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Mu ‘nuk fhankil to, mu‘nuk kajvaltik:
“}te is not my older brether, be is nof Our Lord.”
Thirty vears of gossip in a Chiapas village
John B. Haviland, CIESAS-Sureste and Reed College
{published in Emafocr 1 {1}, pp. 57-82, 1098}
Introdaction :

In mid 1970, my compadre Maryan, chatting with a group of other Zinzcantec
then abowt the important people of his hamlet {Haviland 1977, described his son-in-law
Chep. Chep's relatives had despaired of his ever being able to make a living. “Kere perp
le‘e batz | mu xve', barz 7 ben chy 'aj,i " the boy’s uncle had (old Maryan, “"Boy, that one
will not be able to eat. He is really lazy.”

Chep married Maryan’s eldest daughter after ¢ Jong and difficult courtship, The
new son-in-law apparently strarghtened owt, in Maryan's wordy, leaming to ot 'un manial
“ghey onders” and och fa be Yenter the path,” Novetheless, Marvan was forced by his
pastners in gossip to confess 1o having reservations about the yourh’s past repitation for
sa’ k'op lterally, ‘looking for words,” that 18, arguing or making trouble.

gk :

When [ began 10 work, in dinacantan in the late 19603 gossip was the lens through
which § trieed (o produce a synchronic snapshot of “cultural knowledge”--what
Zinacantecs “knew” about the structores and standards of their lives. Since no Tzotzil
speech category anambiguously resonated with the connotations of the English term
‘gossip’ L adopted a simple working definition for the object of the study: stories aboul
absent third parties, Such stories, I reasoned, to be “ellable” or to warrant a “hearing.”
rust embody locally legislated topics of interest, as well perhaps as other defining
interactive featares. Thus someone’s -Jo 'Hrae! was not just any story about that person,
bt a story one’s interlocutors would want to listen to, one that Zinacantecs might
actually relate to an audience appropriately constituted in the victhm's absence.
Pepending on the circumstances, the Jinacantecs | worked with largely chose to relate
about their absent fellows only stories we wouald quickly identify as gossip: scandalous
romances, shameless misbehavior both public and private, fights, drutkenness, divorces,
and other discord.

As my carlier work showed, there is explicit native Zinacantec theory about such
lo'iltael. Stories about absent others, on the Jocal view, display a tension hetween (ruth--
since every narrative must, people suppose, have a gram of fact somewhere at its heart--
and graluitous nastiness--since people’s ye ‘mouth’ is generally though to be vepal and
destructive. Moreover, since stories can escape the jealously guarded privacy of house
piots and yvards (see Haviland and MHaviland 1982, {983}, reputation is vulnerable and
exposed. Uncontrodled disemination of infonmation is dangerous and betrays both bad
Judgement and poor upbringing, Talking aboo! one’s own affairs is something
Zinacantecs are taught obsessively to avaid, just as they are constantly on the lookout for
information about others.

There is a refated kind of Zinscantec narrative which is not “gossip” according to
this fax definition because the targels—the third parties with whom the stories are
cottcertied—are not absent but rather all 100 present. This is the hostile, sometimes
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violent, public airing of cornplaints directly before magistrates during official court
sessions af the town hall, where patative wrongdoers ordinarily stand right in front of
piaimif&;.“ Stories told in court resonate with featbres of the gossip examined here, but
they have & different dynamic.” For one thing, face-to-face acousations are directly
actionable, especinlly when authoritative witnesses are present. For another, the
aHocation of the “Aoo™ o different narrators s controtled, sometimes directhy and
sometimes by more subtle means, in such face-to-face contexts. Nonetheless, narratives
in legal disputes share iraportant features with Jimacantec “gossip™: the active
participation of the “audience” (see Haviland 1986), and the fact that stories are joint
productions of multiple (sometimes simuitancous) fellers.

Although the techniques I used to gather a “corpus” of “gossip” were
interactive—] assembled panels of Zinacantec men o talk sbout other members of the
cornmunity—the dynamics of the process were of Hitle concern to me; the discursive
techniques the Zinacantecs braught 10 the task were largely invisible; and the social-
historical embedding of the occasions for gossiping was beyonrd my grasp. The
discursive histories, the Bakhtinian play of voices behmd and embedded in each of the
“stories” that [ coHected, went unheard in my earlier study.

StH, I learned muoch about Zinzcantdn from these htlartous, multi-vocal, oflen
ribald conversational sessions. | myself became a competent, though somewhat hollow,
gossip, learning how to keep my interiocutors talking, and assembling an encyclopedic
knowledge of many Zinacantecs whose dirty lines I saw without ever having seen their
fuces or heard their voices. More substantively, I began (o understand what made a
Zmacantec’s reputation, whal triomphs and disasters a Zinacantec Life could encompass,
For example, gossip provided a corrective for the view that through service in the system
of yearlong religious positions dedicated 1o sains——a systern characteristic of Mexico and
Central America-Zinacantecs mechanically traded weaith for prestige {see Cancian
1965, 1992}, Performance in these “cargos” was sometimes exemplary, but sometimes
langhable, and the nuances of wealth and power were laid bare under the merciless eye of
gossip, The same was true of secular political leaders—<lected officials at the local town
hallwhose repudations were also vulnerable to the gossip’s sharp tongue, Ethnographic
themes were crysiallized in the evaluatively loaded expressions gossips used. Panelists in
“Who's Who” sessions were {ascinated by such topics as land squabbles and mamiage
disputes—rmatiers also prominent in Zinacantec legal proceedings, then {see I, Collier
1973} and now. Alusions to Maryan's son-in-law’s propensity for “making troubla”
derived from a long fight between the younger man snd his own hallf-brother over thedr
inheritance. The story involved a recumrent medif in Zinacantec affairs central 1o this
exsay: the competition between sons for the land of their fathers, the fact that daughters
did not share fully in such inheritance, and the concomitant tensions between siblings and
parents over who deserved which pieces of land.

Nonetheless, my analyses of the gossip tidbits garnered from staged Who's Who
sessions were seriousty deficient. | had amassed a corpus of interaction with the
interaction filtered out. The afterncons spent in the confines of a San Cristdbal ranch
with varicus adult Zinacantec men talking about their absent fellows represented a single,
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limited context of “gossiping,” only mngentially related o the discursive scenes of daily
fife.

True, the stories exemplified typical langnage and subject matter, especiaily
cuinire-specific vocabulary of criticism, scorn, and mockery. They also exemplified
meta-gassip, gossip whose subject matter is gossip iself. Zinacantec parrative often
consists of more deeply embedded narrative; today's conversations abouyt somebody cite
yesterday’s conversations with him or her,

However, I paid little attention to the conditions in which Jinacantec gossip
grdinariy ocours. Indeed, it has taken me several decades to glimpse the complexity of
such "nataral” contexts. B particular, one must grapple analytically with the trangular
relationships between speakers, recipients, and “victims,” of more generally between
interlocntors in & gossip ‘;ﬂ&%i{}n {and perhaps other participants—sHent onlookers or
overhearers, for instance”) and the targets of their talk,

Zinacantec “gmmp” differs from the “free Aoating stoties” envisioned by the
editors of this volume.” Itis B wmly anchored in a specific moment of telling. Ina
Zinacantec village, discourse rarely “floats,” nor is it free of explicit altempts at control,
Stories do not, of course, remain st for long, but they flow along moniored, though oot
afways leakproof channels. Narrative i3 tafored to the circumstances and concersns of the
moment, and 1o the interlocutors at hand. What makes of differen! pleces of gossip g
“single story” is a commonality of narrated events, but the voices and motives of the
narrators {and of those who allow themselves to Hsten) vary with each version. Similarly,
although my earlier study was based on linguistic analysis of the gossip “texrs,” it paid
little attention to guestions of voice. Imean nof simply the identities of the interlocutors
of the protagonists, but the representations of these persona¢ in performance.

However, the most erucial gap in my carlier study of gossip was it ahistoricily, A
synchronic snapshot, no matter how rich, is frozen ip a single moment. It is outside of
time. Gossip, however, always hag past and fature trajectories. Only with the passage of
time can ¥ set these “texts” into their diachronic contexts and sketeh a natural history of
gossip. My compadre Maryan and his wayward son-in-law Chep will be the foil for just
such an excursion into history, as stories about them surface in certain contexis and are
then refashicned and relold in others.

