the Atlantic oceans. Access to the region is also possible by plane from 

Mexico City. 

The climate is hot and dry, even during the 6 months when the region experiences 

strong winds from the Gulf coast, known as the "nortes." The northerly winds last from 

October through March. The weather is humid during the rainy season that last from May 

through September, but droughts are also common in the region. Some of the most 

important communities in the region are Tehuantepec, Salina Cruz, Ixtepec and Juchitan, 

Oa.xaca concentrates 17 percent of the total number of speakers of indigenous languages in the country, 
followed by Veracruz 12 percent, Chiapas 10 percent, Yucatan 10 percent, Puebla 9 percent. Hidalgo 6 
percent, and Guerrero 5 percent (INI 2000b). 
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and they differ in their appearance. Tehuantepec still preserves most of the colonial tiled-

roofs constructions, and certainly has kept its picturesque character, as opposed to 

Juchitan and Salina Cruz which have prioritized walls of cement-blocks and concrete 

roofs. 

In the 1940s access to Juchitan was very difficult, as reported by Velma Pickett 

(Campbell 1994:82) an American linguist from the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL). 

Despite the multiple interests in the area since pre-colonial times, in the 1940s the region 

was semi-isolated from the state capital and from Mexico City, maintaining its rural 

character. Miguel Covarrubias who visited the region in the early 1940s that; 

La falta de un medio eficaz de transporte es un problema capital en 
el Istmo. El linico transporte que existe en la actualidad es el arcaico 
ferrocarril de Tehuantepec. las ruidosas carreteras y los escasos autobuses 
que recorren grandes millas de caminos escabrosos (Covarrubias 1980: 
357). 

The lack of an efficient mean of transportation is a major problem 
in the Isthmus region. The only transportation that exists today is the 
archaic Tehuantepec train, the noisy roads, and the limited busses that run 
several miles of hazardous roads. 

The majority of the people depended on a largely subsistence economy, and the 

incipient commercial activity, fostered during the Porfiriato, was controlled by the upper 

class that persisted during the post revolutionary period. 

It was not until the 1950s with the construction of the Carretera Panamericana 

(Pan-American Highway) and the Carretera Transistmica that the Isthmus was connected 

to the other parts of Mexico in a more efficient way, fostering commercial activity anew. 



In the years that followed the opening of the Carretera Panamericana {1951) and 

the Carretera Transi'stmica (1958), social differentiation sharpened. The incipient 

bourgeoisie formed after the Porfiriato was greatly benefited by utilizing the new 

transportation infrastructure for commercial purposes. The increment from the 

commercial activity controlled by a few people severely influenced the uneven 

distribution of the wealth, and shaped the community into a highly stratified society. 

The construction of the petroleum refinery in Salina Cruz in the 1970s contributed 

to the development of the Isthmus region. The Isthmus of Tehuantepec is one of the most 

economically important regions in the state of Oaxaca, and Juchitan is particularly 

relevant in the regional context. Commercial activity is very important, and increased 

after the construction of the Carretera Panamericana and the Carretera Transi'stmica 

which both pass through Juchitan. making it the commercial center of the region. 

Other governmental projects also generated major socioeconomic changes in 

Juchitan. In 1961, the Benito Juarez dam and the creation of the irrigation District No. 19. 

as well as the construction of a rice processing plant, brought significant changes, 

particularly problems regarding the land tenure, and the direction of bank credits and 

benefits to a wealthy minority. 

Today Juchitan is the third largest city in the state, with a population of 78 512, 

and in 1995, 72.3 percent of the inhabitants claimed to speak Zapotec'^. This figure 

reflects that Juchitan has the highest percentage of Zapotec speakers in the region. 

INEGI 1997. 
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An important part of the population obtains its source of income from the 

manufacturing of handicrafts, and a smaller part of the population obtains their income 

from commercial activities. The use of simple techniques of fishing and traditional 

methods of cultivation, a subsistence economy, is still very common in Juchitan. White 

collars workers in the banks and the municipal administration offices, schoolteachers and 

people who work in the PEMEX oil refinery in Salina Cruz, represent another portion of 

Juchitecan population. 

There are twenty four pre-schools, thirty five primary schools (P' through 6"^ 

grade), ten secondary schools (V"" trough Q"' grade) five Preparatorias (from lO"'through 

12"^ grade) and the Institute Tecnologico del Istmo with college and graduate degrees 

with majors in engineering, business and accounting. 

Until the 1970s upper middle class children used to go to Mexico City and 

Oaxaca to finish their Preparatoria. Although this is still common, today with the 

increasing number of schools, more and more students stay in Juchitan and only leave the 

city to go to college. 

The city is divided into eight secciones or wards'"* that are called by a number; 

these secciones are socially significant since the place of residence in one or another 

seccion also indicates the occupation, affiliation to local ritual organizations, and 

linguistic identification. For example, la octava seccion, or the 8''' ward, also called 

The offical number of secciones or wards defined by the Municipal Adminsitration is nine. But since 
Juchitecos widely recognize only eight wards. Since the novena seccion (or the ninth ward) is adjacent to 
the octava seccion. it is usually considered as the octava seccion as well.. Although I recognize the 
e.xistance of the nineth ward. I will refer to the 8th as a unity, keeping in this manner the way the city is 
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Chegiiigo, is the area where mostly leather workers and other manufactures live, 

fisherman live in la septima seccion, or simply la septima, the closest ward to the sea; la 

quinta used to be the area where lime trees were common so it was know as barrio lima: 

la ciiarta is the ward where, still today, firecrackers makers reside, la segiitida seccion is 

known as segumla guchachi\ or second iguana, since it was the residential area of 

hunters; la primera still is called sometimes primera bendue to the trees of beii', a local 

species of cherry that were common before they were cut down for urbanization 

purposes. These secciones. particularly the septima and the octava, which are both 

located at the periphery of the city, contain today the highest rate of Zapotec speakers. 

As a result of the process of social transformation, new occupations and 

professions were introduced to the city, and although there are school teachers, 

physicians, blue collar workers, secretaries and bookkeepers who live in all the secciones, 

each seccion still preserves its original character. Fisherman only live in la septima, 

tortilla makers live in Saltillo, one of the poorest area of the city and also located on the 

other side of the river. Business owners live in la primera or in the Fraccionamiento La 

Riviera, a trendy, urban-looking neighborhood built in the i970s. 

A tour around the city 

The appearance of Juchitan has considerably changed in the last twenty years as 

cement gradually replaced bricks, tiles, and beams, materials more suitable for the 

locally conceived. When necessary, I mention an area locally know as Saltillo, which belongs to the novena 
seccion and is one f the poorest areas of the city. 



climate of the Isthmus region. The high-ceilinged houses with tiled roofs have been 

demolished and concrete block houses have been built instead. The preference for cement 

is not exclusive to the wealthy people, and we see cement houses in all parts of the city. 

Another recent change in the appearance of the city is due to the number of Ficus trees 

planted in several streets, in an effort to restore the flora. Nevertheless this plant is not the 

best for the region since it is not local, and the shallow roots are not resistant to the strong 

winds. The trees become a permanent threat for parked cars and pedestrians. 

Although there are approximately 80 000 people living in Juchitan, the city is still 

relatively small. It takes about 45 minutes to walk from the trendy Fraccionamiento La 

Riviera located on the north edge of the city -where many non Zapotec people reside- to 

Clieguigo Saltillo, which is part of La qiiinta seccion and one of the poorest areas in 

Juchitan located on the south edge of the city'^. These two areas of the city have several 

things in common as well as several differences. While both neighborhoods are situated 

on the banks of the River of the Dogs (Rfo de los Perros) both are the ends of a 

continuum between poverty and richness. Through this walk we can see, hear and smell 

the different landscapes and atmospheres that shape the city. 

In Clieguigo Saliillo, the houses are connected through alleys and both, patios and 

courtyards can be used as pathways to go from one house to another without using the 

streets. It is very common to see women making tortillas or cooking in the Zuqiiii, an 

" Clieguigo comes from the Zapotec words declie (back) and guiigu' (river) and means "on the back" or 
"on the other side of the river," which is precisely the place where the octava seccion is located. 
"• Juchitan has 4.7 persons per house. Other major Zapotec communities observe the following numbers: 
Tehuantepec 4.4, Salina Cruz 4.1, and I.xtepec 3.9. In this sense. Juchitan has a higher number of people per 
house, ranking with the smaller Zapotec communities. (INEGI 2000) 
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outdoor oven, or resting in a hammock after a long day filled with work. When walking 

from one house to another, we can see naked children playing in the patios, and, in the 

corridors, people removing the grain from the com harvested in their cornfields. 

Everybody converses and argues in Zapotec. Most of the women wear the Zapotec 

informal clothing that includes bizuiidi' -a long skirt- and bidaani' -a sleeveless blouse-

although young girls choose more and more the same style of clothes as the rest of the 

national society. 

In contrast, at La Riviera only a few old Zapotec women wear biziiudi' and 

bidaani' as the daily dress and they speak in Spanish with the majority of their family 

members. But women do wear the Zapotec formal clothing when attending a fiesta or 

Zapotec celebration. By wearing the traditional clothing, members of this sector of 

Juchitecan society are showing not only their appreciation towards Zapotec culture, but 

especially their wealth and prestige, since the formal female traje regional or Zapotec 

dress has become so expensive'^ that low-income Zapotecs cannot afford it. 

Another difference is that at La Riviera, the houses have fences and frequently 

threatening dogs bark furiously when people walk by on the sidewalk, or approach the 

house. The windows have curtains and privacy is protected at all times. 

In the 1970s when I was growing up, children were the kings of the streets. After 

sunset, we transformed the streets into playgrounds, and the traffic was not much of an 

impediment. Today, due to the increase in number of cars, only in some parts of the city, 

A low estimate of a traje regional or traditional dress is about USS500. without including the jewelry and 
many other items that form part of the complete attire. 
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particularly in the wards away from the commercial area, do children still play in the 

streets. 

The streets are well defined and most of them were paved only in the mid 1990s. 

In 1999, several traffic lights were installed in the main streets, which gives Juchitan the 

feel of a more urbanized city. This image sharply contrasts with some of the streets on Ui 

septima seccion or La ociava seccion, where pigs and dogs run all over the streets 

looking for food, or simply take a nap in the middle of the street. 

Despite the fact that the traffic has increased considerably, in Juchitan the 

majority of people do not use the sidewalks. So cars, bicycles, and pedestrians use the 

streets. Sidewalks are not the same height, some can be at the street level, but others 

reach almost 3 feet. People argue that it is exhausting going up and down from sidewalk 

to sidewalk, and it is much simpler to walk on the street, exhausting in turn to car drivers. 

In addition, in the late afternoon, after completing their housework, people take their 

chairs out and sit on the sidewalks to chat or simply hang out"^. In this sense, sidewalks 

are not public spaces, but an extension of the house. To walk on the sidewalk is like 

trespassing in someone's house. But this is not a person's problem, the same way that 

walking in someone's courtyard in the Septima and Chegiiigo Saltillo is not conceived as 

threatening people's privacy, as long as is done under the resident's consent. 

The city is currently experiencing new social problems. Whereas Campbell 

(1994) mentions alcoholism as a major problem not only in Juchitan, but in the Isthmus 

This practice is much less common nowadays, particularly in the primera seccion probably due to the 
increase of the traffic and noise. 
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region, today cocaine has entered Juchiteco life creating serious problems. For example, 

in 1995, a violent event shocked the entire community when a shooting took place 

between a family (cocaine dealer) from la septima and several state police-men. I did not 

do research on this issue, but based on my conversations and observations, cocaine 

consumption is more frequent among men than women and particularly people of the 

well-to-do families. There are rumors that new rich people also make a profit with 

cocaine. Another recent index of serious social problems is the increment of prostitution. 

At night, many young transvestites gather at one of the main entrance of the city. 

Other problems include assaults and robbery in the streets. Between 1998 and 

1999. I not only heard many stories of teenagers who stole gold necklaces from female 

pedestrians, and ran away on their bicycles, but I actually experienced it. I was walking 

with my girl friend towards my parents house around 9 p.m., when I suddenly felt that 

someone tried to pull my necklace. My brother was once attacked with a small knife by a 

couple of young men three blocks from my parents home, on his way to the bus station 

around 11:30 p.m. Increasingly, people fear to walk alone at night, not only in the 

formerly conceived as the most dangerous area -la septima- but they fear to walk alone 

anywhere in the city. 
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The Downtown area: The market, the City Hall, the church San Vicente Ferrer, and La 

Casa de la Cultura (LCC) 

Commercial activity is concentrated in the downtown area or el centro. where 

most of the business and banks are located. There also are stores along the main two 

streets that lead you in and out of the city. Among the business, we can mention retail 

stores, including pharmacies, restaurants, clothing, shoe, and fabric stores, hardware 

stores and more. Busses and ta.xi terminals are also located in this area generating traffic 

problems and noise pollution. 

Even though there are three public markets, the major activity takes place in the 

oldest market, located on the back of the City Hall. During the day, the market is 

extended to the outside of the building itself where numerous fruit, fish, meat, vegetables 

and flower stalls are located. 

The market activity begins at a very early hour, and continues all day long until 

the evening. In the morning, women can buy everything for breakfast, either unprepared 

or cooked food, such as iguana, chicken, pork, fried beans, cheese, green com tamales 

and tortillas. The products that can be acquired vary depending on the time of the day. 

For example meat and live animals such as armadillos, chickens, and iguanas can be 

purchased only in the morning. In the evening, baked fish, boiled shrimps, and tortillas 

are sold. The remarkable variety of tortillas satisfies the demanding gourmet Juchiteco 

who, depending on the meal, can buy from a great selection of small, big. soft, hard. 

thick, thin or baked tortillas. 
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The market is a two-story building; the edible products and flowers are sold in the 

first floor. There are vegetables, pork, beef, chicken, sea food and dairy products. The 

tortilla vendors do not have permanent booths and, although they are located in a defined 

area, most of them are walking, carrying a basket full of tortillas, going back and 

forward, offering the product to the customers. Tortilla and fish vendors are probably the 

least wealthy merchants among all Zapotec vendors in the market. Huave people and the 

Mixes who come to Juchitan to sell dry shrimp and coffee respectively, are among the 

less privileged as well, along with women from Tehuantepec who also come to the oldest 

market of Juchitan to sell hand-made tortilla. On the second floor of the market are 

located the stalls for both traditional and modem clothing, leather sandals, jewelry and 

other handicrafts. 

The language most frequently used in the market is Zapotec. Non-Zapotecs or 

non-Isthmus Zapotecs who trade their products in this market frequently learn Isthmus 

Zapotec, although a Spanish monolingual can easily interact in the market. 

The main entrance to the City Hall seems to be an extension of the market rather 

than a different building, due to the numerous vendors that set up their temporary stalls 

around the area during the day. In this sense, the traffic of people in the market-City Hall 

is considerable all day long. 

In front of the City Hall is the Benito Juarez park, which has been remodeled, and 

today has a fountain and more trees and grass than ever before. At the center of the park, 

the old gazebo announces the sale of Zapotec tapes and CDs, and materials on how to 

write and read in Zapotec. 
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On the southwest side of the City Hall is the church of San Vicente Ferrer, the 

patron of Juchitan. In front of the church is the oldest primary school. Next to the 

church's entrance is the main entry of La Casa de la Cultura (LCC) or the local cultural 

center. 

Another of the biggest parks is located in front of these buildings, and although 

there are several retail stores, restaurants, and banks in this area, there also are several 

houses of Juchiteco families. When leaving the church and walking towards the 

northeast, we find a jewelry store, and right next to it, three houses, and immediately, one 

of the biggest banks in town. In front of the LCC on the east side of the building, there is 

a restaurant, and next to the restaurant, there are several houses. That is, houses, schools 

and businesses are intertwined together in the downtown area. 

The church and LCC are divided by a fence, and share the flowers of a plumeria 

tree that fall on both sides of the fence. Sitting in the corridor of LCC, you can see 

through the fence what takes place outside of the church; people coming in and out, 

photographers waiting for the newly married couple or the newly baptized child, to take 

pictures of the memorable moments and later sell them, or the brass band that will walk 

with family members and friends of a new qiiinceanera^^ to their house, or of a deceased 

person to the cemetery. In addition to these events, other celebrations that are central part 

of Juchiteco ritual system include mibaaiia or the Ciiaresma, that begins with Ash 

A qiiinceanera is a girl whose IS"* birthday is celebrated with a mass followed by a, usually, big party for 
her coming of age. 
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Wednesday followed by Domingo de Ramos (Palm Sunday) and the Holy week. In 

October Juchiteco celebrate Xandu', (All Saints) and in May, the Velas'". 

Rituals, celebrations, community ties and responsibilities 

Juchiteco celebrate weddings,de quinceanos, baptisms, first communions, 

wedding anniversaries as well as the blessing and inauguration of a new house. These 

celebrations are maintained through a system of compadrazgo or ritual kinship. The most 

common relationship of compadrazgo is through weddings, baptisms and first 

communions. The padrinos who baptize a child or those who accompany the young to the 

church from Confirmation become compadre with the parents of the child. More recently, 

the role of "padrinos" are widened, and some fiestas are substantially sponsored by 

padrinos. For example, people are invited to be the "padrinos de orquesta" (sponsors of 

the music band) or "padrinos de pastel" (sponsors of the Cake) and "padrinos de 

recuerdos" or "regalos" (souvenirs and gifts). Those who are padrinos and sponsor the 

fiesta become compadres of the organizers"'. Although the majority of the people accept 

the role of padrinos and become compadres by co-sponsoring a fiesta, sometimes people 

express disapproval of that practice, arguing that they are relying solely on the "padrinos" 

for every expenditure of their fiesta. The number of padrinos indeed has increased, and I 

frequently heard that originally, a wedding only a required two couple of "padrinos." 

Since neither "souvenirs" nor "gifts" used to be given, there was no need of numerous 

"" The Velas are described in Chapter Four. 



padrinos". In this sense, this new practice reflects the malleability of "traditional 

customs." At the same time, the introduction of these elements in the celebration of local 

fiestas raises the issue of who follows the traditions. This subject is increasingly 

becoming a topic of discussion among Zapotec people in Juchitan who love to debate 

their traditions. Discussions encompass the censure of "non traditional practices" 

positioning people who do not adhere to the Zapotec cannon in a lower knowledge scale, 

but also presenting them as people who also take advantage of compadrazgo 

relationships. 

Other components of ritual life are mourning rituals and funerals. Although in 

these rituals, the system of compadrazgo is not present as in the other celebrations, there 

are other mechanisms to offer support that maintain the system of reciprocal exchange. In 

a funeral, women help the family to dress the deceased and are in charge of the incoming 

flowers and candles that other women bring. Some of these items are used for the altar 

placed in the main room of the house, and the rest are taken to the burial place. Women 

also help with the rituals that follow the burial, praying in front of the altar with female 

members of the deceased person during eight nights after the interment. The ba yaa or 

the fresh grave is placed at the bottom of the altar, ba' yaa is a cross made out of sand 

and covered with fresh flowers representing the soul that still remains In the house. The 

Compadrazgo in Juchitan is very similar to the system in the Maliche region described by Hill and Hill 
(1986). Although in Juchitan, it is very common to strength family ties through compadrazgo. In this sense, 
siblings, ants, uncles and cousins become compadres as well. 
" In the summer of 1999,1 was asked to be the "madrina of video" for a quinceaiiera. Even though I did 
not attend the party which was at the end of August (I had to go back to Tucson for the Fall semester of 
1999) 1 did pay a person who videotaped the fiesta. Even if the actual quinceanera does not even know my 



ba' yaa is never left alone day and night. Moreover, the doors and windows of the house 

remain open during forty days allowing the soul to get in and out, and people sleep in 

front or nearby the altar. The ba' yaa is removed at down on the ninth day, followed by 

the ga' gubidxa that is, the prayer of the ninth day later on the day. After the ba' yaa is 

removed, a small cross of fresh flowers is placed in the same space every morning, and 

doors and windows remain open. Female neighbors and friends attend every day to pray 

during the first nine days. They also help in the making of the tamales to be distribute to 

the people who attend the mass of the cuarenta dias or the forty days. 

In addition to the system of compadrazgo and the help provided by people with 

the logistics in a fiesta or a funeral, a third form of provision of support is through the 

giving of money or xincLxd'. This form of cooperation is present in almost all Juchiteco 

rituals that involve major expenses from the part of the organizer and is practiced by 

women. They are the ones who give xindxd' not the men. If a person is invited to attend a 

wedding by the parents of the bride and by one of the padrinos, the female guest is 

obliged to bring a present for the newly married couple, but also to give xincLxd' to the 

padrinos. The male companion also contributes to the celebration with a box of 24 small 

beers. In a funeral, women bring xindxd' but also a candle and/or flowers. 

Through rituals and celebrations people reflect their perceptions of others in 

society. When my grandmother -my mom's mother- passed away I was not in Juchitan. I 

was in Tucson taking my comprehensive exams. I experienced part of the process via 

name, her parents call me comadre and tell me repeatedly that I have to come to their house to have dinner 
and watch the video. The visit is still pending. 



phone through conversations with my father and my sister. When I called my parents 

house. I was not able to talk with my mom who was busy or exhausted due to the 

numerous people who came to mourn with her. The fact that my grandmother had five 

grand children (my siblings and myselO could be a reasonable explanation of 300 or 

more people who attended the funeral since friends of all of us also attended the funeral, 

plus my dad's friends and, of course, my mom's friends and family members. But this 

was not the only reason of the large number of people who attended grandmother's 

funeral. First because in Juchitan, five grandchildren is rather a small number. The reason 

for the attendance of that many people was due to the fact that my mom "accompanies" 

people in their mourning, so many of them went to grandmother's funeral to reciprocate. 

Later, someone told me that hardly 50 people attended the funeral of his wife's 

grandmother, comparing the number of attendance of the two funerals. The difference is 

self explanatory, since the daughter of this deceased person, (mother in law of the person 

who provided me with this information) although being from Juchitan, does not 

participate in the ritual system of the community the same way my mother does"'. 

In 1998, for the first time since I remember, my mom did not embark on the long 

walks around the city during Xandu' on the 3 P' of October. On Xandu' or the day of the 

dead people in Juchitan do not visit their dead people at the cemetery. During Xandu, 

people expect their dead at home""*. Juchiteco built an altar fully decorated with flowers 

^ For my grandmother's ga' gubidxa or the prayer on the ninth day after she passed away, my mom told 
me that they made 800 tamales. which means a considerable attendance as well. 
"•* Xandu' or the Day of the Deaths in Juchitan takes place in different days. Prayers begin on the 24'*' of 
October, and the "main" celebration varies depending on the area of the city; at la primera seccion for 
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and the preferred food of the deceased. Neighbors, friends and family members came and 

joined my mom and her family, while she was mourning. This time she stayed at home in 

front of my grandmother's altar"^. 

FovXcmdii, women bring a candle and also give xindxd' to the person they visit. 

Today the amount of xincLxd' given at Xandii is 20 or 50 pesos, (roughly speaking 

LJS$2.22 and US$5.55); in weddings, funerals and birthday parties, xindxd' are bills of 50 

or 100 pesos {US$5.55 and US$11.11) depending on the relationship between the people, 

their socioeconomic status and, most importantly, on how much you previously received 

from the person to whom you are gi\mgxindxd' 

These rituals not only are strengthening intra community relationships through 

compadrazgo, but also play a relevant role on the local economy. By reproducing the 

mourning rituals, rezadoras or professional prayers, brass band players, maicinceros or 

butchers who sacrifice the pig or cow for the making of tamales, and panaderas or bread 

makers continue making a living. Most of the supplies are locally produced and bought in 

Juchitan"^ such as the local species of com, banana leafs for the tamales. the chocolate, 

and the meat. Non-Juchiteco people certainly make a good profit from the fiesta system, 

particularly beer companies, who have become a key piece in the fiesta. Beer companies 

e.xample the main day is the 31". whereas in other parts of the city people celebrate it on the 28'". 29"'. SO"" 
and the 31" of October. 

An average number of altars my mom visits on a Xandii day is 15. She brings xindxcia candle and 
flowers. This means that person spends -on a low estimate- between USS4 USS8 per visit. 

A common practice in Juchitan is to keep track of who brings which present. People in charge of 
collecting the presents also write the names of who brought what on top of each gift. 

Some of the products that are brought from Oaxaca but are locally sold include the ingredients for the 
mole such as cocoa beans, almonds and the big variety of chiles. Flowers also come from other regions, 
mainly Oaxaca and Puebla. 
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provide free chairs, tables, ice and tents that have replaced the enramadas~* if the fiesta 

organizers buy with them the drinks for the fiesta. Today to built an enramada is very 

rare and usually is done among upper class members, congruent with their insistence on 

reserving traditions. 

Another function of fiestas and ritual in Juchitan is that they reinforcc the image 

of Juchitan to the outside. From outsider's perspective. Juchiteco people spend a lot of 

money in fiestas in lieu of investing on long-term commodities. 

Juchiteco people are known not only for their overt opposition to outside 

impositions with violent rebellions, but also for their use of the Zapotec language and 

their insistence on celebrating with grandeur both their sorrow and their happiness. 

Conclusions 

Contemporary Zapotecs arrived in the Isthmus region, settled in several towns and 

later developed regional differences. These differences were determined by the ways in 

which Zapotec communities responded to external forces. If initially Zapotec 

communities opposed Colonial rule through rebellions (such as the Tehuantepec 

Rebellion in 1660), gradually the responses differed, shaping the distinctiveness of each 

community. After fighting and claiming for its rights, Juchitan, a former political and 

administrative peripheral town, became the center of resistance against outsiders and 

The tents have replaced the former fresh enramadas that used to stand above the dance floor of Juchiteco 
fiestas. Enramadas were made out of coconut palms harvested early in the day. The enramadas used to be 
put up by friends of the groom, who in turn was obliged to feed everybody who helped building it. This 
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eventually became an independent city. The rebellions and conflicts lead by Juchiteco 

inhibited the economic development of the community and prevented the arrival of 

outsiders to Juchitan. That is, during the 1910s and 1920s, Juchitan remained socio-

economically isolated at the time during which other Zapotec communities were 

experiencing major changes with projects such as the construction of the Tehuantepec 

railroad and the following out-migration to the region. The omission of Juchitan from the 

regional development promoted intra community ties and preserved Zapotec practices 

customs and language. Today, these elements still remain as major distinctions, which 

define Juchiteco people as a group vis-a-vis. the other Zapotec communities in the 

Isthmus region. 

whole process has become simplified since the beer company send a few workers who quickly set up a tent 
in a matter of minutes. 
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CHAPTER THREE - THE DYNAMICS OF LANGUAGE SHIFT AND THE 
ZAPOTEC LANGUAGE IN THE CONTEXT OF POLITICAL AND CULTURAL 

MOVEMENTS 

In Chapter Two I tried to show how Juchitan developed into a distinctive Zapotec 

community due to historical circumstances. While other communities in the region 

experienced an arrival of outsiders, Juchitan did not observe the same process, preserving 

its internal ties and the sense of being a Zapotec community. The maintenance of the 

Zapotec language certainly played a key role in the development of the distinctiveness of 

the community. But although Juchitan has maintained one of the first positions in the 

region in terms of the number of Zapotec speakers, this figure is decreasing since less 

Juchiteco children are currently speaking the language, and more are acquiring Spanish 

as their mother tongue. Central to this dissertation is to explicate both, how the Zapotec 

language started to be replaced by Spanish but also to explore what can be done in order 

to reverse the language replacement process. In pursuing these goals, this chapter 

addresses the process of language shift in Juchitan and leaves the second major goal of 

this dissertation to Chapter Seven, where I will present and discuss measures to be 

consider in a linguistic revitalization project. In this sense, in this chapter I deal with the 

ways in which the number of Zapotec speakers begun to shrink and describe the reasons 

that motivated this linguistic change in the community. The explication of the reasons of 

the shift is necessary in order to develop measures to reverse the replacement of the 

Zapotec language. 



My analysis conceives Juchitan as a community that is undergoing a bilingual 

conflictive situation in which the Zapotec language has become a major concern for local 

people. Since Juchitan is not the only Zapotec community in the region, I considered it 

necessary to identify its singularity in relation to the other Zapotec communities in the 

area. Thus, my approach will start by looking at the regional level, particularly by 

analyzing how macrosociological factors differently impacted the Isthmus communities 

and how these factors had repercussions on the current linguistic situation. I will then 

focus on how the Juchiteco community e.xperienced these new conditions (following a 

model developed by Gal 1979) and what were the outcomes; that is, how speakers 

perceived external pressures and what consequences these had on their verbal behaviors 

which ultimately defined the current sociolinguistic situation of Juchitan. 

Since the linguistic make-up of Juchitan is the result of the different manners in 

which its speakers are exposed to the language spoken in the community, there are 

different levels of linguistic proficiency among Juchiteco people. In order to clarify the 

composition of the community of speakers, I will provide a typology of bilingual 

speakers, and also I will illustrate with examples, the different language experiences 

speakers had while growing up in an increasingly bilingual community. I attempt to 

illustrate these processes by describing the ways in which the members of four families 

grew up with Zapotec, Spanish or both languages. In doing this, I am attempting to 

determine how the shift of the Zapotec language took place at the most intimate level of 

the daily life of Juchiteco people. 



Finally I will also discuss how local institutions -political, cultural and religious-

evolved in the cadre of the bilingual situation, and the ways in which these institutions fit 

in the sociolinguistic scenario. I considered it necessary to look at the local institutions in 

as much as their roles have repercussions on the Zapotec language. In other words, I will 

try to describe the manners in which these institutions have also had an impact on the 

daily linguistic life of Juchiteco people. 

I consider that in order to grasp how the replacement of the native language 

initiated in Juchitan, we need to look at the roles not only of state institutions -such as 

schools and other governmental organizations and their impact on non-official languages. 

It is also necessary to look at local institutions and other locally-developed resources, 

particularly the effects of their activities on the local language. Probably other 

communities that are e.\periencing the loss of their languages should as well look at their 

local institutions or relevant domains where the language is treasured and be aware of the 

potentialities for language maintenance within the scope of the community itself. 

Linguistic differences among Isthmus Zapotec communities 

We do not have census data from the colonial period on the number of Zapotec 

speakers, since the Spaniards were only interested on the number of tributaries, regardless 

of their linguistic ascription (Zeitlin, personal communication). But early in the Colony, 

we can speculate that there were few Zapotecs who spoke Spanish. Zeitlin and Thomas 

(1992) explain that in a legal complaint in 1553 against Cosijopi, the Lord of 

Tehuantepec, the four Zapotec commoners who presented the charges did so through two 
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inteqjreters. One was Zapoiec-Nahuail. and a second Nahuatl-Spanish. We can speculate 

that in Tehuantepec it was difficult to find a bilingual Zapotec-Spanish speaker who 

could play the role of interpreter. This case gives us a glimpse of the linguistic dynamic 

in early colonial period. 

Although Garza-Cuaron argues it is hard to know the number of speakers of 

indigenous languages in Me.xico during the nineteenth century (1990:93) fortunately, we 

do have some information as for some of communities in the Isthmus region"''. The 

census data of 1890 repon the following figures: 5.6 percent of Juchitan's population 

spoke Spanish; 11.7 percent of Ixtaltepec's population was composed by Spanish 

speakers; Ixtepec had 1.5 percent people who spoke Spanish and, in Espinal. only 0. 

percent of its total population were Spanish speakers"". 

These figures help us to presume that at the end of the nineteenth century, there 

were few Spanish speakers not only in Juchitan but also in the Isthmus region. The 

question then is when Spanish did begin to displace Zapotec? How is it that among the 

major communities in the Isthmus region such as Salina Cruz, Tehuantepec and Lxtepec 

Juchitan remained as a community whose population is composed mainly by Zapotec 

speakers? 

As I mentioned in Chapter Two, the Isthmus region experienced major 

socioeconomic changes at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the 

twentieth century, particularly with the construction of the inter oceanic Tehuantepec 

I am in debt with my friend Marcela Coronado for sharing with me this information she did gathered in 
the Archivo General del Estado de Oa.xaca (.AGEO, General Archives of the State of Oaxaca). 

See .Appendix D, Table 1.1 for the actual numbers of inhabitants and Spanish speakers. 
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railroad. Several scholars (Royce 1975; Lopez Monjardin 1993; Rubin 1997) refer to this 

period of time as an important one during which major economic growth took place and 

local economies were fostered through investments. But my hypothesis is that Juchitan 

did not undergo this economic boom the same way as other major Zapotec communities. 

I am arguing that during this time, Juchitan remained mostly a Zapotec community, as 

opposed to Tehuantepec, Salina Cruz, and Ixtepec, which became the sites of residence of 

many outsiders who sought to invest in this region and participate in the economic boom. 

The population growth that Juchitan e.xperienced was not due to immigration but mostly 

by the reproduction of Juchitecos themselves. Moreover, as Lopez Monjardin explains; 

"Juchitecos found themselves involved in conflicts and rebellions (...) that lasted until 

the 1930s" (1993:68). Therefore, it is not hard to imagine that, Juchitan being the site of 

constant revolts, as Lopez Monjardin mentions and as is described in Chapter Two. rhe 

town did not offer any guarantee for economic investment. Hence outsiders choose to 

invest and settle in other Zapotec communities. Only a few Juchiteco families took 

advantage of the opportunities brought by the economic growth of the region by 

participating in commercial activity, while the majority of Juchiteco people continued 

working the land and had control over it (Campbell 1994:69). Besides that, fishing and 

hunting allowed Juchitan to develop a sufficient local economy to sustain the local 

population. 

The little exposure to outsiders maintained Zapotec as the language of interaction 

of the population in Juchitan even at the beginning of the twentieth century. Contrarily, 

the other Zapotec communities such as Tehuantepec and Ixtepec observed an increment 
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of newcomers who brought with them new linguistic practices that rapidly influenced the 

local dynamics. This explains why language shift in favor of Spanish commenced earlier 

in those places, as opposed to Juchitan where Zapotec continued to be the only language 

spoken by the vast majority of its population until the mid 1950s. 

When the Mexican artist and ethnographer Miguel Covarrubias traveled in the 

Isthmus region in the 1930s, he noticed the different linguistic attitudes that Isthmus 

residents had vis-a-vis Spanish and Zapotec, particularly between Tehuantepec and 

Juchitan. He mentioned that Juchitecas and Tehuanas criticized each other: Tehuanas 

made fun of Juchitecas' Spanish; Juchitecas in turn replied that Tehuano people spoke 

neither Spanish nor Zapotec (Covarrubias 1980 [1946]:206). The following quote from 

Covarrubias is very illustrative as for the linguistic situation in the Isthmus in the mid 

1930s: 

Hay personas de edad avanzada que no lo hablan en absoluto. Si bien 
es cierto que un tehuano se sentin'a muy apenado si admitiese que no habla 
un buen espanol, tambien es cierto que un juchiteco preferina alardear por el 
hecho de saber hablar zapoteco (Covarrubias 1980:374). 

There are old people who do not speak it (Spanish) at all. If it is true 
that a Tehuano would feel embarrassed to admit that he does not speak a 
good Spanish, it is also true that a Juchiteco would rather brag about his 
ability in speaking Zapotec. 

The situation did not considerably change in the next decade. In 1943 when 

Velma Pickett, a linguist of the SIL (Summer Institute of Linguistics) first arrived in 

Juchitan. people used to speak almost only Zapotec, and only a few Juchitecos were 

bilingual in Zapotec and Spanish (Velma Pickett, personal communication). My mom. 
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who was bilingual in Spanish and another Zapotec dialect, moved to Juchitan in the late 

1940s to attend primary school. She had to learn the dialect of Juchitan because all her 

Juchiteco peers -who had been raised in Zapotec- utilized it as the language of 

communication at the playground, at home and everywhere else. Spanish was only used 

literally in the classroom for academic instruction, but never used as the language of 

communication among Juchitecos. 

In Table 1 I am presenting the evolution of Zapotec speakers in several major 

Zapotec communities. The figures of periods of twenty years from 1950 to 1990 and the 

following decade of 2000, show how in terms of the percentages of Zapotec speakers (Z), 

Juchitan ranks with smaller communities"' such as Ixtaltepec, Union Hidalgo, San Bias 

Atempa and Xadani. As for monolingual speakers, we also see that Juchitan has more 

Zapotec monolinguals (Zm) than other major communities like for instance Tehuantepec 

and Ixtepec. 

By 1950, as the census data presented in Table 1 show, only 43.22 percent of the 

total population of Tehuantepec declared to speak Zapotec, and only 2.48 percent were 

monolinguals in Zapotec. During the same time, 85.18 percent of the population of 

Juchitan spoke Zapotec, and more than 27 percent Juchitecos were Zapotec 

monolinguals. In this table we can see how the number of Zapotec speakers in Ixtepec, 

Tehuantepec and Salina Cruz '" -that is, the major cities in the region- is considerably 

See Appendix D Table 1.2 for the numbers of total population for 2000. 
In 1900, Salina Cruz was a small settlement with no more than 800 people. It became an important place 

after the construction of the seaport at the beginning of the nineteenth century, but its population was not 
originally Zapotec. I am including it here because it is a larger city in the region, and many Zapotec people 
migrated there seeking employment. 
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low. Contrarily to this tendency, the majority of Juchitan's population was formed 

predominantly by Zapotec speaker through the five decades, similarly to smaller 

communities -also considered the most traditional ones- such as Xadani, San Bias 

Atempa and Union Hidalgo. 

Table 1. Zapotec speakers in nine communities^ J 

1950 1950 1970 1970 1990 1990 2000 2000 
IVIunicipio % Z % Zm % Z % Zm % Z % Zm 

IS
l 

% Zm 

Ixtaltepec 64.8 19.55 76.6 7.02 67.7 2.6 53.82 3.35 
Lxtepec 56.65 3.51 40.3 1.33 32.5 0.2 27.12 0.13 
Espinal 99.78 0 60.8 1.11 52.5 0.5 46.87 0.09 
Juchitan 85.18 27.26 65.2 12.99 75.9 8.6 70.01 8.81 
Salina Cruz 8.85 0 10 0.3 7 0.02 6.87 0.013 
San Bias A. 95.98 72.08 95.6 37.77 87.3 17 92.76 24.87 
Xadani 99.13 83.33 95.3 26 98.4 30.39 97.71 34.07 
Tehuantepec 43.22 2.48 20.2 0.51 14.2 0.49 12.3 0.13 
Union Hgo. 92.52 60.52 86.2 11.15 78.4 3.5 67.43 2.15 

Bilingualism and the linguistic make-up in Juchitan 

The literature has proven how problematic it is to define who is a bilingual 

person. One of the classic definitions is provided by Haugen who says that a person is 

bilingual when "the speaker of one language can produce complete meaningful 

utterances in the other language" (1953:7). This rather broad definition can be helpful, 

but as I mentioned before, in light of the circumstances in which Juchiteco people 

become bilingual, the possibilities to produce "meaningful utterances" are not the same. 
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Similar to other communities where more than one language is spoken, the linguistic 

composition of Juchitan cannot bluntly be characterized by the presence of monolingual 

and bilingual speakers. Due to the complex linguistic make-up found in Juchitan. the idea 

of a proficiency continuum developed by researchers on languages in contact is a helpful 

one. The concept refers to the spectrum of speakers with different abilities in situations 

of languages in contact (Dorian 1981; Paredes 2001). Since in Juchitan. bilingual 

individuals are exposed to both languages differently, they show differences in 

proficiency and. consequently, in language use. In this sense, they are distributed in a 

continuum defined by the different levels of oral proficiency. 

The population I am calling 'bilingual' includes people who experience different 

processes of learning both languages. Some learn Zapotec as LI at home and Spanish as 

L2 at school. Others learn Spanish as the first language and Zapotec as the second 

language while growing up and when interacting with other Zapotec speakers in the 

community. Some speakers grow up in a house where Zapotec is barely spoken, others 

hear Zapotec on a daily basis, although it is not the language used to address to them. 

While growing up and later, as adults, people have to use more frequently one or another 

language. These different exposures to the languages generate speakers with different 

linguistic skills. 

Despite the reservations previously mentioned, I found necessary to create -for 

explanatory purposes- a classification of bilingual speakers. 1 will try to describe how I 

The abbreviations are: Z for Zapotec speakers, both bilinguals and monolinguals. Zm stands for Zapotec 
monolinguals. 
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am differentiating bilingual speakers that form the proficiency continuum in Juchitan, 

depending on their skills in both languages that resulted from several sociohistoric 

factors. This is not a detailed typology of the different bilingual individuals in Juchitan. 

neither it is a proficiency analysis at the phonological, lexical and syntactic levels of the 

different bilingual speakers. The purpose of this classification is to describe those 

speakers I am considering as bilinguals and to illustrate the complexity of the bilingual 

situation in the city. 

I have identified five types of bilingual speakers: Zapotec-doniinant bilingual 

speakers, Spanish-dominant bilingual speakers. Balanced bilingual speakers. Passive 

speakers and finally the category exposed by Dorian (1981), the Semi-speakers. 

Juchiteco Zapoiec-dominani bilingual speakers (ZD) are those individuals who 

have learned Zapotec as LI, and who are more fluent in this language and feel more 

comfortable speaking in Zapotec. These speakers are able to maintain a conversation in 

Spanish and use it with young monolinguals and with outsiders. Their Spanish shows the 

most common Zapotec interferences, which are the lack of agreement between gender 

and number. A major feature of this group of speakers is that they have leamed Zapotec 

as their first language and continued speaking it on a daily basis during their childhood 

and in adulthood. The most common reason for learning Spanish was school attendance. 

The second category I am proposing to identify a bilingual speaker in Juchitan is 

the Spanish-dominant bilingual speaker (SD). These speakers leamed Spanish as their 

mother tongue and used it during their early childhood. SD leamed Zapotec as L2 by 

listening to other members of their families at home and in the community in general. 
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While growing up, they encountered situations in which they were motivated to speak 

Zapotec, for example due to peer- pressures at the playground, by interacting with their 

co-workers, and for job reasons. Although they use Zapotec regularly, these speakers 

claim to feel more fluent in Spanish. SD speakers frequently fail to command Zapotec 

prosodic features and the use of personal pronouns. Some SD speakers repeatedly 

claimed to have difficulties mastering the Zapotec tonal system. 

The third category of bilingual speakers in Juchitan is the balanced bilingual 

speakers (BB). Dorian refers to these speakers as "balanced bilinguals" which are people 

"who seem to move effortlessly between their languages, switching from Gaelic to 

English, or vice versa, with no apparent strain" (1981:96-97). These speakers utilize both 

languages in a "balanced" manner. Balanced speakers learned both languages at an early 

age and continued using them on a regular basis. Some of them have learned Zapotec 

first and Spanish later. Some BB claimed that they learned both languages 

simultaneously^"*. The continuous use of both languages provided the conditions for these 

individuals to speak Zapotec and Spanish fluently. They feel equally secure when using 

one or the other language and in fact use both on a regular basis. 

Another category to describe bilinguals in Juchitan is the passive speaker (PS 

who have Spanish as LI and, although do not use Zapotec on a daily basis, they 

'•* Some of the BB reported to have learned Spanish at a very early age through what I am calling Spanish 
Transmission Agents described below. 

