Chapter 3
The Domain of Gossip in Zinacantan

Pero mi yec xal 7o mi loTil nc van? (But is he tellirg the
truth, or is it just gossip?)

When I speak of 'gossiﬁ in Zinacantan' am I talking
about an activity that Zinacantecos recognize? Is there a
Tzotzil word for 'gossip'? And, if not, how do I identify
some random snatch of conversation as gossip? I we accept
a certain ethnoscientific tradition, such questions seem
to arise inevitably. That iz, if any theoretical weight is
to resi on the word 'gogsip,' I feel obliped to show that
'ro55ipt labels some coherent class of phenomena in the
Zinacanteco scheme of things; (and, ultimately, I may be
challenged to show that Zinacanteco gossip resembles be-
havior we call Tgossip'! elsewhere.)

In dhapﬁer &y X make a plea for certain sorts of ethno-
graphic investigation which may be conveniently and suggest-
ively labelled 'siudies of gossip.' But there is little
point in ipsisting on some conceptﬁ&l coincidence between
categories of gossip in Zinacantan and somc.cther cultural
milieu. TFar from arcuing for the universality of gossip
(as a necessary and well-defined notion), I shall concern
myself in this chapter with Zinacanteco native theorizing
about the nature of talk (end knowledge) about one's neigh-

bors and countrymen.
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I have called 'gossip' all conversation between Zina-
cantecos about absent third-parties, as, indeed, such con-
versation seems to me gossipy. Agsinst the seeming open-
endedness of this working definition I hypothesized that
such conversation would not be open: that it would not
range over all subjects, nor dwell on all actions. Conver-
sation has its own rules: not all facts are worth repeating;
not all speculation is (or can be) mouthed. Or at least an
audience will not be interested in every disclosure. Thus
I was willing at the beginning to take as my subject (as
'gossip in Zinacantan') all conversation of the following
form: A tells B about C. Moreover, I was willing to gather
any information which rendered such conwversation intelligible
to its participants. Gossip rests on reputation. And in
English it leaks into 'spreading news' at one end and 'slander!
at Lthe other. What I have included in the study of gossip
in this thesis moy then contain elements of all these: repu-
tation, slander, news, report, libel, malicious and innocent
FOSS1ip.

Yet this iz not to say that Zinacantecos recognize no
donain of verbal behavior that reseubles gossiping, Despite
the fact that no Tzotzil word is adeguately glossed '"gossip?®,
a2 considerable body of native speculation and theory surrounds
the sort of conversation which I have described above. This
constitutes what we might well call a Finacanteco theory

of gossip. In this chapter I concentrate on the native
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intuitions on these matbers and avoid the thorny and fruitless

.I"

search for a monoleximiec domain label, for a neat taxoncomy,:
for an unarbisuous eliciting frame, and for Gossip.

Congider first the general domsin of verbal behavior.
Two Tzotzil noun roots are components of the various lexical
items which have to do with speech: [k'op/ (meaning rouzhly
'word') and /loT7il/ (meaning roughly 'talk'). As nouns these
words have elusive meanings, but thelr semﬁntic content can
be judged f;om two intransitive verb stems: /-k'opch/ and
f—lo?ilahf.1 The verb /-k'opoh/ means 'speak', and refers
to speech in all situations: talking a.language, praying,
arguing a case, /-lo7ilah/ means *converse' or 'joke' and

refers to informol convergation in some socinl ceontext.

i B

Roger Abrahams (1970) argues that an important way to approach
gossip is "to understand gossip in the context of the range

of speech acts of a commmity." (1970:290). That is, of a
wide range of communicatory behavior, gossip or something

like it may have its own rules, may be a special sort of
verbal performance, which can be delimited either explicitly
a8 a native ecategory, or -=-- as T ftry to do in this chapier

--- by reference to implicit native theorizing.