Ongoing Heldwork

In periodic fieldwork from 1966 1o the present 1 have established evolving
relationships with several extended Zinscantec families in the hamlet of Nabenchauk in
the highlands of central Chiapas, Mexico. There iive both Maryan and Chep, and our
families are Jinked by ties of real and rimual kinship. In 1970, when Maryan gossiped
about his son-in-law, these ties were incipient. Chep had only recently married Maryan's
davghter, and the two men had begun o coliaborate in farrming, the older man overseeing
work in the cornfields, while the younger man sought other employment using his
linguistic and political skills, There was promtise in 1970 that the two men would enjoy «
coHaborative fulure,

In 1998 there is total rapture between Maryan, now an old man, and his son-in.
law Chep, & powerful political figure and past municipal president. The two familics do
not eollaborate in work, in curing ceremanies, or in other social events. Mombers of
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neither household talk to members of the other. They refuse one another even the
minimal greetings Zinacantecs routinely exchange on the path. They do not, in Trotzil
pariance, sk'opon shaik ‘speak to each other,” having yutof shail ‘scolded each other.”’
They are like yan krixchane “unrelated people.” How has this raplare come about, and
what rale does gossip play in this disastrous tum of events”

My understanding of the process is ifself partly discursive, Aleng with a variety
of guolidian and rifnal activities--werking, eating, rmaking music, and 50 on--the bulk of
my tame in Zinacantdn invoives talking. My rescarch focuses on an amplified “Haguistic
competence™: ot just the knowledge ope has of gramimar and lexicon, but the interrelated
skills that allow one not only 10 gpeak appropriately in 8 range of situations but more
generally to act effectively through speech. | have tracked the flow of stonies through the
community, on a wide range of subjects and abow just about everyone in towr.
Inevitably, my understanding of events is thus never “neutral” but siways situated within
particular shifting personal alliances. Since | am more closely tied to the family of
Maryan than to that of s son-mn-law Chep, my perspective is located more in one camp
than in the other.

Important for understanding the dispute between Maryan and Chep are radical
economic and political transformations in Zinacantec life that have characterized this
extended period of {ield research, Three areas of change are especially relevant:
economic reorganization, political upheaval, and the growing imfluence of Mexican legal
and political institations in Jinacantec land affairs.

in 1970 hard work mn agricultare was the key to economic success in Zinacantdn,
The source of most people’s income was collaborative agriculture on sharecropped
fowland flelds. Kinsmen and friends frem highland villages worked in groups to raise
corm, beans, and related crops. Duning gaps in the intengive agricndtural oyvele, some men
supplemented their incomes with unskilied labor on roads and other construction. During
the late 1970s and 1980s this pattern changed radically, partly as a result of the ofl
induced boom and subsequent crises in Mexico. Local agriculture was transformed from
small scale, tabor intensive, cooperative work into a capital intensive, stratified,
entrepreneurial veptute, dependent on chemical fertilivers and herbicides. Wealthy
Zinacantecs began 1o hire their other Indians 10 labor in their rented ficlds. Moreover, the
mmperiance of other gainful aclivities—what George Collier {1990} calls “seeking
money as opposed to simply “seeking food™ -—grew steadily. Zinacantecs tumned away
from their milpays towards market gardening, pare conpmerce, iransportation, and salaried
libor a5 ways of making a living. Being a successful comfarmer was no longer a
prototypical sign of suecess for a Zinacantec, and many people “left the hoe” entirely, or
returned to corn farming a8 one business among many, OF 45 8 WaY to supplement other
sources of cash. The economic changes in the region produced a new stratification in
cornrunities ke Nabenchauk, as some people grew extremely wealthy, and others fell
into abject poverty {see Colier 1994h).

Related social changes-the weakening of ties of interdependence and
¢ooperation that charactenized collaborative sharecropping, for example, and competition
for extra-community resources tied to government and other institutions—also gave rise
in the late 19705 to divisive, sometimes violent party politics. Maryan’s son-in-law Chep
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was glected municipal president precisely when dissatisfaction with the elite cacigues or
‘political bosses' took the form of active, partisan opposition.  Political faclionalism that
became institutionalized w the late 1970s became more virlent in the next decade and
took on st new forms after the Zapatista rebellion of 1994 (see Collior 1994a).

Finatly, the pentod has seen a gradual erosion of Zipacantec practices surrounding
the tenure and inheritance of land. There were at least two causes: the changing
significance of land in the evalving economy, and a growing influence of Megican law
about property and inheritance. One tension serrounds different standards for whe
shoukd inherit land and under what conditions, In “traditional” Zinacantec practice of the
1960y and 19704, 2 man’s children did not inherit his property equally. The bulk of the
tand, particularly productive agricoltoral land, went 10 sons. Daughters were expected to
be provided for largely by their busbands. Inheritance was in any case delicate and
brittle. Parents were expected to divide thelr lands as part of a “patrimony” that thewr
children deserved. But receiving an inhenitance also generated obligaltions to care for the
aging parents. Children who did not comply could be stripped of their lands,

However, the growing bursaucratization of the local and commissioners——who
began routinely to measure tracts of fand and to issue legal titles—and the insinaation of
Mexican law affected both parts of thus relationship, Bequeathing land to one's children
now became formally a voluntary matter. Once legally banded over, however, land was
permanently that of the beneficiary-—no subsequent shifting of allegiances could
aatomaticaily revoke a transaction.

A growing population and the reduced importance of large-scale agriculture also
changed people’s needs for land. House plots inside villages, as opposed to woodlands or
highland fields, began to assume a special significance. Such sites grew scaree, and
commercial possibitities for land near roads and centers of habitation became more
important. The wdea that men were more deserving than women of inheriting thelr
parental fands began ko fade, a5 the underbying logic changed. Women wese able to
conduct small seale commerce and thus began to lay stronger claims on house or garden
plots within or near villages.

The fight between Maryan and Chep

The history of the relationship between Marvan and Chep provides a framework
for understanding how changes in the chrearmstances of the village play themselves out in
real Hves. It is also the locus for a patural history of gossip. Chep married Marvan’s
oldest daughter Marech in December 1966, just a4 the older man was fnishing s third
level religious office. Chep and his new bride were in their mid twenties at the time.
When Maryan gossiped with his friends in 1970, the young couple’s first child, a son, had
been born. A second son foHowed a year lnter, and then two daughters.

Maryan was a man of considerable traditional wealth, He owned tarmiami in the
ghlands near his village, and be had long-cstablished contacts with non-Indian
landowners in the lowlands of the Grizalva River valley where he rented fields for large-
scale cornfarming. #His sons helped him with his corn farming operation. After marrving
they maintained independent cormnfields but always in collaboration with their father. The
oider brother-in-law Chep, having po brothers of his own, amaigamated his farming with
that of his wife's family., Maryan was an experienced corn farmer, with 4 voracions
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appetite for long hours and physical work, Chep had other ways of making s living. He
parlayed his knowledge of Spanish into a sequence of salaried jobs, both with
anthropologists and with agencies in the government Indianist bureancracy. He served a
term as 4 low-level civil official, establishing & reputation as a skilled dispute settler. In
the meantime, his father-in-law Maryan finished o distingnished career in the hierarchy of
ritaal office.

In 1978 Chep was clected municipal president. He thereby acquired considerable
power and prestige in the community and relations of political patronage with pon-ladian
government officials at state and federal levels, Until 1978 the civil officials of
Zinacantdn and other Chiapas Indian municipalitics belonged to the donunant
government poHtical paity, the PRI1Y There had teng been factionsl divisions in the
community, but it was only s 1978 that a powerful group of Zinacantecs, opposad 1o
Chep's entry as President, decided to defy the PRI and to ally themselves with the maip
national opposition patty, the PAN." The resulting violent division split the whole
township, mirroring simiar processes clsewhere in Chiapas. For example, Maryan and
his immediate household remained allied with his son-in-law, who completed a 3-year
term as the official PRI municipal president. The rest of Marvan's relatives, however,
gave their allegiance to a shadow PAN opposition government. The resulting ugly family
split kasts to the present day.