My "passive speakers' are pretty much Dorian's "semi-speakers." Although 1 am using Dorian's 
nomenclature, I have to note that there are some differences. Due to the gradient of Juchiteco bilingual 
speakers. I found helpful to use the concept of "semi-speaker" to refer to speakers who are recognized by 
other members of the community as people ""who speak Zapotec. but do not speak it too well" or someone 
""who speak some Zapotec"'. Community members identified these speakers and made a distinction vis-a-
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eventually can elicit words and do so in different occasions. These speakers have 

sufficient communicative competence to know when to ask, respond, remain silent, and 

laugh at jokes. They also have control of a limited set of formulaic expressions and use 

them for asking and responding in several situations. I am referring to these speakers as 

passive speakers because they only "activate" their Zapotec knowledge in situations 

where they have no other option, such as in the presence of Zapotec monolinguals. or in 

ritual situations. Although passive speakers understand everything, they hardly are able to 

generate sentences besides those they command almost by heart. 

The last category of bilinguals in Juchitan includes the Semi-speakers (SS) 

(Dorian 1981:107). In Juchitan, SS share with passive bilinguals the ability to understand 

everything, and to have the same sociolinguistic competence as other bilinguals. SS on 

the contrary have more skills than passive bilinguals do and, although have not developed 

total fluency in Zapotec, they are able to interact with more fluent speakers in a more 

orally active manner. SS not only know formulaic expressions but they also can construct 

and alter sentences, although not without morphological and syntactic deviations from the 

Zapotec norm. 

Since interferences are commonly observable in situations of languages in 

contact, and since speakers in Juchitan interact with both languages on a daily basis, it is 

not surprising to find Zapotec traces in the local Spanish and vice versa. But since 

vis those individuals who "understand Zapotec but can not speak it" or "almost don't speak it." These latter 
individuals who 'understand' Zapotec but "can't or almost can't speak it" are my 'passive bilinguals'. 
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Juchiteco people experience Zapotec and Spanish in different manners, the traces of both 

languages are differently expressed as well''''. 

The process of language shift 

If in the 1930s there were Spanish speakers in the community, the truth is that 

Zapotec children bom in this decade were acquiring Zapotec as LI. I only found two 

cases of individuals bom in the late 1930s and early 1940s who did not acquire Zapotec 

as LI. In both cases, one of the parents was not a Zapotec. Both individuals eventually 

learned Zapotec through their daily exposure at school and with other family members, 

and one of them became a balanced bilingual. I did not have a chance to find out about 

the Zapotec proficiency of the other person because she does not reside in Juchitan and I 

could not interview her. When she visits Juchitan we always converse in Spanish since 

that is the norm for middle class people bom in the late 1930s and early 1940s when 

speaking with younger middle class people. Since she left Juchitan as an adolescent, and I 

never had the chance to see her interacting with her age-mates, I cannot even speculate 

about her Zapotec linguistic proficiency. 

But if in the 1930s, Zapotec children were learning Zapotec as LI, the situation 

differed two decades later. Campbell asserts that Juchitan observed significant social, 

economic, and political changes from the 1950s onward 1994:67). As previously 

described in Chapter Two, during this time Juchitan was, on the one hand, experiencing a 

In Appendix E I provide the grammatical description of the Zapotec language. I also include there some 
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relative peaceful political situation and, on the other hand, major federal development 

projects were being implemented in the City. This period also coincides with major 

changes in the linguistic behavior of Juchiteco population because it is during this decade 

when the first Zapotec children with Spanish as their native tongue appeared. 

The census data of Table 1 show that in 1950, more than 85 percent of Juchitan's 

population spoke Zapotec. Although this figure can be inaccurate considering the 

expected imprecision of census data, it is indicating that not all the population spoke 

Zapotec. It is not hard to imagine that with the construction of the Pan .American highway 

in the late 1940s as well as the development of other federal founded projects, there was a 

flux of outsiders who migrated to Juchitan. This population accounts for the remaining 15 

percent of non-Zapotec speakers in the city. 

People who were bom prior to the 1950s learned Zapotec as their first tongue and 

Spanish at school. A few people who were bom in the late 1930s told me they learned 

Spanish during their childhood, but these were really rare cases. For example a man bom 

in 1938 told me that his grandfather used to speak to him in Spanish. By the time he went 

to primary school, he already spoke Spanish. He also told me however, that he barely 

used Spanish while growing up since his peers and family spoke in Zapotec. In fact he 

also told me that he later switched to Zapotec to speak to his grandfather. That is, in the 

1940s some people in Juchitan who spoke Spanish started speak in Spanish with children, 

but Zapotec continued to be the language of communication within the family and all the 

examples of Spanish influences in the native language, and also the major interferences of Zapotec in the 
local Spanish. 
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community domains. People who spoke Spanish used it to communicate with visitors, 

and with authorities outside the Municipality. 

The type of e.xposure to Spanish experienced by children growing up in the mid 

1940s (such as the case [ previously mentioned) was through what I call Spcmisli-

transmission agent (STA). A STA usually was a close relative and in some cases, 

member of the same household such as the grandfather or an uncle. The example reported 

to me by the male person bom in 1938 was repeatedly mentioned in other occasions. It 

was interesting to note that in all cases, the pattern was quite similar: the grandfather 

and/or an uncle talking in Spanish to a child, especially to the youngest child while the 

rest of the family used Zapotec to communicate with her/him. None of the individuals 

who reported to have learned Spanish via a STA claimed to have learned Spanish as their 

first tongue. The language used with the rest of the family such as parents and among the 

siblings, continued to be Zapotec. A young woman from Chegiiigo bom in the mid 1960s 

and fully bilingual, informed me that she learned Spanish because her grandfather used to 

talk to her in Spanish, and she learned Zapotec because her mother only spoke Zapotec to 

her. 

Juchitecans who claimed to have leamed Spanish through a Spanish-transmission 

agent and attended school, are all fully bilingual; that is they belong to the category of 

balanced bilinguals. They all expressed to feel comfortable in both languages. 

Despite the existence of these Spanish-transmission agents who were generating 

Spanish speakers as early as the mid 1940s and continued to do so through the mid 

1960s, the first Spanish native speakers were bom in the early 1950s. 1 will later refer to a 
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new generation of Zapotec speakers who, after having learned Spanish at school, develop 

into efficient Spanish-transmission agents who now are efficiently operating from the 

intimate family environment. 

In my previous research (Saynes 1992) I noted that the first generation of Zapotec 

children who acquired Spanish -some at a very early age and many as their mother 

tongue- were bom in the early and mid 1950s among the upper classes of the Zapotec 

society. That is. this new linguistic behavior among Juchitecos coincides with major 

socioeconomic changes that were occurring in the community. In fact, within a single 

family, children's language acquisition was different. 

In the following section I will describe how four families lived their "lives with 

two languages" and how these e.xperiences gradually delineate the current configuration 

of the community. I found that by looking closely at these families, we could discern how 

the different linguistic behaviors they practiced have had different outcomes even if all 

were Juchiteco families living in the same community. This is particularly important 

since Juchiteco people believed that the Zapotec language was not at risk since Juchitan 

was a Zapotec speaking community where everybody had the same chances to learn and 

speak Zapotec. Learning how family members socialize among themselves and how they 

experience different social pressures will help us to understand how our linguistic 

behaviors impact our future linguistic outcome. This is particularly important since, as I 

will illustrate in Chapter Seven, the way in which Juchiteco families and individuals react 

to social processes (and pressures) is the way in which the Zapotec language evolve. 
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The first example I am presenting describes a common situation in the 1950s 

among the upper and middle classes, the socioeconomic level that generated the first 

generation of Juchiteco children with Spanish as the mother tongue. 

Guie' Daana' Family'^ 

The Guie' daana' family belongs to the upper Juchiteco class. Both parents were 

bom^®^ and raised in Juchitan. The father was from Cheguigo, or the ociava seccion, (the 

eight ward) an area of the city that even today is conceived as a neighborhood where 

Zapotec is mostly spoken, and the mother is from la cuarta. 

Originally, the Guie' daana' family lived in the octava seccion, where the first 

children were bom, but moved later to the downtown area where their business was 

located. Both parents are Zapotec dominant speakers who acquired Zapotec as their first 

language and leamed Spanish later when going to school. Their Spanish is quite fiuent 

and their Zapotec interferences are not always noticeable to Spanish speakers due the use 

of other Spanish conversational styles that balance their interactions. 

The first two children of the Guie' daana' family leamed Zapotec as their first 

language and were growing up monolingual. When they were four or five years old, these 

children were sent to the recent established kindergarten, and were forced to speak 

Spanish. This experience was traumatic, to say the least. One of the daughters explained 

to me that she cried and used to beg her mother not to send her to school because she was 

" I am using pseudonyms as family names. I am using flower and other names of local plants. 
The father has died several years ago. Although I was very young, I still remember him. .\1\ 

on him also come from his children and people who met him. 
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suffering. She did not understand anything in Spanish which made the attendance at 

school a painful experience. They continued going to the kindergarten and eventually 

these children learned Spanish as L2. Moreover, they not only learned Spanish, but their 

parents stopped talking in Zapotec to them. They gradually quit talking Zapotec at home 

and since the parents switched to Spanish, the younger children were raised in Spanish. In 

this way, Spanish became the language of communication between the siblings and 

between children and parents. Zapotec remained as the language of communication only 

among parents and for interactions with people of the parent's generation. 

All children of the Guie' daana' family finished their university training and, 

despite the fact that they continued to communicate in Spanish among themselves and 

with their parents, they all acquired enough competence in Zapotec to use it in the 

community at work when interacting particulariy with Zapotec-monolinguals and 

individuals who has a passive knowledge of Spanish. The oldest daughter, who did learn 

Zapotec as LI but stopped speaking it during her early childhood, became a Spanish 

dominant bilingual. She reported that although she can interact in Zapotec, she frequently 

feels that she "runs out of words'. 

Although not all of the Guie' daana family members currently live in Juchitan, 

while in the community, they speak Zapotec with Zapotec monolinguals and in family 

reunions. Those who live in Juchitan fall in the category of Semi-speakers and use 

Zapotec at work as well as in family situations where other Zapotec speakers are present. 

Those who married outsiders had children who did not learn Zapotec, although some of 

them grew up in Juchitan. 



But not all children who were bom early in the 1950s acquired Spanish as LI. 

During this period, the majority of Juchiteco families were raising their children with 

Zapotec as the mother tongue. The next example will try to present one of such families 

who only transmitted Zapotec to their children. 

Guie' Chaachi Family 

The Guie' chaachi is a low-income family who live in the primera secciun. Both 

parents are uneducated; the mother is a monolingual Zapotec speaker, and the father is 

Zapotec-dominant bilingual speaker. He was a mason and she used to make and sell 

tortillas. Their children were bom in the decade of the 1950s, and all acquired Zapotec as 

their mother tongue. None of the five children of the Guie' chaachi family attended 

kindergarten, although at least the youngest ones - bom in the mid and late 1950s- could 

do so, since by the time they were three or four years old, the kindergarten had already 

arrived in town. The Guie' chaachi children all spoke Zapotec, not only with their parents 

but, among themselves as well as making Zapotec the language of everyday interaction. 

The youngest daughter who was bom in 1958 spoke Zapotec at home, but Spanish in the 

street. The reason was due to the fact that her peers and cousins of her age and younger 

were being raised in Spanish in this part of the city. 

As for the school training of the Guie' chaachi children, the oldest daughter had a 

few years of primary school instruction and two of the children obtained university 

degrees. One of the Guie' chaachi children finished a secretarial training and the last one 
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was studying at the Norniai school to become a schoolteacher, but married before 

graduating. 

All of the grandchildren have Spanish as their mother tongue, even those 

grandchildren whose parents were native Zapotec speakers. The oldest daughter, who is a 

bilingual Zapotec-dominant speaker, married a teacher who was a Zapotec speaker 

himself. Although they both had Zapotec as LI and it was the language of the couple's 

interaction, they never used Zapotec to communicate with their descendants. These 

children, that is, the grandchildren of the Guie' chaachi family, the same as the other 

grandchildren, acquired Spanish as their mother tongue. Since they grew up in the same 

household complex with the grandparents, they were exposed to Zapotec on a daily basis, 

and eventually became semi-speakers due to the contact with them. Currently, the Guie' 

chaachi grandchildren sometimes use Zapotec with their grandparents, but they mostly 

speak Spanish and their grandparents use Zapotec. The descendants of these individuals, 

that is, the great-grandchildren of the Guie' chaachi family are monolingual in Spanish 

although two of the grandchildren married Juchiteco bilingual people. 

In the next examples. I will present two families that raised their children almost a 

decade later than the previous two families. The children of the first family, although 

living in a neighborhood of the city whose residents were predominantly Zapotec 

speakers at the time, grew up with Spanish as their mother tongue. 
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Guie' Tiqiii' Family 

This family belongs to the middle class of the Juchiteco society. The father is a 

high school teacher and the mother, a housewife. As the majority of the people of their 

age (bom in the mid i920s and early 1930s), they have acquired Zapotec as LI. 

However, their constant exposure to Spanish rendered them balanced bilingual speakers. 

The father, for example, moved to a neighboring state and lived there for seven years 

while finishing his primary and secondary education. During this time he used only 

Spanish. The father is from la sexta and the mother from la cuarta. The family resides at 

la cuarta seccion, where they raised their children. In this part of the city, which limits 

with the septima seccidn. children were still learning Zapotec as the mother tongue even 

during the mid 1970s. 

The husband used mostly Spanish on a daily basis at work while teaching and 

with his students. He sometimes used Zapotec with some coworkers, but Spanish was the 

language predominantly used at the workplace. The wife used, and still does, Zapotec 

with the neighbors, at the market and with friends but barely with her husband. Both used 

only Spanish with their children, in-laws and grandchildren. This linguistic practice 

continues until today. The first of the seven children of the Guie' tiqui' family was bom 

in the mid 1950s and the youngest in the mid 1960s. The Guie' tiqui' children not only 

were bom and raised by a couple whose first language was Zapotec, but they also grew 

up in a predominantly Zapotec speaker neighborhood; yet their first tongue was Spanish, 

the language spoken to them at home. 
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Although the parents used Zapotec to interact with other adults, relatives, 

coworkers, at the market and with their neighbors, they use only Spanish to interact 

among themselves and to communicate with their children. 

All the Guie' tiqui' children went to kindergarten and have a university degree. 

Although they were never addressed in Spanish and heard mostly Spanish at home, they 

eventually learned Zapotec. The child who best learned Zapotec is one of the oldest. 

Although he is a Spanish dominant speaker, some Juchitecans think he is a Zapotec 

native speaker. His almost-native Zapotec competence was developed at the streets, since 

the children of his neighborhood were all Zapotec speakers. The rest of the children all 

became passive bilinguals. Although exposed to the Zapotec language at school and in 

their neighborhood's streets, they spend more lime playing among their siblings. 

The youngest child later developed Zapotec competence of a Semi-speaker in his 

early adulthood due to job reasons. The Guie' tiqui' children are now all married, some 

with insiders, some with outsiders and they all have children. The Guie' tiqui' children 

married Spanish-dominant bilingual speakers and semi-speakers, but all of the Guie' 

tiqui' grandchildren are growing up as monolinguals in Spanish. 

The last case I will present illustrates a similar situation as in the case of the Guie' 

daana' family, the first example. As I will try to show, the last family is also a case in 

which within a single family children experienced different language learning process, 

although this took place a decade later, in a different area of the city and in a family from 

a different socioeconomic background. 
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Giiie' Xhiiba Family 

The Guie' xhuba family resides in the sexta seccion and belong to the lower-

middle class. Currently the parents are both retired, but the father worked as a jewel-

maker and the mother used to sell fruits and vegetables at the local market. They both 

were bom and raised in Juchitan, in the sexta seccion and are Zapotec dominants 

speakers. The wife finished her 3^'' grade of primary school and the husband finished 6"' 

grade. Prior to going to school, they were Zapotec monolinguals and learned Spanish at 

school. 

This family had five children; the oldest was bom in the late 1950s and the 

youngest in the mid 1960s. Four of the children attended kindergarten and completed 

university training and currently three of them live outside Juchitan. The first four 

children acquired Zapotec as LI and Spanish as L2 at school. Zapotec continued to be the 

language of communication at home, with other family members and in the 

neighborhood. When the youngest daughter was bom in 1964, the mother decided to 

switch to Spanish and prohibited the other children from using Zapotec in the presence of 

the child. The mother argued that she was too tired to spent time with the child explaining 

to her what the teacher was trying to teach in Spanish, as she had done with the first four 

children. She claimed that since the rest of the children already had acquired Spanish. 

they should help with her academic training by using only Spanish. The mother, in fact, 

strongly reprimanded the siblings when she found them speaking in Zapotec in the 

presence of the youngest daughter. The youngest child certainly acquired Spanish but 

was nevertheless sufficiently exposed to Zapotec, and eventually learned it. Her Zapotec 
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learning was through their peers in the streets, other kin members and at school, and 

became a balanced bilingual. Today she communicates with her parents and siblings in 

Zapotec and uses it a lot at work. 

All the Guie' xhuba grandchildren -the teenagers and the younger children- are 

Spanish native speakers. The youngest daughter of the Guie' xhuba family who acquired 

Zapotec as her second language and still lives in Juchitan, told me that she wants her 

children to speak Zapotec. Despite the mother's reported wish, her two children are not 

having enough exposure to this language. She married a non-Zapotec speaker, and 

although they live with the grandparents, who frequently take care of the children, they 

hear mostly Spanish at home both from their grandparents and from their parents. In 

other words, parents, grand parents, cousins and school-teachers are now using Spanish 

to greet and to educate the Guie' xhuba grandchildren. This is the common situation of 

the majority of Juchiteco children today. 

By describing the previous Juchiteco families, I tried to show that the bilingual 

dynamics in Juchitan is a very complex one. I also found relevant in a community like 

Juchitan to depict how the different bilingual behaviors performed in these families are 

constantly changing. It is usually believed that indigenous communities, particularly in 

Mexico and other Central and Latin American countries are characterized by having 

close-knit relations, extended kin-relations and households composed by several 

generations living together. In Juchitan these characteristics have been rapidly changing. 

If indeed in the 1960s children were in constant contact with their elders, this situation is 

becoming less common. If we look at the patterns of linguistic interaction and behaviors 
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of the families of before and today, we will be able to document and understand that 

today children are being socialized differently and, especially, that they are having less 

Zapotec input. This is crucial if we want to understand the process of language shift, but 

also to find remedies for it. 

The distribution of Spanish and Zapotec across secciones 

The Guie' daana' family exemplifies the dynamics of language shift in the early 

1950s. Middle and upper middle classes defined their role as the cradle that encouraged 

the first Spanish native speakers. Prior to that, the presence of Spanish-transmission 

agents (STA) in the mid 1940s who used Spanish with some Juchiteco children, certainly 

was an advance for Spanish appearance despite the fact that these were only a few cases 

among the middle class. The STA were not that "harmful" given that first, they were not 

generating Spanish native speakers and, second, during this time the use of Zapotec was 

not inhibited at home, much less punished. However, the individuals who reported that 

they had been exposed to Spanish via an STA, did transmit Spanish as LI to their 

children. 

Since Juchiteco society is very stratified, class differences are important to 

consider because they influence not only the place of residence, modes of living, but also 

patterns of language acquisition. For the moment I will only mention class differences in 

relation to language acquisition and in Chapter Four I will describe with more details how 

class differences are expressed through various manners Juchitecans have developed to 

define their Zapotecness. 
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Many people who were bom in the mid and late fifties and who continued 

acquiring Zapotec as LI were mostly low-income families, or lived in the secciones far 

from the downtown area. This was the situation of the first four children of the Guie' 

xhuba family who learned Zapotec as their first tongue by growing up in a low-income 

family, resided in the sexta seccion and were raised by Zapotec dominant speakers. Other 

secciones such as la octava or Clieguigo. the artisans or craft area, and la septima. the 

area of fishermen, continued transmitting Zapotec as the mother tongue until today. On 

the contrary, middle and upper middle class parents who were sending their children to 

kindergarten and primary school deliberately stopped using Zapotec with their 

descendants. 

The Guie' chaachi family, although living in ihcprimera seccion, a Spanish 

dominant neighborhood, belonged to a lower class, and only the father had some 

knowledge of Spanish. On the other hand, children did not attend kindergarten hence they 

were not pressed to speak Spanish at an early age. Even though not all of the oldest 

grandchildren (the children of the oldest daughter) did attend kindergarten, they were 

growing up in the early 1970s when many children were already using Spanish in the 

streets and playgrounds, and the parents were using Spanish with the youngest 

generations. In other words, by the early 1970s the majority of the children from la 

primera seccion and the downtown area were already speaking only Spanish and were 

also attending kindergarten. Spanish became the "normal" language to speak to the 

children and if not the parents, the older siblings did so. They already had acquired 
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Spanish at school and, at home, their role as caregivers conferred them the responsibility 

of the linguistic training of the younger siblings. 

If initially the first native Spanish speakers were members of a single sector of the 

Juchiteco society, this linguistic trend became extended both socially and geographically 

throughout the city. By the mid 1960s, Spanish had gained the position of the first 

language of the new generations among middle and upper middle classes of the primera, 

segiinda and tercera secciones. Socioeconomic status was a critical issue of mother 

tongue acquisition. For example, people I interviewed from the segundci seccion and 

tercera seccion who were bom in the late 1960s and early 1970s who learned Zapotec as 

their first tongue and Spanish at school were all members of the lower classes. But 

consistent with the general trend, today their descendents are acquiring Spanish as the 

first language. Currently la primera is not anymore the only seccion where children are 

growing up with Spanish as the mother tongue. Presently it is not uncommon to find 

children learning Spanish as LI in basically all secciones. The lower income secciones 

such as la qiiinta, la septima and la octava are the places where Zapotec continues to be 

transmitted as LI. But this practice is decreasing even in these areas. 

My observations conducted in two kindergartens in la octava seccion report that 

mothers, caregivers and adults who pick up the children from school are consistently 

speaking Spanish with them. In one classroom of 23 children, only one child learned 

Zapotec as LI and was -at 6 years old- fully bilingual. In another classroom of the same 

school, the only other fully bilingual child was his sister. 
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In other words, the majority of Juchiteco children bom in the late 1990s who 

attend kindergarten are not practicing Zapotec on a regular basis. 

Interaction between children from Cheguigo and children from the primera seccion 

When I was growing up, my parents used to take my brothers and me to 

Cheguigo. or "on the other side of the river" which is how the octava seccion is called as 

well. In the mid 1970s we would go to Cheguigo on week days during the evenings, or 

during the day on the weekends. Back then, my mother used to order her embroidered 

trajes regionales from people who lived in Cheguigo. The process of a making a traje 

takes several months and, during this time, the buyer visits the traje maker periodically. 

The owner brings supplies on a regular basis at the request of the traje maker, and my 

mother fulfilled these requirements. My parents also used to buy fresh made cheese and 

other edible products in this area of the city. For these reasons we visited Cheguigo on a 

regular basis. While my parents were buying and chatting with their friends, my brothers 

and I would play with the children on the streets or at the playground. I remember that 

these children - like the adults- spoke only Zapotec, a language that, while we were 

growing up, was unintelligible for my brothers and myself since we were monolingual in 

Spanish. 

Children from Cheguigo did understand Spanish since when playing, we replied 

to them -although in a timid manner- in Spanish, the only language we spoke. I 

remember very vividly one of those days in Cheguigo playing with a girl. I was about 9 

or ten years old, and I was already getting some knowledge of the Zapotec language, but I 
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was totally unable to utter a single sound in Zapotec. We were replicating our mothers' 

roles. She was asking me about how I wanted my iraje regional to be done, how I would 

like the flowers (small, or big); we were trying to discuss the design. Although I had at 

that age some vocabulary in Zapotec, such as colors, names of some local flowers and the 

like, I kept asking her in Spanish what such and such word she was using meant, but she 

never replied to me in Spanish. At some point, she was having a really hard time making 

me understand what she was asking me. so she drew in the dirt floor a leaf and said 

"bandaga." I repeated after her bandciga. and she said the word over and over always 

giving me time to repeat the word, until I pronounced it in a convincing manner. Once I 

knew what bandaga meant, I was able to tell her the size of leaves, flowers and the colors 

that my traje will have. One of my brothers once told me, when remembering about our 

visits to Cheguigo, that he never really enjoyed playing with children there. He said that 

not being able to fully communicate with Cheguigo children and not knowing what they 

were saying was not only frustrating, but intimidating as well. 

While I was growing up, I associated speaking Zapotec with adulthood and 

always thought that I would eventually speak Zapotec once I became an adult. 

Nevertheless, my exposure to children from Cheguigo made me realize that that was not 

necessarily the case, and that children, too, spoke Zapotec. But certainly this was not the 

case of children from my neighborhood. Or at least, not of those children whose parents 

became bilingual by attending school, and e.xpected their children to attend school as 

well. 
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During the first years of the decade of the 1970s children in Cheguigo spoke only 

Zapotec, and Spanish was learned and spoken -if at all- only at school. The same 

language pattern observed in Cheguigo during those years was that of la septima, la 

quinta and la ciiarta. On the contrary, the majority of the children from la primera 

seccion and the neighborhoods immediately around the downtown were not learning 

Zapotec as the mother tongue anymore. Being bom in la primera, my brothers and I did 

not speak Zapotec even though both of our parents were Zapotec speakers. This was the 

case for almost all of our neighbors and playmates from our seccion who were middle 

class children with parents who, although they had Zapotec as their mother tongue, 

attended school at least until 6''' grade. These individuals did experience the harshness of 

the educational and linguistic policies and did not want their children to struggle -as they 

did—when dealing not only with new academic knowledge, but in a strange language as 

well. This was the main reason why -they argue— they spoke Spanish to their offspring. 

The few cases in which children in la primera were still acquiring Zapotec as the 

mother tongue during the mid 1960s and the 1970s was determined by the parents' 

Spanish proficiency, the number of years of school training and their socioeconomic 

status. The parents from la primera seccion who were transmitting Zapotec as the first 

language to their offspring did not attend school and had a poor knowledge of Spanish. 

As a result, Zapotec was the language of the house and the children learned Zapotec as 

the mother tongue, and Spanish at school and in the streets with their Spanish 

monolingual playmates. 



109 

"La escueia es un arma de doble filo:" Schools are a double edged sword'*^ 

As I mentioned before, in the early 1940s very few Juchitecans spoke Spanish and 

il was learned as a second language at school while Zapotec was the language of all the 

other domains. People I interviewed who attended primary schools in the 1940s reported 

different experiences in relation to the use of Zapotec and Spanish in the school domain. 

Some Juchitecans who attended school from mid to late 1940s, told me that their 

schoolteachers did not prohibit them from speaking Zapotec. They said that teachers 

encouraged those students who did not speak Spanish to learn it and. those who already 

spoke it, were encouraged to improve it. A second description of the attitudes of teachers 

concerning the use of Zapotec at school, however, was that teachers prohibited pupils 

from speaking Zapotec and actually punished them if they continued to do so. These 

different perceptions suggest the following state of affairs: first, speakers who reported 

not being reprimanded by the teachers for using Zapotec at school also were those few 

who claimed to have learned some Spanish prior to their attendance to school. In this 

sense, by admitting that they were not punished for speaking Zapotec, they were 

essentially sustaining their argument that they were fully bilinguals and that teachers did 

not have complaints about their use of Zapotec since their skills in Spanish were fine. 

Another explanation of the various perceptions of teachers' attitudes can probably be 

found in the fact that teachers at that time were mostly local people who were Zapotec 

speakers, themselves, and understood what their pupils were saying. Although, as 

I am using this expression elicited by a Juchiteco when reflecting about schools and their role on the 
reproduction of the local language. 
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teachers they were in charge of castilianizing, they were rather "moderate" compared to 

other non-Zapotec teachers who overtly banned the use of Zapotec in the school at all 

times. We can easily think that since the late i940s, teachers were already hindenng the 

Zapotec language and inducing the use of Spanish as the language of communication in 

the school domain. The strategies were diverse. For example, a man told me that after 

spending three years of school in Mexico City where he spoke only Spanish, he came 

back to Juchitan where he continued studying. He told me that his 4"^ grade teacher used 

to ask him to read aloud in front of the class because "his Spanish was perfect." The 

teacher wanted him to be the example to follow by the rest of the students who, being 

Zapotec-dominant speakers, had a poor command of Spanish. In this manner, the teacher 

was linking Spanish with the norm to follow, downgrading the use of Zapotec. 

Another way of reducing the use of Zapotec at school was through blatant 

prohibition and punishment as reported by other informants. Also, younger people who 

attended primary school instruction in the following decades emphatically declared being 

punished by their teachers for using Zapotec at school, particularly those who were 

growing up in the 1950s and 1960s. My own experience in primary school also 

corroborates the different attitudes of school teachers. I do indeed remember teachers 

banning my class-mates who spoke Zapotec at school. During this period many teachers 

were outsiders and, consequently, Spanish monolinguals. 

More recently, my data gathered at different periods of fieldwork during the 

1990s in different classroom settings, do not report cases where teachers verbally prohibit 

the use of Zapotec at school. However I never saw a teacher using Zapotec to address to 
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their pupils in the classroom. Even when students asked something in Zapotec. teachers 

consistently answer in Spanish. A few teachers also informed me they know of other 

teachers who do prohibit the use of Zapotec in the classroom setting and promote the use 

of Spanish. 

After 1960s, more schools appeared in the city and Spanish became the mother 

tongue of all the potential students. Today, for example, in any classroom of 20 or 23 

students of a kindergarten in Cheguigo, only one or two pupils speak Zapotec. Today 

there are indeed cases where children continue acquiring Zapotec as LI. but they belong 

to two categories. The first category includes children whose parents lack financial 

resources to send them to school, so they remain at home and learn Zapotec as LI. In 

Chapter Seven I will describe the second category of children who are acquiring Zapotec 

as LI although their parents know that they will attend school, where Spanish will be 

needed. These children belong to a new generation that is now reversing the process of 

language shift. 

Although Juchitecos bom in the late I930's and early 1940s used Spanish in the 

classroom setting, they continued using Zapotec to communicate with their age mates in 

the playground, and with their parents and relatives at home. Their Spanish acquired at 

school, their exposure to the national society trough the media and newcomers, and their 

use of their Spanish skills to interact in a city now full of new relationships and actors, 

strengthened these speakers' bilingual skills. In this way the number of Spanish speakers 

increased, paving the way for the dramatic transformation of the sociolinguistic 

configuration of Juchitan. Their role was so crucial because years later, when these 
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bilingual children became adults and had children, they spoke only Spanish to their 

descendents preparing them to attend school and creating the first generation of Zapotec 

children with Spanish as the mother tongue. 

The author of the expression that entitles this section is one of these individuals 

who learned Spanish at school and later became an educator himself. He said that 

although Zapotec is an important language and he was sure it will not disappear, he 

recognized that fewer children are speaking Zapotec and also that schools are promoting 

the use of Spanish in detriment of the reproduction of the Zapotec language. In this sense 

schools, he said, are a double edge weapon; a necessary weapon to succeed in the 

national society, but also a weapon that is making Zapotec people lose their language. 

For this individual -as for many others- Zapotec is a key element that defines the 

membership of the group and yet, the need for getting education is making people give up 

the Zapotec language. The comment previously mentioned is signaling both the symbolic 

values of the Zapotec language as well as the conflict in the context of the current 

bilingual situation. For example, a young Juchiteco woman - a passive bilingual-

expressed her feelings as for the symbolic values of Zapotec when she said; 

Si, me hubiera gustado mucho hablarlo. Si, la verdad si porque, 
Ihijoles! pues yo creo que estar en Juchitan, ser del Istmo y no hablar 
zapoteco, pues todo mundo te dice 'ay que horror, ^ddnde vives?' ^no? Y sf, 
si es bonito. Siento que es nuestra raiz, sobre todo. Es fatal ser de aqui y no 
hablar zapoteco. 

Yes. I would love to speak it [Zapotec]. Yes, definitely, because gosh! 
being in Juchitan. being from the Isthmus and not speak Zapotec. well, 
everybody tells you "oh! how horrible! where do you live?,' you know? And 
yes, indeed it is beautiful. Especially I feel that is our root. It is awful to be 
from here and not speak Zapotec. 
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The conflict verbalized by this woman in the previous quote is extremely common, 

particularly among passive and semi speakers who attended school and had limited 

opportunities to learn Zapotec. She also told me that sadly a lot of people are not learning 

Zapotec because: 

Casi no se ve mucho la necesidad. o sea. uno no lo siente como si 
fuera aigo basico para, para salir adelante. Hasta cuando empieza uno a 
toparse con que jhijole! es que hay que ver por el pueblo hay que 
comunicarse con las personas y no podemos. 

We do not see the need, that is, we do not perceive it [Zapotec] as 
something important for social advance. Until we start run into gosh! we have 
to work for the people, we have to communicate with people and [we realize] 
we can't. 

This comment is expressing that in order to succeed in the context of the 

national society it is not necessary the use of the Zapotec language. However, when 

people become identified with the community, the values of the local language surfaces. 

The problem for language revitalization purposes is that sometimes this realization 

becomes apparent too late when, as adults, other impediments surface. I am particularly 

referring to purist attitudes and jokes by Zapotec speakers who reproach those who try 

to elicit a Zapotec sentence and do not have a full command of the language. In 

Chapter Seven I will discuss how these attitudes have a negative impact on the 

reproduction of the local language. 
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Schools as sites of Zapotec transmission 

I have tried to describe how schools have had a negative impact on the 

reproduction of the Zapotec language. Indeed the official character of schools and their 

policy of castilianization have been detrimental to the Zapotec language. But I also have 

pointed out how several children learned Zapotec through the exposure of other Zapotec 

children in the school domain. This might sound contradictory since on the one hand, I 

have said -as well as several scholars- that in Mexico, the presence of schools in 

indigenous communities has not only fostered the acquisition of Spanish, but has also 

replaced the local languages (Coronado Suzan 1987; Flores Farfan 1992; Saynes 1992). 

There is also documentation of how among other minority groups such as in France and 

Spain, local languages also have been prohibited to be used in the school context (Dorian 

1981: Kuter 1992). 

Several individuals who were bom in the 1950s and later, told me they learned 

Zapotec at school while interacting with their Zapotec classmates at the playground. But 

the vast majority of these individuals became, at best, semi-speakers. The only 

individuals who told me they learned Zapotec at school by interacting with their 

classmates and did acquire native proficiency were bom in the late 1930s and eariy 

1940s-^°. 

Indeed, school was one among other domains where children were being exposed 

to Zapotec. Nevertheless it was not sufficient to generate native fluency and to develop 

I met only two individuals who learned Zapotec in the late 1940s and early 1950s by interacting with 
their peers at school. In that time, Zapotec was being transmitted at home. 
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speakers with enough competence and confidence to interact in Zapotec. much less to 

transmit it as the mother tongue to the following generations. 

Recently, schools are being considered as potential sites for Zapotec learning. 

Several semi-speakers and passive bilinguals told me that they send their children to 

schools located in the areas where children still speak Zapotec, so they can learn it. This 

is one of the measures -among many other- that Juchitecos are currently taking to reverse 

the language shift. I will describe these measures in Chapter Seven. For the moment 1 

will conclude this section by stating that people who are transmitting the language to their 

offspring did not learn Zapotec at school. Zapotec speakers who are still transmitting 

Zapotec to their children learned Zapotec at home as their mother tongue. 

So far I have tried to present how Spanish began to be acquired as the mother 

tongue of many Zapotec children, initiating in this way the process of Zapotec shift. In 

the following section I will describe three relevant domains of Juchiteco life where the 

Zapotec language exhibits a significant role and where many passive bilingual and semi-

speakers such as the young woman cited above are finding spaces to "overcome' their 

limitations as non-fluent speakers. 

The Zapotec language in the context of political, cultural and religious activities 

While language shift was occurring, new emergent activities were taking place in 

three significant spheres of Juchitecan life: the religious, the cultural and the political 

domains. In the sections that follow, I will talk about these domains in relation to the 
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Zapotec language, while trying to show how these three domains develop and exploit 

positive values of the local language. 

Contrary to other places where local people return with new language practices 

and foster language shift, in Juchitan, local people who leave town return to the native 

city with rather positive attitudes towards the Zapotec language. Here I will illustrate how 

repatriates become integrated into different areas of local life and actively participated in 

the development of the Zapotec language as a defining element of their activities. Key 

individuals who acted from the three arenas that I will describe, were trained in 

universities during the 1960s, a lime period of international and national turmoil, and a 

period in which Marxism was at the center of university trained students' lives. The 

Juchiteco students were not exempt to this trend and, by the time they arrived in Juchitan. 

the state of Oaxaca was experiencing constant problems due to the politics of an 

unpopular governor. The state government's politics affected the municipalities and 

Juchitan strongly reacted to the excessive abuse of power of the state government. The 

local leftist movement developed in Juchitan needs to be understood in the cadre of this 

larger scenario. 

Language and local politics: the COCEI 

The Coalicion Obrera Campesina Estudiantil del Istmo (COCEI, or the Coalition 

of Workers, Peasants, and Students of the Isthmus), the local leftist group, was created in 

the early 1970s and, after several years of grassroots activism, won the municipal 

elections in 1981. This was the first time in the history of the country that a leftist party 
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defeated the PRI, the dominant party that began ruling Mexico after the revolution. 

Juchitan became the first municipality free of the PRI. 

One of the key aspects of COCEI was its remarkable use of the Zapotec language, 

both at the oral and at the written levels. That is, while the middle class was talking in 

Spanish to their children, in the early 1970s COCEI leaders were able to mobilize 

thousands of poor people by talking to them in Zapotec. Their strategy worked, they won 

the municipal elections, and caught the national and international attention. 

The ethnic character of COCEI'S spirit was strongly expressed in different 

manners, and the language was not exempt. In fact, the Zapotec language was at the 

center of their discourse. COCEI leaders consistently used the Zapotec language in their 

political speeches at rallies and all political demonstrations. By this way, Zapotec became 

the main means of communication of COCEI's ethnic struogle. Leaders who were 
WW 

fighting for the rights of Zapotec peasants, workers and students, addressed to their 

audiences in Zapotec. In other words, Zapotec became the official language of the 

political arena. 

The first COCEI leaders all had Zapotec as LI and subsequent leaders who did 

not speak it fluently, had to activate their skills and become more competent to perform 

their role as leaders. This was the case of two COCEI leaders who became City Mayors. 

With the construction of the dam and the irrigation system in the 1960s, the prices 

of the land increased as well as land speculations. Later, with the construction of a rice 

processing plant and a sugar mill in Juchitan, more new agricultural relations took place 

(Rubin 1993:160). These new projects also "brought peasants into direct contact with 
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state agencies..." (Rubin 1993:160). Since COCEI leaders were ail school trained, many 

of them with college degrees, they all speak Spanish. As representatives and defenders of 

the peasants' interest COCEI leaders use Spanish to deal with state agencies and Zapotec 

with a largely monolingual population. 

COCEI leaders not only used Spanish to negotiate with credit institutions and 

other state agencies, they also gave speeches in Spanish during rallies and political 

meetings. Even if COCEI major speeches have always been bilingual, the norm has been 

to start every speech in Zapotec. followed by a version -noticeably shorter- in Spanish of 

what was said in Zapotec. Humorous comments, expressions of excitement, detailed 

accounts of negotiations, achievements, as well as numerous verbally expressed feelings 

are left out in the Spanish version of the speech. In other words, for COCEI leaders, using 

Zapotec language was a priority in order to be able to denounce social inequalities, to 

recruit sympathizers, and to make fun of the authorities; in other words, to address to 

Zapotec people. 

Language and cultural development: La Casa de la Cultura de Juchiidn 

Parallel to the founding of COCEI. La Casa de la Cultura (LCC. or the local 

cultural center) was created in 1972. Although founded with the auspices of the state 

government and with federal financial support, LCC was (1) an initiative of an insider, 

(2) has been always managed by local people, and (3) despite several obstacles, has 

always been able to exist and carry out the activities from its original agenda. 
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The Juchiteco painter Francisco Toledo was a key figure in the creation of LCC. 

As previously mentioned in Chapter Three, Toledo was asked by Victor Bravo Ahuja. 

then governor and later the Minister of Education for the state of Oaxaca. to paint a mural 

in his house. Toledo had by that time a collection of archaeological pieces and wanted to 

exhibit them in Juchitan. Motivated by this idea, Toledo asked Bravo Ahuja to create an 

archeological museum in Juchitan. Bravo Ahuja -now as a minister of education-

proposed to create a Casa de la Cultura"*'. This is how Juchitan's LCC was conceived. 

Toledo with a group of other local intellectuals met with local people and they worked 

out all the formalities and official procedures to buy a house and make the arrangements 

to transform the building -a former high school- into a cultural center. LCC was 

inaugurated on March the 22"*^ of 1972, and Toledo' role was central in several manners. 

He financially supported the project in a very significant manner but also he and his then 

wife- were key figures in defining the agenda and LCC's activities. Other Juchiteco 

intellectuals including Victor de la Cruz, a poet and historian, and Macario Matus, a 

writer, became involved and greatly contributed to the project. They interviewed local 

people, gathered all types of historical documents such as pictures, letters and oral 

histories as part of LCC's tasks. 

One of the first and most important exhibits offered to the people of Juchitan was 

the display of photos and several materials of Che Gomez, the Juchiteco rebel of the 

beginning of the twentieth century. This was particularly important in the context of the 

•" As part of a wider program, the Ministry of Education was at the time creating Casas de Cuitura and 
Juchitan became the second cultural center in the state of Oaxaca. after the cultural center in the capital of 
the state. 
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early 1970s when COCEI leaders were remembering the local heroes in their struggle in 

progress. 

Besides the collection of materials of the local and regional history. LCC's 

agenda also included the promotion of artistic expressions. The gallery of Modern An 

exhibited paintings acquired by Francisco Toledo of renowned artists both nationals and 

foreigners- such as Ernst, Pierre Alechinski. Nichizahua. Wiifredo Lam. Rufino Tamayo. 

Jose Luis Cuevas and Carlos Merida. Toledo also donated important art bibliographic 

materials which local painters found valuable resources for their training. The small 

archaeological museum still exhibits the pieces that Toledo had gathered over several 

years. Little by little several workshops on the Zapotec language, poetry, painting, dance 

and music were organized. Since the beginning, all directors and staff members at LCC 

spoke -and still do- Zapotec. 

Modest literacy campaigns were organized and Juchiteco people were taught to 

write and read in Zapotec and Spanish. Informal workshops of Zapotec poetry also took 

place and musicians approached LCC adopting it as the siege of the Zapotec expression. 

Poets gathered at LCC to discuss their own poems as well as those of several 

international poets; many of them translated the poems into Zapotec. Musicians and 

singers gave concerts and painters illustrated the posters to announce LCC's activities. 

This intense literary and artistic activity created more spaces of expression and the 

magazine Gucliaclii Reza (Sliced Iguana) was bom. In this magazine, poems, songs, 

documents of regional history and other materials were published in Spanish and 

Zapotec. 
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During this period not only an intense artistic production was taking place at 

LCC; a significant promotion of these expressions was also central to LCC's agenda. 