2

The suffix displayed in these derived forms (/-Vh/) com-
bines with noun roots to Torm intransitive verb stems which
mean, roushly, "perform the appropriate action with this

thing." Consider the following further examples:
JTak'ot/ ('dance') /-Taktotah/ ('to dance')
[Telek!/ ('utolen goods, /-Telk'ah/ ('steal, steal
. thief') things?)
/To1/ ('woman's ehild!) jF?al&hf (*give birth')
[sik'el/ (° Glgarette‘} /-sik'alah/ (*smcke')

Ccf. Haviland (n.d.).
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Other resecarchers eliciting taxonomies headed by the
nouns f1o7il/ and /k'op/ have had mixed results. Bricker
(1968) reports two such taxonomics for flo7il/ elicited from
zotzil spenkers from Zinacantan,

"In the interviews, the informants were first asked

to list the various kinds of lo7il with which they
were familiar, It was obvious from their responses
that most informants make an implieit distinction
between lo7il (1) as a general term for verbal behavior
and loTil 5] meaning 'hearsay' or 'story'. [Figure
1] To7il [l] is further broken dowvm into lekil loTil
("good"” or 'nice talk') and copol lo7il ('bad talk').
Prayers, statements of what is moral and good, and
most folktales are usually lekil loTil. Copol loTil
may be further subdivided into loko lo7il f'frivolous
talk') and nonhll k'op ('lies®). Depending on the
informant, Tirivolous talk! may include male conversa-
tion about women, blasphemy, obscene utterances, and
sexual references.

I1o7il (2) is broken down by one informant as lo7il
skvente k'in ("stories about fiestas'), lo7il skvenia
kahvaltik ('stories about Our Lord'), and lo7il skventa
krinvanoevik ('stories about pcaple’s. 'Stories about
fiestas® describe what goes on during [Fiestas; "stories
about Cur Lord! include descriptions of ceremonies
performed in honor of 'Our Iord! and the saints, and
myths; 'stories about people'! describe the everyday
behavior of Zinacantecos, such as their work activi-
ties, Other informaznts do not distinpguish between
the three kinds of 1lo7il (2), but simply list activi-
ties subsumed under those categories. For example,
one informant listed the following as menbers of the
class, lo7il (2):

i A story about a girl who did not want a husband.'

2. 'a story about a boy and & girl who met on

the path,?

3. '"a story about a man who lost his money at a

fiegta.?

L, 'a story about a man who had all his hair

shaved off.?

Another informant offered a somewhat different
scheme [Fisure 2]. Instead of beginning by distin-
guishing between the general and specific neanings
of 1o07il as given above, he began by separating off
'frivolous talk! (lcko lo7il) from other kinds of
107i1 (Baz'i lo7il). He Listed under baz'i lo7il
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accounts of ceremonies honoring "Our Iord' and the
saints, and the everyday behavior of people. Under
Mrivolous talk?® he distinpuished amomz loko la7il
nyfox xnlik ('frivolous talk which is just taik'),
Jakc & a. {obacene rerscs recounted during
fil ta Tanil kafetik ("frivolous
talk at horse races"), amil loko 1o7il ta htor-k'inetik
(*frivolous tolk of entertainers' at the fiesta of

San Sebastian)."” (pp. 33-35).

Bricker goes on to indicate which sorts of floTil/
may be '"humorcus', i.e., may evoke laughter when they occur
in conversation. And she makes s basic distinction between
ritual and non-ritual humor,

The position of what we might intuwitively be inclined
to eall 'zossip' in this scheme of things is not clear.
We should probably expect gossip to include "statements of
what is moral and good" as well as "male conversation about
women" and "sexual references" not to mention "'stories
arout people'™ which "deseribe the everyday behavior of
Zinacantecos." Or, to use the second taxonomy, gossip cer=-
tainly has & component of /baz'i lo7il/: "accounts ...
of the everyday behavior of people.” But it seems to have
no small amount of frivolousness, and most gossip is at least
interspersed with, if not inseparable from what an obvicusly
exasperated informant had in mind when he said: /loko lo7il
nofox xalik/ ("people simply call it Tcrazy talk'™ ),

Iricker Tinds it possible to isolate a type of humorous
interaction which she labels "humorous gossip.";it is a

" . kind of humorous interaction in which deviant or
1oko lo7il-type (duels or exchanges of joking insults)



‘Figure 1: A taxonomy of f1o7il/ (from Bricker (1968:3hk))
transeription altered

Loko LoTil

s Tmeyll) \—Copol lo'Fil”'f

i i I {peneral*term MHH‘prbil k'op
for wverbal

behavior }\
Iekil loTil

_~ LoTil Skventa k'in
Lo7il(2) ==——Lo7il Skventa kahvaltik
(*story') ——ILoT7il skventa krixcanoetik