When he jeft office in 1981, Chep renewed his com farming operation, and over
the next few years he and his father-in-law embarked on enterprising schemes to rent or
buy productive comnfarming lands, The balance of power between the two men was
somewhat reversed. Maryan, growing older, had the knowledge to manage the week-by-
week work of growing corn. However, it was Chep, with contacts in the government
development bureaucracy, who could mamipulate forces that were transforming
Zinacantee agricultare, B was Chep who negotiated eredits for the fertilizer and
herbicide that were replacing the ofd labor intensive hand cultivation with which Maryan
had grown up. 1t was Chep who used Iug contacts to rent land {rom govermment agencies.
it was Chep who had haks with a growing class of Zinacantec entrepreneurs who
hankrolled large-capital intensive comfarning operations.

The life cycle of a Zinacantec family here combined with the fide of change
sweeping over indigenous Chiapas. Chep’s authority in the family came 1ot only from a
growing avtonomy from his aging parents-in-law bat also from his position of influence
in the community. Party affiliations bad begun to loorn jarge in Jocal manifestations of
power! conlred over resources, bestowed by the mling party on its followers, and an
authortative voice in settling confles. Chep's mmportance in the family was also

heightened by the fact that Maryan’s own sons were singularly lacking in ambition, given
10 too much drinking, and fighting with their wives and neighbors. It was left to Chep to
nitvan, ‘pull people,” that is, to be the leader of the family, alwavs somewhat in
cornpetition with Maryan.

Maryan's elder siatus as an outstanding participant in the hierarchy of religious
“cargos” and a productive comfarmer was somewhat vitiated by the waning importance
of rinal service, Alternate roules o power and prestige were now derived from capital
sccurnulation and political connections. Marvan’s position was ironically further
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weakened by party politics. During Chep’s presidency, the opposition PAN party took
control of the municipal hierarchy of religious offices, ousting the PRI affiliated Maryan
from a supposediy lifelong position as Holy Elder in the ceremonial center of
Zinacantan.'

Moreaver, Maryan was biessed {or cursed) with several unmarried daughters,
whose presence created a structaral imbalance belween the old man's houschold and
those of his sons and son-in-law. The issue was land. As he grew less able to farm his
property, Maryvan was expected to divide it up among descendants, Under ordinary
circumstances, unmarried daughters could expect to inhert {Htle more than a house plot,
if that, with the bulk of the old man's farmland going to his sons. Such an srranpement
was not acceptable to Maryan's daughters whe occupied a powerful position in the
famnily, having essentially dedicated their lives to the care of their aging parents, while
their brothers had set up independent households of their own,

Harly in 1985 an ourtbreak of political viclence culminated i a shooting. Chep's
wife, Maryan's daughter Maruch, was wounded by a stray buliet fired by a prominent
member of the PAN political party, The incident represented a previousiy unknown level
of political violence in the commumity of Zinacantin—a foretaste of things to come in the
following decade. The incident 1§ alse notable in the present contex!, because it
engendered a retelling of one of the gossip "stories” with which we began.

Retellings :

Ome theoretical defect of iy early shudy of Zinacantec gossip was is static
synchronteity. Narrated events were taken as tiny windows onto cullural standards of
behavior. Most of the stories were caught as one-time performances, with Hitle
opportunity for follow-up, re-thinking, or re-evaluation. A hallmark of gossip, though, is
that it flows inexorably from one mouth {or one ear) o another. Zinacantecs guite
consciously create political and affective ties via gossip. They gossip both to prospective
athes and to prospective enemies. They tell stories to civil officials, both in and out of
court, They rehearse stories, and they rework them, interactively Bnkering with wordiag,
deciding what 1o Jeave out or what to ernphasize. And they are aware that the evaluative
moral of a given incident can be altered dramatically, from one telling o another.

Chep’s ramored propensity for sa’-k'op ‘making trouble” surfaced as an oblique
altusion in 1970, Then it served as an index of Maryan’s ambivalence about the new son-
in-law, a potentially powerful man, but one whose relish for disputes could prove
tronblesome. Chep's past bebavior was faken as evidence for the nature of sfof “his
head,” i.e., his propensity for making trouble.

After his wife was wounded in 1945, Chep set out to destroy the political enemies
who were responsible, He put in motion the powerful machinery of PRI politics, ag wel}
as his position of authority as lands commissioner to accomplish this end. Azl
sccornpanzed him back and forth between Nabenchank and San Cristébal, visiting
tavwyers and political allies, Chep limsel! told me how, a5 & youth, be had fought with his
own half-brother over land, suffering many reversals, be said, but ultimately triumphing
after four years of legal struggle. What in 1970 was evidence for Maryan of lis soh-in-
law’s litigious personality was here cited, in Chep’s own discourse with me, as proof of
his pessistence in the pursoit of justice,
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“Puta mol’

Through the 19805, the relationship between Maryan, his sons, and Lhe;:: was
cooperative and complethentary. Despite disagreements, the ofd man and his son-in-law
continued to collaborate in com-farming, sharing the expenses of the chemical-intensive
technology that had begon to dominate Jocal agriculture, trading hired laborers,
reciprocally donating time and labor to the other's farming and bailding projects. In
1987, Chep undertook a prestigious and costly first-level position in the religions
hierarchy. Maryas was his stof sme “Eather-mother” or niual adviser, In 1994, Chep and
his children erected an electric powered corn mil on Marvan’s land, and they were
routinely present in the okd man's household day after day.

Early in 1991, however, this relationship began to crumble, When [ arrived in the
viliape in June of that vear, Maryan, a5 was his custom, sat me down 10 Tecount avents
since my previous stay six months before. He told me immediately that he had foughs
with Chep. There had been a misunderstanding shout 2 complicated land transfer.
Maryvan had proposed to sell a piece of land he had previously given as an inheritance to
nis danghter Maruch, Chep's wife, in exchange he offered to replace Maruch's
inheritance with a betiter piece of his own, stil undistributed land, Chep, however, had
accused the okd man of taking back land be had already begueathed and trving to sell it in
secel.

Several days later, over a shared meal, Maryan repeated the story to another raan,
Petul. This detailed account of Maryan’s fight with Chep iHustrates the contexizal
embedding and many of the interactive mechanisims of gossip shighted in my earlicr
study.

Petul had been talking about 2 land dispute in his own family. Petal's father had
recentiy taken 2 new wife. Pemal's brothers were outraged that this interloper’s children
might grow up to have some claim on their father’s land. They had thus begun (o try o
wrest away from the old man his undistributed property. Petul had allied hinself with his
futher agamnst his brothers, arguing that the old man should be able to dispose of his
possessions as he wishad,

Maryan listened to (his story with growing interest. At an appropriate point he
seized the opportunity to link the other™s narrative with his own situation. {Such
discursive links are inferactively necessary between conversational interlocutors, and they
also illuminate how topics can be conceptually related in Zinacantec discourse.) Maryan
introdduced his gossip by mentioning that his daughters conld still expect to inherit more
land from him, But his song? Well, that was ancther story.

Exam;}h, {1): Extracts from the first “puta mol” smr}f, 25 June 1991,

it yarn ti . ooy U krem xachie, wr £0n the vither hand, i viu dink Fhave soae |
t.il YN ffmi

Maryan's phrase yar 1 oy krem xachie literally means *{On the] other [hand], you fmay]
say that there are sons.” He used the explicit verb of speaking xachi “you say,” 1o put
hypothetical words inlo his interlocutor’s mouth in order imunediately to contradict therm.
“Na, | don’t have sons!” "This is ap evidential manipulation of “typified states of
knowledge™ characteristic of gossip, Interlocutors put forward hypothetical, sometimes
prototypical or expected points of view, in order to contrast them with the facts at hand.