Language and religion: Zapotec and the Catholic Church 

Religion was another relevant domain in which Zapotec also had an important 

function in the 1970s. During this decade a small group of young Zapotec Catholic 

priests returned to Juchitan and led the development of new religious scenarios. The 

Juchiteco priest Eleazar Lopez Hernandez -or padre Eleazar as called in Juchitan-

retumed to Juchitan in 1970 and stayed through 1976. Padre Eleazar told me that during 

those years several activities in relation to the language took place at the church. For 

example, the mass was said in Zapotec after people's own initiative. People who attended 

the main church, the San Vicente Fenrer church, did the translation of the entire Catholic 

service. The biblical readings that form part of the mass were taken from translations of 

the New Testament already made by the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL). The 

people translated texts from the Old Testament that also form pan of the mass. In order to 

do so, the priests worked together with the parishioners in rather unusual workshops; the 

priest explained the religious meaning of the materials of the Old Testament and local 

people translated the materials into Zapotec. In this manner, the ritual of the Catholic 

mass was translated from Spanish to Zapotec, mimeographed, distributed among the local 

people and, finally, used it during mass. Members of the choir also participated in the 

production of Zapotec materials by writing songs in Zapotec and translating other songs 

originally written in Spanish. 
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This time was incredibly creative since, as padre Eleazar informed me, the texts 

from the New Testament were not literally taken from the SIL's version. The materials 

selected to be included in the service were modified accordingly to people's 

understanding of the word of God. Despite that, the structure of the mass was the same, 

and the translation initially done of this structure remained the same, other parts of the 

service such as biblical readings, prayers and songs were continuously translated by 

church goers. With the translations of the biblical readings, Juchitecans not only heard 

the service the priest said in Zapotec, but also read in Zapotec the materials translated by 

them. 

After the departure of padre Eleazar in 1976, this activity decreased, mostly 

because he had been interested in the development of the Zapotec language and was able 

to work in conjunction with the people who always showed interest. But most 

importantly he not only was a native Zapotec speaker, (a balanced bilingual) but also he 

was able to preach in Zapotec. 

Today the service is provided in Spanish because priests in Juchitan are from 

different parts of the country and the two Zapotec priests -in their early 30s- are semi-

speakers. 

Today, the parishioners who kept mimeographed materials from the 1970s read 

biblical passages in Zapotec during mass. Some still e.\change these materials, but masses 

in Zapotec are only held when padre Eleazar visits Juchitan and people ask him to do so. 

Sometimes, padre Eleazar told me, he gives the mass in Zapotec "when he perceives the 

mood and so he understands that that is what people want". 
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Padre Eleazar told me that currently Zapotecs are not able to preach or to hold the 

liturgy in Zapotec because in Juchitan we now speak only a "conversational Zapotec" and 

that we have lost the genres of the libami and diidxagola, the speech of the elders 

(interview with Eleazar June 1999). He explained to me that back in the 1970s, the idea 

was not only to translate the Catholic service, but to create a Zapotec liturgy, with 

symbolic elements of the Zapotec world vision and culture. 

Interestingly, this comment is signaling that with the loss of particular verbal 

genres, the libana and diidxagola, a whole repertoire of domains of use, such as in the 

Catholic ritual, also decreases. The reduction of potential domains of use of the Zapotec 

language pointed out by padre Eleazar, certainly reflects the fact that the Zapotec 

speakers are discontinuing certain verbal genres. 

The uses of the Zapotec language in these three key domains of the life of 

Juchitecans was part of a wider "cultural renaissance' (Campbell 1994) period when 

several Juchiteco students were returning to the motherland after pursuing their academic 

training in Oaxaca and Mexico City. 

These Juchitecos did not form a monolithic group given that they belonged to 

different social backgrounds, were trained in different academic areas, and had different 

interests. People who were working with the priests translating songs and religious 

materials were mostly middle and upper middle class, but there were also people who. 

although related with the religious activism, were COCEI supporters. COCEI members 

on the contrary were mostly members of middle and lower classes, although among the 

activists, there were many individuals who were bom into the upper classes. People who 
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created LCC also formed a heterogeneous group of Juchitecans where both upper and 

middle class people worked together. 

This diversity was accompanied by antagonisms, some of which later evolved to a 

point which was not possible to overcome. I will mention later an example where their 

divergent opinions were expressed. Despite these differences, it is worth mentioning that 

their common goal was to continue developing the pro-Zapotec discourse and intellectual 

activism that dates back to the beginning of the twentieth century. 

As discussed in Chapter Five, there were two waves of students who first in the 

1920s through 1930s, and later in the 1960s, actively celebrated their Zapotec heritage by 

studying the Zapotec language and culture and publishing several materials both in 

Spanish and Zapotec. Many of the students who in the 1960s published NEZA CUBI, a 

cultural magazine, participated later in the project of the creation of LCC. 

It is in this scenario when the young professionals returned to Juchitan, and 

although working in these three different arenas, they worked in joint projects. The 

Catholic priest, Eleazar, was not only preaching and writing in Zapotec but also 

participated with a wider group of secular people which included people from LCC and 

people who later became supporters of COCEI, organizing conferences and discussions 

on several topics, such as homosexuality. They also organized recitals and concerts of 

classical music, workshops, wrote Zapotec poetry and translated poems of international 

poets such as the Chilean Pablo Neruda and German poet Bertold Brecht. 

The relationship between LCC and COCEI dates back to the foundations of both 

organizations. LCC was created in 1972 at a time when COCEI was consolidating its 
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strength as a political project. In the context of political conflict that Juchitan was 

undergoing, constant rallies and marches were taking place. During one of COCEI's 

public meetings, which took place in the street in front of a local PRI candidate, a 

pregnant woman was murdered. Since LCC is located in front of the house of the PRI 

candidate, that day LCC was utilized as a fort of the army to guard the rally. The 

presence of the army at the LCC. the attack against the crowd, and the killing of the 

pregnant woman were condemned by Toledo and LCC's workers. As a consequence. 

they demanded the resignation of the director of the LCC for having allowed the entrance 

of the army to LCC, despite the fact that director and her sister belonged to the group that 

founded LCC. This is one of the many examples in which the group of repatriated 

intellectuals expressed different positions. This event also related LCC with COCEI and 

defined LCC as an anti-government institution. 

People who were being trained and working at LCC became strongly linked to 

COCEI and participated in political rallies. Social scientists and professors approached 

LCC and adopted it as the center of discussion about local and international history. Poets 

and painters become more involved with COCEI's struggles, developing and painting 

political graffiti all over the city, a practice which COCEI continued exploiting in the 

following years and which initiated what I call Alternative Literacy Practices discussed in 

Chapter Five. The use of Zapotec writings in walls as means of expressing the 

movement's demands became a defining element of COCEI's identity. 

Later, in 1981 when COCEI won the local elections, the municipal administration 

began to publish several bilingual materials gathered by local historians as well as poems 
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written by the local poets. The Ayuntamiento Popular de Juchitan, or the Popular 

Municipal Administration led by COCEI, with the financial support of Toledo, continued 

publishing and selling Zapotec and Spanish materials about local and regional history. In 

this period LCC and COCEI together published more Zapotec materials than ever before 

in Juchitan. 

In 1983. the state government removed COCEI from power by arguing that it was 

promoting violence in the city. This was in reality the way in which aggressions against 

COCEI culminated. After 1983. COCEI stopped publishing materials and. currently. 

LCC has decreased its editorial work due mostly to the lack of financial support. As for 

the Church, it never formally published any religious texts since, as I mentioned before, 

the materials were simply mimeographed and distributed only at the church prior to the 

service. 

In spite of this interruption in the generation of Zapotec written materials, these 

three local institutions did continue with the Juchiteco tradition of cultural activism, and 

created spaces of discussion and reflection regarding the Zapotec language. The linguistic 

activism from these three flanks reinforced the Zapotec identity (cf. Chapter Four) and 

generated among Juchiteco people new interests on the Zapotec language. People who 

either attended a COCEI rally, a Catholic mass, an event at LCC or all of them, were 

significantly exposed to renewed forms of religious, political and cultural Zapotec 

activism. 

This type of activism seeking the recognition of political and economic rights and 

its association with broader cultural recognition and language revivalism is not 
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uncommon. There are cases both in the Americas and in Europe. For e.xample the case of 

Ireland is worth mentioning where strong political activities also were accompanied with 

actions directed to the recognition and maintenance of the local language. The case of 

Basque is also illustrative as for linguistic revivalism and political activism seeking 

independence. Wurm reports several examples of language revivalism linked to political 

movements, such as the case of the Faeroes in Scotland whose lansuaae, the Faeroes, was 

being replaced by Danish. Wurm also mentions the Greenlandic Eskimo language, and 

the recognition of Yakut as the official language of the Republic of Yakutia created in 

1992 after the disintegration of the Soviet Union (1998:207). 

In Mexico, another instance of political activism and language development took 

place in the region of Alto Balsas, in the state of Guerreo (Flores Farfan 1999a). Several 

Nahuatl communities opposed the construction of a hydroelectric power station and 

fought against the Mestizo state representatives, highlighting their indigenous 

background through the Nahuatl language and other cultural resources. 

In Chapter Seven I will illustrate the positive reactions on the reproduction of the 

Zapotec language triggered by the scenario of the 1970s and 1980s in Juchitan. I will 

argue that current measures followed by parents to transmit the Zapotec language to their 

children are strongly linked to the cultural activism of the 1970s. 
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Conclusions 

The shift from Zapotec to Spanish as the mother tongue began in the 1950s 

mostly among the upper classes that attend school, if only for a few years. This change in 

the linguistic behavior of Juchitecos corresponds to the major socioeconomic changes 

Juchitan was undergoing during the 1950s. The construction of major means of 

communication and the introduction of several services such as health services and 

schools fostered the commercial activity in the region and introduced new relationships 

with the national society (Lopez Monjardin 1993). The first pre-school appeared in 

Juchitan in the early 1950s and several Zapotec children who formed part of the first 

generation were members of the middle- class and upper class and monolingual in 

Zapotec. 

If initially the interruption of the transmission of Zapotec as the mother language 

took place only among the local elite, this pattern rapidly was reproduced by members of 

other social classes, and in several geographic areas of the city as well. I attempted to 

illustrate this process through the description of four Juchiteco families. My goal was to 

show how the linguistic behaviors at home, at the most intimate levels of people's 

interaction, are having major repercussions on the reproduction of the language and the 

linguistic configuration of the city. The description of these families is illustrative since it 

can help us to reconsider the role of the family as a powerful domain for the transmission 

of the local language. Particularly the capacity to generate native speakers. In this sense, 

the family domain is a strong resource for RLS. 
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From the 1950s, 1960s and onwards, more and more children were acquiring 

Spanish as the mother tongue. The 1970s established the shift from Zapotec to Spanish as 

the mother tongue of a great number of children. The number of children with Spanish as 

LI continued growing with the increment of the number of schools in the community. 

This fact and the formation of bilingual speakers through school, resulted in a robust 

population of Spanish speakers in several secciones. particularly at la primera, la 

segimcla, and la tercera, where children and young people were speaking only Spanish in 

every situation. Whereas the vast majority of children in the secciones adjacent to the 

downtown area were acquiring Spanish as their mother tongue in the mid-1970s, children 

in Cheguigo -and other low income secciones- were still speaking Zapotec. even to 

Spanish monolinguals such as my brothers and myself. By the late 1980s and early 1990s 

the linguistic behavior in Cheguigo was considerably different. During these years it was 

more common for children to use Spanish when conversing not only with their age 

groups but also with their Zapotec speakers parents. This was a big difference with 

respect to the 1970s when Cheguigo children would not switch to Spanish even when 

interacting with non-Zapotec speakers. 

Cheguigo illustrates well the linguistic dynamics that takes place in other 

secciones of Juchitan as well. For example in the quinta seccion or the fifth section, 

considered also as a bastion of Zapotec culture and where a high number of Zapotec 

speakers live, fewer and fewer children are speaking Zapotec. Even in the families where 

the parents and grand parents are Zapotec speakers, and frequently monolinguals in 

Zapotec, the children are not speaking Zapotec despite the fact that they are being 
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exposed to the Zapotec language in an important manner. Although they are exposed to 

Zapotec, they also are being exposed to Spanish through their caregivers. Today older 

children that attend school and are in charge of the younger children are now transmitting 

Spanish to them. In this sense, these caregivers are today functioning as the new and very 

effective Spanish transmission agents (STA). If in the 1940s the STA were not 

transmitting Spanish as LI. today the new generation of STA is doing so. 

But if schools played a great role strongly influenced on the linguistic practices of 

Juchiteco families, other institutions also have procured spaces to resist the effects of 

school. The new socio-political environment in Juchitan also had an impact on the 

reproduction of the local language. The political, cultural and religious momentum made 

the speakers reconsider the status of their language and start to act from these specific 

arenas. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - ZAPOTEC IDENTITY AND LINGUISTIC VITALITY 

Juchiteco people, the same as many other peoples, stress their differences with 

respect to the other Zapotec towns. In Chapter Two I tried to show how. historically, 

Juchitan has become known as a town of rebellious people. In this chapter I will present 

other markers which characterize Juchitan as a Zapotec community. Language certainly 

is one key marker regionally evoked by other Zapotec and non-Zapotec communities to 

characterize Juchitan. In the Isthmus region Zapotecs demarcate its differences not only 

based on regional dialects, but through behaviors towards the Zapotec language. The 

different attitude towards the native language is perceived and verbally expressed by 

other communities, which describe Juchitan as a place where Zapotec language continues 

to be the language of daily interaction. Indeed "in Juchitan people speak Zapotec" an 

Isthmus resident will affirm. My intention in this chapter is to account for the manners in 

which Juchiteco people have consistently embraced their identification and have locate 

themselves in a distinct position with respect to non-Juchitecans. 

I found the concept of ethnicity very helpful for analyzing the ways in which 

Juchiteco people identify themselves and are recognized by others. In this sense, I do 

agree with Campbell (1994) and Royce (1982) when they affirm that ethnicity has been 

central in the interactions Juchitan establishes with other Isthmus communities, as well as 

with the mainstream society. 

My analysis builds on Barth's work (1969) which argues that (1) ethnic identity is 

a continuing process where the elements thorough which ethnicity is expressed are 
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contextual determined, and (2) that the members of the group select the identification 

markers, based on what they consider it is significant. 

With these points in mind, I will try to illustrate how -in the process of 

identification- Juchiteco people have selected particular features to develop their 

distinctiveness in the region. One key element is precisely the Zapotec language which 

among Juchiteco people plays an important role in an ongoing process of ethnic 

differentiation, not only vis-a-vis the national society, but also in relation other Zapotec 

communities in the Isthmus region. 

It is common, indeed to encounter other indigenous communities in the country 

who recognize their singularity as indigenous peoples. The difference I want to highlight 

here is that in Juchitan, local people do celebrate this ethnic self-identification (Royce 

1982). I will try to show here how Juchiteco people not only celebrate but also exalt their 

Zapotecness and, in this manner, they express their high pride of being Zapotec. One of 

my main arguments in this chapter is that language has been one of the central 

instruments Juchiteco people have used to define their boundaries and exclude "the 

others' those who are not Zapotecs. I will pay particular attention to how the linguistic 

boundaries play a central role in the process of ethnic identification. This ethnic 

differentiation through language is particularly important. In this chapter I only will 

highlight this connection since later, in Chapter Seven, I will discuss how the link 

between language and ethnic identity not only is defining limits, but it is also triggering 

strategies of linguistic revitalization. 
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First I will attempt to show how Juchiteco people articulate both their language 

and place of birth in the formulation of their ethnic identity. I will also present the 

manners in which the prestige towards the Zapotec culture is manifested through several 

devices, which include a series of elaborated requirements in their Fiesta cycle and 

rituals. For that reason I will describe a couple of Juchiteco rituals which evidence the 

ethnic character of the community as well as the class differences within the community. 

After describing the demonstrations of ethnicity through the Juchiteco rituals, I will focus 

on how Juchiteco people are also defining their group through the Zapotec language. 

Relying on data from interviews, my own observations, as well as on observations and 

remarks made to me by members of the community, I aim to show how the positive 

values towards the Zapotec language are articulated and how they are revealing a sense of 

in-group solidarity. I ultimately want to show how all these attitudes towards the Zapotec 

language and culture are both contributing to the strengthening of the local identity, and, 

more recently, are promoting the reflection of the status of the Zapotec language. 

Guidxi layii, language and Zapotec Identity 

In Chapter Two, I showed how Isthmus Zapotecs started to develop regional 

differences since early colonial times. I pointed out that Juchiteco people continued 

highlighting their distinction after the Independence and how during the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, the fight for the natural resources was crucial in the definition 

of the group. Zapotecs were the dispossessed and non-Zapotecs (many of them 

Europeans) were usurping their belongings, particularly their natural resources. With the 
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development of the image of Juchitan as a rebellious town, the modest political 

independence and a respectable strong local economy (Rubin 1997:25), Juchitan found 

itself in a different position in relation to other Zapotec communities. Particularly in its 

relative economic autonomy and its political distance maintained with the central 

powers'*". This relative political independence was reached by struggling for what 

belongs to Zapotecs: their natural resources. The control over the land and the economic 

strength developed, allowed Juchitecos to become a self-sufficient society which 

generated a prestigious status. 

Today, one of the recurrent aspects Juchiteco people invoke to identify 

themselves as such is the claim of belonging to guidxi ndi\ 'this town,' their birth place. 

The association with guidxi ndi \ the place of origin, the place where they were bom and 

raised is crucial. The connection to guidxi ndi' is also through descent, since this guidxi is 

the town where Juchitecos, their parents and grandparents were bom and raised"*^. 

Despite (or because of?) the rapid urbanization of the community, the 

incorporation of peasants to an increasingly services and industrial oriented economy-

particularly in the mid 1970s, I identified strong verbal references and attitudes esteeming 

the land, not only as the birthplace, but also an element that defines a lifestyle. For 

example, during interviews and casual conversations, one of the reasons people 

Juchitan was also able to develop a reasonable independence by its rather diversified economic activity 
which included fishing, hunting (iguana, rabbits, deer) as well as land cultivation. This self-sufficiency in 
food production made Juchitan not dependable from outside. 

Juchitecos bury the umbilical cord in the courtyard, establishing a permanent bond with the place of 
birth. 
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mentioned for the loss of the Zapotec language was the introduction of schools^ and 

consequently, the abandonment of traditional activities such as com growing. One 

individual said thai"*^: 

(1) Long ago"*^, almost everybody only [spoke] Zapotec, people used to go to 
the cornfields; nowadays those who are bom. they attend school. 

The references to school and the loss of the Zapotec language was repeatedly 

mentioned as shown in the following statements; 

(2) Long ago all the babies, all the children spoke only Zapotec, [only] 
Zapotec. Nowadays [is ] more Spanish, everybody. That's what I've noticed. 

(3) A lot of people don't speak Spanish, that's why is good to speak Zapotec. 
Long ago, people did not go to school. People were poor, mothers did not 
have money to send their children to school, hence only Zapotec. 

Besides verbalizations like those previously indicated, it is worth mentioning 

other ways in which individuals in Juchitan are currently manifesting their relation to the 

com fields in particular, and agricultural activities in general. For example, one upper 

middle class individual whose occupation was not related to agriculture at all. bought 

small extensions of cultivable lands when he become a middle-aged man. He hired 

Another reason mentioned to me was the influ.\ of dxiis or outsiders. 
The following data were said in Zapotec. As mentioned in the Introductory chapter, I am providing only 

the English translation of the materials originally elicited in Zapotec. I am not presenting the original 
Zapotec version due to my inability to use the standardized Zapotec alphabet and writing conventions. 

I translated the Zapotec lexical item chique as "long ago.' Zapotec cliique is similar to Mexicano 
(NahuatI) in aclno discussed by Hill (1992) and antes as used by Mexicano speakers from Cordova, New 
Mexico and analyzed by Briggs (1988). Hill identified among Mexicano speakers of la Malinche area, an 
entire discursive universe of nostalgia framed by in aclito or the "days gone by." This discourse of 
nostalgia encompasses the time svhen respect, speaking Mexicano. cultivating the land determined 
relationships and defined the Mexicano way of life. Drawing on Goffman. Briggs argues that the use of 
antes among Cordovans from New Mexico provides a frame to report about life and events of 'bygone 
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people to cultivate the land and although he never made any profit from it, he always 

talks about the beauty of tilling 'ra iiaa' ox the cornfield. There are also other cases of 

blue-collared workers, schoolteachers and professional men who begun to plant maize 

and other crops after retiring from their jobs'*^. To my knowledge none of these 

individuals are getting any cash profit (nor see any in the near future) from it, but all of 

them talked about the activity with particular appreciation. 

Although I did not focus my attention on the way in which the valuable meanings 

of the land and its association to speaking Zapotec noted before was discursively 

elaborated, it is important to recognize how the land is an important cultural referent in 

Juchiteco universe. 

The self-identification as Zapotec is connected both, to the place of origin or the 

birth place, but also with the language. That is, people not only are bom in Juchitan, in 

this giiidxi, but they also are bom in a Zapotec speaking place. These are crucial issues 

for Juchitecos' sense of being part of the group. The connection to language and place of 

birth was verbalized as follows: 

(1) We were bom with it [Zapotec language] It is what we speak in this town 

(2) Well, this is its town (...) We were bom with it and we will die with it. 

(3) Because I was bom with it!! I like it more. 

days' in Mexicano verbal an. Here cliique also introduces to the world of long ago. when everybody, 
including children spoke Zapotec. 

I am very familiar with three of these cases. I thank my brother Fredi for pointing me out two other cases. 
Another case of an office assistant who begun to work in the cornfield after retiring, is documented in the 
film directed by Maureen Gosling (2000) 
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Place of birth and language are in this manner intertwined and conferred Juchiteco 

the right to fight for it. This perennial linkage to the land expressed by Juchieteco people, 

as well as the eagerness to fight for it. contributed to the representation of Juchiteco as 

the rebellious people with strong character. This is certainly the origin of the deep sense 

of Juchitecans "localism" referred to by several authors (Rubin 1997; Campbell 1994). 

Due to the different uprisings and rebellions. Juchiteco people generated several feelings 

and started to be portrayed as "grilleros" (trouble makers in the political realm) as well as 

"gente que no se deja" (people who do not allow themselves to be pushed around) which 

Coronado Malagon discusses in her work on the Isthmus regional nicknames and 

identities (2000:82). Other Zapotec markers that Juchiteco mention to define themselves 

as such are their food, their ritual celebrations and the festivities (which include the music 

and songs). 

The cycle of ritual celebrations in Juchitan is indeed a source of pride and another 

marker (besides the rebellious character) that distinguishes Juchitan in relation to the 

regional and national societies. Weddings, baptisms. All Saints observance, and the velas 

-that I will fully describe later on- are some of the fiestas, as well as the sites for the 

recreation of Zapotecness. The intense social interaction patterns among Juchitecos are 

carried on through the cycle of ritual celebrations, weddings, and birthday parties. In fact, 

several Juchiteco semi-speakers learned Zapotec by participating in these activities not 

only through the intimate family network but also through other set of contacts, such as 

neighbors and the work place. 



Since contemporary Zapotec society has become highly stratified, today social 

difference not only is expressed through the commodities and people's wealth, but also in 

the deployment of ethnic markers. All ritual celebrations in Juchitan not only reflect the 

Zapotec character of the city, but also its current social stratification, which has increased 

through time. 

In the following section I will describe two local celebrations I chose because 

they are representative of the organizational celebration system, are praising the ethnic 

singularity of Juchitan and finally because they clearly express class differences. I will 

first describe the town's fiestas, in Zapotec referred to as saa giiidxi, that are celebrated 

through the velas. Secondly, I will describe the giiendaxheela', or the wedding 

celebration. My goal is to show how similarly as with the language, in these celebrations, 

the symbols of Zapotec ethnicity are differently manipulated depending on people's 

resources and yet they act to maintain ethnic boundaries. 

Saa Guidxi 

During the month of May 5aa guidxi or the towns's fiestas take place to worship 

saints, totems, places and even family names. Saa guidxi is the culmination of a series of 

preparations that began a year before, and mobilize a huge amount of people from all the 

secciones of Juchitan. The celebrations are known as las velas and there are around two 

dozen. The major velas take place during the second and third week of May and people 

look forward to it. 
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The velas are big fiestas that start around 9 p.m. and last until 5 a.m. The velas 

take place outdoors in a large space, or in the streets. A big canvas tent is set up to define 

the dance floor. The place is decorated with omaments made out of paper. There are also 

fresh branches of regional trees tied to the big logs that hold up the tent. Around the tent, 

the members of the association {sociedad) of the vela, - the socios- who also co-sponsor 

the fiesta, set up chairs and distribute food and beer to the guests who dance all night long 

under the tent. More recently, with the construction of large public ballrooms in Juchitan, 

some velas take place indoors at these ballrooms due to the rain since the velas are 

celebrated precisely during the rainy season^^. 

Two bands of contemporary miisica tropical play until 3 or 4 a.m. and in the last 

hours the brass band that plays Zapotec sones ends the celebration. Around 3 a.m. some 

of the socios gather together and look for the potential mayordomos or the ritual 

sponsors of the next year vela. 

Each vela is organized into a sociedad, constituted by members of the community. 

The velas are co-sponsored by the members of the sociedad and by the mayordomos who 

change every year, and who generally are married couples. The mayordomos bravely 

commit themselves to spend thousands of pesos"*'' (or US dollars for that matter) 

worshipping the vela San Vicente Ferrer, the vela San Isidro Labrador, or the vela de los 

Pescadores (the Fisherman vela). The following day of a vela the regada de fnitas 

This practice is a source of controversy, since "it goes against the tradition." A vela must take place 
outdoors, under the •"telon" or the canvas tent, despite the rain. In 2000. it rained at the vela Pipi. This was 
not an impediment to enjoy: people kept dancing while the rain continued. This fact was widely celebrated 
for days, both by those who attended the vela and those who did not. 
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throwing of fniits) takes place, with a parade of floats, horses, oxcarts and music. 

Leading the parade first come several peasants on their oxcarts decorated with multicolor 

paper flowers, branches from the greenest banana, and palm trees. These oxcarts belong 

to peasants who are invited by the sociedad and do not charge for participating. This is 

the way in which they contribute to the celebration, even if they do not belong to the vela 

that is being celebrated. Then comes a band of children and adolescents playing pre-

Hispanic music, in second place comes a brass band, followed by several women dressed 

elegantly with the traje regional, carrying big candles to be burned the next morning 

during the Catholic mass in honor of the saint. Behind the women come the men, 

carrying flowers. After the men come several floats, richly decorated, from which girls 

and young women, dressed with exquisite embroidered trajes regionales and wearing 

heavy gold necklaces and bracelets, throw gifts to the public crowded at the street comers 

and gathered around the floats. The parade also includes children and young people 

riding horses highly decorated with colorful paper flowers, who also throw gifts to the 

crowd. There are bands in between floats so the whole parade is saturated with music and 

is experienced as a party as well. On the third day of a vela, la misa -the mass- takes 

place in the morning. Members of the sociedad and the sponsors lead the procession to 

the church and, after the mass there is a final fiesta from early afternoon until late at 

night. Although several people receive an income for their participation in the velas -such 

as the musicians- many people do so voluntarily as is the case of the peasants in their 

In 2002, an estimation made by members of one vela of the expenses of the mayordomo was of 50,000 
Mexican pesos or USS5.200. 
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oxcarts. Others participate as part of their duties as a member of the Juchiteco 

community. As such, an individual must "accompany" and celebrate with his or her 

friends at the night of the vela, the next day at the parade, or pay tribute to the saint the 

third day during the religious service. Moreover, when attending the vela, females give 

xincLxd' to the guest, that is a monetary contribution as way of cooperation^''. Men bring a 

bottle of liqueur or beers. The hosts receive the support and provide a souvenir of the vela 

and food and beverages until the end of the vela. 

The velas are one of Juchitan's scenarios in which socioeconomic differentiation 

of the community is bluntly reflected. This socioeconomic differentiation is expressed 

through the display of key features that the sociedades of certain velas conceive as the 

continuation of Zapotec traditional practices. Among the velas that claim to be 

reproducing Zapotec practices are the Vela San Isidro, the Vela Pipi, the Vela Lopez and 

the Vela Pineda. These velas take place in the area of the city known as guia' or 

"uptown" where middle class and wealthy people live. Poor people who live giie'te' or 

"downtown" say that these velas are the velas of binni ricu, or rich people. Not 

surprisingly the sociedades of these velas include among their members, the wealthiest 

Juchiteco people^'. 

There are at least three important issues that the members of these velas pay 

special emphasis, which require an important monetary investment to fulfill. These are a 

strict dress code, the decoration of the dance area, and the musical bands. Women are 

In Chapter Two I discussed the manners in which Juchiteco contribute in their ritual system. 
" If it is true that wealthy families belong to this velas, it is also true that a relevant number of families 
also belong to lower class. Ta.xi drivers, peasants, market vendors, are found among these velas. 
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encouraged to dress exclusively in the traje regional, and men in a white guayabera, or 

white shirt, and black pants. In fact, frequently people are not allowed to attend these 

velas if the dress code is not respected. The decoration of the bail site also requires a 

considerable amount of money. First, the big tent not only is expensive, but its 

maintenance also becomes costly. The ornaments that are suspended around the tent, and 

the mirrors that surround the dance area also require an important investment of money. 

Finally a traditional vela has to please the guests with two of the most reputed bands that 

play mostly danzones but also traditional sones from the region. A brass band is also a 

requisite, since this band is exclusively hired to play the Isthmus sones that, when 

danced, majestically exhibit the women's trajes. By fulfilling these requirements a vela 

guarantees the continuation of the Zapotec tradition, its grandiosity, and the recognition 

that only wealthy Zapotecs are able to maintain the essential Zapotec character when 

dressing with trajes, wearing expensive jewelry and paying for three bands. The velas 

that do not show these features are merely "fiestas populares," as members of the 

sociedades of the vela Pipi and San Isidro repetitively told me, where "fiestas populares" 

or popular fiestas are celebrations that look like any fiesta elsewhere, but not a Zapotec 

vela. 

Other velas in the Isthmus and in Juchitan that not display the elements that upper 

classes can afford are not considered to be beautiful Zapotec velas. They are not 

exhibiting the elements of what being Zapotec^" means. In the past few years I have 

For e.xample, in Espinal there is a cover charge and women do not wear the traditional traje regional. 
from Juchitecans' point of view, these celebrations are not "real velas." 
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noticed considerable changes on, mainly, the dress code requirement in other velas. This 

is the case, for example, of the Vela San Vicente, or Saint Vincent, the patron of 

Juchitan^^. In this vela, it was very common to see women wearing cocktail dresses but, 

lately, an increasing number of women are wearing the traditional dress, like do women 

who attend "upper class velas"^^. 

Even though in this vela more women do attend wearing the traje regional, the 

fact that many women still wear cocktail dresses and traditional sones do not form part of 

the musical repertoire this vela it does not rank with the other velas in terms of the full 

filling the ethnic requirements. 

The velas also offer a good scenario of the dynamics of language use. Each vela 

has a board of socios (mesa directiva) that meets several times during the year and 

particularly prior to the vela in May. The meetings are held to organize and discuss all the 

logistics and responsibilities of the celebration and the language mostly used is Zapotec^\ 

Spanish is also used by younger 5odo5 who are Spanish-dominant speaker. Older socios 

always use Zapotec when addressing to the group, but Spanish if they are interacting on a 

personal level with a Spanish-dominant or with a semi-speaker. When setting up the 

" This vela not only has the largest number of socios. but it is also the vela that concludes the period ot 
Guidxi. 

Royce (1975, 1982) refers to this phenomenon as the creation of a Zapotec style by the upper Juchiteco 
classes to control the lower classes and secure power. "The symbols of what is considered to be Zapotec are 
constantly being revised as Juchitecos move with the times. (...) The content of Zapotec style has changed 
gradually over the years, but the purpose to which is put remains constant. It is manipulated by the 
members of the Zapotec middle and upper classes and, in certain instances, by the Zapotec lower class in 
order to retain economic and political power within Juchitan in the face of opposition from outsiders." 
(1982:177). Although this explanation is appealing, I do believe that more investigation is required. 

1 have not attended any of these meetings. The data I am presenting here were obtained from interviews I 
did to one socio who is involved in two of the velas. I also know most of the persons my mformant 
mentioned and I have seen them interacting in other moments along the whole process. 
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canvas tent -a task performed by the men- Zapotec is used. This task requires a lot of 

coordination in order to be accomplished since without synchronicity. there are serious 

risks of ruining the tent. The whole process of coordinating the movements of several 

men in charge of ropes and the canvas tent is held in Zapotec. Jokes and recriminations to 

those who fail to follow the directions and do not perform a good task are also in 

Zapotec. Again Spanish will be used only if a young adult does not know how to pose a 

question. During the night of the vela, conversations and interactions among people are 

heard in both languages. More and more Spanish is heard though since the velas are very 

popular among young people, teenagers and children, to whom adults are increasingly 

speaking in Spanish. All the announcements and greetings the band makes are in Spanish 

and the speech the president of the vela gives during the small ceremony where the 

people receive their new charge of mayordoms also is in Spanish. Even the velas that take 

place in Cliegiiigo -a Zapotec-dominant neighborhood- now are performing this 

ceremony in Spanish. I asked if this speech has been always in Spanish, and the answer 

was that 'long ago everything was in Zapotec.'^*' 

I asked people why it was so important to maintain the irajes, the sones and all 

the "traditional features" but not the language, more than one person said that more and 

more people are attending school and learning only Spanish. 

Cf. footnote number 46. 
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Giiendax/ieela' 

In Juchitan there are two ways in which couples conduct their giiendaxheela' or 

two ways to getting married. One is the run-away option and the other is through the 

petition of the bride's hand. Binni gue'te'or "down town people," who are low income 

people living on the south side of city, prefer to "run away." When the couple decides 

when they will run away, the male partner tells his mother he wants to icxlione nea guncia, 

or that he wants to "run away with his woman." The mother agrees to support him, or 

suggests he wait and give the family time to gather money for the expenses. The mother 

then gets things ready, buys new pillows and white sheets to be used by the couple. The 

couple does not really run away but goes to the house of the groom and spends the night 

there. The next day, the groom's family verifies first if she was a virgin and later exhibits 

a handkerchief in a xiga giieta (a painted recipient made of gourd) with the bloodstain of 

the recently deflowered. They then send messengers to the bride's home to let her family 

know that the bride is now at the house of the groom. The bride's family comes to the 

groom's home where there are already neighbors; family and friends prepare crowns 

made of red flowers, which are distributed to all women. The bride remains in bed 

covered with red flowers, while close relatives continuously come inside to see her and to 

confirm that she indeed was a virgin. Outside, friends and relatives dance and celebrate 

the event. That night, they bum firecrackers at the house of the bride to announce that she 

had run way. Days later both families get together again and agree about the 

arrangements of the civil marriage, the religious ceremony, and future celebrations. All 

the talks and exchanges are in Zapotec, including the blessing of the newly married 
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couple in front of the altar at the house of the godmother, and the arrangements for the 

ceremonies, but the civil and religious ceremonies are in Spanish. 

The Godmother of the bride and groom play a central role in the whole process, 

checking the evidence of the bride's virginity, and blessing the couple. The Godmother 

used to pay part of the expenses of the wedding although now that is very rare, and the 

couple is in charge of the expenses. A practice that has become very popular is to ask 

friends and neighbors to become co-parents, and pay for a band or other expenses of the 

weeding party. 

Whereas poor people "run away" all the time, middle and upper classes always 

select the second option, which is to request the hand of the bride. This type of marriage 

eliminates several stages of exchanges between both families and especially, it excludes 

the demonstration of the bride's virginity. Despite these differences, both options share 

several features. For example, the main reception after the religious service takes place at 

the house of the groom. The next day there is usually a second celebration, this time at 

the house of the bride, where those who were not able to attend the first time have a 

second chance to bring the present for the newly married couple. 

Another key feature in both types is the dance of the Mediu xiga^^, a traditional 

dance where attendants of the wedding party dance in front of the couple. The dancers 

hold a ceramic pot and everybody tries to break the other person's pot. A married couple. 

Mediu: Zapotequization of the Spanish word "Medio", a currency from the colonial period.; Kiga: gourd, 
recipient. The recipients the couple holds on their laps where the money is placed. 
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either friends or relatives, provides the pots establishing by this manner a ritual kin 

relation with the newly married couple and their families. 

The dance of Mediu xiga begins when the bride and groom sit in the dance floor, 

each one with a gourd in their laps. The couple's sponsors stand behind them with several 

dozens of ceramic pots. The band plays the son and, before the dancers take a pot, they 

place a bill in the recipients the groom and bride are holding in their laps. The band 

continues playing the Mediu xiga until they run out of pots or until no more people place 

money in the containers. The money collected symbolizes the community's contribution 

to the couple, that is, the community participates in providing the couple's first funds. 

Both upper and middle class wedding parties perform this dance. 

Velas, guendaxheela', class differences and the dances of ethnicity 

Class, gender and ethnicity are intertwined expressing the complex dynamics of 

Juchitecans' sense of otherness. It would seem that the display of ethnic markers through 

the well-to-do velas is putting low-income Juchitecans in a disadvantaged position on the 

choices they have to manifest their Juchitecness. 

A vela of binni probably will not have a canvas tent, especially if that year 

the members of the vela did not have money to rent one^^. People certainly do not wear 

expensive trajes and there will not be a brass band and fewer soiies are played. 

However, they are not less Zapotecs or less Juchitecans. Not fulfilling these 

requirements is not precluding them of their ethnicity. Nor are well-to-do families are 
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more Zapoiecs by affording expensive "ethnic markers/ Both classes identify themselves 

as Juchitecans, however they belong to a stratified Juchitecan society. The class 

differences are indeed expressed by the lack of expensive elements at the velas and 

through marriage options. 

But what then do poor people have to define their ethnicity? The mutual help, 

which people feel is a crucial part of being Juchiteco, is still widely practiced among low-

income families. For example during a marriage, friends and neighbors help with the 

making of the food, cleaning and taking care of several details. Another way people 

continue helping each other is when a new house is being built. Male friends contribute 

with their labor when the roof of the house needs to be put up. Another key marker. 

amply exploited by poor people, was the political struggle expressed through the 

gatherings, rallies and marches (Campbell 1994) that made use of the velas and fiesta's 

elements. 

The manner in which gender relationships are established in Juchitan is also 

constantly used to identify Juchitan. The relationships between women, men and gay 

people have been the focus of attention and several materials have been produced 

(written and video recorded). The majority of these materials unfortunately depict 

Juchitecan gender relationships as women-friendly and categorical acceptance of gay 

people^''. Although my intention it is not to analyze gender relations in Juchitan it is 

necessary to highlight a couple of observations concerning gender aspects in connection 

Some sociedades have their own canvas tent and rent it to other velas who do not have. 
An exception is the approach and skepticism always shown by Campbell (1994) and Campbell and Green 

(1996). 
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to the issues here discussed, particularly since women obviously play a visible role in the 

maintenance of Juchitan's singularity, although from a subordinated position. 

Continuing with the situations that I am using to discuss the ethnic elements. I 

will try to show how women are positioned in a vulnerable place. In a vela, women 

indeed are the bearers of the most noticeable identity markers, that is, by wearing the 

dress and jewelry and exhibiting them while dancing. Poor women in the "run-away" 

style of marriage arrangement also receive the major load of attention, although in an 

obviously disadvantaged position compared to well-to-do-women. Nevertheless in both 

cases women are the recipients of stigmatization. For example, if a woman attend a vela 

without the dress code required, she might not be allowed to enter the vela or, if she does, 

will certainly be stigmatized. Or if it is the case where she fulfills the requirement, she 

•Still will be checked on the appropriateness of her attire. 

Class and ethnicity 

Class differentiation in Juchitan is not recent. In fact, the whole town still 

remembers the divisions that existed within the city in the 1910s between the Green 

(Liberals, formed mostly by poor peasants) and the Red (Conservative well to do 

families) parties. Class differences were activated since the beginning of the 20th century, 

particularly after the Mexican Revolution. Although the development of these differences 

has been extensively documented and analyzed (Campbell 1994; Royce 1975), it is worth 

making a couple of remarks. In her work, Royce argues that Juchiteco elites have utilized 

ethnic markers to control and exert power among the local population. Campbell argues 
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that more recently, ethnicity has been used by poor people as a weapon in their political 

project against oppressors to become the new leaders in the definition of the Zapotec 

culture''". In sum, these approaches seem to be arguing that the manipulation of ethnicity 

has its roots in class interests, pointing to the idea that when one social class is in charge 

of the definition of the ethnicity, the other plays no role. In this sense, despite the serious 

works that addressed the relationships between ethnicity and class**', in Juchitan, we still 

lack a full understanding of the process of the construction of Juchiteco ethnic identity. 

Has the Zapotec ethnic identity been indeed determined mostly by class conflicts at 

different points in time? If so, how do the different classes conceive themselves with an 

imposed identity? But we can ask ourselves whether these class conflicts have rather 

created a multifaceted Zapotec ethnic identity, that is that the Zapotec identity is 

e.xpressed in different manners'"". If so, to what e.xtent could we talk about the redefinition 

of a broader collective identity vis-a-vis the Mexican national society? Indeed the 

relationship between class and ethnicity is a quite complicated topic that requires further 

investigation. Unfortunately this work was not designed to solve this question and, 

despite my discussion on class issues and ethnicity, this work cannot discuss the role of 

class in the construction of ethnic identity. 

^ Campbell asserts that the Zapotec ethnic style is not anymore controlled only by the upper classes, but 
also by lower and lower-middle classes, and that they are now in charge of its re-detlnition (1994; 244). 
Unfortunately COCEI is now weak, highly divided and full of corruption. The question now is how the 
expressions of ethnic affirmation via the political realm will be displayed. A new political project will 
probably emerge. 

The works that address the relationship between class and ethnicity tend to discuss these issues between 
different groups. (Friedlander 1975, Burgois 198L), but discussions on class differences within a single 
ethnic group is rare. 
62 For example, that different classes use different ethnic markers to identify themselves as Zapotecs. 
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Today, elite's ethnic markers are indeed emphasizing class differentiation within 

the community. Moreover, these manifestations of ethnicity maintain the differences to 

the outside with a style that, Royce argues, can compete with the national society's style. 

In Royce's words "Isthmus Zapotec style can be manifested in just as extravagant and 

costly fashion as the Mexican Style" (1982:178). But this style is not the only ethnic 

element of Juchiteco identity. The Zapotec style referred to by Peterson is the most 

visible "marker" exported to the outside, like the 'molas' among the Kunas or the 

tapestry among the Olavalenos of Ecuador. In this sense ethnicity continues to be a 

vigorous device of differentiation which Zapotecs keep in the development of their 

political and cultural struggle. 

Within the Juchiteco stratified society, the remarkable differences are lived on a 

daily basis. To the outside, Juchitecos continue rising controversial images. They are 

recognized as "tradicionalistas" (traditionalists) and people who "defienden su cultura" 

(defend their culture) but also as "revoltosos" (insubordinate) as Coronado Malagon 

(2000:82) describes. 

These constantly renewed manners of Juchiteco cycle of fiestas that celebrate 

their identity, the amount of money invested*""^ in their celebrations and their particular 

ways of doing politics, have contributed to increasing the ethnic prestige of Juchitecos 

and, at the same time, maintaining class differences. 