Figure 2: Another taxonomy of flo7il/ (freom Bricker (1968:36))

sLokko 1oTil noYox xalik
" _Loko 1o7il ta htoy-k'inetik

Iokeo loTil ta bomba

Loko LoTil&—_
/ ——Ioko loTil ta Tanil
LoT7il kaTetik

Ioko lo7il ta Tak'St

Baz'i 1lo7il (*not frivolous')
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behaviors are verbally described before an audience

by someone who witnessed the original performance

or heard someone else deseribe it. Where Type I humor-
ous interaetions fealure deviant behavior itself (i.e.,
consisl of mocking deviance), Type ITI humorous inter-
actions are based on accourts of deviant behavier,

oo+ Type ITI humorous internctions may be called "humor-
ous gossip! or 'hearsay humor'; through gossip, humor-

ous interactions are Ltransformed into Yhumorous stories.

In gosaip settings the nbject of ridicule is not the
performer in the interaction (that is, not the story-

teller), but is the person who is the subject of gossip.

The storyteller does not react with shame to his aud-
ience's ridicule, for he knows that their ridicule is
not meant for him, Ile {oo ridicules the behavior he
describes." (pp. 204-205).
This description seems to get at a domain of Zinacanteco
behavior of interest here, (although this "humorous gossip!
is unlabelled in Tzobtzil.) We may, however, be unwilling
to commit curselves to the restriction that 'gossip' be only
funny stories. OScme gossip may be dead serious --- may aim
for somebthing more sinister than ridicule.

Gossen (1970) reports a rather different taxonomy of
verbal cenres for Chamuda Tzotzil, a taxonomy based on
Jitop/ ('word!) rather than flo7il/. The basic division at
the first level of contrast is between:

fil ¥ 1 ",

() /1oTii k'op/ =--- glossed as "repular speech’;

; 3

(b) /1o7il k'op sventa xk'ixmah yoTnton li kirsanoe/

~== "speech for people whose hearts are becoming

heated";

1

=

k-

T have altered Cossen's transcription to coinecide with the
synbols which we are using in this thesis, In this case

I have also changed what I assumed to be a misprint =--
Jeventa/ to [sventa/.
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{e) [J7ae® klop/ =--- "recent words": and
(a) fTanﬁivﬁ k'op/ --- "ancient words." (Gossen
(1270:162)),
fynas (a) and (b), which eorrespond to ‘ordinary language,' may
be generally distinguished from (c) and (d), 'traditional
genres. '

"Oral tradition differs from ordinary language, in

the opinion of Chamlas, because the genres which
comprise it have contextual and formal limits within
which they can vary. Chamulas view oral tradition

&3 functionally closed in certain respects and ordi-
nary language as open, for the latter can be used freely
for all other kinds of commmnication." (p. 152).

A crucial tesi case for this distinction is the position
of gossip.

"It comes as quite a surprise that gossip, which is
certainly 'new! for each event and often for each
retelling, does belong to '"Recent Words'because it
reports a single event which everyone potentially
recognizes, Gossip is not, in theory, idiosyneratic

or original in 4the way that Chamulas believe the inter-
mediate types of verbal behavior to be. Gossip, there-
fore, beecomes "troditional' overnighi, even though

the report of il may be sioted in a form indistinguish-
able Trom everyday specch., IL is 'Recent Words' be-
cause it is a statement of fmct; it is a significant
segment of information which is known by several people
and, ideally, will be passed on as a whole.... The
statements of defendants, plaintiffs and offiecials

at a court case are neither 'Recent Words'! nor ‘'Ancient
Words,! even thouzh the elaborate formulae they use

for speaking to each other are highly stylized. How-
ever, tomorrow's gossip about the court case will be
'Recent Words.'" (pp. 15k=155)

That subdomain of [Tac' k'op/ which Gossen finds to
include gossip is f7ac'! 1o7il/ ('recent talk'), which "gen-

erally ineludes what we might call recent folk history,
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gosaip, legend, and some folktales." (1970:189) These
tales, among others, "deal with normative ftransgressions,
threats and abuses against the established order, Either
they report the consequences of such transgressions or they
warn of these conseguences....All of these genres, in fact
nearly all genres of *Recent Words,' share an almost ob-
sessive concern for uﬁderlining and inculeating norms."
(p. 190) Insofar as these observations hold true for neigh-
boring Zinacantan, they provide ancther piecture of the nature
of the gossip one may expect to hear.