Havitand, “Thirty yesrs of gossip. . "p. 3

Petul understood Marvan merely 10 tnean that his sons had married and moved
out into separate households of their owe. However, Maryan used Petul's own previous
gossip to elaborate his current sitation, "1 am all alone,” he continved. “And one of my
sons is doing just what you describe in your own family”

The interaction set the stage {or the gossip fo come, and aiso characterized
Maryan’s situnation as recognizable, if lamentable: this is the way (Ainacantec} sons are,
Maryan seems o say, enlisting s interlocuton’s sympathy by aligning their shared
positions in paratlel disputes. _

Maryan said that he had mstructed his wife not o lel the quarrelsome 500 into the
house should he come to visit, When Petad remarked that s father had proposed the
same strategy, Maryan launched his new stry,

2B et e ka2 ... AE m Aded i ceg gt
;3 t%ﬂk}aﬁl 0%;3 *'—E_ m"-'&a f{ PR drwing upr it the Hugh potar,
yixral . Swudoyatel . xhal . ,
1 yutun ma vactuk ochuk balel 28 ifg' “':”‘ £ R.m fl-'efi..{-lme fwi‘i'. .
eichi 3l Erinn't ot him o phifer." - phar'T what § ey,

1z i himg:
® 37 At

Maryan revealed that he had alse banned from his hnuw his son-in-faw Chep, 8 man well
known to Petul, and in fact the fatter’s former political ally, Maryan referred to his son-
in-law i a neutral way. Chep was identified onty as “that one who Hves at the fap osif
‘high place”.” Marvan thus avoided any expression that would link Chep, the third pasty,
either 1o himself or o hig interdocutor--a symptorn of the analvlical muism  have ajready
mentioned that the triangular relationship in gossip between teller, recipient, and target is
always significant, Both the fact that Marvan refused to entertain his son-in-law in his
house, and also his deliberate reforential distance from Chep revealed o Perg] that
Maryan and bis son-in-law were having &'op, {terally ‘words”
13 ™ yarun oy jutik jkropnikotix 3 B Becauie we 88 having o slghE argument,
Maryan remarked that the dispute was over land, Petul responded that Jand

abways causes fights, and that if people want land they should simply buy it rather than
guarrelling with their parents; his cormment is typical of the evaluative (if rhetorical)
gssessmenis that make gossip such a usefol ethnographic tool.

36 m;  Amd the whole dispute began over fand, tow,

3T pr Byabways abost fand!

35 { juse don't kmow whar buginess it I of theirs,
I8 Wity dew't folrey ) jrst Duy {their own land -
£
40 m; CHK, But the fopd--,
41 p:  ——ifthey feel they wand lo own fand,

Petul thus aligned himself with Maryan's ;}mstmn by mirroring the older man’s
mnpatience with land-based dispuies,

Maryan next emphasized that the problem was not that he refused to bequeath
Iand. Instead, his intention had been to give land away , in a proposed exchange.
Nonetheless, the person “living in the high place” had rtfused the deal. Maryan spoke in
a highly indirect fashion, using the quotative particle la'* 1o distance himself evidentially
frora his son-in-law: “if is said that he dida’t want {to accept the land swap)” Exactly
who said what 15 Jeft conventently unspecified. Marvan himsel does not claim direct

knowledge of the other's position,
31  m: iat la m: skK'an un
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31w Bu i is sakd that ke didn 't want 1

Marvan now explained the details, His dapghter, Chep’s wife, had a smalf piece
of land at the far end of the village, Jand that Maryan had given her as past of hey
inheritance. This plot was remole frors her own house, Maryan was currenuly in need of
money to pay for a cuning ceremony. He had proposed o sell a plot of his own fand
which happened {0 be in 4 more desirable position, His daughter then expressed mterest
in this better fand, and they had agreed 0 4 swap. Maryan would sell his daughter’s
inheritance for the money he needed, but in retum be would replace #t with the plot of
fand he had onginally proposed to sell. This latter prece, he added, wonld make a
marveloss site for & house at some future Gme, sice it was close 10 where he lived.

Maryan performed a fragment of his dialogue with ns daughter about this
transaction. He used a characteristic Tzotzl] style of reporting conversation “verbatin,”

‘s/he said,’ or xbur 'l said to himvher' {lines 61 and 62, for example}.
58wy Decide whether you will rell it vourself,

54 Yerr whether § should self it for you.

a0 Vit exchange {your land for another ploé).

63 “And you will get thix fpiece of land} aver here,” ! suid to her, {=xRut}
62 OR " vhe satd (=i

f3 "Pleare do me the favor,” said my daseghier,

Now came the central drama of the story. Chep the son-in-law—now referred to
samewhat hesitanthy'® as I mele ‘the gentleman™ —heard of the proposal. He grew
angry, insulting his father-in-law with insulting epithets.

&5

m; ara yz'i 1i . mole B3 W Bt bater, the pestfaman (Aer b )
& kry iz yu'un tas Johon Daiamil heard about it :
a3 ke .;a Y ,u_:] barzii 1ok - Hi4 {And fe agfed) wity § way .veﬂ.:ﬁg land.
talemonr ta chon osil a7 {And ke asked) Wiy § War s iR oh
iB puta molon la retfing aff preperty,
L kap o me un i3 tand fe ruid)] Prar a geddamsed ol mon,
58 Ha got very amgry aver I,

The exact syntax of Chep’s reported reaction here is important. Maryan carefully framed
each reported phrase with a guotative evidential particle fa {lines 66-68} that put the
queted words into his son-in-law’s mouth; the words were attested not by hif own ears
but by those of an unidentified third party, who allegedly heard Chep and in tum reported
Chep's words to Maryan, This 18, then, gossip sbout gossip,
Maryan went on to explain
71 m;  He told the commissionsr of knds.

i And the comuissioner old me.

T3 "Thiv is what he sabd, This is what be said "

T4 (e asked) "What businesy of yours is if o 3ell lund?’

75 “You are just infend on selling land "

EE2 “You are ¢ goddamned old man.” [= puta moloteal

T That'y what Lorenzo [the commizsioner of londs | vatd fo me.

It was in conversation with the commissioner of lands that Chep uttered these insults,
which the commissioner repeated to Maryan.
Fust to be sure he had beard the insult correctly, Maryan, in his narrative, made 3
second check.
T my " R pery that
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&1 "He sid that”

g1 It was on the first Friday {af Leat) thar Lovenzo told me ahout i1,
According to Maryan, the land commissioner then asked about the land deal. Where wag
the property in question and whose was it officially? The land I wanted to sell, Maryan
had told him, was all mine, not part of my children’s’ inhertance. Learning the facts, the
commissioner authorized Maryan 10 g0 ahead,
163 m; “You can sclf it then,” he yaidd,

Marvan finished his account by rehearsing what e and the commissioner of lands
had agreed Chep should be told about the transaction. Again, the sequence 15 carefully
framned by metapragmatic verbs that invoke other ernbedded, hypothetical conversations:
sk’oponot ‘he talks to vou,” ava'{ "you heard,” o “tell him,” chkatbe ‘T'H tell him,”

o4 atimi ta3l %o sk'oponote 144 VI Bt LIRS Jer Spedk T weR G,

: Sg ixehon yasiie 145 “[Tell him He sorld Mz land,”

X P 1434 "HRe arks, Fave vou Heard abogt Y

o7 ka £ i oxmikuk .

YOI BEG @ wA o 14T “Tell him Voe hecrd abuat i1,'™ § said to

Fria,

102 yan let mu (K’ an sma yech all 128 8 dan T st graoga T gy £ g bedling

« tacjohon ba pokel o osil land in secret

il cha'i sa Komive xkan 1i0 iyt “The commissioner has fpard abour
7, & wokd Bim
13l o i -

i1l E N
112 g; bwena yeoh onkaibe ki 1iz o "R FI el b e, ™ he said

With the multiple embeddings of speach (distingnished by verbs of speaking and also by
pronominal transpositions'™), and explicit instructions about what phrases the
comassioner is 10 repeat if asked, we bere have gossip about hypothetical future possin,
takk about talk aboul talk. Offenses of others are passed from mouth 1o mouth, but in the
absence of thase gossiped about, no direct confrontation between the disputants occurs
anywhere along the line. Marvan takes elaborate care with diction, phraseology, and
evidential precision, since what is mmpontant in his rendition of the cvents 15 what was
said, to whom, and with exactly what words, The verbal medium and social setling of
gossip are at issue, and the substance of the gossip 15 other gossip. This is layered “he-
said-she-said™’’ tali with allusions to other talk past and future,

‘The key phrase in the story is the epithel puta mo!l {puta, from Spanish, ‘whore,
mol a teirn for an elder male—see note 15). The expression is highly offensive,
aspecialy utteted 1o a public official abowt one’s father-in-law, and it has resonated
through the soceeeding seven years &5 the leitmotif of the ruptured relationship between
ke two men. Indeod, the phrase quickly percolated onl into » wider social universe.
Only two days afler this gossip session, there was an angry confrontation between Chep
and Maryan's youngest son Xun, who was not {af that point) estranged from his father, I
quote from my field notes.