" It would be interesting to analyze how much part of this e.xcessive disbursement is also related to the idea 
of being generous and the avoidance of being greedy, which is socially penalized in Juchitan. Certainly 
low-income families who belong to these velas resent more the expenditures (food, membership fee to the 
sociedad, the dress, etc.) than the well-to-do families. 
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Worshiping the saints by offering masses after the velas, dancing the Mediii 

Xhiga, eating iguanas and gueta buiguii. are only a few of the features with which 

Juchiteco people identify themselves. In addition to these markers, the Zapotec language 

is another indicator of the groups' identity. In the following section I will try to illustrate 

how Juchitecans also express their ethnic membership through their perceptions of the 

Zapotec language, as well as through their linguistic behaviors. 

Language as an identity marker 

The use of language to identify a group is a common phenomenon. The case of 

Basque in Spain and Gaelic in Ireland is highly illustrative, to mention one among several 

cases in the world. The link between language and ethnicity is also overtly manifested for 

self-identification purposes among Catalans in Spain (Woolard 1989). 

My ethnographic work has found that Zapotec ethnicity not only is e.xpressed 

through the intense system of rituals and Fiesta celebrations. I also found that ethnicity is 

verbally asserted in Juchitan and also that the Zapotec language is used both as means 

and as symbol to express the identity of the group. Although language shift is under way. 

the manners in which the ethnic affirmation are expressed also are challenging the 

symbolic domination (Bourdieu 1982) of Spanish, the language people recognize as 

deep-rooted in the community largely through the school system. Besides, the ways and 

manners in which Juchitecos are putting in practice the Zapotec language are also 

manifesting resistance to their incorporation into the national society and challenging 

outside characterizations of the group as a backward and non-educated community. 
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In Chapter Two I tried to show how Juchitan was a peripheral town even after 

Mexico gained its independence from Spain. Due to constant revolts at the beginning of 

the twentieth century and the overt oppositions against imposed political leaders from 

central government, Juchitan did not seem to deserve the construction of schools and 

hospitals. Tehuantepec on the other hand "was rewarded (...) for its cooperation with state 

and national governments" (Royce 1982:171). 

We can assert that in Juchitan, initially the maintenance of the Zapotec language 

was due to the low interaction of Juchiteco people with non-Juchiteco society. Later. 

when more contact was evident, Spanish begun to replace Zapotec mostly through state 

institutions, particulariy through schools. 

The fact that historically Juchitan did not enjoy government "benefits' through 

federal developmental projects as did other communities in the region, helped the 

community to maintain its Zapotec character. While other communities had outside 

support from governmental projects and foreign investment, they also were exposed to 

the ideologies that go along with these; Juchitan instead had more reasons to reinforce its 

Zapotec singularity. With the delay of schools prior to the 1950s the number of Zapotec 

monolinguals remained high in relation to the other major Zapotec communities. For 

example, in I960, 20 percent of Juchitecans of a total of 23,870 were Zapotec 

monolinguals. In Tehuantepec less than I percent were Zapotec monolinguals, and 

Ixtepec had only 4.84 percent of Zapotec monolinguals out of its total population. 

With the multiplication of schools, the Zapotec language was immediately 

impacted (cf. Chapter Two), the intergenerational Zapotec transmission was interrupted 
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and the linguistic configuration of the community changed. Even so, the intense Juchiteco 

social life through the velas, weddings, birthday panies and many other celebrations 

worked as the areas of the Zapotec language reproduction. Besides the customary cycle 

of fiestas, and the everyday visits people pay to friends and relatives, the local markets 

continued to be the domain of Zapotec interaction. Through these spaces of Zapotec 

interactions, many Zapotec children became exposed to the local language developing 

different linguistic competence while growing up. 

Despite the decrease in use of the Zapotec language to communicate with children 

who were expected to go to school, the worth of the language did not diminish. In the 

following section I will attempt to show the vibrant manners in which Juchiteco people 

verbally express the value of the language, and the manners in which these positive 

values are connected to the Zapotec ethnic identity. The data I utilized to discuss this 

issue come from interviews, as well as multiple notes I wrote of my daily observations''"*. 

Language and group identification 

In my interviews conducted on perceptions about the language and reported 

language use, the answers are quite illustrative of the connection between language and 

identity. For example to the question "Do you think the Zapotec language is necessary?" 

some of the answers were: 

" Refer to the methodology section of Chapter One for a more detailed explanation of the questionnaires 
utilized and people who were interviewed. The transcriptions I included in this particular section belong to 
individuals from different socioeconomic segments and geographical areas of the city. This background is 
mentioned either prior or after the transcription of their responses. 
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(1) Of course it is necessary. It always comes on first place. We bom with it 
and we should die with it, and I've never been or I will never be ashamed of 
speaking Zapotec.(Worker, low-income male, 44 years old). 

(2) Sure thing! I would love for us to continue (speaking) our Zapotec. I like 
it because it is beautiful, it has several ways of, how can I explain to you, 
many ways to communicate, to make people understand each other. (Market 
vendor, low-income female, 63 years old). 

(3) Si, es necesario porque cuando hablamos zapoteco nos hablamos como 
hermanos. Se elimiinan las barreras. 
Yes, it is necessary because when we speak Zapotec we talk to each other as 
brothers. You eliminate the barriers.(MD, middle class male, 43 years old). 

(4) El zapoteco te da la oportunidad de entender otras cosas que no entiendes 
en espaiiol. El espanol le permite entender ciertas cosas y el zapoteco otras 
cosas. 

Zapotec language gives you the opportunity to understand other things that 
you do not understand (when said) in Spanish. Spanish permits you to 
understand some things and Zapotec other things. 

Besides the symbolic attachment of being from Juchitan, the beauty of the 

language and the idea of brotherhood, speaking Zapotec also has other practical values: 

(5) Es una defensa hablar zapoteco en el mercado. Si no, te dan caro. La 
intencion es otra. 
At the market you are protected when speaking Zapotec. If not, you get 
expensive (merchandise) The intention changes. (Accountant, middle class 
female, 26 years old). 

(6) Claro que es fundamental! Mientras mas lenguas sepamos mejor. 
Manejamos hasta a la gente con el zapoteco. Los libanese nada tontos, para 
dominar el mercado dominaron el zapoteco. 

Of course it is crucial! The more languages we know, the better. We can have 
control over people. Lebanese people were not stupid, they mastered Zapotec 
to control the market. (Retired teacher, upper middle class female, 62 years 
old). 
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People frequently remarked on the benefits of speaking Zapotec in the market. In 

Juchitan, speaking Zapotec certainly makes commercial transactions run smooth, get 

better prices and better merchandise. This aspect is undoubtedly also related to broad 

issues of Zapotec bonds, solidarily and intra group identification. The idea that a member 

of your own group will not trick you lies beneath this comment. 

When I asked people if they liked to speak (or those who did not speak if they 

would like to learn) Zapotec, people looked at me with an expression in their faces of 

"what kind of question is that?" It was like they would not believe that there was 

someone who did not like to speak Zapotec. One person even asked me "You don't?" 

To the question of when and in which situations they use Zapotec. the answers 

included the family, at the market, at work, with my neighbors, and the like. Moreover, a 

very frequent response was "y cuando estoy en otro lado, en otra ciudad y veo a un 

paisano" (and when I am elsewhere, in another city and I see a compatriot). A Spanish-

dominant middle class male informant told me that he used to speak Zapotec on a daily 

basis with other Juchitecans studying in the same university in Mexico City. 1 asked him 

if speaking in Zapotec was a frequent thing to do among Juchiteco people who resided in 

Mexico City, and he said: "es un lazo de union" (it is a linkage de). 

Another clear example of the connection of language and group identification, as 

well as of boundary maintenance was expressed with the following anecdote a low-

income male individual told me. He was at work -a mechanic shop- with two other 

persons, a co-worker and a man from a different city who had been in a car accident, and 

whose car was at the shop to be repaired. Since the customer was an outsider and did not 
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speak Zapotec, the three men were speaking in Spanish about the insurance paperwork 

and the service procedures. After they agreed on what to do, the other Zapotec speaker 

left the conversation momentarily and went to a different part of the shop to provide 

service to another customer. My informant told me that he continued speaking in Spanish 

to the customer telling him that they needed to talk to the insurance representative. He 

then switched to Zapotec to address the same co-worker who was away from them. 

telling him that he was leaving the shop to take the person of the accident to the insurance 

guy. This made the customer angry and he asked what had just been said, and why they 

were speaking in Zapotec. My informant told him that he just had told his co-worker 

what the customer already knew. My informant said that the outsider was really offended 

when they spoke in Zapotec. He said that he always has used Zapotec with his co

workers and Spanish with outsiders and even if they get offended he will not change that. 

The same person said in Zapotec to me: 

We, we are Juchitecans. We are people from Juchitan. We are not 
foreigners for us to speak Spanish the way they speak it. We were bom here, 
and wherever we go, if we go to China or Japan, or if we go to hell, we will 
speak Zapotec, because we were bom with it. 

Indeed Juchitecans who live outside the homeland or who meet another Zapotec 

person in a different city, speak in Zapotec and this raises several feelings from the side 

of other non-Zapotecs. My own experience will illustrate this issue. Several years ago. I 

was at the bus station in Oaxaca city with a (non-Zapotec) friend. Another (Zapotec) 

friend approached us and after greeting my companion in Spanish, he switched to 

Zapotec and started conversing with me. I noticed that my companion felt displeased so I 
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answered in Spanish to my Zapotec friend. He in turn continued in Zapotec. Only after 

we concluded our conversation (about common friends and things related to our own 

experience) he switched back to Spanish when he asked both of us if we still had to wait 

long for our bus. From the perspective of my companion, we were being impolite 

speaking in Zapotec in his presence. My Zapotec friend noticing that something was 

wrong with my non-Zapotec friend, asked me if he was mad. I told him that probably it 

was because we were excluding him from our conversation by chatting in Zapotec. My 

Zapotec friend on the contrary, did not think we were being rude or impolite. From his 

perspective, talking in Zapotec with me about a topic not known by the other person was 

not an indication of discourtesy. Even when using the same language, frequently people 

get excluded from a conversation if they are not familiar with the topic of the event 

discussed. My Zapotec friend was neither ignoring my monolingual companion, because 

he first greeted him, later he asked him if we would have to wait longer for our bus, and 

finally said good bye. 

From this perspective it is obvious that speaking two languages, or speaking 

Zapotec is not an unproblematic condition. Although Juchitecans do recognize this 

"inconvenience,' they assume it is the other's, not theirs. 

The socioeconomic stratification of Juchiteco society is also determining the way 

people are being exposed to both languages, and Juchitecans are aware of the origin of 

the expansion of Spanish in the community. When I asked adults both, low-income as 

well as upper classes families why their children were not learning Zapotec or why they 
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were not becoming fluent Zapotec speaicers, the response was because that the schools 

had major influence in maicing them speak Spanish to their children. 

This was certainly a painful recognition and none of my interviewees mentioned 

that they deliberately had plans to erase Zapotec. Actually, people always thought that 

children eventually would acquire Zapotec. since they would hear it everywhere, except 

in the family. During my interviews and conversations, people expressed this idea in 

different manners. For example, a woman who was talking in Zapotec with the children 

told me that her husband told her "Dejalos. solitos van a aprender zapoteco en la escuela. 

Mejor hablales en espafiol para que no los enredes" [Leave it (that way), they will learn 

Zapotec by themselves, at school. Speak to them in Spanish, do not confuse them]. 

Although this particular voice belongs to an older low-income woman, I gathered 

the same impressions from different families, including middle and upper classes. People 

spoke Spanish with their children believing that they would learn Zapotec at school and 

in the streets. 

I asked an upper middle class balanced bilingual who, despite the fact he and his 

wife are both Zapotec speakers, liked Zapotec and did not want the language to die, why 

they did not use the local language with their children. He said the reason why they did 

not speak Zapotec to the children was: "pensando que en la escuela se les iba a dificultar 

laaa, el aprendizaje" [Thinking that theee, their learning at school would be difficult for 

them]. 

He further elaborated his explanation and told me that: 
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Una cosa importante en la vida de los ninos [es] que acuden al kinder 
(...) desde ahi empiezan a dejar el zapoteco y van tomando el castellano (...) 
es mas hasta los maestros les reganan "no hables zapoteco" entonces esa 
criatura aprende (espafiol) hay mas apoyo a eso. Y todos mis hijos fueron al 
kinder ahi casi no... sf entienden bien el zapoteco pero desde el kinder, eso 
influyo mucho. influye bastante en no aprender bien el zapoteco. 

An imponant event in children's life [isl that attend kindergarten, (...) 
there they start to abandon the Zapotec [language] and start taking Castilian 
(...) Moreover, teachers scold them "do not speak Zapotec" so that infant 
leams (Spanish) there is more support for that. And all my children attended 
kindergarten and there, they did not...they understand Zapotec pretty well, but 
since the kindergarten, that influenced a lot, it influences in not learning 
Zapotec well. 

If at first glance people seemed not to care about the shift from Zapotec to 

Spanish, this does not necessarily explains the shift. Parents did not know that with their 

linguistic behaviors they were changing the whole pattern of language interaction not 

only within the family, but in the community in general. 

There is then strong evidence that community members do recognize that the 

language of the state, Spanish, was imposed through school, a state institution. There is 

also evidence that this imposition has proved to be harmful for the reproduction of the 

language and has also promoted the lack of trust in schools and state authority in general. 

The following case exemplifies how the community does not rely on schools. A low 

income man in his early forties said that when he attended school, Zapotec was 

prohibited. Consequently, he only talked in Spanish to his children so they could be 

fluent by the time they went to school. He thought his children would learn Zapotec by 

listening their parents and grandparents. Later, he realized that, although his children 

understood Zapotec, they always spoke in Spanish. The man said that now his high-
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school children are being told by their teachers to speak the Zapotec language and 

preserve their culture. In relation to this, my informant said; 

Believe me. now schoolteachers are saying to make Zapotec come 
back. Those schoolteachers have confused us a lot. First they taught us to 
write cursive, then to print. Later [they said] *no' to Zapotec. now 'yes', we 
have to speak our culture. 

From the perspective of this man. schools are inconsistent. This is a retlection in 

fact that goes beyond the unreliable character of schools in terms of their linguistic policy 

in particular, but of the educational policy in general. The constant changes of methods 

and programs are also a source that is hard to trust. Then, since schools constantly are 

changing their teaching methods and policies, they are not reliable institutions. This is 

one reason people do not think of schools as sites for implementing programs with 

linguistic revitalization purposes. 

Today people do regret the consequences of their linguistic behaviors and the 

choices made with respect to the language issue. Adults frequently verbalized that now 

children need to learn Zapotec at an early age, otherwise they will become passive 

bilinguals or semi speakers. As for these speakers, fluent adults remarked that they have 

had to make efforts to become fluent speakers. Their comments as for the current 

situation of the Zapotec language always implied that it was a too bad that young people 

were not speaking Zapotec as fluently as they did. Adults did not elaborate much on this 

aspect and I noticed a recurrent attitude of answering with short answers and mixed 
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feelings of regret and discomfort. This certainly is a tender topic since they are not 

unaware that children do (earn the language they are raised with at home. 

To be ashamed of speaking Zapotec is shameful 

Another regular topic of conversation raised during informal conversations, but 

also brought up when applying questionnaires was that of being ashamed of speaking 

Zapotec. This is particularly relevant when considering that in Mexico, speaking an 

indigenous language is being an Indian. Sometimes, even if someone does not speak an 

indigenous language, but "looks" Indian, he is likely to be considered backward and 

ignorant. The classic work of Friedlander (1975) in Hueyapan, central Mexico shows 

how in Mexico the nationalist ideology has tried to construct an ideal "Mexican," a 

person who descends from an Indian and a Spaniard (a Mestizo). Friedlander analyzes 

"the contradictions that exist between the reality of being Indian in contemporary Mexico 

and the idealized image of the Indian as the representative of Mexico's prehispanic 

heritage" (xiv). Moreover, she argues that the identity of the people from Hueyapan is the 

result of a highly stratified (Mexican) society rather that a recognition of their different 

ethnicity. Bonfil Batalla (1989, 1992b) also addresses the asymmetrical position of the 

Indian in Mexico. He argues that Indians have a role that they did not choose. For Bonfil 

Batalla, the way the Indian in Mexico is conceived is merely as a referent, not as a 

protagonist of Mexico's past and present. The role conferred to the Indian in .Mexico is 

that of a bearer of a highly regarded past. Under these circumstances, the Indian of today 
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is of no use for the project of the Nation. The Indian of today, Bonfil argues, is that 

backward individual who did not become a Mestizo (1992b:39). 

Juchitecans do not assume themselves to be Indians in the way the notion of indio 

has been ideologically constructed in the country. From the perspective of Juchiteco 

people, they self-identify as "Juchitecos." "Tecos." "Biivii teed" or "B'nmias 

expressed for example in the quote presented in pages 20 and 21. Bonfil Batalla argues 

that the label indio is a colonial imposition, and the rejection of the epithet is the rejection 

of the colonial order. Using the observation made by Julio de la Fuente who described 

how Isthmus Zapotecs refuse the designation of Indians, Bonfil Batalla (I992a;44) claims 

that this attitude is a way of resisting colonial domination. 

This is not to say that the word indio does not form part of the vocabulary of 

Juchitecans. Certainly people do use the term. But I maintain that it has different 

connotations from the national discourse. A classic example commonly heard in Juchitan 

when the word indio seems to have the same derogatory intention, is used when talking 

about el General Charis, an important figure in the history of the community (cf. Chapter 

Two). Charis participated in the Mexican Revolution and later became a local Cacique, 

but he also brought federal funded projects to benefit the community. In Juchitan, and in 

the Isthmus region, el general Charis is frequently referred to as an "'Indian," but 1 will 

argue that despite this designation, it still differs form the derogatory use of the term 

nationwide. I will use the following quotes from Campbell to illustrate my point; 

Binni: people and Zcr. cloud, that is the people from the clouds. 
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When Zapotec people discussed Charis' life with me, they invariable 
began with a statement such as "Charis was an illiterate indio who never 
spent a single day in school," (...) "General Heliodoro Charis Castro was an 
Indian, that's for sure [itn indio pero deveras!] (Campbell 1994:77). 

Indeed, people refer to el general Charis as an indio and in fact there are several 

jokes on the way el general Charis spoke Spanish. But the image of him is that of an 

admirable man who succeeded and became senator of the Republic, despite his lack of 

fluency in speaking Spanish. From Campbell's perspective: 

Charis is now a reflexive icon, a repository of myth and history about 
being Zapotec in the twentieth century. By admiring tales of the general's 
war exploits or laughing at Charis jokes (which especially emphasize the 
generals' confused Spanish and social blunders in "civilized society"), 
Istmefios both celebrate their ethnic and regional pride and comment on the 
bittersweet process of becoming a bilingual, biculturai (i.e., Zapotec-
Mexican) people (1994:78). 

By describing el general Charis as im indio deveras or a "truly Indian" is referring 

to, in effect, an actual indio but not the caricature of the Indian developed by the 

nationalist ideology, nor the "untruly' Indian, the ignorant and backward. 

Considering the stigmaiizalion of Indians in Mexico and, in looking for the values 

and perceptions of the Zapotec language, I asked Juchitecans if they were ashamed of 

speaking Zapotec. The only and emphatic answer was 'no'. I also asked if they knew 

somebody who was ashamed of speaking Zapotec. I had a more variety of answers to this 

question. The majority said that they did not know anyone who was ashamed of speaking 

Zapotec. Some informants did report having known someone that was ashamed of being 

a Zapotec speaker. But those who responded affirmatively to my question were not able 
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to name a single person. They hesitated and even though they all tried, nobody was able 

to remember one individual much less a name^^. Only one informant actually 

remembered someone from Juchitan who did not admit to be a Zapotec speaker. This 

informant told me a whole anecdote in which he vividly remembered all the details of 

how he met the person in another city, and how he recognized the 'deserter.' 

Another person who said he did not know anybody who was ashamed of speaking 

and being Zapotec, expressed that had he known someone who was ashamed of speaking 

Zapotec, he would feel sorry for him, since that would mean that that person had serious 

limitations and serious problems. Two Individuals (in different interviews) actually said 

they knew people who were ashamed of speaking Zapotec. When I asked why did they 

think this was the case, they responded that because those persons did not learn Zapotec 

when they were children and did not fully learn it. So they were ashamed they did not 

learn Zapotec as natives. 

Indeed, not speaking fluent Zapotec makes people feel ashamed, and inhibits its 

use. The reasons they gave were several, including purist attitudes both from semi 

speakers themselves and from their interlocutors. This linguistic purism that also has 

been identified among the Malinche residents in central Mexico (Hill and Hill 1986) and 

among the Yaqui and the Mayo of Sonora (Moctezuma 2000) appears at a very young 

age among Juchiteco people. I was once at the house of some friends and the eight year 

old son said to his mom, a Zapotec dominant speaker of a low-income family, that he 

The reader might think that my informants did not reveal the name or mention someone to me, for 
reasons of discretion or something like that. But I am positive this was not the case. With their answers, 
people were condemning a potential person that could be ashamed of being a Zapotec speaker. 
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would never speak Zapotec in front of her because she would laugh at him. The mother 

was more than surprised and asked his son why she would laugh at him. The boy said that 

because he did not speak Zapotec well. This boy's comment reflects how entrenched the 

idea of speaking "bad Zapotec' is reproached. Young adults and teenagers also repeatedly 

expressed being inhibited due to their hampered Zapotec. 

Whereas in Mexico the discriminatory status of Indian is painfully experienced by 

the indigenous communities, for Juchitecans "speaking Zapotec is being from Juchitan." 

Again, in Juchitan, to speak Zapotec is to be from the place with a remarkable history of 

survival, and to belong to the people who do not become subordinate under political 

pressures. 

El Zapoteco esta de moda: renewed interests in speaking Zapotec 

In Chapter Three I described how in the 1970s, new spaces were locally generated 

where the interaction through the Zapotec language was not only possible but also 

encouraged. The strong participation of local people within the frame of the political, the 

religious, and the cultural realms, was a response to the strong identification with the 

language. The activities developed in these domains (the church, the local cultural center 

and the local leftist group) continued glorifying the local culture. 

These spaces of ethnic affirmation in the new sociopolitical context of Juchitan in 

the 1970s placed the Zapotec language in a crucial position as an identification element. 

Juchiteco people were able not only to appear in the political realm or in violent scenarios 

of armed uprisings, but also created new scenarios to assert their ethnicity. In the context 
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of these new spaces, people were now performing activities related to the Zapotec 

language in many spheres. This ethnic value attached to the language promoted the 

exploration of new ways of expression via the language. It also promoted the sense of 

otherness because despite the language being replaced in the 1970s. Juchitan remained as 

a place where more people continue to speak it. 

During this period a mixture of people became involved with either LCC. the 

church or COCEI and experienced the language differently. Under the sponsorship of 

these local institutions, semi speakers, passive bilinguals, Zapotec dominant and balanced 

bilinguals became in contact generating a new wave of interest and expanding the scope 

of the language. During this time semi-speakers had opportunities to develop their skills, 

other Juchitecos had a chance to hear Zapotec more frequently and many others learn to 

write and translate into Zapotec materials previously available only in Spanish. 

The current and constantly renewed interests in the language, I affirm, are rooted 

in this period. To the question why is it that after that people stop teaching Zapotec to the 

children, there are now signs of interest on the language, an individual pointed out that 

"porque el zapoteco esta de moda" (because Zapotec is fashionable). By using Zapotec as 

the means and topic of communication, local people made Zapotec fashionable, while at 

the same time they were engaging in political, cultural and religious Zapotec activism. 

Now that the shift to Spanish is a common thing in several sectors of the city, the 

concern towards the loss of the Zapotec language is also expressed everywhere. It is hard 

to determine the number of Zapotec semi-speakers since there are not only semi-speakers 

from the generation of the 1950s, when Spanish begun to be acquired as LI. but also 
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other speakers who still are continuously emerging. Nevertheless, these semi-speakers 

regret the fact that they are not fully Zapotec speakers. Many of them feel ashamed of 

speaking a hampered Zapotec. 

Today both, well to do people and low-income people regret not speaking 

Zapotec. Those who speak it but did not transmit it to their offspring also showed their 

disappointment. When asked about the future of the reproduction of the language they 

showed their concern. People are very much aware of the intergenerational gap and the 

consequences of that. 

A low-income woman told me that her already married children who do not speak 

Zapotec tell her: 

"Mami," me dicen, "ipor que no me hablas en zapoteco? yo no le 
entiendo." Bueno, les digo, ahora les voy a hablar puro Zapoteco y les hablo. 
[y me dicen] "mejor hablame en espanol, no le entiendo". 

"Mommy," they tell me, "why don't you speak in Zapotec with me? I 
do not understand it." Well, I tell them, now I will speak only in Zapotec, and 
I speak to them. [And they tell me] "Why don't you better speak Spanish? I 
do not understand [what you are saying]." 

The same person also told me: 

Now I speak Zapotec with my little grandchildren. I want them to 
learn Zapotec and Spanish. 

Cenainly grandparents now realize that children do not learn Zapotec unless they 

are prompted to do so. I continually heard the concern from the part of grand parents who 

expressed that children need to hear more Zapotec. Grandparents are certainly a 
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wonderful resource who should be kept in mind for RLS endeavors. Their roles will be 

addressed in Chapter Seven. 

Zapoiec Identity and the future of the Zapotec language 

As I pointed out in Chapter Three, more children are learning Spanish all over the 

city and people are aware that Spanish is replacing Zapotec. This awareness is precisely 

where the conflict is bluntly reflected. On the one hand, people claim the attachment to 

the language and use it as an identification of their ethnicity, and yet many people are 

teaching Spanish to the children. But Juchitecans are not intentionally giving up the 

language. The secondary feeling or better said, the hope, is that children will eventually 

learn Zapotec later as they are growing up. What parents have in mind is to secure the 

transmission of Spanish in order to secure the socioeconomic progress of the child, not to 

give up the language. 

The strong sense of being Zapotec in this way seemed to have worked to the 

detriment of the language. In other words, the idea that Juchitan is a "Zapotec speaking 

community," has made people believe that children eventually will leam Zapotec. But 

giving up the language also means for Juchiteco people the assimilation to the 

mainstream society and the erasure of being Zapotec. This is the conflict that Juchiteco 

people are experiencing currently but that. I am arguing, they are also trying to overcome. 

In Juchitan there exists a social awareness of who are the people who cuirently 

are learning Zapotec as their first tongue. Not surprisingly local people know that the 

families who still continue transmitting Zapotec to their children are mostly poor 
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families. Yet, my ethnographic work also has found that the willingness to speak Zapotec 

is shared by both upper and lower classes in Juchitan. Upper class and lower class 

families do continue speaking in Zapotec among members of the same generation, but 

who are definitively using more and more Spanish with the younger generations. 

Initially, macroeconomic factors impacted the community differently, generating 

the first Spanish native speakers among the upper Zapotec classes. Today the entire 

society is experiencing the sociolinguistic conflict and the future of the language is 

currently revised. Meanwhile, in the context of the shifting process, Zapotec plays a 

crucial role as an identity marker either when is symbolically utilized, or when it fulfills 

daily communicative functions 

People are not unaware that the main sociolinguistic trend is the replacement of 

Zapotec by Spanish. But this trend is not underestimated since gradually they are 

realizing that in speaking only Spanish to the children they are. at the same lime, 

interrupting the transmission of the Zapotec language. Even though people are 

transmitting Spanish to their offspring, several couples are showing their concern, and 

have started to change their linguistic behavior in order to maintain the Zapotec language. 

This is the way that they are again stressing their link to the group. The case of the 

woman speaking Zapotec to her grandchildren, cited above, is illustrative. Today, 

peoples' attitudes towards the Zapotec language are having positive results. In Chapter 

Seven I will fully describe specific behaviors enacted by several families to safeguard the 

continuity of the Zapotec language. The strategies (1) have reversed the language shift. 

(2) have maintained the Zapotec language as LI and (3) are seeking to transmit Zapotec 
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to Juchiteco children. These actions are not randomly taken, but intentionally developed 

and agreed. They are strategies that were taken in face of the replacement of the Zapotec 

language. In this sense, the future of the Zapotec language is determined by the strong 

sense of ethnic identity. 

Conclusions 

Although in Juchitan, the contact with the national society increased and 

intensified after the 1950s, Juchitecos remained strongly identified as Zapotecs, 

emphasizing their singularity through their system of rituals and celebrations. The intense 

political and sociocultural activities that evolved during the time of capitalist expansion 

reinforced the ethnic ties, which later were strengthened within a wide frame of cultural 

political and linguistic resistance that evolved in the 1970s. With the new sociopolitical 

scenario that emerged during this decade in Juchitan, the Zapotec language becomes part 

of the cultural project and stands up as an identification marker. While in Me.xico being 

Indian is a derogatory and downgrading stigma, Juchitecos continue practicing their 

rituals and speaking their language. If indeed they did not adopt the (nationally) imposed 

Indian identity, they alienated themselves from the mainstream society through their 

Indian elements, mainly by speaking their (Indian) language, carrying out their ritual 

practices, eating their local food, wearing their dresses, and listening to their music. 

Recently, with the recognition that the local language is being replaced, Juchitecans are 

reconsidering their linguistic behaviors and reflecting upon the future of their language, 

"the language of the people of Juchitan'. This link between language and group is the 
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most valuable resource for the development of strategies of linguistic revitalization since 

the community itself manages them. These issues will fully discussed in Chapter Seven. 

By analyzing the social meanings, values and uses of the Zapotec language, I 

have attempted to explain how Juchiteco people consider the Zapotec language. The 

sociolinguistic conflict in Juchitan is not unrecognized nor is ignored. Despite the 

seemingly contradictions in the uses of the Zapotec language, its persistence has 

maintained the ethnic singularity of the group and has strengthened its role as identity 

marker. The language delimits boundaries for those who only have it as a symbolic value 

and for those who utilize it on a daily basis. 

The Juchiteco pride towards the velas, the interest in maintaining them as well as 

the weddings despite their high costs, and the interest in keeping the language are 

intertwined to delimit boundaries, the boundaries chosen by the people of Juchitan to 

describe themselves as Binni lecu. 
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CHAPTER FIVE - ALTERNATIVE LITERACY PRACTICES (ALPS) 

In the previous two chapters I described the bilingual dynamics in Juchitan and 

discussed the social factors that have induced the replacement of the Zapotec language. I 

also discussed the link between language and ethnicity, how it is expressed among 

Juchiteco people and how this connection is crucial in the process of language shift and 

maintenance. In this chapter I will address the native literacy question, focusing mostly 

on the Zapotec literacy practices developed outside the school domain. I will try to show 

that people in Juchitan are using these written materials in the local language to stress 

their condition as Zapotec speakers, and not as a way to rescue the Zapotec language 

from the dangers of the national language. In other words, I will try to show here how in 

Juchitan. Zapotec written materials are being manipulated primarily as an identity 

marker, as an instrument to express ideologies of identity and not as a tool to preserve the 

native language. 

Pro- reversal language shift (pro-RLS) advocates conceive Native literacy -

particularly its transmission through schools- as a key tool to stop the loss of minority 

languages. Contrary to this idea, one of the things I discuss in this chapter is that the 

promotion of compulsory native literacy transmission through schools has significant 

limitations for RLS purposes. Instead, I argue that if literacy is going to be considered for 

RLS purposes, it has to be both culturally significant and coherent with the interests of 

the community. In supporting this idea, here I will describe current Zapotec literacy 

practices developed by community members in Juchitan. I argue that these literacy 
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practices evolved and became entrenched precisely because they were developed in 

accordance with the local culture and meanings and, consequently, these literacy 

practices have more potentialities to play a crucial role in reversing the process of 

language loss. But before presenting my analysis of Zapotec literacy. I will first define 

the conceptual framework I am relying on to support my discussion. I will also give a 

historical background of the Zapotec literary tradition that dates back to more than a 

century ago. This historical passage will help to explain not only when the Zapotec 

literary tradition emerged, but how it was developed. It will also provide information on 

the sociocultural conditions in which literacy arises. More specifically, this brief 

historical background will introduce the discussion of contemporary Zapotec written 

expressions currently developed outside the educational arena. 

Reading literacy: The meaning of writing 

The argument that I will try to develop here follows Street's ideological model 

(1984) in conceiving literacy as social practice. 

One of the main tenets of the ideological model, Street argues, is the 

understanding of cross-cultural literacy acquisition by considering different socio-cultural 

conditions of particular communities. The model accounts for the diverse and complex 

social uses of local literacies developed in specific contexts (Street 1997:373) 

Now I want to draw the attention on this culturally embedded nature of literacy 

practice referred to by Street, since this view allows us to understand current uses, 

functions and meanings of Zapotec literacy practices taking place in Juchitan. We have 
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said that the ideological model includes broader areas for the development and uses of 

literacy. In this sense, by considering the development of reading and writing as a process 

that takes place in and is influenced by larger domains of social life, we can identify the 

value and the potentials that these literacy practices can have for RLS purposes. 

ALPs and their contextual meaning in Juchitdn 

The consideration of context in the analysis of social practices has been widely 

addressed. In a set of articles edited by Duranti and Goodwin (1992), the contextual 

aspect of language practices was the center of the analysis of ethnographically based and 

discourse-centered studies. These works have shown that the context is crucial for the 

understanding of the significance of linguistic practices. 

Based on this line of discussion and Street's (1984) ideological model, I consider 

Zapotec literacy expression as linguistic practices embedded in a larger sociocultural 

context where the Juchiteco people are located, and from where they take actions. The 

literacy practices that I am analyzing here are those that people from Juchitan are 

developing, which I am calling Alternative Literacy Practices (ALPs) or what Street calls 

"local literacies," that is, literacies "based on or connected with a dominant writing 

system, but signaling for its users a different social identity" (1997:377). My point is that 

the values that Juchiteco people give to the Zapotec written word not only support, but 

are coherent with the functions assigned to it. 

In Juchitan, people are using the written word in the native language and have 

developed a rich body of materials. People's motivations to write in Zapotec vary from 
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case to case, as I will describe below. Despite the fact that different motivations are 

stimulating individuals to write in the local language (for commercial, political, or 

cultural reasons), in different public spaces (walls, names of streets, schools and 

business) all these uses exhibit a linkage between the local context, the native language 

and the ideologies about the language. The conjunction of these conditions converts the 

written word into an element that can be directed for RLS purposes. 

Before analyzing ALPs occurring in Juchitan and their potentialities for RLS, first 

I want to provide some historical background on the development of Zapotec literary 

tradition that will help to understand the Zapotec ALPs today. 

The development of the Zapotec literary tradition 

The foundation of Zapotec literacy dates back to the end of the nineteenth century, 

but it was from the 1920s through the end of the 1930s when pro-Zapotec discourse and 

activities consolidated. This Zapotec cultural activism that took place mostly in Mexico 

City and coincides with the prevailing post-Revolutionary ideology of praising the 

indigenous heritage of the Mexican nation under construction. In fact, other pro-

indigenous groups exhibiting similar discourses appeared in this period in Mexico City. 

Zapotec literacy certainly is related to the socio-historical circumstances of this period. 

However, as I will show, the singularity of the Zapotec movement vis-a-vis other 

indigenous groups in the country and in the Isthmus region, sustained and expanded the 

uses of the written word through the 1960s, giving rise to other forms of written 

expressions that continue until today. 
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Zapotec Orthography: A historical Overview 

Deliberate attempts to write Isthmus Zapotec language date from 1894 when 

Arcadio G. Molina, a Zapotec school teacher from San Bias and native speaker of the 

language, published a Spanish/Zapotec booklet with love lessons (Molina 1894). Later, 

he also publishes the second edition of the first known alphabet for the Isthmus Zapotec 

language (Molina 1899)''^. Molina also published translations of catholic religious texts. 

These materials show a large influence of Spanish syntax which resulted in a bizarre 

version of written Zapotec. This influence of Spanish in written Zapotec was not due to 

the interference of Spanish at the oral ievel^*^, but because written Spanish was the model 

to follow. As for the orthography, Molina used the Spanish alphabet adding particular 

combinations of letters to represent the Zapotec phonemes not found in Spanish. Another 

interesting aspect in Molina's work is the recognition of the differences in the 

pronunciation of Zapotec vowels. Molina identified the Zapotec language as having five 

vowels pronounced in two different ways, which he graphically represented as follows: 

Short vowels: a e i o u 

Acute vowels: a e i 6 li 

Indeed, Zapotec language has five vowels but pronounced in three ways (Pickett 

1951; Pickett et al. 1998 ): 

There is no information as when the first edition appeared. See Appendix C of the chronology of Zapotec 
writing. 

In 1899, Zapotec population was mostly monolingual in the native language. 
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Simple vowels: [a] [e] [i] [o] [u] 

Single vowels with a glottal slop: [a'] [e'J [i'] [o'] [u'J 

'Broken' vowels, which are short vowels separated by a glottal stop: [a'a] [e'e] [i'i] [o'oj 

[u'ul. 

The actual tonal system of Zapotec includes three tones: low. high, and rising. 

Certainly Molina did not have much success in graphically expressing the differences 

between tones and the syllabic stress of the Zapotec language. This can be seen in his use 

of what he calls "acute vowels" which are used both to indicate two tones (the high and 

the rising tones) as well as the syllabic stress. The low tone was left out in his graphic 

representation: 

Gloss 

(1) Moon 

phonetic 
representation 

[be'ew] 

Molina's 
representation 

behu 
(rising tone 

indicated with 
the accent) 

Current 
representation 

beeu 

(2)Ocean 

(3) Sister 

[nisado'] 

[benda] 

ni-sa-doh nisado' 
(stress on the 

last syllable, 
indicated with the 
accent) 

be-nda benda 
(high tone 

expressed with 
the accent) 

As for glottal vowels, Molina did not specify the existence of a glottal vowel 

when he explained the types of vowels the language included, but he did graphically 



179 

represent it —although not in a consistent manner—in the body of the text by using an 

"h" after the vowel indicating the glottal stop: 

Gloss phonetic 
representation 

Molina's 
representation 

Current 
representation 

(1)No 

(2)Skunk 

(3)Ocean 

(4) Dog 

[ko'] 

[be'te'] 

[nisado'l 

[bi'ku'] 

coh 

behte 

nisadoh 

bicu 

CO 

be'te" 

nisadd' 

bi'cu' 

Despite several inconsistencies in the representation of the glottal vowel, a closer 

look at this alphabet indicates that he was seeking for consistency. Although not all 

glottalized vowels were actually represented, when Molina did represent them, he always 

used an "h" after the glottalized vowel. More interesting was Molina's representation of 

the 'broken' vowels, for which, strangely, he did not give an explanation when presenting 

his alphabet, but is these vowel represented with more consistency in the body of his text: 
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Gloss phonetic Molina's Current 
representation representation representation 

(1) I {Isr. P. sg.) [na'al naha naa 

(2) Com [se'e] zehe zee 

(3) You (2nd.P. sg.) [li'i] lihi lii 

(4) Rope [do'o'] doho doo 

(5) Charcoal [bu'u] buhu buu 

Despite his inconsistencies when representing the vowels, Molina was more 

consistent with the graphic representation of the consonants. For the Zapotec sounds not 

found in the Spanish language and not expressed in the Spanish alphabet, he used the 

following combined consonants: 

Zapotec Sound Molina's proposal 
[z] X 

[z] Sh 

[Tl Xh 

[s] Sh 

We see that Molina used the same combination of letters to represent two Zapotec 

phonemes: the voiced fricative alveopalatal, as well as for the voiceless fricative 

alveopalatal. 

It is not my intention to discuss the entire proposal developed by Molina here, 

which I have already presented in another work (Saynes 1992). I wanted to give an idea 
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of the incipient studies of the Zapotec language and orthography made by a Zapotec 

native speaker. In today's alphabetic system the tones are not represented for practical 

reasons assuming that Zapotec native speakers will identify them by the context. Molina 

did attempt to graphically represent the tones, but the confusion with the identification of 

a particular tone, and the syllabic stress rendered a much less consistent graphic 

representation. Molina was probably one of the few Zapotec speakers working on the 

language at the written level at that time, as reported by Frederick Starr (1908) who met 

Molina in 1899. Molina also developed mathematics-teaching materials in Zapotec 

(Campbell 1994:121), and wrote and published a document describing how Zapotec 

people from Juchitan and San Bias (Molina's town) defeated the French in 1866. Today, 

Blasefio people recognize their brotherhood with Juchitan, located 24 km away, and not 

with Tehuantepec, its bordering town that remained on the side of the French army 

during the French invasion (cf. Chapter Two). This historical, apparently non-linguistic 

piece of information should be kept in mind. I will return to this aspect later, in an 

attempt to understand the linguistic practices (written and oral) of that time in relation to 

the sociohistorical context in which these practices developed. For the moment, I will add 

only that Molina transferred his Spanish literacy ability to record the Zapotec language at 

a time in which almost everybody was not only monolingual in Zapotec, but illiterate as 

well. A remarkable thing that characterizes Molina's exceptional work is the isolation in 

which he conducted his work. 

Later, in the 1930s there were many attempts to develop a unified Zapotec 

alphabet. By that time, many young Juchiteco students, who had moved to Mexico City 
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since the 1920s pursuing academic degrees, gathered together and created organizations 

to woric on the Zapotec language and culture. They published Neza, a periodical primarily 

written in Spanish but used as a medium for publishing Zapotec materials as well^'^ 

The Neza writers realized that each was writing in the same language but were 

using different graphic representations, each following different rules; hence, they 

concluded that they needed to unify their writing system (Saynes 1992). In 1935. they 

created La Academia de la Lengiia Zapoieca (ALZ) or the Zapotec Language Academy, 

and continued the discussions among themselves for several months, exchanging ideas, 

and developing proposals for the alphabetic representation of the Zapotec language^". 

The main goal of the ALZ was to design a unified alphabet to represent the Zapotec 

sound system that everybody should use. The members of ALZ considered that it would 

be easier to create the Zapotec alphabet based on the Spanish alphabet by including 

additional graphemes for the Zapotec sounds not found in Spanish. In this way. Zapotec 

writers would use the same letters for the same sounds in both languages creating at the 

same time a "practical alphabet." ALZ's members also argued that it would be simpler 

for Zapotec native speakers to learn to read and write in Spanish after having learned how 

to read and write in Zapotec using the Spanish-based orthography. 

While all these discussions were taking place, ALZ continued publishing many 

Zapotec materials. In another work (Saynes 1992) I recorded the history, and the 

During this time, other groups also were created in Mexico City to pay tribute to their indigenous origin. 
As mentioned before, it was during this period when the ideology was to incorporate the Indian into the 
national society, and to praise to be [ndian was expected. La Colonia Tepozteco (Lewis 1951) is one of the 
groups that was formed in this time "...to preserve the Nahuatl language" (34). 
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participants of multiple discussions that focused on the definition of this alphabet from its 

beginnings in the late nineteenth century, until the definition of the Alfabeto Popular para 

la Escritura del Zapoteco del Istmo de Tehuantepec (Popular Alphabet for the Writing of 

the Isthmus Zapotec Language) in 1956. This alphabet was finally determined at the 

Mesa Redonda para la definicidn del alfabeto del Istmo de Tehuantepec. (Round Table 

for the Definition of the Isthmus Zapotec Alphabet) a round table organized by Maximo 

Valdiviezo, (Velma Pickett, personal communication, 1991) a Juchitecan and Zapotec 

speaker from the generation of the 1930s. In this round table, Velma Pickett and Virginia 

Embrey, linguists of the Summer Institute of Linguistics, panicipated. Also participating 

were international and Mexican researchers such as Maurice Swadesh and Wigbcrto 

Jimenez, as well as several Zapotec writers such as Gabriel Lopez Chinas, and Enrique 

Liekens. This is the alphabet most widely used in Juchitan today. 