I managed to eliecit a rather different taxonomy for
[utop/ and flo7il/ (albeit from just one informant). In
conversation, I discussed the meanings of various types of

107i1l/ and /k'op/ which appear in Gossen's and Bricker's
taxonomies. Iﬁ became obvious, for exampic, that most of
the labels applied to verbal genres in Chamula were unfami-
liar to my Zinacanteco informant --- despite the fact that.
these communities are geographically close, located on the
opposite two sides of a ridse and valley. At the end of

these conversations I asked my informant Lo name the different

i

By a method which is not above suspicion, as I freely admit,
By exposing the informent to previously elicited taxa I cer-
tainly interfered with his ability to "conceptualize® freely.
I do not find this troubling because, as I remark below,

I have little faith in the efficacy of purer elicitation
methods, or the usefulness of the taxoncmies they produce.
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types? of /kop/ and f1o7il/ i:, and to arrange cards with
the different names into piles by similarity of mean:ing.h
I then had him arrange piles inlo two large groups corres-
ponding to a2 basic taxonomic split in the domain. (Bee
Figure 3.)

I shall consider each category in turn. Figure 3 is
headed by /k'op/ ('word'), and roughly divided into /copol
k'op/ and/lekil k‘ﬁpf --- though these terms, in these con-
texts, were speciﬁlly coined to label the two groups.my
informant produced. /Copol k'op/ means 'vad /k'sp/' and
/lekil k'op/ 'good /k'op/.! Under the cafegcry of 'good words!
my informant iisted tﬁe fellowing types, and offered the

following explanations:

Tzotzil ftos/ is a numeral classifier used for "kind of'
and for 'group'; Bricker (1963) used this root to elicit
taxa ns well,

G
These are difficult notions. <Can I really claim to have
nstructed my informant to group words at all by "meaning'?

In Chapter 7 I detail more explicitly the procedures used

in such tasks. It is sufficient here to state the character-

izations which the Zinacanteco gave in explaining why certain

words weni together, or did not. Tor cards grouped together:
Jlek xeciTin sbaik/ ("they accompany each other well')
[lek snup sbaik/ ('they meet each other well, they fit
together?)
Joaz'i koTol xk'ot/ ('they arrive together, i.e., they
.mean the .same; they translate the same')
For cards listed separately:
Jctabal snunzp?‘th s has nothing to match with')
/oero htos To tahmek/ ('but this is quite different')

Presumably semantic judgements of some kind underlie such

remarks.



Figure 3: A taxonomy of fk'cpf in Zinacantan
(Informant: /Cep k'obyox ta TApas/, May 7, 1971)

k'op
(copoi k'op) (lekil k'op)

rgfff,ff”’“““whhhﬁhﬁ

copol k'op (2) k'ak'al k'op
copol k'op (2)

Tantivo k'op (2}
Tantive ktop (1) : ;
| lekil 1o7il  Tixtol k'op

lekil k%p  loko lo7il
k'op lo7il
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(a) 1ekil k'op ('zood tords?)

(b)

()

lek $uk! cloT7ilah, lek rascn

Ywhen people just talk

straicht together; when

they talk sensibly.?
/Lcﬂil prucnﬁ" to imply ordinary conversation
with some purpose (People in Zinacantan do not
talk, nor ¢ndeeﬁ, socialize, aimlessly.) In such
conversabions people rﬂboTrchs;mnu, or discuss
questions in sericusnecs.

lekil lo7il {’good talk?)

fzhak'beik k'op zhak'belk rason mue'u snaf rason
k™ ecaVal totil-meTil, k'u caTal Toy stot-smeT
hpas-Tabtel ha7 zkoToltasbe sk 'op.f
"This is when one asks
ancther for advice about

the wise course of actien,

about the proper way ---
when one asks some wise
person like g ritual ad-
visor; as when a cargo-
holder agrees with his

ritual advisor about how

things should be done.!

Also:
Jk'u ea7al elo7ilah totil-me7il/

"The way a ritual advisor

talks.,!

A carsoholder relies on the instructicon of an elder

man who has learned proper r1tual procedureu; this
man becomes the carsoholder's "father-mother"
(ritusl advisor) for his year in office. /Lekil
lo7il/ is in this instance typified by the wise
counsel of such a mau,

k'op lo7il {tcurrent stories?)