“lape 27 1991, . . & tums out that when drunk Xun had
gone to shout at Chep, yelling kv yu'un xap'lis ta puta mol
i jfofike “why do you show your respect for owr father,
[that s, Maryan] by calling him a puta med?” in response 1o
romarks Chep had made publicly about the potential sale of
his wife's land.”

That a whole {amily could be torn apart by a single alleged abusive epithet
sugiests, of course, that far more than words were at slake. Before the abortive fand sale,
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there had been tensions between Maryan's unmarted daughters and the bossy son-in-law,
whose wife had comnplained to her sisters about s autocratic style arcund the house,
‘There had been unsuccesstul financial deals, botched atlempits to obtain credit or to
arrange new farm lands, in which Chep had convinced Marvan to invest s resources,
wselesshy according fo the daughters,

Around Maryan's hearth as the year went on one began to hear scurrilous news
about the son-in-faw who had previcusly been an unassailable figure of authority and
good judgerment, One of Maryan's daughters told me'® “how badly Chep had behaved on
the occasion of the castration of [the family horse}—agreeing only very unwitlingly to
help in the event, and afterwards refusing both to cat and o accept a soff drink from
{ancther man] who had comne to help,”

Chep's wife Maruch that same day advised her father not 1o invite her hushand o
another family ritual since, as ! wrote at the time,

“he would just get anpry. [Chep] says, “never mind, T just

make the old man angry, and he shows me no respect.” The

plan henceforward is to say no more 10 him about family

affairs. There are, as everyone has observed, other people

whie speak Spanish and who know how to comport

themselves. Chep is not the only one.”
Chep was thus distanced from his in-laws, who had previously depended heavily on his
counsel and suppornt.

In subsequent months, relations between the two families remained sour. Chep's
iwenaged sons began to have difficalties in their attempts to find wives—difficuitios that
were discussed with some glee around Marvan's hearth. Later Chep's daughier cloped,
and Maryan agreed with great rehuctanee to attend what should have been an obligatory
event: the reconciliation between Chep, his daughter, and her pew husband. Maryan
cited the still simmering anger about the aborted land sale as the main reason for his
unwillingness to attend.

In early 1993 came & stilf more dramatic rapture in the family, precipitated by the
unepected marriage of Maryan’s yousgest danghter, who evervone had thought was
destined 1© become a spinster Hke her older sisters, Suddesly a gew son-in-law was
miroduced into the house, threatoning the potential inhenitanee of Marvan's sons and
grandsons. Chep refosed 1o help seitle the dispute engendered by the marriage. Ever
since the fmled land salefswap of two years before, Maryvan told me, “we have been angry
with each other.” According to my field notes', “although Chep has denicd that he ever
called his father-in-law pura mod, pendejo mad [damned old man, stupid old man], since
the land commissioner reported such a conversation, things have gone downhill.”

Maryan's frequent alusions to the carlier event were designed to distance his
interlocutors from his son-in-law. The “puta mol” gossip was alined at the trangles
linking gossipers (Marvan and his daughters}, gossip recipients (including me, for
exampie), and gossipee {Chep, 3 prominent figure in the community). Midway through
1993, the family was in full crisis. Chep and Maryan were now declared enernies,
Worse, Maryan's sons had allied themselves with their brother-in-law, against their father
andd the interloper married to their sister. Details of their dispute had become puble
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knowledge. 1received a visit in June 1993 from one of Maryan's nephews who had
heard al the stories and who proposed that the two of v try to bring the feuding sections
of the family back together,

However, by this peint Maryvan had decided to escalate. When we proposed a
reconciliation, he utiered the words that form he title of this ewsd%
Example {23 Maryan, on son-reconciHation with his son-in-faw

mitnuk jhankil te He is not my older brotker.
mu:nu]-c k?:l‘f'aii%}}z‘ ) He is not Qur Lord fie., Gaod)
vo'en ba'yl chik’opol. That 1 should be the first one io speak.

Maryan, who had given the other his davghter in marriage, was not going (0 be the one Lo
break the impasse. Moreover, be told me that Chep had made & strndlar declaration.
Example {3y Chep, reportediy on non-reconciliation with his fatherin-law®
m: jtek'be sti' sna $won's grepr gver Afs dhreshiold,
mi tana N rencfery

. ' EH g
i ok’ ob Mor emarrow

Maryan now plotted Ko take his complaints to the civi] authorities, to use
Zinacantec law to disinberit his sons and sop-in-law. He would strip them of the lands he
had given them, since they were not complying with the rule that only those who cared
for and respected their parents received an inheritance. Early on July 21 1993, Magvan
visited the Nabenchauk ugente municipal "town magistrate.” He asked that his sons be
summoened to explain why they should not have their lands taken away, why they shoukd
not be forced to stam smealeta *pack their bags”

Maryan also complained abouot his son-in-law-—a delicate basiness since the
magistrate was both Chep's compadre and a close political ally. Maryan wanted to
introduce the fight over the sale of his daughter’s land into the discussion, but he needed
a link to that story. He appealed to the magistrate’s official position, by mentioning that
his danghter, Chep’s wife, had st the day before gone to visit another civil authority.
She had a domestic complaint that her husband had been uhable to resolve. Maryan then
launched a moralistic criticism of his son-in-law, once again referred to impersonally as I
mole 'the gentleman.”

Example {4}: Another version Gf the “puta mol” story, told to the Nabenchauk
magistrate, 21 Joiy 1993
m;  Fhe gentleman--

He has served 1o serle disgretes.

He bas served o resolve fiphis ™

For others whe fueve ad pratiems,
But e himself, in his own house,

is daing bodfy.

{His domestic fight) is not respfved,
Cpr own house should be in order,

if we are reasonable people.

19 We sheeld be able to settle four onwnj profiems.
13 Then even our children behave well
12 And whatever problem arises is settled,
13 a™;  Oh that's how it should be

14 Fhars how i showtd be.

(
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1% my Thet's henw i shouded be, Bt this one L.,

f
16 a: e wheoiaded pive  counsed rot andy to other peopls,
1B There must be wive counsed a4t hame ar well
[
1% my Exactiy, exactly,

Maryan opened by drawing the magistrate into & sympathetic alignment with his position,
potentially against his son-in-law. Dispate settlers must put their own houses in order
before they presume 1o help others settle their arguments. Something must be wrong
with Chep i he can™ resolve his wile's complaint.

Now Maryan launched the story he had been waiting to tell. This time he cast the
moral of the fmled land exchange in terms of Chep’s private unreasonableness despite 2
public reputation for good sense. In this detailed retelling, Marvan emphasized that his
ariginal intention o sell fand was communicated first to those who had primary claim on
a purchase, his sons and son-in-law. Indeed, in this version of the story Maryan discusses
his intention to self land with Chep even before seeking out a buyer,

44 m;  “Chep " [Fsaidl

L4 “Fwant fo sell some of my land.
44 L you think [ shauldn’t sell 2" F said to himg,
47 { war showing him my respect v asking his advice],
48 a: Ak
4% m;  “"Where is 827 Ae said,
50 “Ir's there abave my well,
- “f might self somme part of @,
52 "Bacuuse | need rhe money
43 “Fora CHriRg COPEmony,
T “Since § have no money,” T told him,

Maryan depicted Chep as worried about whether the proposal would prejudice the
interests of the old man's daughters, including his wife.
S6 myp OMLT Ae sald,

a7 “Well, have the girls received their inferitances?" he avked
BT "As for the pirs,
Ly “"Land has beer reserved for them.
80 "TFhis would rot be the end of the land,
61 “ Becanse F il have oty of property,
632 “F wilf divide i amneg them, ™ F told him,
83 m;  AA
64 m;  “OR" he seid
© Al “OHK, sell i if b ds part of vour own shave,”
£4 “Rt's mine alone, " § said to him,
& " You con sefl it then, " he said,
15 “All right, in that cave tink it over—perhaps you fand vour wife ] wang i, " ! seid 1o him,
%] “New, " b seid,

Maryan represented himself as giving Chep due respect, valuing his opinion, and giving
him first option to buy the land.

MNext, Marvan said, he offered the land to bis sons,
i m; i said to them} “You have sons,
va “You have many children.
e “What if vau don't find houwse sites for them when the time comes?
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N “f wene de seil roeme fand " F told them,

18 &a; Hrmn,

o omg “ Bk, fwe're] probably net finteresved].