The Zapotec students who led this cultural activism were members of the upper 

classes who, in order to continue with their education after the primary level, moved to 

Mexico City. Some of them for med part of the literary circles of the country, particularly 

Henestrosa and Lopez Chifias. Their concern was not to rescue the language through the 

written word but to produce materials for Zapotec speakers (and literate). None of the 

materials they wrote expressed the need to preserve the language through the written 

word, but to "proclaim the traditions and history" of the native land (Henestrosa 1987) 

and "to end with the anarchy in the graphic representation of the Zapotec language" 

™ There are no written evidences if this generation of Zapotec advocates were familiar with Molina's 
materials. In their publications they never mentioned if someone knew or was in contact with Molina. 
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(NESHA 1935). The next group of students who continued with this pro-Zapotec 

discourse, will differ in one aspect; their socioeconomic background. 

Writing with the new orthography 

With a standardized way to write and read the language, speakers continued 

producing written materials and publishing them in newspapers and magazines. While 

most of these periodicals and magazines were printed in Mexico City, a number of issues 

were sent to Juchitan to be distributed there. The Zapotec speakers conducting these 

activities were educated people who were first alphabetized in Spanish and transferred 

their Spanish writing skills to write in Zapotec. Indeed, these materials were accessible to 

only a few educated Zapotec people, including those living in Juchitan and elsewhere. 

A systematic diffusion of the alphabet defined in 1956 never took place, although 

they published a pamphlet with newly defined orthography. Participants of the Mesa 

Redonda did not conceive of a way to spread the use of the new alphabet among the 

Zapotec population, other than continuing producing more written materials, publishing, 

and distributing them. The Zapotec speakers living in Juchitan who were exposed to the 

productions of the first Zapotec writers were getting acquainted with the possibility of 

writing in Zapotec. These were literate Juchiteco people who later continued producing 

different materials, recording legends, folk stories, riddles, poems, etc. These practices 

took place on a small scale, and some actually managed to publish their writings and 

sought to distribute them within the community. This picture illustrates how literacy -

even native literacy- is embedded in a web of relations, including asymmetrical social 
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relations. Zapoiec materials continued to be produced and accessed by a small number of 

literate Zapotecs both in Juchitan and in the cities of Mexico and Oaxaca. 

In the mid sixties, a new wave of Juchiteco students living in Mexico City, 

inspired by the pioneers of the 1930s, gathered and published a new periodical called 

Neza Cubi (New Path) (Saynes 1995) which also was distributed modestly in Juchitan. 

due mostly to limited financial resources. The students from this period were members of 

peasants and workers families, and not from the upper Juchiteco classes of the generation 

of the 20s and 30s. The main advocates of this project were Victor De la Cruz, a law 

student and poet and Macario Matus, also a student at that time. These Zapotec writers 

were knowledgeable of the history of the Zapotec alphabet and wrote about it in Neza 

Cubi. Victor De la Cruz later became one of the most disciplined and devoted writers of 

the Zapotec language. Today, De la Cruz is well respected by his compatriots, not only 

for his writings, but also for his consistent use of the standardized alphabet defined in 

1956. He is also appreciated for his commitment to the Zapotec culture in general, 

expressed in several publications that have resulted from his research on regional history. 

De la Cruz later founded Giicliachi' Reza (Sliced Iguana), another cultural 

magazine distributed not only in Juchitan, but also was sold in Oaxaca city. Local and 

international artists graphically illustrate Giichachi' Reza with exquisite drawings and 

pictures. The written materials of this publication are mostly in Spanish, but poems and 

songs written in Zapotec are also included. Zapotec written materials published in this 

magazine are mostly poems, songs, and short stories, but later, Guchachi' Reza included 

scientific topics on regional history and hard sciences also written in Zapotec. The 
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magazine continued being published until recent years. Unfortunately, in 1999 the 

director initiated his PhD studies and, since then, Guchaclii' Reza stopped being 

published. 

A review of the printed records in Zapotec during all these years shows that not 

everybody consistently used the standardized Zapotec alphabet after it was created in 

1956. Nevertheless, the number of Juchiteco writers and publications increased slowly, 

generating not only a considerable amount of poems, stories, songs, etc., written in 

Zapotec. but also motivating other Juchitecos to write in Zapotec. Those writers who 

became familiar with the standardized alphabet were the principle promoters of its use, 

and the number of writers using it is increasing. 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter Three, during the early 1980s the COCEI 

won the municipal elections and La Casa de la Cultura (LCC, the local cultural center) 

was closely working on the ethnic and political project. By this time, Zapotecs already 

had a considerable literary tradition. During the COCEI administration, several Zapotec 

written materials were re-printed and locally sold. During these years new writers 

emerged, in part by a new wave of Zapotec ethnic struggle. In fact, this was the most 

prolific period in the history of the Zapotec literary tradition, not only because of the 

number of Zapotec literary works that were reprinted, but also due to the amount of 

Juchiteco poets and writers who together expressed the same goals. The materials were 

also more accessible since they mostly were sold in Juchitan at LCC and at a distribution 

center in the central plaza. The literary production included the publication of world 

famous poems translated from Spanish into Zapotec. For example, it was now possible to 
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read in Zapotec poems by Nicolas Guillen and Bertold Brecht, published in in Giichachi' 

Reza. 

It was during this time that a group of Juchitecan professionals from diverse 

disciplines decided to develop a Zapotec literacy project for adult monolingual Zapotec 

speakers. The team was integrated by Vicente Marcial Cerqueda, a sociologist with 

linguistic training; Bertha De Gyves, a psychologist; Enedino Jimenez, a schoolteacher 

and Macario Matus, a poet. Another key member of this team was professor Juan Jose 

Rendon Monzon, a non-Juchitecan linguist specialized in Zapotec languages. In 1985, 

after several years of working together, the members of the team developed a model of 

Zapotec literacy transmission called Modelo Pedcigdgico de Didlogo Cultural y 

Alfabetizcicion en Lengua Zapoleca para la Poblacidn de Jucliitdn y el Istmo de 

Tehuantepec (Pedagogical Model of Cultural Dialogue and Alphabetization in the 

Zapotec Language for the Population of Juchitan and the Isthmus of Tehuatepec). With 

this model, approximately 100 adult Juchitecans, mostly monolingual in Zapotec have 

become literate in their mother tongue (Vicente Marcial, personal communication). These 

new literates have produced written materials such as recipes and shon stories, which 

some of them have been published within the frame of the adults literacy project and in 

coordination with the Centro de Investigaciones y Desarrollo Binnizd, AC., (CIDB, AC) a 

local NGO created in 1990 by a group of Zapotec scholars in Juchitan^'. 

" These are some of the published materials produced by the CIDB. AC. I want to give an idea of the 
number of issues per edition or recently published Zapotec materials, a) Alfabeto Popular del Zapoteco del 
Istmo. Popular Alphabet of the Isthmus, (edition of 500 issues. Sold out); b) Biui' DiidxaCuentos 
bilingiies. Bilingual stories. (500 issues. Sold out); c) Teca Huiini. Cancionero. Compilation of songs. (500 
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Removing dependency, constructing alternatives 

Although the work of Molina does not seem to be connected with the work of the 

Neza generation, both developed a local nationalism and a strong sense of otherness. As a 

teacher familiar with the written word, Molina produced materials admiring the local 

culture. He wrote his materials after the French invasion when Zapotecs fought to defend 

their autonomy. As mentioned in Chapter Two, some Zapotec groups supported the 

French army, giving rise to separatism among the Zapotec communities. Molina's 

hometown, San Bias, was one of the communities who, along with the Juchiteco people 

overtly opposed the outsiders. In this coniext of foreign threat, a way in which Molina 

could express his loyalty to his Zapotec ancestry was via the written word. The Neza 

students from the 1920s and the 1930s, the same as Molina, were conscious of their 

difference in the national context and re-created a pro-Zapotec discourse. While in this 

period of time, the Mexican nationalist discourse remarkably exalted "the glorious pre-

hispanic past," the Neza generation settled in Mexico City were not glorifying an 

indigenous past, but their vibrant contemporary Zapotec identity. The Neza Zapotec 

students differed for example from La Colonia Tepozteco, the organization of 

Tepoztecans (Lewis 1951) who overtly were concerned for the preservation of the 

NahuatI language that was undergoing shift. 

issues. Sold out); d) Xtiida' ti rin". Narratives. (500 issues. Sold out); e) Gramdtica Popular del Zipotecn 
del Istmo. Popular Grammar of Isthmus Zapotec (On its 3rd. Edition of 1000 issues each one. Sold out) 
These are some of the most recent materials published and sold in Juchitan. The e.xceptions are 100 issues 
of Neza Diidxa' and 50 Grammars sold at the biggest book store in Oa.xaca. The book store requested more 
materials to sell, but the lack of funding to print more items is a big problem for the CIDB. 
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Attempting to explain the activities of the Neza generation, Campbell (1994; 134) 

argues that, in order "to preserve their dominance in Juchitan" the Zapotec elite 

developed what Royce (1975) describes as the "Zapotec Style.'"" Furthermore, Campbell 

points out that Neza, like other groups generated during the pes revolutionary period, 

exploited a nationalist sentiment as a mechanism of social control. This explanation does 

not fully account for the case of Molina and his attachment to his ethnic identity. Indeed. 

Molina and the Neza generation belonged to the upper social classes and this, in fact, 

expresses the asymmetry in relation to access to the written word. Only upper classes 

were literate and were able to reflect upon their background through the written word. 

The elaboration of a pro-Zapotec discourse did not have the purpose of preserving 

economic or social control. Rather, due to their high socio-economic position, they were 

able to claim and to elaborate on their Zapotecness via literacy. In fact, one aspect that 

characterizes the Neza students is that after pursuing their academic degree they stayed in 

Mexico City since working in Juchitan (to continue exerting control) was almost 

impossible (as diplomats, accountants or writers). In other words, class boundaries 

between Molina, the Neza generation and the community were not emphasized by the 

manipulation of ethnic symbols. Reducing ethnic phenomena for manipulation purposes 

minimizes the meaning of language behavior as a characteristic of the group. Moreover 

as Woolard states: 

Royce indeed refers to the elaboration and manipulation of the Zapotec style by upper and middle class, 
but she also remarks that it is also utilized "in certain instances by the by the Zapotec lower class" 
(1975:203, 1982:177). Moreover, Royce points out that the Zapotec style is utilized "to retain economic 
and political power within Juchitan in the face of opposition from outsiders" (Royce 1975:203, 1982:177, 
emphasis added). 
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The researcher who presents ethnicity principally as a political tool 
created and manipulated by elites often skirts the important question of why 
the "masses" are persuaded to identify their interests with those of the 
political elites (1989:7). 

As I have tried to show, the work of these pioneers was not only recognized, but 

was continued by the generations of Neza Cubi, Guchachi Reza, and the Modelo 

Pedagogico who perceived themselves as heirs of the literary tradition (not of the social 

class nor their interests). 

Despite all these years of significant production of Zapotec works, today only a 

reduced number of adults trained through the Modelo Pedagogico, a few schooled trained 

Juchitecos, poets and the members of an intellectual elite, write the Zapotec language 

within the frame of "formal" literacy practices, that is, in books, and other printed forms. 

To complicate the situation, the problem in finding financial resources constantly 

emerges as an obstacle for the production of editions of materials, and consequently, to 

recruit more consumers. Despite the reduced number of producers and consumers of the 

printed word, the long native literacy project developed by Zapotecs has defined the 

ideological foundations that define Zapotec literacy. This ideological material not only is 

expressed, but guides new literacy practices through new channels of expression. 

After a century of Zapotec literary tradition, not without difficulties, Zapotecs 

have constructed alternative means of written expressions, and in using them in different 

settings, they are removing the dependency on the dispensable elements (paper, editorial 

work) for the development of a local literacy. In the following section I explore these 

alternative uses of the written language and the ideological content that defines them. 
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Alternative Literacy Practices (ALPs) in Juchitan 

In his suggested scale for Reversal Language Shift (RLS), Fishman (1991:95-98) 

prioritizes oral transmission rather than literacy transmission of the threatened language. 

Fishman does not overlook the relevance and benefits of native literacy for RLS 

purposes. He claims that, although the uses of native literacy can be beneficial, is not the 

type of compulsory native literacy sought by pro-RLSers through schools at earlier stages 

of any RLS project. Instead, Fishman proposes, effective native literacy for RLS 

purposes is that in which contents are according to the interest of the group. The uses of a 

literacy coherent to the groups interests, and relying on the groups efforts "frees pro-

RLSers from complete dependence on Yish print media insofar as informational, 

attitudinal, ideological/philosophical and recreational communication are concerned" 

(96). Based on this idea. I will look at the uses of ALPs in Juchitan. 

The dynamics of the contents of ALPs 

The written materials in Juchitan and particularly the ways ALPs that are 

presented below, nicely fit Fishman's description: they are being developed within the 

community and are conveying information developed by the group. In this sense, the 

community does not only control ALPs in Juchitan, but ALPs also represent a tool to 

liberate the dependency on printed materials of the dominant language for commercial, 

political, cultural and recreational purposes in the context of the Juchitecan society. 
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Moreover, the use of written Zapotec in lieu of Spanish is a mechanism Juchitecans are 

implementing to maintain their ethnic identity. 

In order to understand Zapotec literacy as linguistic behavior, we have to look at 

it as an expression of ethnic identity, and as such, coherent for the reproduction of the 

Zapotec group itself. As discussed in Chapter Four, Barth (1969) states that in order to 

identify what generates and maintains ethnic groups, we have to analyze how ethnic 

boundaries are delimited. These ethnic boundaries should be conceived as social 

processes of inclusion and exclusion. In the case of Zapotecs, one element in speaking the 

language, and most importantly for the purpose of my discussion here, writing it. has 

been crucial for the Zapotec boundary definition within the regional and the national 

contexts. Only in this light can we understand how ALPs have evolved and continue to be 

used today by people. In other words ALPs are used as instruments to represent the 

distinctiveness of being a Zapotec from Juchitan, and not as mere accident. An important 

part of the machinery of ALPs is the manifestation of locally significant contents. That is, 

ALPs not only delimit boundaries vis-a-vis other Zapotecs in the region or non-Zapotecs, 

but also are strengthening intra-community bonds. 

During the 1980s the vigorous political activity that took place in Juchitan 

(described in Chapters Two and Three) had important consequences for the emergence of 

new literacy practices in the community. The local leftist pany, COCEI, that had a strong 

ethnic component, ruled the community. As mentioned in Chapter Three, COCEI leaders 

gave speeches in the Zapotec language and since then, it has been the language used in 

their political discourses. Local artists supported COCEI's demands. As a way to support 
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this ideology, artists painted Zapotec themes on wall murals. Women dressed in 

traditional clothes and men working in the "milpas" were some of the images exhibited 

accompanied with Zapotec inscriptions. Artists and poets used walls all over the city 

showing not only political support, but also poetic expressions. There were also 

announcements of activities conducted by the municipal administration, such as calling 

for participation in vaccination campaigns carried out by the community health service. 

When leaving the city, a visitor could read "Sicaru Giiye' (have a nice trip) written on a 

large panel at the margins of the city. 

These new written events continue today, and have also promoted the use of 

written language for other purposes. More and more schools, businesses, and small stores 

have Zapotec names^^. These businesses and schools with Zapotec names, particularly 

smaller stores are disseminated throughout all neighborhoods of the city. It is noteworthy 

that even if initially mostly supporters of the local leftist party developed ALPs, today 

this is not the case. The new users do and do not sympathize with the leftist political 

party. 

In Chapter Two I presented how Zapoiecs developed a strong sense of othemess 

in the regional context and how it was fostered historically in several arenas. While the 

first uses of Zapotec writing took place in rather restricted areas as noted above, current 

uses of written Zapotec are not only rooted in this ideology, but also are manifesting it. 

A key element expressed (and perceived) via ALPs is the sense of localism. The 

sense of localism is found in several uses of ALPs, which are overtly expressed by the 
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data presented below. The sense of localism not only is expressed by the use of the 

Zapotec language in Zapotec land, but also by reminding the others that they are in 

Zapotec land. A second element embodied in ALPs is the uniqueness of the language in 

better expressing aesthetic values. This uniqueness of the language not only is defined by 

its aesthetic values, which makes people prefer it in naming a store, but because "Zapotec 

is our language. " is "what belongs to people." Using Zapotec and writing it also 

expresses originality, as opposed to the common use of Spanish elsewhere. The sense of 

pertaining or belonging to the community is also carefully incorporated in the dynamic of 

symbolic values of ALPs. This is achieved by selecting names which index to the 

universe of Zapotec values of being at home. 

Currewntly, Juchitan is considered the commercial center of the region, and the 

impact of the Zapotec written materials in this arena is obvious. Several stores and 

business are taking advantage to attract more costumers by using a Zapotec name that 

"people will like". 

ALPs not only are reproducing Zapotec values, but also breaking into domains 

formerly restricted to Spanish. Schools are not exempt from the reach of ALPs and also 

display written materials in the form of ALPs, not in the "formal" context. That is. 

curriculum materials continue to be in Spanish, but incipient uses of Zapotec names for 

schools are now publicly displayed. In fact, people emphatically remarked that the 

schools should not be in charge of the transmission of Zapotec (either written or spoken). 

" See Appendix B that includes a list of the establishments with Zapotec names. 
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These are some of the values and meanings ALPs embody. I will try now to present the 

actual contexts of uses as well as the perceptions of the people. 

Stores and service providers 

The types of businesses with a Zapotec name are diverse. They include small 

convenience stores, office supply stores and copy centers, clothing stores selling both 

traditional clothing and Western style clothing; a chiropractic office, a gift shop, social 

clubs, bars and restaurants, a public swimming pool, and also a recreational center. Today 

some of them are out of business. A physician has a notice in Spanish next to the listing 

of his business hours, "Habia zapoteco" [Zapotec is spoken]. 

Some stores and the main bus station of the city, although they do not have a 

Zapotec name, also display Zapotec writings. In some stores, for example, Zapotec 

language notices direct customers as to where they may leave their shopping bags while 

shopping. 

A very remarkable instance of the uses of Zapotec writing was displayed at the 

new local bus station in the late 90s. The bus station is a very modem construction built 

in the mid 90s, and designed expressly as a bus station. It has well defined parking lots 

for the buses and taxis, and even provides television viewing for the waiting travelers. 

This new infrastructure put an end to the chaotic dynamics of the old station. The old 

station was a concrete two story building that maintained an interior temperature close to 

that of an oven, so the passengers had to wait outside until their departure time. The 

second floor functioned as a hotel for the bus drivers, and only the first floor was the 
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actual operational area of the bus station: a departure and arrival lounge, tickets sale, a 

restaurant and restrooms. The buses had to park in front of the building on unpaved 

terrain, which turned into a lagoon of mud during the rainy season. 

In 1999, during the celebrations of the local Fiestas, the new bus station held an 

exhibit of locally made handcrafts, art works and paintings of the region. The exhibit also 

included poster boards inscribed with fragments of poems in Zapotec and brief 

descriptions in Zapotec of the materials being exhibited. People perceived this as an overt 

use of the Zapotec culture and language with commercial purposes. As one individual put 

it: 

Obviamente que no escriben en zapoteco porque saben como 
escribirlo, sino para que los pasajeros vean todas esas coss como una forma 
de expresion folclorica. Cuando muestran estos cuadors, los escritos en 
zapoteco todo eso es, pues sabemos que es parte del servicio que la compafiia 
da al pasajero. 

Obviously, they are not writing in Zapotec because they know how to 
write it, but because the visitors will see all these things as another folkloric 
expression. When they show all these pictures, and Zapotec writings, all are, 
you know, part of the service the [bus] company is offering to the customers. 

Certainly this is a highly insightful analysis of the situation, which I think 

perfectly expresses what other people said less elaborately with respect to the same 

situation. However some people expressed that they enjoyed seeing the exhibit, because 

"...that is what we make, see, and speak here." In fact the same individual who criticized 

the commercial goal of the uses of Zapotec icons at the bus station, also mentioned that 

there were positive aspects involved. This individual told me that the positive effect of 

this display of Zapotec materials is the confirmation of our Zapotecness and the 
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reminding of outsiders that here they will see Zapotecs. As for the written materials, he 

added that the positive aspect is the promotion of the Zapotec language at the written 

level. He added though, that to promote Zapotec literacy we should make sure that those 

who write have mastered the orthography, in order to avoid the misspellings as in the 

writings at the bus station. 

The owners carefully choose the Zapotec names of their stores. I interviewed the 

owner of Binni Sicatii (beautiful people), one of the oldest stores with a Zapotec name^"'. 

It is a successful clothing store located in the downtown area that sells trendy Western 

clothes and accessories for men and women. The owner told me that the family decided 

to use a Zapotec name. Their reasons were several, but the most important one was 

because they knew that only a name in Zapotec would be a beautiful name, and that 

people from Juchitan would understand it. Originality, the use of Zapotec instead of 

mainstream Spanish, was also a factor. As the owner put it; "el zapoteco es nuestra 

lengua, es original, los nombres en espanol no lo son tanto" [Zapotec is our language, it is 

original, Spanish names are not]. Of course, commercial reasons also played an important 

role. Since the store sells "beautiful things for beautiful people" that no other store sells 

hence it required a beautiful name too, and a Zapotec name is beautiful. But there were 

many other reasons closely related to ethnic identity and loyalty, and these reasons were 

also mentioned by other people I interviewed when asking them about their motives for 

choosing a Zapotec name for their stores. People mentioned that being in Juchitan, a 

Zapotec speaking place, the normal thing is to use Zapotec, because it is something that 
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Juchiteco people like a lot: to use the local language, "our language" as several people 

said. Another owner of a small convenience store also mentioned that a name in Zapotec 

is more original than a name in Spanish. The name of his store is more related to his 

family history. He has three daughters and he decided to name the store Guionna Benda 

(three sisters). Besides seeking originality, there were as well, as in the previous example, 

commercial purposes involved in the decision to use a Zapotec name. He said that since 

his store is located at the main entrance of Juchitan and on the Pan-American Highway, it 

is very visible and visitors and tourists are always curious people that wonder about 

everything, and a store with a Zapotec name would catch the attention of new visitors. 

And it worked. He told me that people frequently ask him the meaning of the Zapotec 

name, and he likes to explain what the name means. He also said that in this way he is not 

only attracting customers, but also informing that "here in this region we speak Zapotec." 

The owner of Binni Sicarii also told me that frequently outsiders ask what the name of the 

store means, and she likes to explain the meaning. 

Small convenience stores in Mexico are called misceldneas and frequently they 

are only one small room or small area within the household complex. Some of the 

products they sell are candies, soft drinks, detergent, cheese, and few canned food items. 

Bigger convenience stores have a wider range of items, including dairy products, aspirin 

and first aid products. Usually they have their own space outside the house but are 

attached to the household complex. In Juchitan there are stores like these everywhere, not 

only in the commercial area of the city, but in the residential areas as well. The names of 

'•* The store had 11 years on business at the time of the interview in 1999. 
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these stores are usually people's names, probably the name of a daughter, son or relative 

of the owners, as in the case of a misceldnea called Xhimaxhi, which in Zapotec means 

"Virgin" and is used for a girl's name. Names in Spanish of these misceldneas are 

frequently names of family members as well. In this way people identify a store with the 

owner or the owner's family members, which makes things easier when deciding where 

to buy an item that is required at any moment. These small stores are very practical since 

super markets are not part of the community's life, and a product can be acquired even if 

the store is closed, just by knocking, for example, at Xhimaxhi's door. 

I asked the stores' owners if they knew how to write in Zapotec and the most 

frequent answer was that they consulted knowledgeable people, either from the local 

cultural center, or a Zapotec poet or writer. 

Generally speaking the names in Zapotec are not literal translations from Spanish 

names. While observing carefully the uses of Zapotec writings on walls. I also wondered 

if many of these names were being forced to transmit an idea conceived in Spanish; but 

again they are congruent with the indigenous language usage in most of the cases. There 

are some exceptions to this rule. A copy center, whose owners are not from Juchitan. 

named their business^^ Rucaa Naro'ba. The Zapotec language was chosen so the 

Juchitecan could identify the name in their language, as reported by the owners. This 

noun is formed by two words rucaa, to write and naro'ba', big. In Zapotec there are 

composed verbs formed by a verb and an adjective. In this sense, Rucaa Naro'ba 

certainly is following these syntactic rules since we do have a verb rucaa "to write," and 
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an adjective naro 'ba "big," but the result is not semantically acceptable for many 

Zapotec speakers. In Zapotec these words together "sound rather odd" as one person 

expressed. Another person actually said that the name was awful. One speaker told me 

that the name of this copy center was just a literal translation from Spanish, however he 

did not provide the Spanish phrase from which this "literal translation" originated. 

However, some people I interviewed said that the name made sense to them. But 

when I asked what Riicaa Naro'ba meant, these people hesitated but said that probably 

the meaning that the owner wanted to convey in Zapotec was "to write in a significant or 

eloquent manner." Although these speakers did not say that the name sounded odd to 

them, they were hesitant when reflecting upon the name. The reason of their hesitation is 

that in order to make a composed verb, to express "writing respectfully, or eloquently" 

another adjective should be used, this would be nandxd' which means important, 

powerful, and not naro'ba" which implies big in size, but does not connotes "relevance" 

or "worthiness." 

As mentioned before, the owners of this copy center are non-Zapotec people who 

arrived and settled in Juchitan at least 12 years ago. The wife, in particular, has tried to 

actively participate in the local organizations of the traditional celebrations, by including 

her children and making them participate in the roles Zapotec children play. She has 

invested a good amount of time getting involved in the local social networks by 

establishing relationships of compadrazgo (ritual kinship) and dressing as a Zapotec 

woman when attending weddings, baptisms, etc. Despite the fact that this family has tried 

This copy center is today out of business. 
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to become part of the local networks and form part of the local social relations, they still 

are not recognized as members of the community. In Juchitan the place of residence is 

crucial. They live in one of the trendy urban-like neighborhoods outside the community, 

which points out to everyone their status as outsiders. But most importantly, they do not 

speak Zapotec. The diverse impressions I gathered in regards to the name of the copy 

center are certainly a reflection of the owners' position within Zapotec society. On the 

one hand, they certainly are trying to participate in the Zapotec social networks. On the 

other hand, several features mark them as non-Zapotec people. These issues have 

produced the ambivalent responses I received as well as dislike towards the name of the 

copy center this family owned. 

Another copy center has a simpler one word name: Biciani' that means "light" and 

from the perspective of Zapotecs it makes perfectly sense to them. 

There are also names that are more cultural-centered. The name of a restaurant 

now out of business was Ra Bacheeza'. The restaurant was located in the downtown area 

of the city but also at the limits of a neighborhood where Zapotec still is predominantly 

spoken, which is the cuarta seccion, or 4"'^ Ward. The name was composed of two words; 

Ra "at" and Bacheeza' "den" (of animals) This name, "at the den," implies a refuge, a 

safe place to be, and by extension to enjoy. And that was the feeling customers had. In a 

conversation I had with a friend of mine, he remembered the good all times at Ra 

Bacheeza' emphasizing how good he always felt while being there. 

The popularity of Ra Bacheeza' relied on several elements. The restaurant 

occupied a beautiful traditional and fresh house with a big patio. The restaurant was 



202 

located at the main entrance of the building, which also served as an exhibition gallery of 

local artists' works. In the patio -with its own entrance independent from the restaurant-

there was an area that resembled more to a cantina or rural bar, where under the shade of 

a ramada male customers would drink large quantities of beer. Ra Bacheeza' also was 

special because it served only local delicacies such as baked fish, boiled shrimps, fried 

huevas, and armadillo and iguana stews. At Ra Bacheeza' a strong bohemian ambiance 

always prevailed which also made it a place to be for many customers. 

Schools 

More recently schools also are being named with Zapotec names. This is 

particularly relevant not only because schools are powerful sites of the Spanish language 

transmission within the structure of Mexican society, but also because in Mexico, schools 

are named after a national or regional hero or important historical figure, which has to be 

officially recognized as such by the Ministry of Education. 

Two schools have Zapotec names; one is a preschool called Stiidxa Binnizd'"l\\e 

Language of the Zapotec People," and a primary school named Stiidxa GuicLxi, "The 

Language of the Town." Both are located in a neighborhood recently established in an 

area that was expropriated by the COCEL the leftist political group, and distributed 

among landless people. The neighborhood is named after Victor Yodo, a COCEI martyr. 

A third school that exhibits the use of Zapotec writing at the main entrance is located in 

the 9'^ ward were Zapotec is predominantly spoken. This is a secondary school and its 
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name is Rufino Tamayo, a world famous painter from Oaxaca. The text in Zapotec reads: 

Rari nidxi'banu xiiba binni sti guendananna ti guidale niza giiendanazaca xquidximi 

The Spanish translation given is "Aqui cultivamos el mai'z de los saberes para que 

la patria coseche las mazorcas del progreso" [Here we grow the kemel of knowledge to 

allow our country to harvest the com of progress]. The use of the word patria in the 

Spanish version to translate xquicLxinu. offers an interesting case of how the sense of 

localism and the connection to the land --central to Zapotec people sense of being— is 

expressed in Zapotec, not in Spanish. The Spanish word "patria" makes reference to the 

"country," Mexico, which schoolchildren are taught to admire and respect in the 

classroom. But the word in Zapotec xquidxinu expresses a connection to "our town, our 

land" and not to Mexico as the country. 

Clearly, here we see how again the uses of Zapotec written materials in these 

schools stress the connection to the Zapotec language, people, and the land. On the 

contrary, in the Spanish version provided for the Zapotec inscription in the secondary 

school Rufino Tamayo, the reference is made to Mexico, the country, not to xquidximi. 

The uses of Zapotec written materials in these schools can be viewed as an 

example of the inroads made by the Zapotec language in the schools, a domain exclusive 

to the Spanish language. Nevertheless, the use of written Zapotec is excluded from the 

classroom setting, and Spanish continues to be the language of academic instruction. In 

this sense, these ways of using Zapotec inscriptions also form part of the larger 

alternative literacy practices, outside the institutionalized school boundaries. 
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Streets 

There is a neighborhood that presents an important display of Zapotec written 

materials. The neighborhood is an INFONAVIT/'' or state-subsidized neighborhood, 

which is a large national housing system for workers. In these types of neighborhoods, 

the streets are always named after an occupation, such as "carpenters" or "cabinet-

making," "metalworking," "masonry," who are the beneficiaries of this housing system. 

There are two INFONAVIT neighborhoods in Juchitan, both built under the 

supervision of engineer Diego Ortiz Saynez. The newest one is called Unidad Zapandii. 

and all the streets have Zapotec names of local flora. Zapandii is a local plant used by 

Zapotec women for cosmetic purposes. The root of this little plant is mashed and applied 

on the wet scalp and hair, giving a fresh smell. 

Ortiz Saynez told me that he did look for help to find out the names of regional 

plants and flowers. He in fact gave me a photocopy of a letter sent to him in 1980 by the 

priest Nicolas Vichido, known in the region not only for his religious background, but 

also for his knowledge of, and interest on the Zapotec culture. The letter included a list of 

names of flowers, describing their Zapotec names, their uses, and the season in which 

they grow. 

When asked about his motivations of using Zapotec names, Ortiz Saynez 

responded that several reasons made him select Zapotec names. As for the name of the 

The acronym INFONAVIT stands for Institute del Fomento Nacional de la Vivienda para los 
Trabajadores. 
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neighborhood, he said that he hkes how the word Zapandu sounds, and that he always 

had had the idea of naming a residential area with this name. He also added; 

Aqui somos muy localistas y usar la lengua es algo que le gusta a la 
gente. Ademas quena nombres de calles diferentes a la otras unidades de 
INFONA VIT. que siempre son de algun oficio. Queria usar nombres de 
plantas y flores de aquf tambien. 

Here (in Juchitan) [the sense of] localism is very strong, and people 
like to use the language. Furthermore, I wanted streets' names that differ 
from the other residential complex of INFONAVIT, which are always names 
of an occupation. I wanted to use names of local flowers and plants as well. 

We see again references to the (Zapotec) land being expressed through the 

Zapotec language. As of today no other street in the city has a Zapotec name. 

Cultural and political graffiti 

The use of Zapotec writings in public spaces is not limited to commercial 

purposes. There are also Zapotec writings which convey other types of information. Wall 

murals with Zapotec graffiti are common, again all over the city. As a continuation of the 

practices during the intense political activity of the early eighties, today there are wall-

murals with paintings and Zapotec writings, which include poems of well-known Zapotec 

poets, and political messages supponing leftist leaders. For example, the of January 

1999, local artists painted several murals on the first day of the three-year period of the 

current municipal administration, showing their support to the current municipal COCEI 

administration. 

Walls are being also used by the group of Zapotec people conducting the Zapotec 

literacy program for adults within the frame of the Modelo Pedagogico mentioned above. 
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The goal is precisely the promotion of Zapotec literacy. The inscriptions are accompanied 

with Zapotec motifs painted by local artists. In this sense, the use of walls is not limited 

to political propaganda but also for linguistic-related purposes. What characterizes these 

inscriptions is the participation of local artists, whose works make the murals both a rich 

artistic as well as a linguistic display of Zapotec features. In this way. walls are billboards 

being used for alternative Zapotec literacy practices. In Chapter Three I described how 

the use of Zapotec graffiti commenced in the 1980s directly related to the political 

activism of the local leftist party. After that decade, writing in Zapotec became more 

popular. 

The wails used for these murals are scattered all over the city along the most 

important streets, as well as peripheral streets and small alleys. Frequently if a wall is 

located in a strategic spot, the owner might charge a fee for using the wall as a billboard 

if used for commercial purposes. But in these cases, these walls are being used without 

charge by the agreement of the owners. This aspect shows the support of local people, 

which indicates their potential collaboration in future community projects directed to the 

revitalization of the Zapotec language and culture 

The impact of ALPs outside Juchitan 

Other communities also name businesses in Zapotec. For example, in 

Tehuantepec there is a trendy expensive restaurant with a Zapotec name. The name is 

Guixhooba, a local flower. How can we explain this instance of ALPs in a city where the 

population does not conceive itself as a Zapotec speaker community like Juchitan? First, 
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because this is an isolated case, not a common practice. Second, the appearance of the 

restaurant and the prices are conceived to target outsiders, not local costumers. That is, 

the primary consumers for what is offered at the restaurant and what is written are not the 

local people. A different scenario is that of Ixtaltepec, a smaller Zapotec community 

located at 15 km. from Juchitan. 

Since Juchitan is the commercial center in the region, people from other places go 

there to get supplies, to go to school, and to work. These people become acquainted with 

the new uses of the Zapotec language. Furthermore, some people have been influenced 

by Juchiteco's new uses of native literacy. I am basing my affirmation that Juchitan is 

having this impact since I have noticed that in Ixtaltepec, an increasing number of small 

stores are showing Zapotec names, and big walls are being used to write in Zapotec, a 

practice that was rare or did not exist at all before in this community. In fact, there has 

not been any literacy campaign in this place nor course of Zapotec writing, as it is the 

case in Juchitan. My argument is also supported by comments native people from this 

community have made. A woman and a man from Ixtaltepec who work in Juchitan told 

me, in different moments, that in Juchitan people do care for the native language because 

they do not feel ashamed of speaking it, and now they are writing it. too. These people 

also mentioned that this attitude should be replicated among other Zapotec communities. 

Approbatory remarks as those mentioned before are evidences of the impact that native 

literacy practices from Juchitan are having in other communities in the region with 

respect to the positive attitudes towards Zapotec culture. In this sense, Zapotec writings -

as ideology- are expressing positive values and making people know that Zapotec people 
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speak the Zapotec language. In writing it, a remark is being made: that the language is 

spoken. These practices are not attempts to restore the language, but an authentication 

that the language still is being spoken. Juchitan and Ixtaltepec, the two places where I 

have observed the higher number of uses of public writing are also the communities with 

the high percentages of Zapotec speakers (I.xtaltepec with a 56 percent of the total 

population and Juchitan with a 72 percent approximately). These figures although higher 

compared with other Zapotec communities in the region demonstrate that Spanish is 

replacing the Zapotec language. But these alternative Zapotec literacy practices have 

shown to be more accepted and emulated precisely in these places with the higher rates of 

Zapotec speakers, and not among the other surrounding communities with lower 

percentage of speakers of the indigenous language. In this sense, it seems that 

implementing literacy campaigns in a language that is not spoken by the majority of the 

population may be less likely to succeed. 

These actions that the members of the community have put in practice certainly 

are rooted in previously learned literacy skills. Street (1984) describes what he calls 

"commercial literacy" developed in Cheshmeh, an Iranian community, arguing that the 

acquaintance Cheshmehis had with other literacy skills acquired in Koranic schools, 

prompted them to develop alternative practices congruent with the local social 

organization and satisfying new commercial needs that emerged during the rise of the 

price of oil in Iran. Street is arguing is that literacy practices are context-based; along 

these lines, I have tried to show that ALPs in Juchitan not only are locally meaningful but 
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that these uses have to be recognized, before overvaluing compulsive literacy projects or 

teaching Zapotec in schools. 

Native Literacy and RLS 

Every situation where languages are in contact shows several aspects that make 

each one a singular case. For example some minority languages have a long literary 

tradition and have accumulated an immense body of written materials. This is the case of 

Catalan, in Spain, whereas Mesoamerican languages and Amerindian languages in 

general have not built up a literary tradition in the Western sense; that is using alphabetic 

writing. 

Despite the fact that most of the time Mexican communities have different and 

mostly limited literacy experiences and exposures to alphabetic written materials in the 

language that is undergoing shift, pro-RLS activists' efforts are predominantly centered 

on the transmission of the endangered language as a second language through 

compulsory literacy programs within the school context. This aspiration to transform an 

illiterate language into a literate one may be conceived from a different perspective. An 

exception to this general tendency is the case of the NahuatI communities in the Alto 

Balsas, in the state of Guerrero, Mexico (Flores Farfan 1999a). In this region, 

revitalizational linguistic programs have been initiated with the previous recognition of 

the particularities of the local communities in the design and development of the 

language revival program. The role of schools is also considered, but with caution: 
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Its reproduction (of the Nahuatl language) couid also be reinforced 
through other means like formal education, although it would first be 
necessary to evaluate the role of schools in these communities and the 
willingness of the local actors to participate (Flores Farfan 1999a:63). 

There are more possibilities of successful cultural and linguistic revitalization 

programs by recognizing and respecting local conditions and needs, rather than relying 

on the questionable attributes of literacy. Moreover, literacy and schools as the means to 

secure the reproduction of the minority languages are not only expensive, but have not 

shown much of a positive impact, for example, among the Navajo, the Hualapai, and the 

Hawaiians. The literature on these experiences does not report the production of new 

native speakers, and worse than that, the numbers of native speakers of these minority 

languages continue decreasing. 

Approaching literacy as the means by which endangered languages will be 

preserved is reinforcing the over valorization of the written word. It is also obscuring the 

broader factors involved in the process of language shift. Meanwhile, minority languages 

continue their tragic disappearance. 

The costs of the written language 

The inherent needs for writing an indigenous language are a big obstacle. For 

example, the definition of standardized alphabets, the generation of grammars, 

vocabularies, and in general, the elaboration of teaching resources, represent already a 

huge amount of material and human resources that need to be considered from the very 

beginning of any RLS project. 



211 

Rather than simply minimizing or denying the positive effects of literacy. I intend 

to emphasize some of the obstacles and impractical aspects intrinsic to the development 

of some of the basic materials for literacy transmission in the school context. 

These are England's observation of the Mayan situation at this respect: 

During the present century slightly different versions of the alphabet 
have been used by every institution or individual who has been interested m 
writing. Mayan languages have lacked all the other tools of literacy: there are 
no monolingual dictionaries, thesauri, style manuals, or reference grammars 
(...). Therefore even producing the basic materials that promote and 
complement literacy is a formidable task (1996:181). 

First, the necessary tools to promote the use of the written word convey a series of 

difficulties. An apparently simple thing, such as the definition of a practical orthography, 

has proved to be a painful process. If the orthography already exists, training teachers in 

how to use it implies the need of major financial resources, which minority groups hardly 

ever have. If we talk about other indispensable materials such as dictionaries, grammars, 

and readings materials, we are dealing with expensive items too, to say the least. A 

dictionary can cost up to one million US dollars (Hill 1999; 190). These are some of the 

aspects that have to be carefully analyzed and evaluated when trying to develop linguistic 

revitalization programs. 

As for the human resources necessary to develop pedagogical programs, as well 

as teaching and reading materials, the scenario is not more gratifying. The possibilities to 

find (and pay) trained linguists, lexicographers, educators, historians in a particular 

indigenous language -to mention the minimum required- is highly unlikely. The high 

costs of developing and printing the necessary materials of the school curriculum can also 
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of a country like Mexico where indigenous education it is not a priority. 

Clearly, the elaboration of all teaching materials and finding human resources 

require large governmental financial support. In other words, conceiving schools as the 

space for native language reproduction would increase the dependence of indigenous 

communities on governmental institutions, with the consequent frustrations of the 

indigenous communities upon not finding that support. As Fishman states: 

Compulsory education rests upon the power of the Yish [non-native] 
political arm to compel one and all to educate their children in accord with 
programs that the polity has certified as minimally adequate and desirable 
from the point of view of its Yish definition of 'the general interest' (Fishman 
1991:99). 

Unfortunately, the state of the affairstells us that these needs rather than 

fulfilled will be most likely ignored. 

The examples of the needs of Native literacy development and the failures in 

getting them abound, making schools the less likely space for the development of a 

healthy native literacy reproduction. 

Literacy through schools, rather than presenting itself as a good medium for RLS 

purposes turns towards the opposite direction. What stems from trying to attain RLS via 

native literacy transmission are two forces: a force represented by a body of good 

intentions that seek to reach the goal of writing the language-undergoing shift, and 

another force constituted by the lack of materials and tools for literacy purposes. 

Several works discuss the conditions of Native languages in Mexico (Heath 1972, Mena et al. 1999. 
Salinas 1995). The bottom line is that despite the "recognition" of the multicultural and multilingual 
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Literacy, prestige and language reproduction 

Although some scholars are not direct advocates of the reproduction of native 

languages via literacy, they have made interesting statements concerning people's 

perceptions of the relation between literacy and language reproduction. Some scholars 

argue that in the Mexican context, one of the positive consequences of the development 

of literacy among the indigenous languages is the elimination of the widespread idea that 

these are merely "dialects" (Montemayor 1997; Hamel 1993). By being written, 

indigenous languages demonstrate a consequent complexity which characterizes 

"languages with a grammar," such as Spanish. Others have said that writing the 

indigenous language provides prestige and, consequently, enhances its transmission. 