[Toy k'op Toy 1lo7il mi ta shunleh parahel,

7oy yec sloTiltael Tanz bu Tep saf yahmul/
"There are words, there is talk ---
perhaps throughout a whole hamlet;
sometimes there may be such stories
told on a woman whe has many lovers,'

[

{

This is far from the ordinary use of the phrase flekil k'lop/
which is discussed below., Sce example sentences (32a) - (32¢

).
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Also:

/mi Tep zobol krixeano, xu7 xal 1i yan krixcanoe

mi slak'-na k'usi, tol alabal-k'op alabal-

loTil, mi To muc'u sloTiltaik mi zeb mi

Tanz mi vinik, 7oy sk'oplal ckaltike/
'If a lot of people gather together
some may say --- their neighbors,
perhaps --- "You have too much talk,
too much discussion," That is if they
are telling stories on someone, whebher
it be a girl or a woman or a man ---
scmeone who has a reputation as we say.!

/K'0op 1o7il/ seems to refer to circulating gossip:

stories which spread around & hamlet.

Grouped along with categories (a) - (¢) was one variety of
/Tantivo k'op/.

(d) Tentivo k'op (2) ('ancient words')

[?ny to muc'u snaToe smelol k"™utik xTelan sbiinch
1i totil-meTil ta Hteklum, melzahem Teklexya, batem
krixcano ta NiTbak =--- ha7 Tantivo k'op calbeik/
"There are still people who know the
stories about how the ancestral gods
in Zinacantan Center got their names,
about how the church was created, about
how people first went to Dxtapa ===
that is what people call "Aneient Words".?
Such /Tantivo k'op/ arc clearly mythical accounts of
past events. (Cf. Wasserstrem (1970)).

Two Joking genres were also grouped on the side of "good!
verbal behavior.
(e) Tixtol Xk'op ('banter')

fmuc‘u zzak ta yec noTox loTil., Tak'o mi lek tuk?
cloT7ilah ca7vo7 krixcano, 1i hune muk! xa lek stak! ===
Tixtol k'op xa xtak'av/
*(This is what is done by) someone who
engares another in purposeless conver-
sation; suppose two men are talking
together properly, but one of them no
longer answers appropriately --- he-
has started to tease the other.'
This genre of speech is similar to what Gossen (1970:
210-220) describes in Chamila as /baz'i Tixtol 1lo7il/ or
"Real Frivolous Talk." In the midst of an apparently
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innocuous conversation one party berins to twist, pun

on, or otherwise intentionally migunderstand the other's
N = 4

vords so as to mock or tease him,”

(£} loko 1lo7il ('joking talk')

/naka loko loTil, koTol yec stak'be shaik/
YJust crazy talk: hboth
peonle answer each other
the same way."
From this brief description we suppose that [loko
1lo7il/ is like /7ixtol k'op/ except that both parties
to the exchange are consciously funny and/or insult-
ing as they talk. Bricker (1968:103) suggests that
the following expressions are, in feect, all used inter-
changeably: flmku Iofil, Tixtol loTil, Tixtod k'opf.
These she finds to mean "teasing or frivolous talk,”
following Iaughlin (n.d.).

By contrast to these categories, my informant grouped

the following genres under the heading 'Bad words.'

r

(g) k'ask'al k'op (*heated words')

J/bu kapem ck'opoh tahmek/

"When someone speaks with great anger.'
The way a man talks when enrased is characterized
by low pitch, lengthened vowels in expletives, and
shortened vowels in ordinary words.

&
My informant felt that people had only recently learned to
Jjoke in this way. {/?ac' to tahmek stamoh yec krixcano./)
Two short exchanges which my informant offered by way of example
follow:

A: /mi cabat/ (*Are you going??)

B: Jeibat/ ('Yes, I'm going."')

A:  Jta cukel ckale/ ('To jail, I would say.')

A: /mi cavak'bon/ "Will you give it to me?')
B: /Jcakak'be/ gﬁYes, I'11 give it to you.')
A: [lacak ckale/ '(You'll probably give me)

your ass, I expect.')