&4 “Sell it " they said,
When nose of his immediate family wanted the land, Maryan began to lock for ancther
bayer.

However, Marach, Chep’s wife, expressed interest. Maryan put words into his

davghter’'s reouth, subtly insinuating that she and her hushand were having domestic

problerns.
g4 m: My daughrer heard about i,
&5 Chep's wife
54 =: “Are you gelng o self your land
&8 “Fam.™
B4 m: Yt ifonly Fhd the money,
1GE “F wonld buy it myself.
1332 “R's good famd
103 "F wonld prt my house there.
14 “ie°s near (fe you ali).
165 “ft's nice and flaor,
1G4 “F weneld pried my owrt kowse therg.
167 “IF Fwere i move down i thiy direction.”
108 “Fhink abowt wiether vou [pru, | wane to bay it
FRHL I dready offered i to vour husband,
110 “But [ don't think fie was interested.” [ tald her.
1:1 “FH think abend i she said.

Maryan proposed the land swap, as i earlier versions of the story. However, in this
retelling to the magistrate he carefully advised his danghter to take the matier up with her

hashand Chep. (Bis plural verh in line 108 suggests that both Maruch and her hushand
consider the propoesal.} This is clearer still in the hypothelicad dialegue between Mansch
and Chep that foliows,

126 m;  “Bufspeat fo cach ofher about it

g “Decide whether yoge woni to sefl that other land,

128 “Yaltk abowt it 366 what he yays

129 “ff h genvy “Eet's sell i

130 “Fhen vou care sell it " T igld fer,

131 “If he saysy "Nl

13z “Fhen vou won't sell i, § fold ker.

133 “Righe,” she seid,

Maryan now allowed his biases to shine through, The conventional use of
reported dialogae in Tzotzil narrative allowed him to project not ondy his protagonisiy’
her hushand? MTmi;kmg angry tones, Maryan acted ont his son-in-law's alleged
reaction,

135 Ak, me, you vwor 't sefl any land!

iig “That land hax lots of apple and peack trees,
137 “Why should you seff 7

138 “Where will the bervs [ie., our sonai fve?
139 “Fhat lamd i for your sons, ™

140 Yhe genitemarn is soid tor have said
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Rather than editorialize directly to the magistrate, Maryan allowed hiz own
character in the narrative o express his critical stance against Chep. His opinion emerges
indirectly as a spontancous reaction to lus duughter's news.

144 “The gentlemen, then,

145 “Hay ke ng lnnd?

144 Wiy good {5 the gentleman?

147 “What dees he want to have children for if he has ng land?

148 “What land does he propoze o divide ameng fos sons?

149 “H iz not the mother’'s land that he shiowdd give them

150 “{t iz pot the land of his wife that he showld give his sons for twm o reside on,
151 “The gentleman hag kis own land ™ | said to her.

Since Chep opposed the swap, Maryans retumed (o kis oniginal plan simply to self
off his plot. However, his danghter continued to be interested.  Her reponted words allude
agxin to the domnestic problerns with which Maryan had introduced his gossip.

164 “ B you krow what, father? Flease find o biyer for my fand,

188 " definifely want to self it

167 " Becauye we have Begun io fphi, the gentleman gind [

168 “And T will come after all,

168 “# will prt my Bouse here closer to you, on the land you are selling.
ivi "} definitely want to huy it 7 she said,

172 Vo '8 oy 102, Fasked her,

173 I buy i, " she said,

174 “Are vere fplu. | having a fiaht 7

175 AR, fight? Don't even ask, " zhe said

Maryan began to negotiate the sale of his dapghter’s land, m anticipation of the
trade. By bad luck, the potential bayer was Chep’s ritual Kinsman, Uhnaware that the
iand belonged not to Maryan but rather to his daughter, this buyer went independently o
ask Chep (o be ap official witness to the transaclion. Chep Rew inte a rage and went
imrnedhately to cornplain o the land cormmissioner. 1o this version, oo, his insulting

waords—puta mol—form the crucial centerpiece of the slory,
128 m; o shat Chep,

3z% Righr cowery foe wend to 1efl the land commissioner,
128 a:. Ah
{
32% m;  "Bastard!
139 “My fand is gone!
331 “He's sold it
3132 “He iz up to ne good,
133 “The demaed old map is a land thicf, the bastard?™
134 "Lt hin just ioke back evenything, all the woodlands Ae oy divided up!
135 “Let him gather & all, the damned old man! {= puta mol}
338 “He's & sefler of land, damn it!,
137 “A land robber,
138 “A faneed théct " he sevéde-thit 'y what Lorengo told me ™

Maryan ended this version, as he had others, by adding details to reinforce the -
verisirmilsude of his gossip, and 10 omphasize that his son-in-law’s slandercus words had
been pubHely reported.
340wy Nt owas on the first Friday fof Lent].

{
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4L ay AfL

342 m;  Af Carnfeal

343 ay Hremn.

144 m: “Ok, " T replied fro the lund commissionerf.,

345 "I he realfy say shat?7 1 axked him.
4
348 a: Ak,
347 m: Al the members of the land council were gathered in front of the church,
349 :‘D::d F;e reaily sy that 7"
i34 “He didd, ™ said fe.

After hearing Maryan’s tale of woe, the magistrate agreed to try to amange for a
seitiemnent, Nonetheless, the official resolution that Maryan had hoped for did not take
place, as Mapyan's sons and later Chep manage:d to find ways 1o avoid a formnal court
hearing.

Toward the end of 1993 Maryan, in failing health, had a major curing ceremony.
Scandalously, neither Marvan's sons nor Chep look part. Shortly thereafter, in Janvary,
1994, family squabbles were thrust dramatically to one side by the Zapatista rebeliion.
Over the next few months, the political situation of all Cluapas was in turmoit. The
repercussions percolated dows even to hamiets like Nabenchauk, By Joly, 1994, for
example, even as Maryan was repeating to me the story of the puta mof insult from three
years before, the PRI political bosses of Zinacantdn, including influential former officials
like Chegp, were being accused of a wide range of corrupt practices. Chep himself went
inle hiding, worrying abowt what he called matanal milel "getting killed gratuptously ” At
the fiesta of Todos Santos, at the end of Octeber, be ok refuge for some weeks in
Maryan's compound, during which e relations between the two Tamilies were
somewhat eased. Unfortunately, Maryan's sons remained estranged from their father,
and Maryan suspected that his son-in-law was giving them advice and moral support.
(ha’ voval ‘he is their pillan,” he complained 0 me.}

in Febmary 1995, Maryan and his sons finally had an official hearing at the
municipal courthonse Lo decide who was to pay for the expensive curing ceremonies the
old man needed as his health deteriorated. The hearing ended with more quarrelling.
The wife of one of Maryan's sons made insalting remarks about nol wanting to care for a
tana-fol mol, xoka-fol mol, luk-"akon mol {bald-headed, spotted-faced, skinny-legged old
man}. During the rest of 1995, as Maryan's tried one remedy after another for his fatling
eyvesight and hearing, he was supported only by his daughters and his pow son-in-law.
His sons remamed hostile and b son-in-faw Chep distant if nol openly aggressive,
(Chep told me at the tme that he was ready o beat up Maryan's new son-in-law if the
opporiunity presented itself. For thelr part, Maryan and his daughters were always on the
lookent for chances to criticize Chep—for getting dronk, for mistreating hiz wife, for not
including them in new agricoitural schemes, and so on.}

I March 1996, Maryan scught a signed Jegal agreement about the children's
responsibilities for their parents in return for their inheritances. A Mexican official as
well as past magistrates and land commissioners were to be prescnt at the town hall 1o
ratify the sgreament. Two days before the court date, the magstrate informed Maryan
that Chep had declared he would neither take part nor be present in court that day. The
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puta mot slory agaln reared its ugly head. According to {he magistrate, Chep refused to
participate because he was “angry that {Maryan} had sold off all his land, including that
of his deaghters.™ Without retelling the story in all its detail, Maryan defended himsclf
by rehearsing to the magistrate a brief version of the aboriive land swap,

The settlement at the court house took place in the absence of son-in-law Chep.
Maryan’s sons agreed 1o pay their father twice yearly amounts of comn and cash. The
daughters, too, were asked {0 sign the document guaranteeing thelr more modest
obligations to their aging parents. However, when town hall officials were dispatched to
bring Chep’s wife to the courthouse to put her thurmnbprint on the document, they were
met by an angry Chep who refuased to et her leave the house. “She doesn’t even know
how 1o read or write,” he shouted, “why should she sign a plece of paper?”