Along the same lines, several Mexican scholars agree that writing in the minority 

language conveys positive effects among its speakers, fostering linguistic valorization of 

the minority language in the context of a written-centered society, such as the Mexican 

society (Montemayor 1997; Hamel 1993; Pardo 1993). These, I believe, are misleading 

views about literacy. The case of Juchitan is illustrative. 

The mentioned prestige associated to the written word and its positive impacts on 

language reproduction does not always apply. The practice of writing Zapotec all these 

years did not prevent the process of language shift which began in Juchitan in the 1950s 

with the introduction of kindergarten as explained in Chapter Three. That is, despite 

several years of Zapotec literacy tradition, the language is undergoing shift. Likewise, 

character of the country, bilingual education programs (in the 1970s) and more recent intercultural 
education programs have not achieved the respect and the development of Mexican indigenous languages. 
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even though Zapotec people recognize that the Indigenous language is not simple, but 

rather a complex one. the language is undergoing shift. People in Juchitan are aware of 

the complexity of their language. Several people constantly express (Zapotec native and 

non-native speakers) how difficult it is to speak the language if you do not learn it as a 

child. 

If anything, the narrow (but common) conceptions of literacy as a tool for RLS 

purposes, or its transmission within the school context is reinforcing and perpetuating the 

hierarchical relationship that exists between world languages such as Spanish, and 

indigenous languages such as Mexican languages. People from Juchitan seem to be an 

exception on this issue, since they do not believe in the power of schools to maintain their 

language. In fact, people do not think that Zapotec should be taught in schools. A woman 

emphasized in an interview I conducted: "schools have to teach in Spanish, that is what 

they have to do." Or as Na' Lugarda Charis put it, responding to my question if Zapotec 

should be taught and if so, where should it be taught: 

Nosotros los habitantes de Juchitan, nosotros tenemos las escuelas en 
nuestras casas. Porque desde pequefios nuestras mamas nos hablan en nuestra 
lengua. Nosotros aprendemos el espafiol cuando vamos a las escuelas. 

We, the people from Juchitan, we have the (Zapotec language) 
schools in our homes. At a very early age our mothers speak to us in our 
language. We leam Spanish when we go to school. 

In their view, schools should not be in charge of the transmission of the Zapotec 

language either spoken or written. 
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Conclusions 

In Chapter Three I explained that today there are some sectors in the Zapotec 

society where the intergenerational language transmission is being interrupted. Here I 

tried to claim that literacy can indeed be used for RLS purposes in Juchilan and probably 

elsewhere. However. I also argue that restricting native literacy within the school domain 

does not effectively assist the language that is undergoing shift. Only by recognizing the 

uses and significances of native literacy practices given by the community we can 

efficiently use them in a RLS project. Here I presented some of the current uses of 

Zapotec written material developed independently from public schools, which are 

becoming more popular in the community. Increasingly, names of streets, signs and 

graffiti written in Zapotec are being displayed in public spaces, and people who do so, 

have not being encouraged through the schools. They were not enhanced to do so via an 

organized Zapotec literacy transmission program through educational institutions. And 

yet, these uses of written materials developed independently from school can be 

beneficial for RLS purposes. 

The diversity of stores and businesses with Zapotec names, and the increasing use 

of walls to convey political and cultural information written in Zapotec. reveal that a 

wide range of people in town not only are using, but also are being exposed to alternative 

ways of expressing meaning through the written word. 

Several aspects are being highlighted throughout the Zapotec writings. References 

to "localism," "being from Juchitan," "Zapotec is original," "is the language we speak 

here" and "Zapotec is beautiful" are common explanations expressed, justifying the 
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selection of Zapotec instead of Spanish. Interestingly, none of the individuals interviewed 

mentioned that the use of Zapotec writing was to promote the language because is being 

replaced by Spanish. From Juchiteco's perspectives, the originality and beauty of the 

language is a sufficient reason for choosing a Zapotec name; that is, what belongs to 

Zapotecs not only belongs to them, but it is also beautiful. These attributes make Zapotec 

the language of preference whether the uses are for commercial, political or cultural 

reasons. The increasing preference of Zapotec names over Spanish names, some invoking 

more "traditional" aspects than others, symbolize the community as a unity through the 

language, rather than a fragmentation of this unity. 

The types of people who today are being exposed to ALPs are diverse as well, 

including people not only from a particular social class, or from a restricted 

neighborhood, or of a limited group of age, or only people that attended school, but to a 

broad audience. 

Certainly it is not unusual to find examples where indigenous languages are being 

used to name stores in other asymmetrical bilingual contexts. Nora England reports that 

Maya writings are also being used to name stores (1996:190). But what I argue is that in 

the case of Juchitan the development of these skills and the use of Zapotec literacy should 

not be seen as an isolated instance with mere economic and folkloric purposes. Indeed the 

commercial relevance of the city and the economic benefits involved in using a Zapotec 

name are very important. Recognizing that the use of the Zapotec language can bear 

economic profits —or the promotion of political proselitysm— was not the only reason for 

people to write in Zapotec. Here my argument is that Juchiteco people are extending the 
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domains of uses of the Zapotec language. I also argue that these new uses are not a 

project being carried out by a restricted group or a particular social class within the 

society, but by numerous members of the Zapotec community driven by shared ideas 

about the language. The people who are putting into practice the use of the language arc 

native Zapotec speakers, and non-native speakers, owners of big and small stores, owners 

of small tortilla factories, restaurant owners, and the promoters of the Zapotec culture. 

They think that the local language not only is expressing who they are, but is doing so in 

a beautiful and more original manner. Through these practices, people are also 

recognizing the possibility that the native language can be used to name their businesses 

in a language preferred by their costumers, and at the same lime to convey poetic 

meaning. Another aspect, which it is also very important to mention here, is how these 

actions are influencing other Zapotec communities to explore these possibilities as well, 

as the case of Ixtaltepec mentioned earlier. 

People in Juchitan who are literate in Spanish have been using their previous 

Spanish literate experiences, transferring them to write in Zapotec. They are adapting 

them to the local context and are writing in Zapotec. These practices are widely accepted 

by community members in Juchitan because they are being developed within a particular 

Zapotec ideological arena. They are being used to fulfill commercial, political, and 

cultural needs, within a broad context of the Zapotec speaking community. 

By continuing connecting the development of literacy only through schools, we 

are eliminating the potentialities of development of new sources of expression of local 
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meanings and values that can be beneficial for the endangered language, as well as 

putting emphasis in areas that might not have a significant impact for RLS purposes. 
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CHAPTER SIX - LANGUAGE POLICY: FOSTERING THE DISAPPEARANCE 
OF INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES 

Since early colonial times, central to language planning in Mexico has been the 

creation of methods to teach Spanish to the indigenous population. This process is known 

as castilianization and has become a major goal of Mexican schools. 

In this chapter I will provide a very brief historical overview of Mexican language 

policy aiming to show how indigenous languages, since colonial times until today, have 

always been conceived as a problem, which still troubles the country. I will show that 

even though recent discussions at the state and congressional levels have promoted major 

constitutional amendments in Mexico regarding indigenous languages, the linguistic 

question has not become a major issue in an already recognized "multicultural" country. 

The goal is to understand the linguistic conflict in the country and, more specifically, the 

sociolinguistic situation in Juchitan in the national scenario. 

''Language as a problem" 

The origins 

The arrival of the Spaniards defined as a problem the ethnolinguistic diversity 

they found. Several works (Heath 1972; Bravo Ahuja 1976a) tell as how early 

conquistadors struggled to achieve the task of civilizing the Indians through the 

imposition of the Christian faith due to the diversity of languages in the new conquered 

land. In her classic work. Heath (1972) states that Spaniards did not take advantage of the 

means that the Mexicas (Aztecs) had developed to deal with the linguistic diversity of 
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their empire. The way the Mexicas dealt with the linguistic diversity was through 

interpreters of the different languages. Friars and the Spanish kings, on the contrary, 

sustained a series of debates as to what language to utilize for the religious conversion of 

the population of the New Spain and tried several methods for an effective religious 

conversion. One method was the direct imposition of the new religion via Spanish. 

Spaniards also trained members of the different indigenous groups who were bilingual 

speakers (Nahuatl/their indigenous language). Once these bilingual Indians were 

converted and trained in the religious knowledge they, in turn, taught Spaniards' beliefs 

to the different peoples. These methods did not have much success other than the 

inauguration of the idea that the usefulness of the indigenous languages - if any- was to 

speed the transformation of their speakers into Christians. 

During the initial colonial period, Spanish friars used indigenous languages to 

educate and christianize Mexican indigenous population. Franciscans initiated the process 

of religious conversion in a very effective way: through the native languages (Bravo 

Ahuja 1976a; Garza Cuaron 1997). Although Franciscan friars fought for the use of the 

indigenous languages in the process of religious conversion, as early as the sixteenth 

century the obligatory use of the Spanish language among the colonized was an 

imperative. In 1596, the king of Spain, Philip II, was asked by the Consejo de Indias (the 

governing body of the American colonies) to require that the Spanish language be the 

only language of the New Spain (Zavala 1997:70). Philip II answered negatively to this 

petition, (Zavala 1997) but the Spanish Crown finally prohibited the use of indigenous 

languages in the colony (Cifuentes and Ros 1993; Zavala 1997) despite the opposition of 
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the Franciscans friars, who were in charge of the religious conversion and the education 

of the indigenous population in the New Spain. 

In a series of works Bravo Ahuja (1976 a,b,c,d.) describes the methods used to 

teach Spanish to the indigenous population in Mexico since colonial times. In this work. 

Bravo Ahuja analyses the unsuccessful materials and projects of castilianization of the 

Indian population since colonial times, and proposes new materials to teach Spanish to 

the speakers of the Mexican languages, and solve the problem of communication that 

persists in the country. From her perspective: 

Una lengua comiin. Esta parece ser la unica solucion viable al ingente 
problema de la fragmentacion lingufstica -correlativa a la fragmentacion 
social y al marginalismo econdmico (Bravo Ahuja I976b:7). 

A common language. This seems to be the only solution to solve the 
serious problem of linguistic fragmentation -related to social fragmentation 
and economic marginalization. 

This ideology of incorporation of the indigenous population into the national 

society via Spanish has been at the center of Mexican educational and linguistic policies, 

as we will see in the following lines. 

Initially the religious conversion was mostly in the indigenous language, using 

indigenous native speakers to promulgate the word of God in the indigenous language. In 

this sense, the local languages were used as instruments of evangelization. Even though 

several opinions arose on whether the religious conversion should be in Spanish or 

NahuatI, the process of literacy in Spanish took place by using materials such as the 

Canilia para ensenar a leer (booklet for the teaching of reading) designed by Pedro de 

Gante in the sixteenth century (Bravo Ahuja I976a:39). This fact inaugurates the school 



as the "site of conversion;" of religious conversion during colonial times as well as the 

locus of Spanish imposition both at the oral and the written level. Today schools continue 

to be the site of conversion or better said, a site that seeks the incorporation of the 

indigenous people into the national society. Throughout these periods we will see how 

indigenous peoples appear in a subordinated position due to their ethnolinguistic 

background. 

During the independent period in the nineteenth century, liberal thinkers of that 

time sought to strength and unify the new nation. One of the most important tasks to 

transforming a weak fragmented country was to convert the largely illiterate population 

into a literate one, but only in Spanish. Methods and materials for literacy in Spanish 

were indiscriminately used among all the different groups monolingual in an indigenous 

language (Bravo Ahuja 1976a). As the nineteenth century developed, the Mexican liberal 

thinkers of the independent nation thought of schooling as compulsory lay education, as 

well as the alphabetization in Spanish of the indigenous population. After the Mexican 

Revolution a nationalist ideology emerged, and new perspectives arose with respect to 

the "indigenous problem." The need to incorporate the Indian into the national society 

again emerges, and it is through the alphabetization in Spanish in the school context that 

the old obstacle will be finally removed. One of the main representatives of this 

nationalist ideology of the post revolutionary period was Jose Vasconcelos, the first 

director of the Ministry of Education founded in 1921. Vasconcelos believed in the idea 

of integrating the indigenous population into the national society through education in 

Spanish. This ideology of the consolidation of the nation through a single language was 
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in agreement with his ideal of the Mexican race, or the "Cosmic Race" as he named it. 

embodied in the mestizo people, the result of the "perfect" mix of European and 

indigenous people. 

In the 1930s several debates on the methods of teaching Spanish took place. The 

Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) appeared in Mexico in 1933 and played an 

important role in these debates. The main representative of the SIL in Mexico was 

William C. Townsend who came to the country invited by Moises Saenz, the sub-

secretary of the Ministry of Education. The method of literacy for the indigenous 

population proposed by the SIL was what later was called the "indirect method," that is, 

first become literate in the Mexican languages and then in Spanish. The purposes of the 

SIL were religious and their goal was to convert people to Protestantism, as opposed to 

the Mexican government, which was looking for the integration of the minority groups 

into the national society. The old direct method, which was the teaching of Spanish 

literacy in Spanish, was disregarded and schools adopted the new methods. First, literacy 

was transmitted in the indigenous languages seeking the alphabetization in Spanish as the 

final goal (Acevedo 1997). This period was crucial since the indirect method of 

alphabetization, that is to alphabetize first in the indigenous language and then in 

Spanish, was recognized as the most adequate. 

In 1948, the Mexican government created the Institute Nacional Indigenista (INI, 

National Indigenist Institute) in agreement with Indian policies of the time: 

La creacion del Institute fue resultado de ideas y polfticas encaminadas 
a disenar e instrumentar la poh'tica del gobiemo hacia dignificar al indio 
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mexicano que tan precarias condiciones de vida ha sufrido a lo largo de casi 
cuairo siglos (INI 2002a). 

The creation of the Institute was a result of political ideas directed to 
design and perform the governmental policies to dignify the Mexican Indian 
who has suffered precarious life conditions during almost four centuries. 

Central to the INI agenda was to investigate and propose directions for the 

improvement of all living conditions of the indigenous population. Teaching Spanish to 

Indians persisted as the means to incorporate them into the national project. Under INI's 

initiative, indigenous languages were yet again considered as the channel to teach 

Spanish. 

Bilingual Education institutionalized 

In 1963, the Secretana de Educacion Piiblica (SEP, the Ministry of Education) 

officially recognized the use of bilingual methods in the educational process. In the late 

1970s and mid 1980s several educational reforms took place since the methods of the 

prevailing bilingual education were not successful in integrating the indigenous 

populations into the national society. In 1973 the Direccion General de Educacion 

Extraescolar en el Medio Indigena (DGEMI, General Bureau of Extended Education in 

the Indigenous Areas) was created to teach how to speak, read and write in Spanish to the 

indigenous communities of the country. In 1978. with the new presidential project the 

DGEMI becomes the Direccion General de Educacion Indfgena (DGEI, General Bureau 

of Indigenous Education); this office was in charge of developing bilingual-bicultural 

programs, characterized by the incorporation of ethnic materials in the curriculum, as 
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well as the use of the indigenous languages as the means of cuniculum instruction. More 

recently, in the 1990s official and scholars have embarked on new discussions suggesting 

new educational proposals and introducing this time the Intercultural perspective. In 

1993, for example, the Ley General de Educacion (General Educational Law) recognizes 

the multicultural and pluriethnic configuration of the country and states that an 

Intercultural Education should: 

Considerar la diversidad cultural como un recurso para el 
enriquecimiento y potenciacion de la educacion. Las diferentes visiones del 
mundo, las diferentes tecnologi'as, los diferentes valores y las diferentes 
actitudes, multiplican los recursos para la comprension del mundo (DGEI 
1999:23). 

Consider cultural diversity as a resource to enrich and strengthen 
education. The different visions of the world, the different technologies, 
different values and different attitudes multiply the resources for the 
understanding of the world. 

The bilingual and bilingual-bicultural programs of the 1970s and the 1980s have 

proved to be inefficient. Rather than effectively using the different indigenous languages 

and recognizing their historical, cultural and pedagogical value, they were used as mere 

bridges for a -dubious- transmission of Spanish. These educational programs for the 

indigenous population have been developed as mere governmental projects. As such they 

have remained simply as discourses without a serious consideration of the magnitude of 

the issue, and with no evaluations of the actual practices of all the different programs 

themselves. The inefficiency of these bilingual programs is founded on several elements, 

which include both human and material resources involved in the educational project. 

When available, bilingual materials were not always appropriate. For example, the 
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dialectal differences of the indigenous languages were not considered when designing 

curriculum materials, and the lack of training on how to use the materials made the 

teachers simply ignore them. Moreover, teachers very frequently were not placed^'* in 

their linguistic area, which left them with the single (forced?) option of continuing to use 

Spanish as the language of instruction in the classroom, and the language of 

communication in the community where a different language is spoken. 

In this sense, schools (and everything that encompasses them; teachers and staff, 

for example) remain as the de facto domain that reproduces Spanish as the dominant 

language, the place to become a Mexican by getting rid of the Indian heritage. 

In addition, these educational programs not only were ineffective, but generated 

disagreements among the indigenous communities. In the cases where teachers attempted 

to put in practice bilingual curricula, many parents strongly opposed to their attempts of 

using their languages in the school context. Their experience indicated that that the means 

to overcome their marginalized status was precisely through the national language and 

not by reading and writing in their native languages. In the USA some Native .Americans 

have had similar reactions, opposing to the use of their native languages in the school 

curriculum, arguing that in doing so, children will not learn English, the language to 

The SEP (Secretan'a the Educacion Publico, Ministry of Education) decides where to send the recent 
graduated teachers. Usually the first years, teachers are sent to remote rural areas where needed, rather than 
where she or he could use his or her language in the classroom. The director of a bilingual preschool in 
Juchitan made an interesting observation about the ethnic background of the teachers in his school while 
e.xplainig me the goals of the bilingual bicultural education: 
"Claro de que, pues en esta zona donde nosotros estamos ubicados pues realmente si. si comcide. porque 
estamos ubicados con nuestra lengua materna y nos entendemos porque nosotros somos zapotecos." 
[Yes, well, in this area where we are placed, really coincides, because we are placed with our mother 
tongue and we understand each other because we are Zapotecs). This comment denotes the exceptional 
situation of being working in a bilingual school with teachers whose language is the same of the pupils'. 
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succeed in the mainstream society. From the perspective of many indigenous 

communities in Mexico, school is the means to eliminate the indigenous stigma and 

become a proficient citizen. Consequently, it is not uncommon that indigenous teachers 

use Spanish in the school, even those who work in the areas of their ethnic and linguistic 

background or in their own community, as we will later see in this chapter. 

Since no systematic evaluations have been done, the recognition of the failures 

does not appear as central in the decision making process of SEP officials. Consequently, 

the curricula of all the proposals developed in the last three decades are poorly designed -

if at all— and the training of the teachers has never been a priority^'^ In this sense, 

bilingual schools have never actually functioned as such, and in many schools of this 

type, there is nothing in terms of the teaching methodology that makes it different with 

respect to the schools known as "formal", that is, schools which are not under the 

administration of the bilingual system®*". I interviewed the director of a Centro de 

Educacion Prescolar BilingUe (Center of Bilingual Preschool Education) in Juchitan who 

provided information on the lack of correspondence between name and content of the 

bilingual education question. The director told me that the goal of the bilingual bicultural 

program that they used until 1992 was to castilianize the (monolingual) Zapotec children. 

Since the beginning of the school period 1992-1993, bilingual preschools follow the same 

curriculum utilized by the monolingual preschool, in other words, schedules, curriculum 

The work of Calvo P. and Donnadieu 1992, offers a detailed description of the ways in which Mazahua 
bilingual teachers from the state of Me.xico were inadequately trained. This work exemplifies the 
contradictions of the bilingual education programs in the country. 
™ 1 am going to call these schools "monolinguar schools rather than "formal' following Bartolo's (2002) 
nomenclature. 
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content and methodologies are the same for both, Zapotec and Spanish speakers. I asked 

the director why the school was still called "bilingual" if they were not using a bilingual 

curriculum. He responded that the school continues being a "bilingual school" because it 

remained under the supervision of the Direccion General de Educacion Indi'gena (DGEI, 

General Bureau of Indigenous Education). That is, bilingual schools are not defined by 

the premise that a bilingual program is being put in practice, but due to merely 

bureaucratic circumstances. 

In sum, indigenous education, the same as any other issue concerning indigenous 

communities in Mexico, still is conceived as a problem, but certainly not a priority. The 

lack of serious consideration and commitment on this issue touches all the levels 

including, needless to remark, the lack of the necessary financial support. 

Schools v'5. Zapotec: an unequal battle 

Indeed, it is difficult to understand why after so many years of experience with 

bilingual programs, the Mexican educational system has not contributed to the 

development of the indigenous languages in the last past decades. The apparent interests, 

and the de facto carelessness of the education for the indigenous population, confirm the 

negligence of the Mexican government vis-a-vis indigenous communities. This attitude 

toward indigenous communities perpetuates the idea of schools, and the educational 

process in general, as one of the best avenues to achieve progress in which indigenous 

languages -and everything that looks Indian— have no value. In this scenario, the Indian 

continues to be backward and can only become civilized by attaining academic training. 
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Discrimination through the schools and the ideologies generated within has become a 

phenomenon of negative proportions. The negative impact of schools is observable even 

in a place like Juchitan where, as I showed in Chapters Three and Four, community 

members show a strong attachment for their native language and high linguistic vitality, 

unlike many communities in the Mexican context. That is, despite the favorable 

conditions of the native language, the ideal type of society as conceived through schools 

has seriously contributed to the sociolinguistic reality of the community. The following 

examples will try to sustain my argument. 

Example 1. Rita Castillo is a first grade school teacher. At the time of the 

interview, in 1999, she had 20 years working in the same elementary school. The school 

where Rita has been working is not a 'bilingual' school' although it is located in the 

septima seccion in Juchitan where Zapotec speakers are concentrated. Having Zapotec 

students in the classroom, Rita finds natural to use Zapotec as the language of instruction, 

but her colleagues reprimand this practice: 

Yo siempre enseno primero en zapoteco y luego en espanol. Eso les 
encanta. Aunque otros me dicen "si aquf vienen a aprender a hablar el 
espanol ^por que les hablas en Zapoteco?." Pero yo les digo no, yo me siento 
bien asi y ellos van a aprender. (...) [Los maestros] tienen esa mente de que 
hay que hablarles espanol para que aprendan a hablar el espaiiol. O sea que 
ellos estan mas interesados en que los ninos aprendan a hablar bien el 
espanol. 

I always teach first in Zapotec and then in Spanish. They (students) 
love it. Although other (teachers) tell me: "if they come here to learn Spanish, 
why are you talking to them in Zapotec?" But I tell them "no, I feel good this 
way and they are going to learn." (...) [Teachers] have that thought, that we 
have to talk to them in Spanish so they can learn it. In other words, they are 
more interested that children learn to speak Spanish well. 
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Rita's language behavior at home also differs with that of other teachers. She and 

her husband, a teacher too, continuously receive strong criticisms from their colleagues 

because they speak in Zapotec to their youngest son^' When her colleagues find out that 

both, Rita and her husband speak in Zapotec to their seven years old son. they receive 

comments such as this one reported by Rita: 

Todos mis companeros, todos ven negativamente que le hablemos en 
Zapoteco a nuestro hijo. "Ustedes que ya estan saliendo adelante. que ya 
estan estudiando mas ^por que es que no le hablan en espanol al nino para 
que aprenda?". Yo les digo, "pues el ya esta aprendiendo el espaiiol," (...) les 
digo, "ddnde le encuentran el problema?." 

All my colleagues, all of them negatively see that we talk to our son 
in Zapotec. "[the fact that ] you are already moving ahead, that you are 
studying more, why don't you talk in Spanish to the child, so he can leam.? I 
tell them "well, he is already learning Spanish," I tell them "where do you see 
the problem?." 

Despite emergent cases among teachers of overt opposition to the general 

discrimination against indigenous peoples such as the case of Rita's behavior in the 

classroom and at home with her husband, the main tendency is that of the elimination of 

the use of indigenous languages. Moreover, the exclusion of indigenous languages is not 

limited to the school domain, but it is expected as well that teachers should discard the 

indigenous language from all domains of Interaction, as Rita's colleagues are suggesting. 

It is assumed that as educators their responsibility in spreading the use of Spanish should 

be extended beyond the school setting. At school even when the norm among teachers is 

to use Zapotec, they switch to Spanish in the classroom setting with the students. The use 

The case of the Castillo family has been fully described in Chapter Seven. 
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of Spanish with their colleagues is not conceived as 'educating' the pupils, but talking 

with their peers. I observed that still today in some schools in Juchitan. particularly those 

located in the secciones where Zapotec speakers are concentrated such as the septima or 

the ociava, it is not uncommon to hear students speak in Zapotec among themselves in 

the classroom setting. Someone might even ask questions or make comments on what the 

teacher just has said in Spanish. But, although there is no punishment or sanction for the 

student who spoke in Zapotec. neither there is encouragement to continue this linguistic 

practice. In contrast, what it is common is that in both, bilingual and monolingual 

schools, teachers consistently respond in Spanish to students. When teachers address the 

students in Spanish in the classroom, they are guaranteeing the connection between 

language and academic knowledge transmission, and ultimately, the connection between 

Spanish and school. 

Example 2. I spoke with teachers and staff of a monolingual preschool (that is. a 

school which does not belong to the DGEI, the branch of the Ministry of Education in 

charge of the indigenous education). The preschool in question is located in the ociava 

seccion, but since it is not a bilingual school, children are expected to be Spanish 

speakers. The situation however is that every year the school receives pupils who are 

monolingual in Zapotec at their arrival. But the main trend is the decrease in the number 

of Zapotec monolinguals, and the increase in the number of Spanish monolinguals. 

Teachers' opinions about the language of interaction with children were diverse. 

Their comments included opposing affirmations; for example some teachers viewed the 

fact that there were children monolingual in Zapotec as a problem: 
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Los nines que llegan a la escuela hablando solamente zapoteco son un 
problema. Las maestras tienen que tener mucha paciencia con ellos, toman 
mas tiempo. 

Children who start school being monolingual in Zapotec are a 
problem for the teachers. Teachers have to be more patient with them, they 
are time consuming. 

For other teachers, the same linguistic configuration of the school's population was 

not a problem at all: 

No, no es un problema que los ninos hablen zapoteco cuando llegan al 
primer grade porque todos los maestros hablamos zapoteco. Aunque en 
algunos cases sf les pedimos ayuda a los papas para que nos apoyen y asi' los 
nifios aprendan espanol en casa, perque los ninos que hablan zapoteco son 
muy timidos y no se juntan con el resio de los nifios. 

No, it is not a problem if the children speak Zapotec when they start 
their first school year because all the teachers speak Zapotec. Although in 
some cases we de ask for help to the parents so we can have their support us 
and the children can learn Spanish at home as well, because the children that 
speak Zapotec are very shy and they don't join the rest of the children. 

Not speaking Spanish now not only represents an impediment for the transmission 

of the academic knowledge but, in pre-schools where the socialization process is a crucial 

component at this stage of the education of the pupil, the interaction with the classniaicb 

is being "delayed" due to the number of young Zapotec monolinguals who dare to go to 

school despite their linguistic "disability." Even though former ways of punishment for 

using the native languages have been removed from the "educational" practices, there 

still are notable traces. The school continues developing ways of minimizing the native 

languages. Even if sometimes they are rather subtle, these relics of linguistic 
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discrimination are continuously influencing people's perceptions of the language, 

affecting not only their own linguistic behavior but that of their offspring as well. 

Example 3. Zapotec children who attend bilingual schools and learn Spanish, tend 

to speak Spanish and stop communicating in Zapotec with their peers. Those children 

who still speak in Zapotec with their playmates during recess are not encouraged by the 

teachers to continue using their language. On the contrary, the message they receive is to 

abandon the Zapotec language. Two main strategies are at play here to shrink the use of 

Zapotec. At the playground when teachers supervise the group of children playing, they 

address them in Spanish, even if children are using Zapotec to communicate with their 

peers. In this way, teachers are indirectly establishing the use of Spanish over the Zapotec 

language. The second strategy is rather direct as explained by the director of the school: 

Es importante que se comuniquen en su lengua y nosotros los 
escuchamos. Y bueno ahi es donde cabe la observacion: que estan haciendo, 
por que platican, que es lo que estan platicando. Hay comunicacion entre 
ellos. Y eso es importante. Y al rato, [les decimos] "^saben que?" (...) ya 
cuando el maestro interviene o las maestras "no hablen puro zapoteco, hablen 
espanol. Lo que ya dijeron en zapoteco, (...) traduzcanlo en espanol." Y si. 
esa es la observacion que nosotros hacemos. O sea que esa es la observacion 
que nosotros hacemos. (...) "ahora platiquenioen espatiol. Asf como lo 
platicaron" ... Y ya, bueno hay nifios que todavfa no entienden ^no? pues ya 
les ayudamos(...) "bueno ustedes dijeron esto en zapoteco, ahora lo vamos a 
decir asi y asf." 

It is important that they communicate in their own language and we 
listen to them. And it is important to observe what they are doing, what are 
they talking about. There is communication among themselves. And that is 
important. Later [we tell them] "you know?" (...) here is when the teacher 
appears or the [female] teachers "do not speak only Zapotec. Speak Spanish. 
Translate (...) what you just said in Zapotec." And indeed, that is the remark 
we made (...) "now converse in Spanish. The same way you did"... And 
well there are children who do not understand you know, so we help them 
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(...) "well, you said this in Zapotec, now we will say it this way and this 
way." 

It is in this direct manner in which teachers are inhibiting the use of Zapotec even 

outside the classroom, and in accordance to the school policy, castilianizing the pupils. In 

this sense, the supposedly bilingual and bicultural character of this type of school is 

misguided since it is inhibiting the use of the Zapotec language and. consequently, 

eliminating the possibilities of a maintaining -much less creating-- a bilingual 

environment. 

All the teachers I interviewed in these two schools had Zapotec as their first 

language, and yet perceived the situation differently. At the bilingual school, the attitudes 

of the teachers toward Zapotec pupils show tolerance. They expect children to speak 

Zapotec, and their task is precisely to castilianize these young Zapotec monolinguals. At 

the monolingual school I found more variation: some teachers find Zapotec speakers a 

nuisance that impedes the acquisition of the skills required to be develop at the preschool; 

other teachers maintain a more relaxed attitude, knowing that sooner or later children will 

finally learn Spanish. 

The goal in both types of schools is to provide the children the means (the 

Spanish language) to be prepared to enter the primary school and become a member of 

the national society, regardless if this goal might be achieved on the detriment of the 

indigenous language. 

Overall, teachers do not seem to reflect upon the consequences that the linguistic 

policy and behaviors described here are having on the Zapotec language. Throughout my 
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conversations and interviews with the teachers, emphasis was made on the acquisition of 

Spanish, on the achievements made by students overcoming the limitations of their 

monolingualism, and the cooperation of others such as parents and caregivers in making 

Spanish the language of communication. That is, the linguistic policy through the 

teachers has extended its influence to the family domain. But the incorporation of the 

Indian into the mainstream society still remains as an open question. Meanwhile, schools 

confirm their status as the realm of the Spanish language. 

Today, the expected collaboration of the parents in implanting Spanish as the 

language of communication among children has been achieved. At the end of the school 

day, parents, grandmothers, or any adult relative of preschool children gather outside the 

school building waiting for the young kids. Consistently they all speak Zapotec among 

themselves while waiting, but once the children leave the classrooms and run to meet 

their relatives, adults hug them and automatically switch to Spanish while asking the 

children how the school day was, and what did they do. In this way. parents are ensuring 

that Spanish not only is the language of the school, but also the daily-life language. 

This environment endorsed by the Mexican educational system appears rather 

intimidating for the reproduction of the native language. We can hardly imagine that 

someone would still speak Zapotec, much less use it as the language of communication 

with the children. Fortunately, as in the case of Rita, there are parents who stubbornly are 

transmitting Zapotec to their children leaving the task of Spanish transmission to the 

school. Those cases are presented and fully discussed in Chapter Seven where I analyze 
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how the ideology of Spanish as the language of the school have been nicely redefined by 

Juchiteco people; in so doing, children of some Juchiteco families are fully bilingual. 

Schools, literacy and language revitalization 

Despite the negative effects of schools on the reproduction and development of 

Mexican languages, today schools are still considered as the means for the development 

and persistence of the minority languages. As a result of the long history of social and 

linguistic subordination of the minority groups in Mexico, the remaining indigenous 

languages are experiencing an accelerated process of language shift, and Spanish is now 

being transmitted as the mother tongue of indigenous peoples. In an attempt to invert this 

general tendency, in the past twelve years at least, several groups specifically organized 

to work on projects directed to stop the replacement of Mexican native languages have 

emerged. In almost all cases, members of the communities themselves form part of the 

majority of these groups. In fact, in the communities where we find these groups, we also 

find an accelerated process of language shift. In most of the cases, the population who 

speaks the indigenous language is mostly composed of adults and old people. The 

realization of this process of language loss also prompts the realization of the loss of a 

whole body of local knowledge and cultural values. 

For example Niceforo Urbieta, an artist bom in Santa Ana Zegache, a Zapotec 

community from the Central Valley region in the state of Oaxaca, created the Centro de 

Investigacion del Pensamiento Visual (Research Center of Visual Thought). One of the 

main goals is to promote the creative aspects of the members of this community. Another 
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important endeavor of this research center is to register local stories, legends, and finally 

use these records to recover the Zapotec language in this region. 

Another project is that of Agustin Jimenez, a primary teacher from Santa Man'a 

Nativitas, Oaxoca, who is committed to the Chocholtec or Ngigua language, which he 

grew up not speaking. He reports that, today, in some villages only a few children speak 

the native language and that in other villages the language is no longer used at all. 

In an interview made to Jimenez by a newspaper from Oa.xaca, he said that: 

The loss of indigenous cultures can often be put down to external 
pressures from society. Many indigenous people in Mexico adopted the 
society's general depreciative attitude towards them and became embarrassed 
by their difference (Noticias. Suplemento cultural The Grasshopper June 9th 
1999). 

Jimenez also mentioned that one of the reasons of the decline of the native 

language is the lack of an alphabet. 

Although his project of recovering the native language includes the participation 

of elder people -who visit the schools and spend two hours a week with the children to 

listen and correct them- Jimenez emphasizes the transmission of the Ngigua language 

through reading and writing it: 

My main goal at the moment is to produce more books for children. 
The most recent book which has sold out already contains drawings which 
the children color in while seeing the word in Spanish and Ngigua (Noticias. 
Suplemento Cultural The Grasshopper. June 9, 1999). 

Today. Jimenez is working gathering all types of materials and looking to publish 

more books in the native language. 
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It is important to point out that the majority of these activists are individuals who 

have had access to some sort of school training beyond the standard education received 

by the majority of the members of their communities. Most of them are schoolteachers; 

others have university training, hence they have experienced the benefits of being literate 

in the dominant language and have assumed that education -schooled education— is the 

necessary key to have access to the possibility of success in the mainstream society. 

This impetus on writing the indigenous languages is indexing at the same lime a 

history of language conflict that characterizes the current situation of the country; a 

dynamics defined by conflict between Spanish, the national and prestigious language, and 

the indigenous languages. In this context of conflict, indigenous peoples are facing new 

impositions. Indigenous people not only have to learn to speak and write the imposed 

language in order to survive in the national society, but today, in a society that associates 

literacy with prestige, they also have to write their own language -another imposed idea-

in order to preserve it. 

Gabriela Coronado Suzan, a Mexican sociolinguist, accurately remarks that 

A1 hablar de la posibilidad de un bilinguismo entre las lenguas 
indigenas y el espanol, el primer pensamiento se dirige a considerar el ambito 
educativo, especialmente el que pertenece al sistema de educacion indigena, 
y como un lugar privilegiado en la generacion de dicho bilingUismo 
(Coronado Suzan 1997; 135). 

When talking about bilingualism among Mexican indigenous 
languages and Spanish, the first thought is to consider the educational 
boundaries, especially that which belongs to the Indigenous Education 
System, as the privileged milieu for the generation of the bilingualism. 
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Indeed, the immense body of projects and efforts addressing linguistic 

revitalization purposes that currently are taking place in Mexico, and particularly in the 

slate of Oaxaca, are mostly through literacy and education. 

One of the literacy projects that has caught international attention is the CELIAC 

project (Cenrro Editorial de Literatiira Indigena, Asociacion Civil or the Publishing 

Center for Indigenous Literature, Civil Association) a not-for-profit organization. 

Although this project is not being developed within the school domain strictly speaking, 

it deserves our attention due to the lack of connections between the target social subjects 

and the attempted goals. 

In 1989 Russel Bernard, an American anthropologist, and Jesiis Salinas, a Nahfiu 

Indian from the state of Hidalgo, Mexico, created the Native Literacy Project. Salinas 

along with Josefa Gonzalez, a Mixtec schoolteacher, directed this project. In 1992, the 

Native Literacy Project became CELIAC**" and today Salinas and Gonzalez are in charge 

of the editorial center and train other Indians to use computers to produce written 

materials in their different native languages. The Center is located in the city of Oaxaca 

and participants spend several weeks learning the use of computers and word processors. 

In the early 1990s when I was living in Oaxaca, I participated in the literacy program of 

CELIAC and learned about the project. The computers used were old Apple computers 

sent from the USA. The software being used then is called Gutenberg, which allowed the 

writer to develop multiple and new characters. The training, at that time, consist of 

Ail the information on CELI.'\C is based on my own knowledge, interviews, as well as the electronic 
document of the University of Pennsylvania/Graduate School of Education (1999). 
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learning the Gutenberg software. The trainees were also taught how to create characters 

to graphically represent their native languages, in the case of languages that have not 

defined a unified alphabet. It is necessary to comment on what appears to be an inherent 

problem in this process. It was not clear for example, if two Mixtecs from the same 

community of speakers were using the same graphic representation for their language, or 

if they were using different characters for the same phonemes. The writing process was 

quite impractical since it included the creation of panicuiar characters and the definition 

of several macros not compatible with other computer programs. The commands that are 

relatively simple in other word processors, were quite complicated using Gutenberg, such 

as formatting, indentation, jumping from one page to another, formatting of page and 

fonts, defining margins, and so forth. Regardless of these inconveniences, the use of 

Gutenberg was justified by its capability of creating extraordinary characters for the 

adequate representation of sounds never written before. This aspect certainly deserves 

further discussion that goes beyond the limits of this work. 

Besides the technical difficulties, there are other aspects that should be addressed 

in order to assess if the project has truly contributed to the reproduction of the language 

by generating native speakers, or if it is only generating written records of Mexican 

native languages. A critical review of the main audience who is buying the materials 

being produced by the teachers trained under this program would be an indicator of the 

impact of CELIAC activities in the reproduction of Mexican indigenous languages. Are 

these books as popular among the communities as they are among American researchers? 

Has the practice of writing the languages really reinforced the communities' linguistic 
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valorization? Has literacy been expanded among the speakers in the communities or has 

it continued to be practiced only at CELIAC headquarters? In sum, are these written 

materials promoting the transmission of the languages to the children? 

Preservation and revitalization of Indigenous languages: a governmental project? 

In a country like Mexico where every satisfied popular demand is achieved 

through bloodshed, the likelihood that the government will develop equal conditions for 

minority languages is unthinkable. 

To think of Mexican schools as sites that truly develop bilingual speakers, or as 

the place where Spanish monolinguals will learn their heritage languages is far from 

reality. The Zapatista uprising that appeared in 1994 in the southern state of Chiapas is 

one of the most recent and painful examples that corroborates that indigenous groups in 

Mexico endemically experience governmental discrimination. Therefore, considering that 

schools -a government institution- will or even can create optimal conditions for the 

respect of the indigenous languages is highly unlikely. 

The attempts of the Zapatistas during the last seven years to negotiate with the 

government have repeatedly found the government unwilling to hear the social, political, 

cultural and economic demands of indigenous peoples in the country. 

The status and rights of indigenous groups have become central to the discourse 

of the international legal system and international organizations (Anaya 1996) and more 

recently, indigenous activists themselves, participate in international forums (UN. ILO 

for example) discussing indigenous peoples rights and their demands of self-
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determination. A recent and important element in the attempts of recognizing indigenous 

rights is the revision of Convention 107 of the Intemational Labor Organization (ILO), to 

overcome its "assimilationist and integrationist elements" (Anaya 1996: 45). In its 1989 

session, the ILO Conference adopted the Convention 169 on the rights of Indigenous and 

Tribal People (Anaya 1996:48). In Mexico, the House of Representatives ratified 

Convention 169 in 1990 and. in 1991, Mexico and Norway ratified it and Convention 169 

came into force. 

In concert with this trend, several Mexican states made reforms to their 

constitutions, and in 1990. the state of Oaxaca recognized the multilingual configuration 

of the state, by making major amendments to the Constitution of the state of Oaxaca. The 

article 16 of the Oaxacan Constitution declares that 

El Estado de Oaxaca tienen una composicion etnica plural, sustentada 
en la presencia de los pueblos indigenas que lo integran. Se reconocen y el 
Estado protegera las quince lenguas indi'genas siguientes: Amuzgo, 
Cuicateco. Chatino, Chinanteco, Chocholteco, Chontal, Huave, Ixcateco. 
Mazateco, Mixe, Mixteco, Nahua, Trique, Zapoteco y Zoque. 

The state of Oaxaca has a plural ethnic configuration sustained by the 
presence of the indigenous peoples. The State recognizes and will protect the 
following fifteen indigenous languages; Amuzgo, Cuicatec, Chatino, 
Chinantec, Chocholtec, Chontal, Huave, Ixcatec, Mazatec, Mixe, Mixtec, 
Nahua, Trique, Zapotec and Zoque^^ 

There were significant changes at the federal levels as well since in 1992, the 

Constitution of the Mexican Republic, particularly the Article 4, was changed. 

Constitucidn Poli'tica del Estado Libre y Soberano de Oaxaca. 
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recognizing the multicultural configuration of the Mexican Nation (Ley de Derechos de 

los Pueblos y Comunidades del Estado de Oaxaca 1998). 

In the decade of the 1990s and following the amendments to the Mexican 

Constitution, several states of the Mexican Republic -including the states with high 

number of indigenous population- made important reforms to their constitutions. With 

these amendments, some of the rights that indigenous peoples were granted are: the right 

to develop their own culture and language, to freely express their religious beliefs, to 

receive education in their language, to elect their municipal authorities based on their 

traditional practices. In sum: a paradise. 

But despite the international attention towards indigenous groups, and the 

remarkable constitutional changes in many states in Mexico, the actual respect of the 

integrity of the indigenous population in the country still has a very long way to go. The 

violence towards indigenous groups in the country and the violation of their rights is the 

norm, rather than the exception. The Mexican government represents, from my 

perspective, one of the most severe threats to the integrity of indigenous peoples in the 

country. We have clear evidence that indigenous communities live constantly intimidated 

by the Mexican army. In the southern state of Chiapas, for example, despite the 

agreements in removing it, the Mexican army still is present in Zapatista territory. 

Moreover, the increasing number of military posts in poor and marginalized areas of the 

Mexican territory, confirm that the interest is to intimidate the indigenous peoples, rather 

than to safeguard their integrity. As Hector Sanchez, a Zapotec congressperson and 
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President of the Comision de Asuntos Indi'genas (Commission of Indigenous Affairs) of 

the Congress put it: 

El gobiemo teme la inconformidad ci'vica. En Oaxaca. en la zona de 
Miahuatlan el gobiemo pone un cuartel en lugar de escuelas, hospitales. 
empleos. Pone al ejercito para intimidar a la poblacion!. En las zonas triqui y 
mixteca. zonas olvidadas, !otro cuartel! ̂ cual es la logica? <;,que cuidan estos 
cuarteles? ;nada! Los cuarteles no tienen nada que cuidar ahi, ni la integridad 
nacional. ni nada!. 