In my experience such joking is less common than esichanges
in which Zinacanteccs create puns on the words of the other.
See especially Bricker (1968: Ch. 7 (pp. 106-158)).
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h) copol 1-_-_"_"_1 {l} ("bad words?®)

/a7 k' cafal mi Toy Tubbail Toy cukbail Toy
hmilvaneh === ha¥ yee eslik 1li krixcanoetilk, mi
To avaTi mi yec to Toy copol Llop ta T: '.'Jko::tura.f
'This is when there is a fight,
when people are jailing each other,
or when there is a murder, Then
pﬂﬁp‘n will ask, for example
"lave you heard, is it true that
there is Bad *31k in Angostura?"®
I believe that /fk'op/in thic sense is best not
translated as 'word' at all, but better as 'dis-
pute.?' Thus fcopol k'op/ {l} refers to trouble.

Categories (g) and (k) were grouped together, and then more
loosely grouped with the last two genres.
(1) copol k'op (2) ('vad words')

/naka ta penteho, yuTnox cal penteho 1i muc'u
¢Tilin, ba7 k™ caral penteho, kavvnn/

"These are words like /penteho/,
since someone who gebs angry says
things like "asshole" or "bastard".’

This is a category relating to swearing, vulgar or
obscene languﬂge. The words in gquestion are loans
from Spanish: m pendejo ('stupid') end cabron
(*cuckold, bastaru'

(3) Jantivo k'8p (1) ('ancient words?')

/k™1 caTal xk'opohik toTox voTne moletik ya7el/

'The way people long ago talked.®
This category refers to phrases which were once in use
to deseribe or refer to norms or customs, DMy in-
formant grouped them under *'bad talk' because the
examples which came to his mind had to do with

9
My informant thoucht that women were mest likely to use the

phrase [copol k'op/to describe vulgar language. Women, he
said, are likely to be angered by continual swearing, and
will remark:

[/naka ta copol k'op sna7 xk'opoh, naka ta yan xTelan
ktop, muTnuk lek xk'opoh,

"He only knows how to talk with bad words, with dis-
gusting words; he doesn't speak well,!
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punishment and eruelty.

I have offered this taxonomy not because I believe it
to contain the essence of Zinacantecos! conceptualizations
about verbal behavior; (indeed, I know this not to be the case).
Instead, the variety of taxonomic schemes uncovered by dif-
ferent investigators in Zinacantan lends support to my con-
tention that hierarchical structuring is inadequate to char-
acterize the organization of the Zinacanteco conceptualization
of verbal behavior. If we are determined to find a taxono=
mically structured domain, our informants will oblize by
offering convinecing looking labels for the wvarious tree
diagram nodes which we offer them. The most irmediate
practical difficulty with the resulting trees is that they
fail to work for us: we cannot use such trees to initiate

further nlicifing. Wasserstrom (1970) encountered just

10
For ecxample, the saying

makob ka7/ ('covering for a horse')
refers to the load of corn which young men were formerly
made to carry to encourage them to learn to walk strongly
and bear heavy loads,

Similarly, the expreasion
/oot ptin ekom/ ('he ends up like the outside of
a cooking pol')

refers to the appearance of a youth's back after being
whipped., In olden days, according to the informant, boys
and girls caught in illiecit relations would be beaten by
four or five mon who used both bands to wield twrmplines;
after the whipping the vietim's back would be *black as
the outside of a pot.!
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this problem:
"eeo I tried to elicit tales concerning the Virgen del
Rosario using the guestion,

Mi 7oy Tantivo k'op skwenta helulmeThik rosario?

Is ﬁlacl‘ﬁ“?ﬁm’“ about tae Virgen del Resario?
Much to my surprise, I often had difficulty in conveying
to inlormants my desire to hear such a story. Hot only
was This fact due to the artilicialty of contrived
eliciting situvations (I was invariably more successiul
when I went 4o the spot at which something had happened
and then asked about it), but also I believe that the
domain of 7antivo k'op is nut well-defined in the minds
of Zinacantecos, Thus I was better understood by some
inforrmants when I asked thes simple question,

ML Toy k'opetlk skwenta ,..7

Are there Worcs about s...2" (p. 27)