Throughout the past two vears, relations between Maryan and Chep have
worsened. Chep's wife Maruch quarreled with her unmarried sisters and thereafler
herself stopped visiting her parents. At the same time Marvan, virtuaily blind with
cataracts and almost totally deaf, reestablished cooperative relations with his youngest
son Xun, who in turn became an enemy of his older brother and brother-in-law. There
have been shouting matches and many near fights, both drunken and sober, between the
four younger men involved: Chep and Maryan's clder son on the ore hand, Maryan's
younger son Aun and the husband of his youngest daughter on the other. There have also
been two further attempts (o resoive the dispute in conr, both ending with Maryan
declaring that he wished nothing wore to do with his thankless children, whe themselves
crowed, “Yeou see, he doesn’t want our help.”

Maryan worries about the battle he expects over his land when he dies. Several
times he has asked me to sorl through his nportant papers, separating the official title to
Chep's wife's inheritance, “so as to chviate any excuse Chep might have for looking
through the papers when fthe old man] is reled ‘taid out for burial}, ™% Maryan has had
severni Rarther serious ilnesses, although no effert has been made to recuperate the costs
of the curing from the estranged son and son-in-law,

As recently as Seplember 1998, Marvan continues to brood on the deep division
in his family. Recently, as we sit in the courtyard to which be s largely confined these
days, Maryan has gossiped with me about the factors that have glven his life 38 cumment
somber tone. One s the puda mol story. Chep's insulting epithet still rings in Maryan’s
cars. As he tells the story sow, the events remain the same, but be has recast his son-in-
taw as explicitly seif-interested, ill-4tempered, and uncooperative. Gone is the potential
ally, the helpful son-in-law that Maryan had hoped for at one time,

Maryan’s story now portrays naked conilict between Chep and his wife. Maryan
recounts how he first invited his song and son-tn-law to buy the plot he intended to sell.
In this telling, however, he suggests that Chep never bothered to inform his wife about
the sale, a symptom of thelr domestic problems.

Example (8% Marvan recalls the abortive fand swap, with me a8 s interlocutor,
September 14, 1998,
2d  m;  Perhaps [Chep] was not acoustomed o conversing at home.

a5 Who knoves what customs the idior fued?

94 Your comadre [{{hep's wife} somehow heard fabowt the fond salef
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a7 “Are you setfing your fond 7" she asked
9o “F g, " [ eold her,
94 " You ve eard, have vou?" { asked
a0 “f have,
i “But don 't imagine that [Chepl sold anything abowt it to me,
103 “He said norhing,
103 "He's mor in the habif of telling me things,” she said,
104 “&h," [ replied.

Chep's reporied reaction to the proposed land swap wag vebemently negative, &
reaction that Maryan, in this telling, appeared to anticipate, (Note af line 128 that Marvan
puts nto Chep's mouth a hypothetical refusal that precedes the actual reported refusal
starting at line $33.) Maryan insisted that his daughter take the matier up with her
hushand before proceeding. '

124 mr "Five goand speak to gach other about it

128 “Yee if ke will come to receive the land gfficially,
E Y] “Cltherwise he might fake it badly.

128 “What if he savs, "1 kave we use for that Hand]'?
129 "I willl fust canse an argrment, " § soid to ber,
136 Jr AR

333 omg P teff Rim, " she s,

132 3o she evidenedly old hine,

153 AR e onot interested in [that fanef]”

i34 " Forger i Thar land pets flooded {in the roiny season ],
135 “*What do vou waaf land for?'

116 “*The other land fthe original inheritance] is fine.’
139 " et geeepr i1

138 "' Farper afwut iY

159 "Vhar'y whar be said ro me, ™ the said.

When Maryan's daughter proposed the land exchange, in this version ber cards
were clearly on the table: she planned to diverce. :
id4% m; Yo father,

1dg . “Fird me a buyer for my fand.

147 "Whether you wanl fo sell me { your fend],

148 “Or whedther we exchange plogs, in any case T am going o comle {fo lve closer [
149 “I'm poing fo abandon the gentleman,

150 “He'i fust stey Behind,

151 "It deeve hion sirting where he i

On this oceasion, Maryan related in detail the siz 'l al 'doggishness’ or misbehavior
Maruch atiributed 1o her husband,

154 m;  "Why?" Fasked her.

1558 *Ek, My dogpishness is too much?™ she aid,

1546 “Whar does he do, then!™ fasked her,

5% “HMe doesn’t fer anyone torch his morey," the said.
158 “If vou ook ot his money,

15% “He immedictely poes and checks the aumbers,

60 “Tir see if hix money {5 as fe loft i1,

148k “Whe touched the money?'

182 “ Wi picked up the money,” e says

163 “The money was ot slacked ep s way, ' e says”

164 "What, do you have so much money?"
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155 “Hipum, there are @ few banknotes, " she said
186 “Ak, T said te her.
Not only was Chep obsessive and miserly, he also ignored domestic necessities.
18% “He doesn 't think o buy soap,” she soid,
168 “He doesn't think to buy salt, ™ she said,
183 “A% for the beans fwe horvest],
1740 “If he ugey some, then § sell sonee in secretr,
172 “Alsor hig coffes, if he takes some cut, then § sell some in secrel,
1y “That's kew ¥ Iuey my s,
174 “Thxt's feow ¥ Bigy my salk,
17% O whatever we Bave 16 045
176 “Phe gendeman doesn’t know what i fakes for him 1o eat,
144 “He fust has mo shame, ™
178 That's whal Marreh said when she came {10 s2e me ]
178 Vel " | said,
180 “Drows the gentdemen bave a bad frad, then?"
181 “Ah, hiz doggizhness is fust foo much,” she said

There iz also added spice to Maryan's aceount of his encounter with the land

commissioner. This is when he learned of the abuse his son-in-law had heaped upon him,
223wy Fwent o the church

Z24 S, there wiy the commissioner,

za% “Have you come for tw procession, Mr, Moryan?”

i “f hepve coma, " § sgid,

227 AR " he said,

228 YA thar lgnd Beve Ey the house of P**,

2i% “Ixir troee that vou have sold 827 he apked,

230 “No, I haven't sotd in " rold Rim,

231 “Huf. gecording fo Mr. Chep vou have sold 1.

2% “He came o el me,

33 Y He said that} vou showld sefl all the land that you have given away in the woodlands,
3% “r befiind the villgge of Apas,

A3 “You showdd get rid of it ali, he said

237 “'The damned whore of an old man,” he said when ke came by, " said the commissioner.™

Ix this version, once Maryan had clanified the details of the land deasl, the land
commissioner ¢riticized the son-tn-Taw, despite the latter’s vaunted skills as a dispute
settler.
287w  exploined the facty to Aim

258 “Tharmn, bt thar gentlemant

293 M. Chep jlest doesn't want o wnderstard the siuction, gither.
300G “He should have gone to ayk you directly

Igr “wiether it way true thae the band had bean soid ¥

Also, m this most recent retelling, Maryan foreshortens the protracted and
tortyred negotiations surrounding the land swap, representing himself as canceling the
whole affair on learning from the commissioner ahout Chep's insult

3314 m; 7 pive vou perndssion fo sell it right away, " he said,
115 "N, f ne longer st o get invodved, ™ Ftold Rim,
ILE “Wever miel " said

57 *Let it fust remain there empty, or whatever the swier wants to deowith 8,7 1 rodd him
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Condclusion

In this extended history of a relationship, seen through retelings of a key event in
gossip, the thermes central to recent Zinacantec history Jurk close {0 the surface. There is
competition for land, in an era of demographic pressure. There s competition for
autheorily within families, exacerbated by changes in the bases for power and control.
There are gender imbalances and shifts in the tes hat bind people 10 the land, or to ane
another across generations. Gossip, that is, relaing S viFtes a8 a amgue ethnographic
lens.