The government is afraid of civilian inconformity. In Oaxaca, in the 
Miahuatlan area, the government installs a military post in lieu of schools, 
hospitals, employment. The army is there to intimidate people!. In the Trique 
and Mixtec [which are] forgotten areas !another military post!. What is the 
logic? what are these military posts protecting there? !nothing!. The army has 
nothing to protect, not the national integrity, nothing!. (Interview by Angel 
Pedrero. January 2001). 

There were several failed attempts to establish the dialogue between the 

Indigenous communities of Chiapas and the Mexican government since 1994 when the 

uprising took place. Finally, after several dialogues between the Zapatista Army, the 

Mexican society and the Comision de Concordia y Pacificacion (COCOPA. Commission 

for Conciliation and Pacification), and after several interrupted and re-initiated peace-

talks with the federal government, the government finally agreed "to establish a legal 

frame based on the recognition of their rights to self-determination within an autonomous 

frame" (COCOPA 1996). This agreement was conceived as a first step to finally end the 

history of repression and discrimination, and recognize the denied indigenous peoples' 

demands of self-determination. 

In March 2001, representatives of the Zapatistas were able to speak (but not be 

heard) at the House of Representatives where they presented their demands. However, in 
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April 2001. members of the House of Representatives denied the demands of the 

indigenous people expressed in the Ley Indigena (Indigenous Law). This law was 

developed by the Comision de Concordia y Pacificacion (COCOPA. Commission for 

Conciliation and Pacification), accepted by the Zapatista Army, and approved by the 

Mexican society. This law stresses the recognition of the indigenous rights: the right to 

the land, education, food, housing and health. The modifications made by the majority of 

the House of Representatives to the original Ley Indigena were phrased in such a way as 

to it deny once again the right of the indigenous communities to decide upon their social, 

political, economic and cultural organization. The dialogue has stopped, and 

representatives of the COCOPA and oppositional congresspersons declare that the long 

desired peace process in Mexico is currently stagnated. This state of affairs confirms once 

more that Mexico not only is procrastinating in meeting demands of indigenous peoples, 

but it is also violating constitutional rights recently granted, as well as international 

agreements such as the Convention no. 169 of the ILO. 

This is just a glimpse of a worst scenario in which, today, indigenous groups are 

confronting the government. Militarize, marginalize and intimidate - not educate- are the 

messages for indigenous peoples. The perennial dilemma of remaining Indian or 

disposing of all the Indian features permeates indigenous peoples' reality. The tenacious 

strength of indigenous groups in Mexico to defend their rights has developed within the 

community. Significant support has not -and it will not- come from the government or 

through government procedures. Moreover, the creation of governmental institutions 

such as the INI maintains the subordinated position of indigenous groups vis-a-vis the 
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federal government since indigenous peoples are not truly represented at the INI. It is the 

president of Mexico who appoints the General director, and functionaries who belong to 

other governmental offices and ministries who form the board of representatives. The 

decision making process is determined and constricted by different opinions, not the 

indigenous peoples' opinions, and needless to say, by meager funding. That is. INI 

represents for the indigenous communities another bureaucratic apparatus in charge of 

their issues and not a body that truly develop policies and laws for their well-being. 

In the educational arena, the situation does not differ much. In 1994, the Ley de 

Educacion Estatal (LEE, State Educational Law) of the State of Oaxaca made important 

changes to the indigenous education system, naming it Educacion Bilingiie Intercultural 

(Bilingual Intercultural Education). Article 7 of Chapter I of the LEE recognizes that: 

Es obligacion del Estado (de Oaxaca) impartir educacion bilingiie 
intercultural a todos los pueblos indi'genas con planes y programas de estudio 
que integren conocimientos, tecnologi'as y sistemas de valores 
correspondientes a las cultura de la entidad. Esta ensefianza debera impartirse 
en su lengua matema y en espanol como segunda lengua (Bartolo 2002:43). 

It is the obligation of the State (of Oaxaca) to impart bilingual 
intercultural education to all indigenous peoples; school programs will 
integrate knowledge, technologies and value systems coherent with the 
culture of the State. The teaching (process) has to be in their mother tongue 
and in Spanish as second language. 

Today, schools that belong to the indigenous education system, have nothing 

which can identify them as "intercultural" schools vis-a-vis the previously called 

bilingual schools, nor with respect to monolingual schools. The intercultural perspective, 

once more, is simply another institutional label. The law remains in words and paper. 
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Even if the LEE was issued in 1994. nothing has changed at the school level: that is. with 

the new proposed Intercultura! Education for indigenous peoples, the common 

inconsistency between programs legally recognized and their actual implementation in 

the classroom surfaces again. 

I was not attempting to analyze the curriculum material developed for bilingual 

schools. Neither did I aim to provide a detailed analysis of the relations between 

institutions, actual teacher's practices, government and society. Evaluations of actual 

bilingual schools' practices can be found, for example, in Mena et. al. 1999, for the 

situation in the state of Oaxaca, and Calvo and Donnadieu 1992, for the case of Toiuca, 

to site a couple of them. In those works, we can find a detailed analysis of what was 

officially established and what actually takes place with respect to, for example, the 

curriculum, the training of the teachers, the students' proficiency and the parents' 

perceptions. The work of Munoz Cruz (2001) also provides ample information as for the 

incompatibility between the announced goals of indigenous education and the actual 

situation at the schools. 

In this section I was simply attempting to highlight some of the inconsistencies 

between the government and the educational policies directed to the indigenous 

communities, and their impact on everyday linguistic behavior and, to pose a question: 

under these circumstances, what can we expect from the schools or from the Mexican 

educational system that can benefit indigenous peoples'?. School as a state institution, is 

one of the most important means for the achievement of the totalizing project of the 

Mexican State. The ideological construction of progress through Spanish and school has 
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considerably harmed indigenous languages and has positioned schools as the site of both, 

scientific and linguistic transmission. Equipped with these two devices, indigenous 

peoples will be able to become first class citizens, and eliminate their fragmented status. 

If anything, indigenous education in Mexico has been consistently upholding the 

representation of Indian who simply does not fit in the school neither in the society. 

In this sense, schools are the site of indigenous peoples' extermination, rather than 

the institution that will provide the floor for the indigenous girls and boys to "favor 

[their] integral and harmonious development as individuals and as members of the 

society" as expressed by recent otTicial discourse (DGEI 1999; 11). We know that there 

is no such a thing as a passive reception and, in the next chapter, I will try to present how 

some Zapotec parents are successfully using Spanish monolingual schools to generate 

bilingual speakers. 

Conclusions 

Indigenous education has never been a priority for the Mexican government. The 

development of a series of programs designed for the indigenous communities always 

remains at the discursive level. The central concern of language planning in Mexico has 

been the castilianization of the indigenous population, and not the development and 

reproduction of the indigenous languages. As Flores Farfan (1999b) states, educational 

policies directed to the indigenous population in Mexico are related to the ideas of 

modernization and progress (42) rather than the recognition and respect of the Mexican 

indigenous languages. When the indigenous languages have been incorporated in the 
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programs and methods developed for the indigenous population, they have been 

considered as merely instruments for Spanish transmission. 

The brief historical overview I presented here attempts to demonstrate that 

although educational policies in Mexico have incorporated indigenous languages into the 

school curriculum in several ways, they have actually reinforced the subordinated role 

indigenous languages have always played in Mexican society. 

The real recognition of indigenous languages implies not only their use in the 

educational context, but also the recognition of their social functions, which are not 

limited nor restricted to the school context. Even today in the supposedly "bilingual 

schools" Spanish is the only language used by indigenous teachers. Indigenous 

communities do not recognize the schools as the site of the native language reproduction, 

but a site to seek social mobility. 

In the Mexican context, schools are important element for the totalizing project of 

the Mexican nation and have defined the sociolinguistic configuration of the country. 

They are one of the social domains where the asymmetrical relationship (for political, 

social, economic and religious reasons) between Spanish and the minority languages is 

reproduced. In this asymmetrical relationship, the indigenous languages have been used 

as the instruments that will facilitate their final disappearance. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN - LOCAL RESPONSES: EFFECTIVE ACTIONS TOWARDS 
REVERSING LANGUAGE SHIFT AND LANGUAGE MAINTENANCE 

In the earlier chapters I have tried to describe the current sociolinguistic situation 

of Jiichitiin. which I characterized as a conflictive bilingual situation in which Spanish is 

replacing the Zapotec language. I attempted to describe this process through a historical 

perspective in order to grasp the different social processes involved in it. 

However in Juchitan not only language shift is taking place; Juchitecos are also 

observing new behaviors that seek to reverse the replacement of the native language. 

They aim to maintain the Zapotec language not only as the language of a decreasing 

percentage of people, but the language that belongs to and characterizes the people of 

Juchitan. 

One of the arguments that I want to highlight is that the linkage between language 

and ethnicity among Juchiteco people has had different consequences on the Zapotec 

language reproduction. I will argue that the salient ethnic identity of Juchitecans had a 

negative impact on the reproduction of the Zapotec language, supporting its replacement 

by Spanish. But I will also assert that this linkage is currently sustaining emerging 

responses of language restoration. I will show how the strength of the ethnic identity 

through the language is reflected in the ways Juchiteco people are responding to the shift 

of their vernacular language. In order to do so, in this chapter I will describe some of the 

actions Juchitecos are currently carrying out in order to reverse the replacement of the 

Zapotec language. I will present some of the most successful measures of reversal 

language shift as well as examples that illustrate ways in which Juchitecans are 



251 

attempting to transmit the Zapotec language to their children, maintaining it as the 

language of the community. 

I will first discuss the role that ethnicity has played in the development of the 

bilingual profile of the community. Secondly, I will describe how three families in 

Juchitan have successfully maintained the Zapotec language as the language of 

communication among the family members. Finally, based on these strategies. I will 

provide a tentative outline of aspects to be considered in a revitalization project, both for 

the maintenance of the Zapotec language in Juchitan and elsewhere. 

The twofold role of Zapotec Ethnicity 

As I describe in Chapter Two, Juchitecans did not experience the rapid shift of 

their vemacular language the same way that other Zapotec communities in the Isthmus. 

Juchitecans were not impacted in the same manner by what Dorian calls "Western 

Language Ideologies" (1998), or the series of beliefs that underestimate minority 

languages, particularly found in places of European settlements. Dorian suggests that a 

serious consequence of these ideologies is the process of loss of local languages with 

fatal consequences for linguistic diversity (1998:5). 

If we slate that Juchitecans started to give up their language in the 1950s seeking 

the same socioeconomic opportunities that other Spanish speakers have, we would be 

simplifying the rather complex process of language shift that Juchitan is experiencing. 

Assuming that the increasing number of Spanish speakers is due to the lack of prestige of 

the vemacular language in Juchitan would be another misconception. Especially because 



Juchiteco people do not think of the vernacular language as less prestigious than Spanish. 

Nor can the Zapotec language shift can be explained by the desire of Juchitecans to 

conceal or deny their Zapotecness since historically Zapotecs have fought precisely tor 

their recognition as Zapotecs and for their self-determination. Indeed, in Juchitan. the 

process of language loss has not been solely impacted by the ideologies that Dorian 

pointed out. 

But if these reasons cannot account for the replacement of the Zapotec language, 

what can? Contrary to what can be expected, the same pride Zapotecs have in their 

ethnicity was detrimental to the reproduction of the Zapotec language. My data show that 

people who did not transmit Zapotec to their children were motivated by the idea that 

children would have better chances to succeed in school without struggling with an 

unknown language. But they were also convinced that children would speak Zapotec as 

well, and never thought that in speaking Spanish to their children, these children would 

become monolingual in Spanish. In other words, parents who stopped speaking Zapotec 

to their offspring were not deliberately preventing their children from speaking their local 

language. In fact they believed -and some still do- that their children later would learn 

Zapotec after they had acquired fully fluency in Spanish. Moreover several people think 

that those Juchitecan children who did not acquire Zapotec native competence, now that 

they are adults, have the responsibility to learn it. 

Several parents of semi-speakers told me that now that their children are adults, it 

is their task to "perfect" their Zapotec skills. Parents believe that their semi-speaker 

children are responsible "to fill the gap" that now exists between fluent Zapotec speakers 
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and semi-speakers. These parents consider that there are many opportunities to learn the 

language since, from their perspectives, their children can learn by practicing it. When I 

asked a man whose children are semi-speakers how they would become fluent Zapotec 

speakers he said: 

Pues, yo pienso que ellos deben'an de practicar como otras personas. 
Practicando. hablando, comunicandose en zapoteco. si hablanan facil (...) 
Pues necesitan forzarse un poco. Necesitan aprender. 

Well, I think that they should practice [Zapotec] like other people. 
Practicing, speaking, communicating in Zapotec, yes they easily would speak 
it (...) Well, they need to make a little effort. They need to learn [Zapotec]. 

Another woman whose children are semi-speakers as well told one of them that: 

Si practicaras el zapoteco si lo vas a poder hablar. (If you practice Zapotec, you will be 

able to speak it). 

A fully bilingual whose native language is Zapotec, said that semi-speakers or 

less fluent speakers could learn Zapotec fluently if they continue making an effort: 

Pienso que, que deben'an perseverar en aprender zapoteco. Que eso 
[no hablarlo bien] no fuese un obstaculo para que dejaran de hablar zapoteco" 

I think that, that they should observe perseverance in learning 
Zapotec. This [not speaking it well] shouldn't be an obstacle to quit speaking 
Zapotec" 

Several semi-speakers reported that their parents tell them that since they did not 

learn Zapotec as children, now it is the time to learn it with native fluency. A woman told 

me that when she asked her mother why she and her dad did not teach her Zapotec, her 

mother told her that now that she speaks some Zapotec, she should fully learn it. The 
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same semi-speaker also said that when her sister, also a semi-speaker, attempts to speak 

Zapotec others laugh at her because of her inability to pronounce the Zapotec tonal 

system. Indeed there are attitudes that are inhibiting semi-speakers from speaking and 

"practicing" their Zapotec as suggested by fully fluent Zapotec speakers. Later in this 

chapter I will refer to the efforts made by semi-speakers to become more fluent in 

Zapotec and maintain the Zapotec language. 

To put it in a simple manner, it would seem that from the perspective of Juchiteco 

people, being bom in Juchitan in addition to being raised by Juchitecans are sufficient 

conditions to learn Zapotec. These beliefs are also found among other communities 

(England 1998:104; Littlebear 1999:5). In the case of Juchiteco people, these beliefs are 

founded on the salient ethnic identity of Juchitecans. Speaking Zapotec is an essential 

component of the sense of being Zapotec and yet, this was taken for granted, resulting in 

the formation of a generation gap of Juchitecan semi-speakers. Currently the numerous 

semi-speakers, and other non-tluent speakers with decreasing Zapotec competence, are 

slowly widening the "gap." 

Juchitecans have certainly realized that the gap can be "filled." They have 

realized the language is being replaced and they started to develop new linguistic 

behaviors to stop the Zapotec language replacement. And I argue that these behaviors are 

based also on the connection between Zapotec language and ethnicity. 

Among the most effective actions Juchiteco people are putting in practice are 

those developed after the realization that children do not learn Zapotec fluently unless 

they are taught at an early age. In the following examples I will attempt to show what 
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actions are being taken by Juchiteco people in order to maintain the Zapotec language. 

Additionally, these examples are an attempt to demonstrate how the most effective 

method of the local language transmission is achieved when the language is transmitted 

to children at home at a very early age. Juchitecos have found that if not taught at home, 

Zapotec can hardly be taught to speak it fluently. 

The first three families described here are examples of successful actions taken in 

order to maintain the intergenerational transmission of the Zapotec language. 

There certainly are many families in Juchitan who are maintaining the Zapotec 

language as the mother tongue of their offspring, but they are not described here. The 

parents in these families are mostly monolingual or Zapotec dominant speakers who did 

not attend school or -if they did- it was only for a year or two. 

I am not including examples of this type of family because the maintenance of the 

Zapotec language among them has not been preconceived. In these families the 

transmission of the Zapotec language to the children was determined by the parents 

linguistic condition. Since the parents were Zapotec monolinguals or Zapotec-dominant 

speakers, they did not have many options but to transmit the only language they speak. 

Instead, I am including examples of Juchiteco families who were potential Spanish 

transmission families but who did not transmit Spanish as the first language to their 

descendants. 

First, I will describe two families that have decided to maintain Zapotec as the 

mother tongue of their children. I then present a third family who managed to reverse the 

Zapotec language shift. The first two children of this last family did acquire Spanish as 
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their first language, but when the third child was bom, the parents decided to switch to 

Zapotec and raise the newborn in the parents' maternal language. In this manner, the third 

child acquired Zapotec as his mother tongue, as opposed to the first children who learned 

Spanish as LI. 

Afterward. I will also describe the actions several individuals and families are 

currently putting in practice in order to provide more spaces for themselves and their 

Spanish-speaking children to learn Zapotec. This last group includes families whose 

children are lacking sufficient exposure to the Zapotec language because one of the 

parents does not speak Zapotec, or simply because none of the parents have enough 

linguistic competence to transmit the vernacular language to their children. I am also 

describing how semi-speakers are attempting to fully develop and strength their Zapotec 

competence by speaking Zapotec in a more voluntary fashion, and not only when they are 

forced by the circumstances -such as in the presence of a Zapotec monolingual. That is. 

in what follows I will describe what Juchiteco families are doing to maintain Zapotec as 

LI. reversing the Zapotec shift and attempting to transmit Zapotec as L2. After that. I will 

present some of the efforts semi-speakers are making in order to become fluent in 

Zapotec by describing their increasing attempts to use Zapotec in different domains. 

Language maintenance of Zapotec as LI 

Sanchez family 

The Sanchez family, that consists of four members, belongs to the middle class 

and lives now in the segimda seccion. The mother, who is in her late thirties, was bom 
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and raised in the segunda seccion. She learned Zapotec as her first language since her 

mother was monolingual in Zapotec. While growing up. she exclusively used Zapotec not 

only at home with all her siblings, parents and relatives, but also with her playmates in 

her neighborhood. She learned Spanish at school ^nd while attending school, always felt 

insecure for not knowing Spanish. She was inhibited from participating in sports teams 

because she always felt embarrassed and insecure for not understanding what the other 

girls said in Spanish. She moved to Mexico City to pursue her academic training and 

currently she holds a degree in mathematics. Today she works in Juchitan and uses both 

languages at work and with her friends because she interacts with both Zapotec and 

Spanish monolinguals. 

The father, in his early forties, was bom and raised in the septima seccion and 

spoke only Zapotec until he was nine years old. Even after he learned Spanish, the 

language he always spoke with all his family members and his friends at the playground 

was Zapotec and he only spoke Spanish at school. He also moved to Mexico City to 

continue his college training and currently holds a master degree in sciences. Currently he 

uses Spanish more than before since his family lives in the segunda seccion, a 

neighborhood where people are increasingly speaking more Spanish. 

The Sanchez couple always spoke in Zapotec ever since they met and during all 

the time they dated. The couple married and settled in Mexico City where they were 

working, and where their two children were bom. When Mrs. Sanchez became pregnant 

with her first child, Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez agreed that they would speak only Zapotec to 



258 

the baby because they wanted their children to speak the language of the place they 

belonged to and to speak the language 'de nuestra gente' (the language of our people). 

When the baby boy was bom, he only heard Zapotec at home, and the same was 

true for the girl who was bom two years later. They never spoke in Spanish to the 

children and Zapotec is now the family language. 

In Mexico City both children attended day care from the lime they were only one 

and a half months old. In this manner they acquired both languages simultaneously. 

Spanish at the daycare center and Zapotec at home. Although the family sporadically met 

with other Juchitecans who reside in Mexico City and with whom they spoke Zapotec. 

the Sanchez couple said that living in Mexico City, the only opportunity their children 

had to hear Zapotec was at home. During all the time they lived in Mexico City the 

children spoke Zapotec among themselves at school during the recess. Spanish was used 

with the rest of the people in the school and neighborhood. They also spoke Zapotec in 

Juchitan in their visits during holidays. 

Currently the family lives in Juchitan, where the children (eight and ten years old 

in 1999) are going to school. The family continues with the same linguistic practice. The 

language of interaction among the nuclear family is Zapotec and family members switch 

to Spanish when addressing someone who does not speak it. The Sanchez children are 

fully bilingual, they play in Spanish with their maternal cousins who do not speak 

Zapotec, and in Zapotec with their paternal cousins from la septima who are all bilingual 

speakers. The Sanchez children, also, speak mostly Spanish when playing with the 

children in their neighborhood. They attend a private school in Juchitan and they believe 
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that there are not other students who speak Zapotec since they have never heard other 

pupils of the same school speaking it'^"*. In fact, the Sanchez's children said that when they 

speak among themselves in Zapotec, other pupils ask them to translate into Spanish what 

they said in Zapotec. and they do it. They said they like to speak both languages, because 

this allows them to speak with more people than speaking only one language. They also 

expressed feeling equally comfortable in Zapotec and Spanish and liking both languages 

without preferences. The Sanchez children are today a case that raises admiration among 

Juchiteco (and non-Juchiteco) people since, despite living in Mexico City, without the 

opportunity to listen to as much Zapotec as people who live in Juchitan do, the parents 

managed to transmit Zapotec to their children. The parents said that they did not do 

anything mysterious or extraordinary for the children to become bilingual. They did it 

without any effort, in a "natural manner', the mother emphasized. 

Carx'allo family 

A young low-income couple with three children forms the Carvallo family. This 

family lives in la ociava seccion only two blocks away from the kindergarten where two 

of the three children go. The wife is in her mid twenties and is a traje regional 

embroiderer. She was bom and raised in the ociava seccion. where she learned Zapotec 

as her mother tongue, and still uses it with all her family members. She learned Spanish 

at school and only uses it when she meets people who do not speak Zapotec. The 

Although only a few, there are other children who do speak Zapotec in this school, but the Sanchez 
children are not aware of it. Even in a liberal small private school such as the one these children attend. 
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language of interaction with friends, neighbors and relatives is Zapotec. The husband is a 

27 year old house painter also from the octava seccidn. As the wife, he is a Zapotec 

native speaker who learned Zapotec at home and uses almost exclusively. He learned 

Spanish at school and now uses it at work and with people who are monolingual in 

Spanish. Both partners said that they like speaking Zapotec since "it is the language they 

were bom with" and it is the language of the town. Furthermore, they said that they speak 

Zapotec because it is the language people have in Juchitan to communicate among 

themselves. 

They both recognize the usefulness of Spanish for attending school and 

communicating with Spanish monolinguals, but also said that since Zapotec is the 

language of the people from Juchitan, Juchitecans should continue speaking it. 

The Carvallo children are six, four and two years old (in 1999) and all learned 

Zapotec as their mother tongue. The parents decided to speak only in Zapotec to the 

children because they noticed that at the kindergarten more and more children were 

attending school speaking only Spanish, so they would not have any problem in learning 

Spanish by interacting with the other children. The Carvallo parents also thought that if 

the children heard Spanish both at home and at school, they would not be sufficiently 

exposed to the Zapotec language and, consequently, the children would not leam it 

fluently. They have noticed that children whose parents do not speak Zapotec to them, 

grow up understanding Zapotec, but since it is not the language in which they are being 

Zapotec is not used. This seems to point to the fact that children have internalized that Zapotec is not 
spoken at school, so they have not been able to identify other Zapotec speakers. 
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raised, they cannot speak it and even get confused and mix both languages when 

speaking. The best way to learn Zapotec is by listening it at home, they said. The 

Carvallo parents think that learning Spanish is easier than Zapotec. This is another 

reason, they said, why children have to learn Zapotec first. 

The first two children -ages six and four- are bilingual because they learned 

Zapotec at home and Spanish at the kindergarten. As the young boy did put it. "I learned 

Spanish at school with my classmates." The youngest child -two years old- understands 

and speaks only Zapotec. The parents are sure that she is going to learn Spanish at school 

too, just like her two older siblings did. They are convinced that if children do not learn 

Zapotec at an early age, they will not learn it fluently. The Carvallo couple is convinced 

that Spanish can be perfectly learned at school. They have sufficient data to be convinced 

about that: they both leamed Spanish at school and their children too. 

Today the six years old and the four years old who attend kindergarten speak 

Spanish at school and Zapotec at home. When playing in the neighborhood, the children 

switch back and forth depending on the addressee. The language of interaction among all 

family members is always Zapotec. When another child who does not speak Zapotec 

visits their home to play with the Carvallo children, these switch to Spanish, but when 

addressing the parents, they switch back to Zapotec. 

The four and six year old Carvallo children report feeling confident speaking both 

languages and do not perceive one language to be more difficult than the other. They also 

expressed that they equally like both languages and do not have any preference speaking 

one or the other. They use Zapotec or Spanish depending whom they arc talking to. 
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Successful case of reversal language shift (RLS) within a family 

Castillo family 

A young couple composes the Castillo family and they live in the septima 

seccidn. The wife is a schoolteacher in her early forties who was bom and raised in the 

septima seccidn. She only spoke Zapotec until she went to primary school where she 

learned Spanish. She still speaks Zapotec with all her siblings, parents and neighbors. She 

remembers that in primary school and even in high school, she always had a hard time 

because her Spanish was very poor. She also commented that at school she frequently 

was scared and afraid for not understanding everything that teachers said in the 

classroom, and her playmates during recess. But despite that, she did not give up. 

continued school and she has been a schoolteacher for 20 years. At the time of the 

interview, she was attending summer classes to get a degree in high school education. 

The husband is also in his early forties and a schoolteacher as well. As a native of 

la septima he also spoke only Zapotec during his early childhood and learned Spanish 

when he attended primary school. Currently he still speaks Zapotec with all his siblings, 

wife and in-laws. 

The children of the Castillo family includes a 19 year old girl, a 16 year old son 

and a seven year old boy. Despite the fact that the couple communicates always in 

Zapotec among themselves, they spoke in Spanish to the first two children. The Castillo 

couple did not speak Zapotec to them because they wanted their children to start school 

feeling confident of their Spanish skills and avoid, in this manner, the insecurity feelings 
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they both had at school as Zapotec speakers. The couple thought that learning Spanish 

was more difficult, so they wanted to ease the process by teaching them Spanish at home. 

The Castillos also were convinced that by virtue of being raised in la septima, a Zapotec-

dominant neighborhood, their children would be sufficiently exposed to the Zapotec 

language and would easily leam it. But "It did not work tor us" as the wife put it. Both 

teenagers did not fully acquire Zapotec and. today, these adolescents only use Spanish to 

communicate with everybody. Recently they are trying to speak Zapotec and ask their 

mother to talk with them in Zapotec. They barely can sustain a conversation in Zapotec. 

however, and have to switch back to Spanish. The Castillo couple regrets they did not 

teach Zapotec to their first two children because they now realize how hard it is for them 

to speak Zapotec. 

When the youngest child was bom Mr. Castillo told to his wife that they would 

raise the child in Zapotec to avoid what happened with the two oldest children. The 

couple not only agreed to speak exclusively in Zapotec with the child, but also asked 

other family members in the household to do so. In this sense grandparents and all the 

adults also were encouraged to speak only in Zapotec to the newborn. The only close 

relatives who spoke Spanish to the boy were the siblings, who despite the fact they 

understand Zapotec, do not speak it. At the time of the interview in 1999. the boy was 

seven years old and fully bilingual, he communicates in Zapotec with his parents and 

grandparents and in Spanish with his siblings. Sometimes his grandmother asks him if he 

wants to speak Spanish with her, but he replies negatively and tells her that he wants to 

continue speaking Zapotec with her. In the household domain, parents switch to Spanish 
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and or Zapotec depending whom they are talking to: Spanish with the teenagers and 

Zapotec with the rest. At the same household domain, the seven years old also speaks in 

Spanish with his two siblings and Zapotec with his parents, aunts, uncles, and 

grandmother. He not only is fully bilingual but also reported liking both languages 

without preference. Today the Castillo family is reproducing this linguistic behavior with 

a 20 month old baby, Mrs. Castillo's niece, who lives in the same household. The baby 

also is acquiring Zapotec as her mother tongue, and the Castillo family is convinced that 

she will learn Spanish "by herself by listening at school without any problem the same 

as the seven year old boy did. Mrs. Castillo told me that they taught Zapotec to their 

young boy because they realized that presently fewer children are speaking Zapotec, or as 

Mr. Castillo described it, "Spanish is invading la sepiima." 

Other attempts of Zapotec language transmission 

In addition to the cases described above, several semi-speakers who were not able 

to transmit Zapotec as the mother tongue to their children are also seeking ways for their 

children to learn the vernacular language. Other couples who do not transmit Zapotec to 

their children, such as Spanish monolingual couples or couples of a Zapotec native 

speaker and a non-Zapotec speaker are also trying to find ways for their children to speak 

Zapotec. These couples who do not speak Zapotec, do not speak it fluently, or if only 

have partner who does, are trying to find other means for their children to learn Zapotec. 

These families have realized that since they are not able to provide the conditions for the 



265 

reproduction of the Zapotec language within the household domain, they are attempting 

to find spaces for their children to be exposed to the Zapotec language. 

One of the most common strategies followed by these families is to send their 

children to schools attended by a large number of pupils who speak Zapotec. These are 

mostly schools located in the qiiinia, septima and octava secciones. A family even moved 

to a small town where more of 97 percent of its population still speaks Zapotec fluently^^. 

so the children will have more exposure to the Zapotec language. A third strategy is to 

hire a Zapotec speaker nanny. 

The families I interviewed who are following these strategies belong to middle 

and upper middle classes. They told me that they are not having as mamy positive results 

as they had expected. Children, indeed, are getting more input in Zapotec than what they 

would have had if they stay at home interacting solely with their families and their 

families' social networks. They do actually understand Zapotec. however, they are not 

acquiring fluency in Zapotec. In this manner, these children are acquiring, at best, a 

passive knowledge of the Zapotec language. 

It is possible that since children associate their homes with a Spanish-speaking 

domain, they only speak Spanish there, and parents are not noticing the progress they are 

making. Another possibility is that it is too early to see the results. More analysis needs to 

be done at this respect. 

In two cases where a nanny was hired to speak exclusively in Zapotec to the 

children, the parents told me that they were not having much success either. Since the 
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nannies are low-income women, and the families who hired them are upper middle 

classes where Spanish is mostly spoken, nannies see their job as an opportunity to leam 

and practice Spanish. Therefore the nannies are more concerned with speaking Spanish to 

acquire more competence, rather than speaking in Zapotec for the children to leam it. 

This was the case of Carmen, a 12 year old Zapotec speaking girl from Che^uigo. 

Carmen was hired to play and baby-sit Guie", a three year old girl, and to speak to her in 

Zapotec. Since Guie's mother is a passive speaker, she thought that Carmen could 

transmit Zapotec to Guie'. Guie's mother told me that Carmen was monolingual in 

Zapotec when she first start working with them, but after a year of taking care of Guie' 

and spending all day in a Spanish speaking house. Carmen learned Spanish. When I met 

Carmen she already spoke Spanish and although I spoke in Zapotec to her, she always 

answered me in Spanish although the other girls working with Guie's mother always 

spoke -and still do- in Zapotec with me. I asked Carmen if Guie' would leam Zapotec. 

and she told me that Guie' already spoke Zapotec. and that she actually spoke Zapotec to 

Guie'. The truth is that I never saw Carmen speaking Zapotec to Guie' and Guie's mother 

told me that Carmen stopped speaking Zapotec to her daughter. Guie' indeed understands 

Zapotec because she frequently was taken by Carmen to visit her family in Cheguigo and 

played with Zapotec speaking children, although Guie' was mostly addressed in Spanish. 

Currently Carmen does not play with nor baby-sit Guie'. But if Carmen continued baby 

sitting Guie', she wouldn't speak Zapotec with the girl, maintaining the pattern she 

developed once she learned Spanish. If, indeed, Guie' understands Zapotec, it is unlikely 

This community is Xadani. 
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she will leam it fluently considering that she is not having enough input at home nor at 

school. Currently, all her playmates, caregivers and relatives speak only Spanish. In order 

for her to develop Zapotec fluency, Guie' will need to have more e.xposure to the Zapotec 

language, which is doubtful in a family where the adults, at best, only understand 

Zapotec, and all her teenagers and children relatives are monolingual in Spanish. 

Besides the efforts on the part of the parents of Spanish monolingual children, 

other semi-speakers are also trying to "practice" their imperfect Zapotec and are 

attempting to develop more fluency. Several semi-speakers are consciously seeking to 

speak more Zapotec with other members of the community and there certainly is a 

growing interest from young adults to acquire full Zapotec competence. Several young 

adults reported that they try to speak Zapotec every time they have an opportunity, either 

at work or with friends who do speak it fluently. Some people try to use Zapotec at home 

with their Zapotec fluent parents, although they know that they will be teased for not 

speaking fluently and for sounding "weird". 

Nevertheless many of these non-fluent Zapotec speakers expressed feelings of 

frustration. Several said that their parents switch to Spanish if they are not understanding 

what it has been said in Zapotec. Other individuals explained that since they are not being 

corrected when speaking Zapotec, they do not know when they are making mistakes. 

Several semi-speakers reported that sometimes they feel discouraged, continuing to try to 

speak Zapotec because people laugh at them, express their purist positions, and do not 

show any support with regard to less fluent Zapotec speakers. One semi-speaker put it in 

this way: 
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Cuando vemos que alguien falla en zapoteco o en espanol, nos 
reimos, nos burlamos de el. Pero ese no entiende que es el bilingiiisnio pues. 
Pero si ahorita viene un americano y habla. y empieza a decir todo lo malo en 
espanol. no se sabe e.xpresar, en vez de reimos lo apoyamos (...) Marginamos 
a nuestra propia gente y aquel que viene de fuera "no es que mira no se dice 
asi. pero mira alia esta la terminal de autobuses, alia esta esto," hasta le 
damos el aventon, lo acompanamos (...) Yo le digo a mucha gente le digo 
"Jamas, jamas se burlen de nuestra gente." 

When we see someone making mistakes in Zapotec or Spanish, we 
laugh at him, we make fun of him. But that person it is not aware about 
bilingualism. But if now we see an American and speaks, and starts to say 
everything in a bad Spanish, cannot e.xpress himself [well], in lieu of 
laughing at him, we support him (..) We marginalize our own people whereas 
that who comes from outside [we tell him) "look you do not say it that way. 
look the bus station is over there, such and such is over there" we even give 
him a ride, we go with him (...) I keep telling to a lot of people "never, never 
make fun of our own people." 

With his comment, this semi-speaker is pointing out that local people should 

promote the use of Zapotec by showing support towards those who make an effort in 

speaking Zapotec, and even Spanish. He is also pointing out that indeed purist ideologies 

are working in detriment to the local language by reproaching the lack of fluency of 

semi-speakers. In lieu of fostering the use of the Zapotec language, purist ideologies are 

impeding the recruitment of more Zapotec speakers. Some of the most frequent 

observations or reproachful comments made by balanced bilingual to semi-speakers or 

non-Zapotec speakers include: 

(1) "deben aprender Zapoteco asi como los que aprendimos espafiol lo 
hicimos." 

"They must leam Zapotec the same way those of us who learned Spanish did." 

(2) "Me estas echando a perder mi zapoteco porque cometo los 
mismos errores que tu." 
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"You are ruining my Zapotec because I am making the same mistakes you do." 

(3) "Aprende bien [zapoteco] antes de hablarlo." 

"Learn [Zapotec] properly before you speak it." 

(4) "Deben hablarlo ^que no aqui nacieron?" 

"They should speak it weren't they bom here? 

(5) "'.Tii no hablas zapoteco?!" 

"[You mean] you do not speak Zapotec?! 

These are the most unsympathetic comments expressed against speakers lacking 

native fluency. However there are also comments that are encouraging people to continue 

speaking Zapotec. A semi-speaker told me that Zapotec speakers have shown their 

appreciation when he makes an effort in expressing himself in Zapotec; this makes him 

continue speaking it, he said. Other semispeakers reported that when addressing Zapotec 

speakers, they first apologize for the mistakes they know they will make, and also 

commented that Zapotec speakers are very sympathetic at the efforts they made. 

Despite the undermining attitudes and discouraging comments, I have been 

noticing that people and especially semi-speakers are trying to speak Zapotec with more 

frequency. There certainly are increasing motivations to speak Zapotec in different 

domains, which include La Casa de la Cultura (LCC), at the market, the City Hall, and at 

family reunions. At the LCC for example, in view of the fact that the director and staff 

members of LCC speak Zapotec, but particularly because LCC is the place where local 

culture is promoted, semi-speakers feel encouraged to speak Zapotec. Moreo\er. I have 
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noticed, too, that people attempt to say more than greetings, and actually initiate a 

conversation with staff members or other visitors and people who attend an art exhibit for 

example. 

In the Velas fiestas, social gatherings, family and friend reunions, semi-speakers 

are increasingly using Zapotec. It is noteworthy that semi-speakers are using Zapotec 

even when speaking with other semi-speakers, with whom using Spanish would be more 

practical and "natural" since Spanish is their native language. 

These attitudes from the part of Juchitecans are contesting the Western language 

ideologies (Dorian 1998) or the beliefs that speaking the national dominant language 

provides a higher status whereas speaking Zapotec is irrelevant or wonhless. Moreover. 

Juchitecans consider that not only it is important to maintain the native language, but to 

maintain a bilingual situation, since "speaking two languages is better." In this context, 

speaking Spanish in Juchitan is not out of the question. What it is unacceptable is to 

speak Spanish in detriment to the indigenous language. 

The replacement of the Zapotec language was mainly initiated to avoid school 

failure. Zapotec language shift was also supported by the conviction children would learn 

Zapotec in the community. If the western ideologies did not greatly affect the 

reproduction of the Zapotec language, currently other locally developed ideologies are 

sustaining the process of language shift. Ninyoles has found that in the case of Valencia, 

Spain, the view that Valencia is a bilingual community, that is that Valencian people 

speak both Valencian and Castilian, is functioning as an ideology. This ideology of the 

existence of a bilingual situation is covering, Ninyoles argues, the actual (bilingual) 
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situation in which Castilian is substituting Valencian, the local language (1972). 

Extending this example to the case that I am discussing here. I argue that the idea 

Juchitecos had of the linguistic configuration of the community has in reality, inhibited 

the transmission of the Zapotec language rather than its reproduction. The widespread 

belief that Juchitan's population is composed predominantly by Zapotec speakers, who 

would secure the transmission of the Zapotec language, did not actually mamtam the 

local language, but in fact it supported- and still does- its replacement. 

In Juchitan the social pressures promoted by school indeed triggered the 

transmission of Spanish as LI. But the more devastating effects on the reproduction of 

the Zapotec language has been the confidence of Juchitecans with regard to their Zapotec 

ethnicity which -widely admitted- secures the reproduction of the language among them. 

Local beliefs such as the linguistic purism, and mocking attitudes towards semi-speakers 

also have had an undermining effect on the reproduction of the Zapotec language. These 

beliefs are internalized at a very early age and, consequently are hampering the 

reproduction of the Zapotec language among Zapotec children. A seven year old boy 

from Chegiiigo whose parents are Zapotec native speakers, but who always spoke 

Spanish to him, told me that he does speak Zapotec. But he also told me that he would 

never speak in Zapotec with his mother because he knew she would laugh at him. The 

mother was surprised to hear this from me. and was still more astonished later when it 

was the boy himself who confirmed to her his fears. She nervously laughed and remained 

pensive, since she previously had told me that she did not have any idea why the boy 
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never spoke in Zapotec to her given that everybody (adults) in the family only spoke 

Zapotec. Not surprisingly, adults never used Zapotec to address to the children. 

An adult semi-speaker made a remark about language interaction with his Zapotec 

-dominant grandmother. He told me that when he was a child, she never spoke in Zapotec 

to him. While growing up he became interested in fully learning Zapotec and later, as an 

adult, he became involved on Zapotec activism. But despite his family and grandmother 

being aware of his involvement on Zapotec language related activities, and despite his 

interest in acquiring fully fluency, his family never spoke in Zapotec to him. Today he 

uses Zapotec at work and tries to speak Zapotec with his friends at social gatherings and 

work but not with his family. He feels that speaking Zapotec is not natural and said that 

he feels frustrated. This semi-speaker also said that, if he had used Zapotec when growing 

up, he could have learned it in a more natural manner and speak it fluently, in lieu of 

speaking it full of fears of making mistakes. 

Because the Zapotec language has been considered not only the language of the 

people of Juchitan, but also a defining element of a heroic people, of people who 

defended their autonomy, it also has worked as crucial element for boundary 

maintenance. Those who do not speak Zapotec are those who do not want to be identified 

as Zapotecs. In this sense, speaking Zapotec is at the same time a claim of being from 

Juchitan, as opposed to being, for example, from Tehuantepec or Ixtepec. where people 

do not speak Zapotec. 

In addition to the actions followed by semi-speakers to become fluent in Zapotec, 

and despite the efforts Zapotec speakers are making in trying to transmit it to their 
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descendants, the question is still open. What else can Juchiteco people do or continue 

doing in order to be able to reverse the process of language shift in Juchitan? Who should 

be taking care of this endeavor? Should be the responsibility of a particular person? a 

particular group of persons? Who should be responsible to continue what the families 

here described have initiated? 

Suggested actions to be considered for RLS 

In his book Reversing Language Shift, Fishman (1991) argues that a crucial 

constituent of a successful process to reverse the language shift is to restore the 

intergenerational mother tongue transmission (1991:67). In accordance with this 

principle, in the following lines I will provide a list of actions that could positively affect 

the reproduction of the Zapotec language. What follows is a series of suggestions I 

gathered while in the field. In other words, these actions are recommendations from the 

people of Juchitan. As I will attempt to show, these suggestions coincide very much with 

Fishman's proposal to focus on the family-neighborhood-community continuum. In other 

words, my ethnographic work supports the idea of focusing on locally controlled 

institutions and processes for a successful RLS project. 

In order to discuss the strategies I gathered in the field and show the similarities 

with respect to Fishmans's RLS model, I will first present -although in a very succinct 

manner- this author's proposal for the diagnosis of the linguistic situation and the actions 

to conduct it accordingly. 
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The model of RLS Fishman creates includes a typology to determine the level of 

linguistic disruption. He states that there are several grades of language degradation, as 

well as different strategies towards RLS depending on the condition in which the 

community is found. In the next section, I will present Fishman's graded typology of the 

level of linguistic threat. After that, I will present the actions Juchiteco people 

recommended for the continuity of the Zapotec language, highlighting the similarities 

with Fishman's suggestions for a successful RLS project. I v/ill argue here that the 

actions Juchiteco people have both considered and put into practice, can continue (I) 

securing the maintenance of Zapotec language as the mother tongue of Juchiteco people, 

and (2) enhance the process of reversing the Zapotec language shift In the community. 

