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Gyec muly

Laty rria muly

zhyet riani loguezh.

Bzeinya ricy,

brua ricy.

Tu buny naa?

Dizhsa rgwia,

per nazh dicwat ri ricy.

Wzhiny runua—

cuan ra sa?

Lazhzyet bunyi nua.

Gyec mulyi nai.              - Felipe H. Lopez (2018)
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The money cage

The place where you can just scoop up money,

it’s far away from home.

I arrived here,

I grew up here.

What kind of person am I?

I speak Zapotec,

but only deaf people live here.

I cry at night—

where is my family?

I live in the foreigners’ country.

This place is a money cage.   (translation mine)

https://soundcloud.com/user-68818054/gyec-muly
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Tu buny naa?

Dizhsa rgwia

What kind of person am I?

I speak Zapotec
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Tu buny naa?

Dizhsa rgwia

Buny Dizhsa

What kind of person am I?

I speak Zapotec

Zapotec person (Zapotec language person)
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Dr. Gregory D. S. Anderson 
and Dr. K. David Harrison, 
Living Tongues Institute



Language “hotspots”

13Dr. Gregory D. S. Anderson and Dr. K. David Harrison, Living Tongues Institute



Indigenous languages in Mexico 
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● 7% of the population speaks an indigenous language in 
Mexico (INEGI 2015: 60)

● 60% are in danger of disappearing (INALI; Notimex 
2019)



Threats against indigenous languages
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● Mestizaje was a symbolic ideology for Mexico in the 
process of nation building after independence

● Mestizo / mestizaje - combined European and 
Indigenous American descent

● “Our indigenous problem is not to conserve the Indian 
as Indian, nor to indigenize Mexico, but rather to 
Mexicanize the Indian.”
-President Lazaro Cardenas in a speech before Mexican 
Congress, 1940



Distribution of indigenous languages in Mexico 
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Most widely spoken languages in Mexico
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● Nahuatl (1.4 million speakers)
● Yucatec Maya (750,000 speakers)
● Mixtec (500,000)
● Zapotec (400,000)



Oaxaca

Google Maps 18



Oaxaca

Felipe H. Lopez (in Munro et 
al. 2007)
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Zapotec languages
● Slightly over 400,000  speakers of Zapotec languages
● Communities are shifting to Spanish in more and more 

contexts
● All Zapotec varieties are endangered
● Many Zapotec varieties are critically endangered
● Most speakers of Zapotec do not write their language
● Discrimination against speakers of Zapotec (and other 

indigenous languages) has a long history and continues 
today
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1:09-

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H3irk-hsiEI
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Zapotec as a minoritized language
● Zapotec is not taught at schools and is seen as lacking scientific, 

mathematical, and educational value
● Zapotec is not often used in (non-Zapotec) public places
● Zapotec is seen as “traditional,” unchanging, and linked to the past; 

thus is not seen as having  value in modern society
● Spanish is considered versatile, modern, and full of opportunities for 

economic and social status gains
● Zapotec and other indigenous languages are seen as something less 

than a language-- “dialectos”
● The written history of Zapotec is denied and Zapotec is claimed to be 

impossible to write 23



Experience & ideologies that devalue
Zapotec language                       Janet Chávez Santiago
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When I was in elementary school, in the 
90s, I remember children speaking 
Zapotec in many contexts: playing in the 
streets, at parties, and during town 
celebrations– but never at school.  
Instead, we had to “behave” ourselves by 
not speaking Zapotec, otherwise 
teachers could punish us by giving us 
extra homework or by not letting us eat 
lunch or even beating us. Teachers made 
us believe that speaking Zapotec was 
disrespectful, something to be ashamed 
of. They devalued our language by 
calling it a “dialect”.@JanChvzSanti