The central focus here, however, has been the interactive dynarmic of Zinacanice
gossip. | have concentrated on three aspects of this dynamic. {1) First, gossip Hves not
as disemnbodied stories “flowing” from one mouth (0 another, bt a3 mintmally triangular
interactions bebween interlocutors. Who tels what stories, about whoy, to whosn, and
when—al are indexes of the social relations within which a gossip event is embedded
{and of which it 15 partially constitutive). The miniature social universe of '
conversation-—with compiex and shifting participation structures-—15 one arena in which
adjustments to these social relationships are accomplished. Maryan has been motivated
1o tell the “puta mol” story—now to 2 compadre, now to an anthropologist, nOow 10 a
magistrate--by the micro-politics of his unfolding life, and one assumes that Chep for hig
part has done the same,

£2) A second aspect of the dynamic ceniral to my argument is internal to
discourse, but parasitic on (1), the indexical embedding of gossip in interaction. Consider
that much gossip is about gossip, and thaet many narrated events are events of namation.
Folowing peneric conventions of Tzotzil, ane relates events trough what protagonists
say as much as what they do. Thus are Tzotzi narrators provided wilh powerful
expressive Inaterial ail of which derive from the fact-point (1} again--that gossip is
interaction. These materials include the voices of protagonists, the required “back
channel” {Yngve 1970} or responses of interlocutors which are never empty of evaluative
overtones, marked Tzotzil speech genres such as the couplet structure which indexes both
formal occasions and affectively charged states, and the interactive delicacy of evidential
particies like fo. Since gossiping is political aclion writ small, representing gossip in
gossip is a powerful device for portraying the social and political texture of one's
COFHTUnitY.

Finally, (3) there is a diachronic dynamis to gossip, AS gossip is told, retold, and
retold again, with the passage of time the layering of contexts of interaction {dynamic 1)
andt their embedding in parsated interaction (dynamic 23} allow the same events, the same
“story™ in the mouths of different namrators, projected to the ears of different interiocators
oF even the same interlocutors at different moments, to have very different conseguences.
The diachronic tracking of a “single gossip story” gives us a view of narrative as 3
mechansm of migrpersonal alignment 4nd control. For Maryan, the “puta mol” story
started a$ an expression of temporary mpture i a brittle but tunctional relationship. It
was transformed into & weapon m the battle for suthonty within the family, In the ead il
has become an icon of a failed relationship and the inherently flawed personality of ts
principal protagonist. The story is the vehicle for reinventing history, for investing past
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events with the perspective of the present, as the social universe of the narrating moment
is projected onto that of the narrated events.

Such was cleatly the case with one of the gossip fragments with which this essay
began. In 1970, Marvan’s son-in-law was his ally, and Maryan presented bim as a
formerly lary vouth whose “soul had arnived,” whe had come o his senses and leamed to
work. It was oply his mgurrectionist interlocutors who induced Marvap 1o acknowledge
his son-in-law's previous disputes and the correlative flaws in the young man’s characier,
Later Chep himself used his own version of the fight with his half brother to portray
himself as & dogged battler for his own rights. Almost thinty years later Maryan retels
this story about his now estranged son-in-faw, and how he manipuiated Mexican iaw to
stend his half-brother’s share of their father’s land. Here is the process of “rewriting
history” in microcosms, 85 Chep is now his declared enemy. The long ago events touch
on currents flowing through Maryan's troubled relationship with Chep over the years:
competition for land, rivairies between siblings, the mingling of Mexican law with
Zinacantec practices, the machinations of power, and Chep's unabashed appetite for
making troubie.

Speaking now about his son-in-law as a youth, Manvan says:
Example (63 Chep as a young man, =

I omr sekem onox 1 omp o He had already gone bad.
2 batz'i ben onex kavroo Z He was a real bastard even ay he

taimek ioh'i le' e, was growing 4p.

Ne events in Chep's remaote pasl have changed since Maryan gossiped with his
companions back in 197G, Bot 1t was ot at that point appropriate for him to be runniag
down his son-in-iaw. it 15 only now that he bestows his own derogatory epithel—batz'i -
ben kavron ‘a real bastard’ --on Chep, gossiping with a mixture of relish and humor, awe
and revuision, that brings thirty vears of Zinacantee gossip ful circle.

Vo, a Mayan langhage spoken by 250,000 people in Chiapas, Mexice, ases i praciical
ortbography based on Spanish, Notably, the symbot § represents FPA (], ard dhe digraph te ropresonts 1PA
8]

This woed is an obligatorily possessed noun based on a verh formed from the root fo i
‘conversation’ phis a transitivizing suffix —t2. The verb o ilta means “to make conversation aboat’ or
tell stories on’ shmeonme.

A Zinacantess alse engage in direct shouting matches with their enemies, especially when
Heebristed, Braskenness s considered o mitigating circumstance parbially excusing amagonists for what
they say and de.

* Ses Haviland 1997k for a discursive study of aspects of Zinacanlee Jegal proceadings.
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* $ee Goffman 1979,

$ “Gossip and remor [are] free foating stortes which bear imponiant power rplications” (loter
from van Ginkel o Hoviland, 20 Yanuary 1998)

* It ks & significant symptom of the contrality of language in Zinacaniec social Fife that the
metaphor of speech pervades such expressioas of basic sociality,

B The Trotxil cxpressions are sa” fak in “look for mopey” and sa” abrel ‘look for work,”

* Boartide Revolucionnrie stiticioned, or Instilusionat Revolwlionary Party, the narty of the
Mexican governmend for, at that point, aimost half 2 century, with mstiutionalized supporl from organized
Fabeor,

W Partido de Accidn Nacienal, or Party of Nationa! Action, at the national Jevel a conservative
groap with stwong ey 1o business and the Catholie Chorch.

T e was later recruited 1o an analogius position in the rHue] hicrarchy of his own hamles, whers
PRI politicians installed a competing sef of ceremanies . See Haviland (1087,

2 W ith these shart responses, Pinacantes interlocutors flfil] a named conversational role in
Trotzil, that of jiak 'vangf o7 "answerer.” Tn mylbparty conversations, usually one of several listeners wifl
take setive responsive part in the copversational exchanges with such mitdisal bt oflen ovaluatively
toaded tums.

" See Huviland 1987, 1989,

“ i line 65, us elsewhere in the transcripls, & peciod £ {in Hine 03 before the word mol) represents
a percepiible pawse: Pejud hesHales before deciding how 1o refer b hus son-in-law,

* Mof refers to & senior male: it is ofter prefined t0 & proper narme {e.g.. Mol Marvan "My
Muriapa’} ard it can also be used, ip both address and reference, as a sign of miid respect.

¥ See Hanks 1989, 1990, Haviland 19964, Lucy 1992

™ See . Goodwin 980, 1990,

¥ Fieldnotes of 27 June 1994

* Japuary 7. 1993,
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A Prom my Beldnotes, £5 July 1993,

2 Yrom my fickdnotes of July 20 1993,

* Note that both men frame their seatiments in paratiel constructions; ses note 13,

M Maryan nses 8 génrc of speech i wideh a singhe imape is prosented via paired dousblets {soe
Haviland FHR2E, FHh). Fhe close paraiiel structure between the two lines ks obvious in the origing
Tzl -

Fok e 12 mekizanvane (i, he has omerged in fixing people)

bok e (o chapavane) {He, e bas emerged in preparing people)

The twir lines differ only twe verb rooks-mel “ropatir, sl straight,’ and chap ‘prepare, coil
seeathy ' —that when apphed to boerans dmplying seitling of disputes. The paralbel style is charascteristic of
ritual contexts and of emationally highly charged talk. Simiar paralie] stractores are evident slsewhere in
these possip martatives, ax well as in e brief attersnees in sxamples 2 and 3.

Hea™ is the muricipel magistrate oF agente,

B Fhe Trotzil phrase was_fpef-osil § pria mole, kiren “the pire mol 18 8 jand hief, bastard!”
The kean word kevren (< Span. cabroe, ‘cockold") is used here as 2 sign of Chep's anger, not as sh epithet
directed at (preticated of) his father-in-faw,

* Maryan omitted the evidential bo from this whole dialogue, eephasizing that he was teporting
what the land convmissioner had said 1o him directly,

¥ Pietdnotes from 26 October 1996,

* Pha Tretril agrain mchedes the nsolting epithet: baiy | pate sed 58 me ayel 5 Hierabhy, He
really is & demned old man,’ he (e, Chep) said whes be was here,"' he flhe eorrgaissioner] said.

* Prapments recorded § Septetabor TUUE,