What follows then is a series of actions that people are doing and want to do. It is 

not a sequence of organized activities or remedies that can be utilized or followed in 

every instance where language shift is occurring. Rather, these recommended actions 

should be considered when organizing and designing a plan of action towards RLS. By 

documenting this experience and presenting the efforts, I attempt to highlight that there 

are actions already in progress that should not be ignored. In other words, for a 

successful RLS endeavor, it is indispensable -for all communities- to identify on the one 

hand, the resources the communities can count on, and on the other, recognize and give 

credit to the actions and measures already undertaken. 



275 

Fishman 's Model and Reversing Language shift in Jiichitdn 

In his classic work on RLS. Fishman (1991) proposed his Graded 

Intergenerational Disruption Scale (GIDS) to describe the level of disturbance in the 

intergenerational mother tongue transmission. He also advances the different actions that 

should be designed accordmg to the conditions and available resources the community 

has. 

There are eight stages with stage eight referring to almost the extinction of the 

non-dominant language, and stage one to a more stable linguistic situation. At the eighth 

stage, Fishman says, there only are a few scattered elders who remember the language, 

mostly songs, tales and the like. In this stage, the actions suggested are to record 

everything these individuals remember in order to reassemble the language and pass it to 

other adults. In stage seven, there are also a few speakers, mostly adults beyond 

childbearing age. In order to overcome this stage, Fishman suggest promoting the use of 

the endangered language among these speakers and recruiting more speakers. That is. to 

generate second language speakers. In stage six of Fishman's typology, the threatened 

language is used at the intimate level of family interaction pretty much by the three 

family generations, reserving the dominant language to formal situations. In order to 

secure this level and go to the next one, it is recommended to strength the community 

links by encouraging the concentration of speakers in key areas outside the family 

domain such as in the neighborhoods, and local institutions. The link between families is 

crucial in this level. In stage five the language is pretty much alive in the community, 

therefore the goal is to move from the oral to the literacy sphere of action. Fishman 
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suggests attempting to achieve literacy outside the public school system by seeking to 

develop other forms of expression via the written word. The reason Fishman gives for 

seeking literacy outside the public school domain is mainly to remain working within 

locally controlled domains, such as local clubs and or institutions which do not depend on 

federal funds. At stage four, the goal is to achieve control of the lower educational levels. 

In this sense, it is recommended to pursue the use of the minority language in schools that 

meet the requirements of public school. On stage three. Fishman suggests to extend the 

use of the language at the work place. In this stage it is recommended to transform the job 

place as a domain of the minority language. In stage two, the goal would be to seek the 

use of the language in lower govemmental services, as well as in the mass media directed 

to the minority community. Finally in stage one, the goal is to seek the use of the 

language in higher level education, and higher levels of the government. 

Fishman argues that to reverse the replacement of the language will require a 

huge amount of efforts and resources at each stage of the continuum of linguistic 

endangerment. Most importantly, Fishman emphasizes that the most reliable efforts and 

resources will be those that are locally developed. 

The main point of argumentation is that by initially relying mostly on local 

resources and efforts, the endangered language does not have to depend on outside 

changing conditions. Fishman also argues that since the process of mother tongue 

transmission entails natural and collective processes (family-neighborhood-community), 

these domains are the most reliable resources and should be targeted as the first domains 

to initiate the actions (67). 
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In the case of Juchitan. we can be optimists and say that the community contains 

several resources which precisely are located in these spheres. Moreover, the successful 

cases of RLS that I previously presented in this chapter have utilized those resources as 

the main means of reversing the language shift. 

From the perspective of Juchiteco people, efforts should begin at the home 

domain. During the interviews and conversations with people from Juchitan, the parents 

consistently emerged as the people who should start or continue the transmission of the 

Zapotec language in the first place. Ana, an eight years old girl from Clie^uigo who use 

to join me a lot when interviewing and visiting people, told me one of the most direct 

comments to my inquiry. In an attempt to help me find the answer I longed for. one 

afternoon she said to me abruptly "I learned Zapotec because my mom spoke Zapotec 

with me, she taught Zapotec to me, if not, I would not have learned it" 

Indeed, this premise is the fundamental reason for people to learn the language. 

Ana is right; if you are not spoken to in Zapotec, you will not speak it. Being bom and 

raised in Juchitan helps to maintain the language if you first learned it. That is, living in 

Juchitan, being bom in Juchitan, and being raised by Juchitecans does not guarantee the 

acquisition of the Zapotec language. Ana knows this as a fact, and has experienced it 

herself. She has several cousins, nieces, nephews and friends who, despite bemg bom and 

currently living in the same neighborhood as she, speak Spanish. 

In this sense, a major resource for intergenerational mother tongue transmission is 

found in the home domain, particularly the parents, a resource that fortunately still is 

affordable in Juchitan. But parents not only have to speak Zapotec with other adult 
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members of the family; they have to communicate with their children and youngsters in 

Zapotec on a regular basis. In this sense the first recommendation for RLS in Juchitan 

would be that; 

(1) Parents with Zapotec as their mother tongue must continue using Zapotec as 

the language of communication with their children. 

Mr. Carvallo said that children learn what they are spoken to. and if we really 

want to continue speaking Zapotec in Juchitan then we have to focus on; "los nifios. hay 

que hablarles desde que nazcan" [Children, we have to talk to them [in Zapotec] since 

they bom]. 

One of the reasons people do not do this, Mrs. Carvallo said is because: 

People teach Spanish to their children because they are afraid that 
they will not learn it later, but that is not true. Children learn Spanish easily. 
They [parents] think that their children will have problems at school because 
schoolteachers only speak Spanish. But that is not true. It is possible. We 
only spoke Zapotec with them and they learned Spanish over there [at 
school]. 

Indeed, the Carvallo family did communicate exclusively in Zapotec with their 

offspring, as well as the Castillo and the Sanchez families previously described. The 

result was the transmission of the Zapotec language in the families, and promotion of the 

maintenance of the local language in the community. 

Fortunately there are still several parents who can do that, who can utilize the 

Zapotec language and used it with their children. As Mrs. Sanchez expressed their 

experience; 
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Nosotros lo linico que hicimos fue hablarles zapoteco desde que 
nacieron. (...) Fue una decision conjunta pues, porque los dos somos de 
Juchitan y queremos mucho nuestro pueblo. (...) Desde que estaba 
embarazada, deciamos que el nino tenia que hablar zapoteco. Y fue asi. de 
manera natural que lo pensamos y fue natural. En cuanto el niiio nacio la 
primer palabra fue en zapoteco y desde entonces fue puro zapoteco. 

The only thing we did was to speak to them in Zapotec since they 
were bom (...) It was a joint decision because, well, because we both are from 
Juchitan and we love our town (...) Since I was pregnant we agreed that the 
boy would speak Zapotec. And that's the way it was, in a natural manner, we 
naturally thought about it and it was natural. As soon as the baby boy was 
bom, the first word was in Zapotec and ever since it has been Zapotec. 

In this sense, Juchitan still can rely on the family'*'', the key resource for the 

transmission of the local language in a natural manner. Furthermore, since acquiring the 

Zapotec language through the family is intrinsically a 'natural' way of transmitting the 

language, it does not require major efforts, e.xpenditures or outside planners. In 

Fishman's words: 

The very heart of mother tongue transmission (the usual but not 
inescapable goal of RLS) involves precisely those natural collective 
processes (home, family, neighborhood) which are not easily accessible by 
social planning (1991:67). 

But what can do the semi speakers and other non-fluent speakers to acquire 

fluency in Zapotec? How can Spanish monolinguals leam Zapotec ? The proposal once 

more is to rely on the family and other community members who do speak Zapotec and 

practice in order to improve their Zapotec skills. The transmission of Zapotec as a second 

I utilized here "family' to refer to the nuclear family. During the interviews, Juchitecans refer to "la casa" 
in Spanish, and "lidxi' in Zapotec to refer to the 'home' domain as the first place. They also mentioned 
'family' as another key domain for RLS, which refers to other family members and in-laws. 
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the category of fully competent speakers, is a task that will require more efforts due to 

two major reasons. The first reason has to do with the feelings of frustrations and 

embarrassment expressed by semi-speakers while attempting to develop Zapotec fluency. 

The second difficulty has to do with the low rate of successful cases reported to me by 

parents who want their children to learn Zapotec. These two reasons can be so 

discouraging to the point where people can quit and give up their attempts to incoiporaic 

more Zapotec speakers to the community of speakers. 

But in spite of the dissatisfaction with the efforts several parents are making in 

order to have their children become fluent speakers, and the efforts semi-speakers are 

making without getting the results they have expected, these actions already represent an 

essential step forward towards RLS. However it will require one more step towards the 

maintenance of these efforts. In agreement with the principle of relying on community-

based resources, Juchitecans are indeed utilizing the most reachable resources available 

within the community itself. These are the Zapotec speakers (family members, friends 

and neighbors), who are the actors in those arenas where the Zapotec language is spoken 

and where it can be heard, learned and practiced, such as the streets, the market, social 

gatherings, fiestas and other celebrations. 

The source of dissatisfaction has to do with the lack of proficiency achieved by 

their offspring. But due to the level of disruption of the mother tongue transmission, it 

will require more time and efforts in order to achieve the desired outcome. But I assert 
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that even in this level, the families can still play the role of the custodians of the Zapotec 

language and secure the learning of the language among their semi-speakers relatives. 

I said before that this set of actions towards RLS is partially achieved precisely 

because it is currently in progress. That is in Juchitan people are trying to develop more 

Zapotec fluency by increasingly using Zapotec in different domains. Although there is 

one more aspect that should be seriously considered: the role of purist ideas and attitudes 

on the reproduction of the local language. Since linguistic purism can work in detriment 

of the language reproduction (Hill and Hill 1986; Moctezuma 2001), it is necessary to 

eradicate is it or at least to lessen its impact. Unfortunately this is not an easy task but 

neither is impossible. If purist comments and behaviors are reduced, speakers would get 

confidence and would seek more opportunities to develop their already in progress 

linguistic efforts without being punished or hurt by reproachful comments. 

Another reason why I said this step towards RLS is in progress is because adults 

do tend to speak in Zapotec with semi-speakers and other non-fluent individuals, 

although they respond in Spanish. Needless to say one of the main reasons for their 

responding in Spanish is precisely to avoid being punished or laughed at for their 

deficiencies in mastering the Zapotec language. In order to complete this effort and make 

it more efficient towards RLS, it is necessary that both parts -Zapotec speakers and non 

native speakers- have to work collectively. A second recommendation then would be 

that; 

(2) Semi-speakers and other non-fluent speakers should have more suppon from 

their immediate family members and relatives. The former should have more courage to 
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use Zapotec at home and the latter should modestly show their suppon and speak Zapotec 

with their descendants, even if they are non-fluent speakers. 

As idealistic as this might sound, these actions can be the most realistic and 

powerful strategies for RLS precisely because they are already -although inconsistently-

being put into practice in Juchitan. Zapotec speakers do speak in Zapotec with non-fully 

fluent Zapotec speakers in reunions, gatherings, at the playground, at the market, at the 

job place and more. Indeed, the many places where Zapotec is utilized to address non-

fluent Zapotec speakers spreads out from the most intimate family domain to the less 

intimate domains such as the job place. The point again is to multiply the instances of 

Zapotec language use and go from the irregular use of Zapotec, to a more uniform use of 

the Zapotec language when interacting with non-native speakers. Only in this manner 

will non-native speakers be able to practice the language, to fully learn it and "to fill the 

gap" as expressed by several speakers and described in page four of this chapter. 

The strategies being followed by several parents seeking to teach Zapotec to their 

non-native Zapotec speaker children, as well as those made by non-fluent speakers, do 

not represent inconsequential and useless strategies. What these efforts represent is a 

major undertaking towards RLS. In these -apparently isolated- series of actions the 

community, itself, represents the main source of support for the incorporation of those 

who really want to learn Zapotec. 

Indeed, the community also represents the main source of discouragement with 

the disheartening comments from the part of fully Zapotec speakers. Nevertheless, the 

fact that non-fluent speakers are seeking to continue learning Zapotec and taking 
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advantage of every possible situation to practice their hampered Zapotec, confirms the 

strength and security of the rest of Zapotec speakers as their principal means for an 

effective RLS task. 

Language in culture: RLS outside the family domain 

The suggestions local people made about promoting the use of the Zapotec 

language outside the home domain were pretty much in concert with the language-in-

culture process. Juchiteco people immediately stressed the connection between language 

and culture when they expressed their opinions about was causing the replacement of the 

Zapotec language, as well as when they offered their suggestions on how to revitalize the 

local language. The following comment illustrates this: 

Foreigners have invaded us. That is why we don't speak Zapotec well 
anymore. That's the reason. There is no other one. As times pass, parents 
speak in Spanish with their children. Before, people who used to work in the 
cornfields spoke only Zapotec. 

This observation points to the fact that the loss of traditional activities and 

practices go together with the loss of the language. Under the new circumstances, people 

suggest taking advantage of those arenas in the contemporary Juchitecan society where 

Zapotec is the language of interaction and urging the children to spend time there, such as 

at the markets and other places where Zapotec is spoken. These suggestions could be 

phrased as follows: 

(3) Non Zapotec speakers should take advantage of the situations and places 

where Zapotec is still used and attend these places on a regular basis. 
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People also noted that many adults tend to speak in Spanish with all children, not 

only with their own. For e.xample, when children errands for their parents, when they do 

the minor shopping at the neighborhood's misceldnea^^. or when children go to the 

tortilla store or the bread store, the vendors speak to them in Spanish. Or when they use 

Zapotec, they do not seem to care that children respond in Spanish. In order to change 

this situation, it is necessary that: 

(4) Adults and elderly people should consistently use Zapotec with everybody, 

everywhere, not only with other adults. Additionally they must demand an answer in 

Zapotec. 

Another series of suggested actions outside the home domain included the 

generation of new spaces where the use of the Zapotec language would be mandatory. 

Among the specific suggestions people offered was: 

(5) To organize Zapotec poetry contests both by the Municipal administration and 

by the local cultural center (LCC). 

In concert with this, people also suggested organizing activities for children at the 

local park on Sunday afternoons. One woman suggested taking advantage of the fact that 

several parents already take their children to the park on weekends. She said that instead 

of paying the rent of small cars for their children to drive around the Gazebo, parents 

should spend that time talking with the children, speaking with them in Zapotec, telling 

them stories in Zapotec, or simply making everybody converse in Zapotec (see 

recommendation number four). Other people also suggested that LCC should organize 

Small convenience store. 
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more activities directed to children and particularly classes to teach Zapotec to the 

children whose parents do not speak it. 

There were also suggestions to give prizes to people who uses Zapotec more 

frequently, as well as to the owners of businesses who uses Zapotec to name their stores. 

The issue of teaching Zapotec at school was never mentioned in the first place. When I 

asked if this could be another strategy, the responses varied from negative answers to 

hesitations. 

Although there were positive answers to the idea of teaching Zapotec at school, 

people did not elaborate when commenting about this idea. The most frequent response 

was that "it would be good." Contrary to this laconic answer, those who opposed teaching 

Zapotec at school argued that if teaching Zapotec there, those who already speak it would 

waste their time. People also commented that if Zapotec was taught at school, there 

would not be much time left to teach the academic curriculum. 

The answers strongly indicate the big task required for any language planning 

endeavor when schools are involved in the teaching of a minority language as a second 

language. 

In agreement with the principle of beginning with locally available and locally 

controlled resources to develop the local language, people pointed out the local 

institutions as the ones that should also be in charge of securing the use of the Zapotec 

language. Besides the home/family domain, the most frequent institution mentioned was 

LCC followed by the Municipal administration of Juchitan. The recommendations as for 
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what would be the roles of these institutions were mentioned before and stressed the need 

to generate opportunities and incentives to use the Zapotec language. 

Indeed the possibility of using the LCC space to generate more Zapotec speakers 

is in accordance with the tradition of LCC as the place where the Zapotec culture is 

cherished. LCC has not only been the site where talented painters and poets have begun 

their careers, but also the place where the most significant works on Zapotec literacy 

have developed and been implemented in the last 20 years. Another major reason to focus 

on LCC for a linguistic revitalization plan is that its audience is composed mostly by 

children, teenagers and young adults who use the library, attend music or dance lessons, 

exhibits or simply hang out there after school hours and during the week-ends. Certainly 

it would be the next target for a language revitalization endeavor since LCC draws 

together both, Spanish monolingual as well as fully bilingual children and young people 

who either play chess, take guitar or painting lessons, or go there to flirt. It is in this 

context that recently, non fluent speakers are attempting to practice their Zapotec. 

Unfortunately, LCC continues having serious financial problems, which have 

become its common condition. The meager financial support from the federal and state 

govemment for basic maintenance and payment of utilities has characterized the financial 

history of LCC®^. The situation is not improving and it is unlikely that it will in the near 

future. Under these precarious circumstances, the organization of activities would require 

The monthly budget of LCC in 1998 was as follow: 12,000 Mexican pesos granted every month by the 
Municipal Administration; 5.300 pesos came from the federal government (through the Matiunal Institute 
of Fine Arts, INBA) and 4,200 pesos from the state government. Together made 21,500 pesos 
(approximately US$2,150) and this amount had to cover the wages of 11 workers, maintenance fees, 
utilities, and all activities carried out by LCC. 
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finding the necessary financial resources. In the meantime, the immediate remedy could 

be to continue with the actions that have proved to be more successful and strengthen the 

strategies already being followed by people. In order to replicate the successful cases of 

the families who stopped the Zapotec language shift process, it will be necessary to share 

experiences with those who are interested in continue reproducing the Zapotec language. 

I asked families who have maintained the Zapotec language as the language of 

communication described in this chapter if they were willing to share their experiences, 

and they all agreed. Mrs Carvallo said that it would be necessary to "propagate it [the 

experience] with those who will bom." I asked the families if they believed that could be 

possible, and concluded that making people know about other successful cases will boost 

their desires to really work towards the maintenance of the Zapotec language, because, as 

Mrs. Sanchez said "si se puede" (it is possible). 

Reversal language shift In progress 

Before starting this investigation I wanted to identify the causes of language shift 

in order to be able to develop strategies to reverse the replacement of the Zapotec 

language. While documenting the situation in Juchitan I realized that --although in an 

incipient manner— there are already several actions that local people were carrying on 

towards RLS. Moreover, people do also have a pretty clear idea of the resources they 

have and how to use them in favor of the indigenous language. In this sense, before 

initiating RLS efforts, we must recognize the causes of the replacement of the local 

language and consider what Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer, refer to as "prior ideological 



288 

clarification" which would be to find out what people feel about using and preserving the 

language undergoing shift (1998:63). These authors remark that unfonunately the 

expressed desire to maintain the language is not always supported by actions towards that 

goal. That is why, they argue, it is necessary to make sure people really want to recover 

their language. Another crucial aspect is that RLS advocates have to inform themselves 

about what people are doing towards that goal. RLS activists must be aware if there are 

efforts being locally developed, and if so, what are the results. A closer attent.on to local 

people's perceptions and what they conceive as potential measures to reverse the shift 

and loss of their language is also necessary. After all, they are the most informed people 

about the language shift, since they were the ones experiencing it. In addition to 

becoming familiar with people's suggested measures, it is important to identify any 

measure being taking by individuals or families according to the resources available in 

each case. In other words, it is important to find out the ways in which people are 

responding and struggling for the maintenance of their native language. 

An informed sociolinguistic research should identify the nature of the problem, 

but also if any actions targeting RLS are already underway. Particularly in a situation like 

Juchitan. where the speech community can be characterized by different stages of 

linguistic disruption going from Spanish monolingualism. to families that are still 

generating monolinguals in Zapotec^'. 

In 1990 when teaching at a high school in Ixtepec. I met a 16 year old Mixtec boy 

whose family moved to Juchitan when he was an infant. He learned Zapotec and when 1 
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met him. he spoke it fluently. This boy was the only member in his family who spoke 

Zapotec and said that he learned it because since he was very young child he was an 

andariego. a wanderer and, as such, he spent several hours in the streets with all his 

Zapotec speakers neighbors. His grandmother, a Mi.xtec woman who used to visit the 

family in Juchitan. as well as his parents were proud of him for being fluent both in 

Spanish and Zapotec and admired him for being able to learn the language of the place 

where he was growing up''". He said that he was the only one who spoke Zapotec in the 

family and that he wanted his children to speak Zapotec as well. As for his identity, he 

considered himself a Juchitecan because, although he was not bom there, he had been 

living in Juchitan almost his entire life and all his friends were from Juchitan. 

I also met another non-Juchiteco person who learned Zapotec after she moved to 

Juchitan. She is also a Zapotec but from the central Valleys of Oaxaca and speaks the 

Valley variety. She is a vendor at the local market and told me that she learned the 

Juchiteco variety to interact in the market with the customers. Although she could 

continue vending speaking only in Spanish she made efforts to learn Zapotec since the 

rest of the vendors were all Zapotec speakers and she wanted to talk with everybody and 

to know what was going on. 

With these examples in mind one might ask what motivates an outsider to learn 

the local language? What are the advantages she or he foresees in acquiring Zapotec in 

Juchitan? And why does a Juchiteco child not leam it? He has all the attributes to make 

8.81 of Juchitan's population is composed by Zapotec monoiinguals. 
None of the parents spoke Mi.xtec. The grandmother did so, but he never heard her. 
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everybody think that he will learn the Zapotec language: he is from Juchitan. his parents 

are from Juchitan, and Zapotec speakers comprise his social networks, hence, he has all 

the attributes to become a Zapotec speaker. This is why parents did not believe that their 

children would not learn the language, precisely because their children carried with them 

all the qualities which enable a Zapotec child to speak Zapotec. But it was not the case. 

The language needs to be spoken at home. Fortunately the same ethnic confidence is now 

fostering the status and the retransmission of the language 

Conclusions 

Located in an important geographical crossroads. Juchitan is in full contact with 

regional, national and international populations. At the beginning of the twentieth 

century, after the construction of the interoceanic railroad with foreign capital, the region 

experienced the expansion of capitalism. During this time Juchitan maintained its 

character as a Zapotec community since foreign people did not settle there as they did in 

Ixtepec where: 

Con el ferrocarril, la llegada de gente de fuera a la poblacion cimbro 
las pautas culturales de la poblacion nativa, asi los fuerenos fueron 
incorporandose a esta desde distintas posiciones sociales, estableciendo 
multiples relaciones economicas, sociales, de parentesco, etc. (...) Es en esta 
etapa cuando la comunidad como tal perdio el control sobre sf misma 
rompiendose definitivamente la cohesion interna en la toma de decisiones 
comunitarias (Coronado Malagon 1992:233). 

With the railroad, the arrival of foreigners to the town unsettled the 
cultural patterns of the native population; in this manner, outsiders start to 
incorporate to it from different social positions, while establishing multiple 
relations [such as] economic, social, kin, etc (...) It is during this period when 
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the community as such lost control over itself, fracturing its internal cohesion 
in the community decision making process. 

While outsiders massively settled in other Isthmus communities. Juchitan did not 

experience the same arrival of foreigners, remaining by and large a community composed 

of local people who continue speaking the local language. During the second half of the 

twentieth century, large governmental projects began to seriously impact the reproduction 

of the language through the social pressures of schools. The linguistic behaviors changed 

and Spanish began to make inroads, gaining more and more speakers. But with the 

massive arrival of schools and other governmental projects, the ethnic identification did 

not decrease, but was accentuated. Nevertheless, the number of Zapotec speakers 

continued decreasing. I argue here that it was precisely the Zapotec ethnic saliency which 

helped Spanish to become the mother tongue of many Zapotec children. The confidence 

Zapotecs have of their own ethnic identity has made them think that they could safeguard 

their language. It was assumed that the Zapotec language was secure since everybody 

spoke it and that children would automatically learn it. Nevertheless, this did not work. 

The other role of Juchitecans' ethnicity came into sight when they started to take actions 

in order to "restore" their local language. In other words, the positive values connected to 

the Zapotec identity -and to the language- represent in Juchitan a valuable resource for 

linguistic revitalization purposes in current times when language shift is under way. 

Several works on Reversing Language Shift focus mainly on different procedures 

which are costly to say the least. The present work has attempted to stress what the 
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community wants to do and most importantly, what the community is already doing to 

revitalize the local language and reverse its replacement by the dominant language. 

I argue here that it is important to identify the measures developed by the 

communities and give credit to these efforts, but also to scrutinize the effectiveness of 

those efforts. In other words it important to critically survey the results and decide what 

to do next as long as RLS is being attained. Needless to say. community members are the 

major actors in this endeavor. Other "helpers" are necessary, as well, since more 

information -in the form of shared experiences- is crucial to avoid mistakes and 

reproduce successful ones. 

As for RLS strategies, this work follows Fishman's proposal (1991) of focusing 

on natural social processes that are closer to the intergenerational mother tongue 

transmission, as well as on those resources that are locally controlled. 

In this work I emphasized that schools do not offer any security for the 

transmission of the minority language and are seen by the members of the community as 

a site where what has to be said, has to be said in Spanish. Moreover, the school is where 

children easily learn the national language which is a 'very useful language' as many 

Juchitecans verbalized. 

I want to finish by pointing on an issue which I did not develop, but needs further 

investigation. I am referring to the ways in which balanced bilingual verbalized their 

feelings towards Zapotec and Spanish. I asked several adult balanced bilinguals what 

language they preferred when interacting with other local people. Many immediately 

responded "Zapotec." Other adults said that they liked both languages. I asked again if 
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they had any preference or if any of the two languages was their favorite and they always 

responded thai they preferred Zapotec. 

I asked the same set of questions to several bilingual children and, those who 

belonged to the families that had stopped the process of language shift, emphatically 

responded that they liked both languages equally. Could it be that the reason for their 

equal preference towards Zapotec and Spanish is because they are still too young to 

develop a sense of preference for one language over the other? Could their equal 

preference be explained by the fact that they are truly comfortable in both languages? 

What makes them equally value both languages? Will these children "feel more 

comfortable" or will they "like better Zapotec" when they grow up as the adult balanced 

bilinguals? Or, is Juchitan heading towards a society in which both languages would be 

finally equally valued? 
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APPENDIX A 

Selected Zapotec Printed Materials 

This list includes Zapotec published materials as well as bilingual editions (Zapotec and 

Spanish) organized under the following themes: 

- Pedagogy 

- Poetry 

- Prose 

- Songs 

PEDAGOGICAL 

(1) Alfabeto popular para la escritura del zapoteco del Istmo. 1997. Juchitan, Oax. 

Centro de Investigacion y Desarrollo Binnizd, A. C. 

Popular Alphabet of the Isthmus Zapotec. This is a new edition of the Alphabet published 

in 1956 as a result of the Round Table for the Definition of the Zapotec Alphabet. 

(2) Jimenez Jimenez, Enedino y Vicente Marcial Cerqueda. 1997. Neza Diidxa'. 

Vocabulario Zapoteco. Juchitan, Oax. Centro de Investigacion y Desarrollo Binnizd, A. 

C. 
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The path of the language. This thematic Zapotec vocabulary is the result of extensive and 

careful revisions of previous Zapotec vocabularies and dictionaries, as well as data 

empirically gathered in the community. 

(3) Marcial Cerqueda, Vicente (ed.). 1993. Biui' Diidxa'. Gui'chi' gu'nda' ca ni 

caziidi' gucaa diidxaza. Lahuiguidxi, Lula'. Lidxi Guendabiaani 

Let's talk. Reading book for people who are learning to write and read in Zapotec. This 

issue contains materials written by the Juchiteco people who become literate with the 

Modelo Pedagogico de Didlogo Cultural v Alfabetizacion en Lengua Zapofeca para la 

Poblacidn de Juchitdn y el Istmo de Tehuantepec. It includes recipes, stories, and fables 

of the region. 

(4) Pickett. Velma. 1988 [1959] Vocabulario Zapoteco del Istmo. Castellano-Zapoteco y 

Zapoteco-Castellano. Mexico: ILV. 

Vocabulary of the Isthmus Zapotec. This is a vocabulary in Zapotec and Spanish 

compiled by Velma Pickett and linguists from the Summer Institute of Linguistics. Is one 

of the first serious works on the Zapotec vocabulary, which uses consistently the alphabet 

defined in 1956. 
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(5) Pickett. Velma; Cheryl Black, and Vicente Marcial. 1998. Gramatica Popular del 

Zapoteco del Istmo. Juchitan: CIDB/ ILV. 

This is the first grammar of the Isthmus Zapotec that aims to present and describe the 

structure of the language in a simple manner. The target population is the bilingual 

community of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. 

(6) Regalado Jimenez. Esteban. 1995. Xquendabiaani' ti riri'. Did.xaguie' 

diidxariuuunda' ne diidxa' guendanabani. Gui'chi' ni gu'nda' ca ni caziidi' gucaa 

diidxaza. Lahuiguidxi. Lula'. Lidxi Guendabiaani 

The wisdom of an ignorant. Poems, songs and stories. Reading materials for the 

participants of the Zapotec literacy project for adults Moclelo Pedagogico de Didlogo 

Cultural y Alfabetizacidn en Lengua Zapoteca para la Poblacidn de Juchitdn y el Istmo 

de Tehuantepec. 

POETRY 

(7) De la Cruz, Victor (comp.) 1982. Diidxa sti' Pancho Nacar. Juchitan. Oax. 

Ayuntamiento Popular de Juchitan. 

Pancho Nacar's words. Compilation of poems written by Francisco Javier Sanchez a.k.a. 

Pancho Nacar, a Juchiteco poet (1909-1963) 
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(8) De la Cruz, Victor (comp.) 1999 [1983]. La Florde la Palabra. Guie' sti' diidxaza. 

Mexico: UNAM.. 

The Flower of the Language. This is a revised bilingual anthology of Zapotec literature 

compiled by Victor de la Cruz. It includes an introduction which presents the Zapotec 

oral and written genres performed in Juchitan such as: lies or exaggerations, stories, 

legends, poems, songs, and sermons. It also includes materials written in Spanish by 

several Zapotec writers. 

(9) Lopez Chinas, Gabriel. 1975. Guendaxheela'. El Casamiento. Mexico: Ediciones del 

autor. 

The Wedding. This is a collection of poetry both in Zapotec and Spanish. All the poems 

were originally written in Zapotec and translated into Spanish by the author himself. The 

issue is illustrated with photographs in color. It includes instructions for how to read in 

Zapotec. 

(10) Teran, Victor. 1994. Sica ti gubidxa cubi. Como un sol nuevo. Poesfa zapoteca. 

Mexico: Editorial Diana. 

Like a new Sun. Zapotec poetry. 
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(11) Teran, Victor. 997. Yuuba sti' guendarusaana. Mexico: Editorial Praxis 

The pain of Abandonment. 

(12) Teran. Victor. 1988 [1986] Diidxa' xie fiee. Fundacion Bi' cu' Nisa. Mexico: 

Editorial Praxis. 

Barefooted word. 

These three books are collections of love poems originally written in Zapotec. 

Spanish versions by the author himself are included in the three issues. 

(13) Teran, Victor. In press. Cadinde Gubidxa. Mexico: Casa de los escritores en lenguas 

indigenas, A. C. 

The Sun is Fighting. Poems for children and adolescents. 

In addition to these books, several authors have published poems in Zapotec in Spanish 

editions of books, magazines, and newspapers distributed at the local, regional, and 

national levels. Some of these authors are Victor de la Cruz, Enedino Jimenez, Eleazar 

Lopez Hernandez, Victor Teran, and Gabriel Lopez Chinas. 

PROSE 

(14) De la Cruz, Victor. 1983. Coyote va a la fiesta de Chihuitan. Cuento zapoteco. 

Juchitan: Honorable Ayuntamiento Popular de Juchitan. 
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Coyote goes to the Fiesta of Chihuitan. Fable gathered by Victor de la Cruz, exquisitely 

illustrated with pictures by Francisco Toledo. 

(15) Kolderup. taurine and Virginia Embrey. (comp.) 1979. Chupa Cuentu sti lexu. 

Cuentos del conejo en zapoteco del Istmo y espanol.Mexico; ILV. 

This is a bilingual edition of regional stories, nicely illustrated. In this series, the SIL 

editorial board includes a brief explanation of the alphabet employed in the transcription 

of the texts, which is the alphabet from 1956. 

(16) Lopez Chiiias, Gabriel. 1967. Mentiras y chistes. Diidxaza-espanol. Mexico: Pajaro 

Cascabel. 

Bilingual edition of jokes and stories of "exaggerations', a Zapotec verbal genre. 

(17) Pickett, Velma. 1973. Crucigramas bilingues espanol-zapoteco. Mexico: I. L. V. 

Bilingual crosswords in Zapotec and Spanish. 

(18) Villalobos, Man'a. 1976. Stiidxa chupa gubaana'. Cuatro fabulas originales. Mexico: 

I.L.V/SEP. 

Stories of two robbers. This is a bilingual edition of Zapotec fables and Spanish versions. 

The issue also includes drawings. 
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(19) Villalobos, Maria. 1984. Nin nuu lu guiru yu'. Cinco nuevas fabulas originales 

•Mexico; I.L.V. 

Even if you were in a hole. Five original fables by Maria Villalobos. Spanish versions are 

included, as well as the Spanish versions of the fables. 

SONGS 

(20) Cancionero Istmefio Teca Huiini. 1996. Juchitan, Oax. Centro de Investigacion y 

Desarrollo Binnizd, A. C. 

Songs from the Isthmus region collected by members of the local research center Binnizci. 

(21) De la Cruz, Victor ed. 1980. Canciones Zapotecas de Tehuantepec. Juchitan; 

Patronato de la Casa de la Cultura del Istmo. 

Collection of songs, gathered and transcribed by De la Cruz and published by Juchitan's 

cultural Center. 

(22) Jimenez Giron, Eustaquio. 1973. El porta lira zapoteco. Juchitan, Oax., Ediciones 

del autor. 
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The Zapotec guitar player. The book includes the lyrics and scores of all songs written by 

Jimenez Giron. 

(23) Rodriguez Toledo, Carlos. 1991. Cancionero de compositores istmenos. Me.xico, 

Conaculta-Fonca. 

Collection of songs of Isthmus composers. This collection includes 116 songs and 35 of 

them are in Zapotec. 

Several local and non-local singers have recorded tapes and CD's with songs 

written by Zapotec composers. Some of these productions include the lyrics of the songs 

in Zapotec that are very popular and sell well. This is another source of the spread of 

Zapotec written materials.In addition to the provided list of materials, between 1981 and 

1983 a publication series mostly in Spanish was sponsored by the municipal 

administration of COCEI. These Spanish editions of songs, poems, and local history also 

included materials in Zapotec of songs, poems, and prose as well. 
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APPENDIX B 

List of establishments with a Zapotec name. Some of them are currently out of 

business 

1) Quiropractico Dxiia nee^^. Chiropractic "Bone of the ankle." 

2) Miscelanea Guionna' Bencla. "Three sisters" convenience store. 

3) Abarrotes XhumixhP'. "Virgin" convenience store. 

4) Restaurant Lidxi Oiiemiaro. "The House of Food" Restaurant 

5) Restaurant Giiendaro sti' Nisado'. "Sea Food" Restaurant. 

6) Restaurant Ra Bacheeza"At the Den" Restaurant. 

7) Restaurant Liixii lubi shaa doo. "The House on the Sea" Restaurant 

8) Pizzeria Mistu' gui'xhi'. Pizzas "Wild Cat." 

9) Naiiixe Chicken. "Delicious Chicken" grilled chicken stand. 

10) Hotel Lidxi Biiiza. "Guest house" Hotel. 

11) Electronica Nngupi. "Armadillo" electric supplies. 

12) Autoservicio Zapandu. Auto shop with the name of a local plant. 

13) Papelen'a Giiiexhuiiba. Office supplies with the name of a local flower. 

14) Copias Biaani. "Light" copy center. 

15) Copias Riicaa Naroba'. "Big Letter" copy center. 

16) Albercas Nisa Ya. Swiming pools "Clean Water." 
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17) Lidxi Giiendabiaani'. Local Cultural Center. 

18) Club Deportivo Binnizd. Sport club "Zapotec People" 

19) Gimnasio LicLxi Li. "Li's Home" Gym. 

20) Ra Bacdnda sti Na Dis. "At Ms. Dis' Veranda," Ball Room. 

21) Club Social Beedxe'. "Jaguar" social club. 

22) Begu sti' Pari. "Pati's Comb" beauty shop. 

23) Binni Sicarii. "Beautiful People" clothing store. 

24) Lari Stidu. "Our Clothes" traditional clothing store. 

25) Estale. "Many" gift store. 

26) Artesani'as Cani Rimi nii. "Things we do" handicrafts store. 

27) Floristeria Gide' Ciibi. "New Flower" flowers store. 

28) Fraccionamiento Zapandii. Residential area with a name in Zapotec of a local plant. 

All the streets in this area have names of local flowers. For example: Calle Guie' Chachi' 

"Plumeria street." 

29) Jardm de niiios Stiidxa Binnizd 'The Language of the Zapotec People Kinder garden. 

30) Escuela Primaria Stiidxa GuicLxi, 'The Language of our Community." Primary school 

" The names in Zapotec are written here e.xactly as they were collected in the field. I did not change the 
orthography, in an attempt to show the actual uses of ALPs. 

There are two convenience stores with the same name. 
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APPENDIX C 

Chronology of Zapotec Writing System Proposals 

1894 

Publication of La Rosa del Amor (The Rose of Love) by Arcadio G. Molina, a native 

Zapotec speaker. It included eight lessons about love phrases in Zapotec and Castilian 

1899 

Publication of E/ Jazrnfn del Istmo (The Isthmus Jasmine), the first proposal of an 

alphabetic writing system for Isthmus Zapotec by Arcadio G. Molina. 

This work presents general principles for learning to read, write and speak Zapotec. 

Includes a Zapotec-Spanish vocabulary. 

1912 

Publication of El Evangelio segiin San Juan (The Gospel by Saint Joseph) Translations of 

religious texts into Zapotec by Arcadio G. Molina. Along with the translated Gospel. 

Molina provides a brief explanation of the orthography he utilized. 

I923-I928 

In 1923, the Sociedad de Estudiantes Juchitecos, SEJ (Society of Students from Juchitan) 

is created in Mexico City. Goal: to promote Zapotec regional traditions. 

Monthly publications: La Raza (The Race), (1924) and El Zapoteco, (The Zapotec) 

(1928) where texts in Spanish and Zapotec were published. 
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1935-1937 

Creation of the Sociedad Nueva de Estiidiantes Juchitecos, SNEJ (New Socity of Stuents 

from Juchitan) in Mexico City. Publication of Neza (Path) Texts in Zapotec and articles 

about the writing system were published. 

Creation of La Academia de la Lengiia Zapoteca, ALZ (Academy of the Zapotec 

Language) Goal; "To end with the anarchy observed in the graphic representation of 

Zapotec". The SNEJ created this .Academy and developed a proposal for the Zapotec 

language writing through discussions and consulting speakers in Juchitan. This proposal 

was not extensively used by Zapotec speakers. 

1938-1945 

Some of the members of the ALZ published articles in newspapers about the Zapotec 

language and its writing, mostly in Mexico City. 

1943 

First arrival of American linguists from the Summer Institute of Lingusitics. SIL. They 

conducted studies about phonology and grammar of the Isthmus Zapotec. They translated 

the Bible into Zapotec. They also trained native Zapotec speakers in the writing system 

and published written materiasl (crosswords, recipes, short stories, and poetry) produced 

by native speakers. 

1956 

Creation of the Sociedad Pro-Planeacidn Integral del Istmo de Tehitaniepec (Society for 

the Integral Planning of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec) an ad hoc organism in charge of the 

organization of the Mesa Redonda para la Defmicion del Alfabeto Popular para la 
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Escritura del Zapoieco del Istmo (Round table for the Definition of the Popular Zapotec 

Alphabet for the Isthmus) This Sociedad was integrated by former members of the SNEJ. 

The participants in the Mesa Redonda were Juchitecans, American linguists from the SIL 

and Mexican researchers from educational institutions. A first standard Zapotec alphabet 

was created. This alphabet is the most extensively used since then. 

1968 

The magazine Nezci Ciibi (New Path) appears in Mexico City as a continuation of the 

editorial efforts in Spanish and Zapotec. Poems, songs and traditional narratives in 

Zapotec were published. This is one of the writing activities in which the Popular 

Alphabet developed in 1956 was used. 

1972 

Creation of Lidxi Giiendabiaaiii, or La Casa de la Cultura (Local Cultural Center) an 

institution for the promotiom of the local and national culture. 

Publication of Gucliac/ii' Reza (Sliced Iguana) a magazine with poems, short stories and 

texts of regional history both in Zapotec and Spanish. In this magazine the orthography 

defined in 1956 is extensevily used. 

1974 

Creation of the Coalicidn Obrera Campesina Estudiantil del Istmo, COCEI (Coalition of 

workers. Peasants and Students of the Isthmus) a leftist political group. The COCEI as a 

political organization shows ethnic and linguistic demmands. Zapotec is pervasively used 

in its oppositional political discourse. 
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1981-1983 

The COCEI takes over the local government. Guchadii' Reza is published by the COCEI 

local government. Zapotec writing experiences a boom, not only in the literary sphere, 

but also in the political arena. Zapotec writing becomes one of the means of the political 

debate. Zapotec intellectuals continue writing literature, regional history and political 

texts up to date. 

1983 

Independently of the school, a Zapotec professor of engineering began to develop a 

model for Math instruction for the elementary school in the Zapotec language. 

1985 

The Local Cultural Center of Juchitan and the Anthropological Research Institute of the 

National University of Mexico (UNAM) organize a series of workshops on the 

Unification and Diffusion of Zapotec Writing in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in order to 

discuss strategies to propagate the use of Zapotec writing. Zapotec scholars formed an 

interdisciplinary group to work on the creation of a model for adult literacy. The model 

was called Modelo Pedagogico de Didlogo Cultural y Alfabetizacion en Lengua 

Zapoteca para la Poblacion de Juchitan y el Istmo de Tehuantepec (Pedagogical Model 

of Cultural Dialogue and Literacy in the Zapotec Language for the population of Juchitan 

and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec) based mainly on Paulo Freire's ideas. 
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1989 

Initiation of the Proyecto de Alfabetizacion para Adultos en Lengua Zapoteca (Adult 

Literacy Project in Zapotec), where the Modelo Pedagogico developed in 1985 was put 

into practice. 

1990 

Creation of the Centra de Investigacion y Desarrollo Binnizd A. C. (Zapotec Center for 

Research and Development). Workshops of literary writing are organized since 1990. 

1993 

Creation and putting into practice of the Programa de Inmersion en Lengua Zapoteca 

(Immersion Program in the Zapotec Language) directed to Zapotec children from 

Juchitan whose mother tongue is Spanish. Both writing and oral languages were taught in 

formal settings for a period of 3 months. 



APPENDIX D 

Table 1.1 Census data 1890 

Total Total Spanish 
Municipality Population speakers 

in 1890 in 1890 
Ixtal tepee 3,604 422 
Ixtepec 2,280 35 
Espinal 1,500 5 
Juchitan 9,318 528 

Table 1.2 Census data 2000 

Total 
Population 

Municipality 2000 

Ixtal tepee 14,249 
Ixtepec 22,675 
Espinal 7,705 
Juchitan 78,512 
Salina Cruz 76,452 
San Bias A. 15,886 
Xadani 5,698 
Tehuantepec 53,229 
Union Hgo. 12,140 
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