Janet Chávez Santiago
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As a child, I never saw anything written in 
Zapotec.  All my books and books that my 
parents bought me were in Spanish, so at 
some point I thought teachers were right, 
that Zapotec was a language with no value 
so nobody wanted to write books in my 
language.  By the end of the 90s there was 
no need to prohibit children speaking 
Zapotec in the school, because in order to 
avoid their children being punished, parents 
had switched to speaking in Spanish to their 
children at home.  These days, there are 
very few children who speak Zapotec in my 
town.  -Janet Chávez Santiago, 

in Mannix, Lillehaugen, & Chavez 2015@JanChvzSanti



Zapotec writing
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Zapotec alphabetic writing
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Administrative texts

Wills / testaments
Bills of sale
Testimonies
Petitions
“Possessions”
Letters
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Meta-linguistic & religious texts
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     @TichaProject   http://ticha.haverford.edu
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     @TichaProject   http://ticha.haverford.edu

Linguists
Brook Danielle Lillehaugen, Haverford College, @blillehaugen
George Aaron Broadwell, University of Florida, @SaratogaAaron

Ethnohistorian
Michel R. Oudijk, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México

Digital scholarship experts
Mike Zarafonetis, Haverford College Libraries, @MikeZarafonetis
Laurie Allen, University of Pennsylvania Libraries, @librlaurie

Zapotec advisory board
Felipe H. Lopez (San Lucas Quiaviní) @DizhSa
Moisés García Guzmán (San Jerónimo Tlacochahuaya) @BnZunni
Xóchitl Flores-Marcial (Tlacolula de Matamoros) @xochizin

Undergraduate student researchers
Conor Stuart Roe, Haverford College ‘20
Ian Fisher, Haverford College ‘19
May Helena Plumb, Haverford College ‘16 @mayhplumb 

...and many other contributors
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Access- physical access
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Access to corpus: browse

34

https://ds-omeka.haverford.edu/ticha/en/handwritten_texts.html


Process

● The texts are made publically available on Ticha as 
soon as possible (at any stage of analysis)

● The acknowledgement of existence of these texts is 
important to the community and gives public prestige 
to the language

● It makes visible a written history of a language 
currently seen as “only” an oral language

● Project grown collaboratively with undergraduate 
students and Zapotec speakers & community members

35



36



37



Results and opportunities:
training and pedagogical methods
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Access to linguistic information
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Zapotec people 
& modern language visible and audible
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● Talking Dictionaries, K. David Harrison, Living Tongues
● Inclusion of audio-visual materials allows for 

participation of community members who are aspiring 
speakers. 

● The organization of semantic domains reflects local 
values with cultural content, ethnobotany, material 
culture, and foodways prominently featured. 
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@JanChvzSanti
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● Community needs drive innovations in the platform design. 
● The Talking Dictionaries originated on a web-based platform, users 

preferred to access the dictionaries from their smartphones, which are 
ubiquitous, even in rural Oaxaca. Future development of the platform was 
informed by this user preference.    

● These dictionaries sit opposite from big data mining, and illustrate the 
potential value of dictionary projects based on small corpora, including 
having the flexibility to make design decision to maximize community 
impact and elevate the status of marginalized languages.

● Methodology -- not just final product-- is of central importance where 
participation in the creation of these dictionaries can be way to draw more 
community members into local language teaching and learning programs. 
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@BnZunni
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@DizhSa
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#UsaTuVoz
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Zapotec speakers are using Twitter                 

Zapotec speakers are using Twitter for multiple, overlapping 
purposes: 
● as a place to use their language and perform Zapotec 

identity
● as a way to practice writing their language
● as a means to communicate with other Zapotec speakers
● as a venue to share their language, culture, and identity with 

Zapotec and non-Zapotec individuals
● as a form of resistance through digital language activism.
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Zapotec Twitter                    #UsaTuVoz

● resists false ideologies that Zapotec language cannot be 
written

● pushes back against the notion that Zapotec language is 
something only of the past or something only of use in the 
pueblo, by using language in a modern global context
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Zapotec Twitter                     #UsaTuVoz

● resists false ideologies that Zapotec language cannot be 
written

● pushes back against the notion that Zapotec language is 
something only of the past or something only of use in the 
pueblo, by using language in a modern global context

● has created a “born digital” Zapotec language 
corpus!
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Xtyoztën yuad - Thank you - Gracias
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