Whether or not the words are "well-defined', there are good
grounds Tor doubting ﬁhﬁt labels which appéar in the various
taxonomies we have sketched govern domains at all, i.e.,
that they refer to conceptual classes of behavior or lin-
guistic material, When we suggest an illustrative situation,
an informant --- being fluent in his language --- is able to
produce a phrase to describe it. Such a phrase may not be
equally fortunate when applied to another example. For in-
stance, when I asked my informant to reconecile the taxonomy
of Figure 3 with the kind of talk ‘t_ha.'!:. went on during Who's
Who sessions --- in which a group of Zinacantecos discussed
particular absent Zinacantecos' reputations in front of a
taperecorder ==~ he was unable to pick any labels as appro-
priate descriptions., Who's Who sessions were /[k'opetik

ncTox, kapal lek kapal copol yaT7el/ ('just words, both good
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']Ll Yet the sort of talk that

and bad mixed, I guess.
occurred at Who's Who sésziﬂns was, to all appearances,
exactly the sort of conversstion most common among Zina-
canteco men,

More specifically, thouph the taxonomy of Figure 3
contains the category fk'up 1o7i1l/ which resembles the cate-
gory labelled 'sossip? iﬁ English, we should be unsuccess-
ful trying to elicit éussip by asking for examples of /k'op
lo7il/; nor should we be inclined to limit our invnstigaﬁiou
of gossip to examples of speech which could be unambigucusly
labelled fk'op 1o7il/. The terms which appear in this, and
similar taxonomies, do conbrazt with one ancbther; but the
contrasts only operate in certain contexts, for certain
purposes. And it is only with reflerence to such contrasts
(within what I have elsewhere called 'sense systems' (Cf.
Haviland (1970b)) that these terms convey any information
at all.

I nonetheless wish to make a case for the existence
of a behavioral domain like gossiping in Zinacantan. There
are words =--- mostly verbs --- which describe activities

that resemble gossiping. And these activities are grouped

1L :
/Copol/ ('bad!) in Figure 3 secems to label two features
of speech: (a) that it is angry, vnpleasant, ill-tempered
speech; (b) that it deals with misbehavior, or disputes.
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into a ecocherent domain by a body of native theory: about
the origins, motivations, and consequences of gossip.

The two relevant Tzotzil noun roots for speech, /-k'op/
and f-1o7il/, combine with a number of affixes to form stems
from other surface structure 'word classes'; they co-occcour
with other nouns and verbz in fairly limited contexts. In
what follows I examine some of these oceurrcnces drawn dir-
ectly from ordinary spéech in an attempt to present not a
semantic analysis of the terms but rather dala enough to .
lead the reader to an understanding of this segment of Tzotzil
vocabula.ry.lg

Consider first the root /-107il/ which means "talk'
or 'econversation'; (Bricker (1968:109) emphasizes that .
[lo7il/ as :::ppnsé& to frlop/ is "informal conversation.")

Ordinary usage includes the following Torms and contexis:

(1) /n-koh 1lo7il/

Tone story!.
[loTiletik/ can be counted; in Tzotzil the same numeral
elassifier {Cf. Berlin (1963); Haviland (1970a)})} is used
to count 'stories® as is used to count steps, layers, curing

ceremonies, lewvels in the religious hierarchy, songs, floors

12
fricker (1965:108-110) presents some of the derivational
material we are concerned with. BDut she provides only English
rlosses for most words, ignoring Malinowski's warnings about
translation, I am, nonetheless, indcbted to Dr. Bricker

for Lhe inoipht that Tzotzil derivational morphology can

shed eonglderable Light on the imner workings of Zinncans

fLoeco mind.



L
of a ilding, aud crimes. When somecne says in the midst

of & discussion of anocther person's reputation

(2) [Toy Totro hkoh 1lo7il leal...f.
'"Tlve heard yet ancther story (about him)..."

he conjures the image of piling one story on another,

(3) /vinahem 10?%_/ (w 28)

*the story is apparent’
() Jou xa k'usi k'op yilel pero syempre ilok' loTil/
(D 15) :
Vit seemed that there was no longer aﬂgthing
wrong, but the story came out anyway.'

When flo7il/ occurs with certain intransitive stems,
notably /-vinah/ ('be apparent, visible, audible?!) or [f-lok'/
('exit from, leave, go cut'), it seems to imply a story which
is liable to become public, and hence to induce scandal:
scandalous gossip.

(5) /iek yilel zeTeh 1a7ilik ya7el cak k'a caTal 1i7

cotolotik/ (W 19
"7t seemed just like Triendly conversaticn, Just

as we are having sitting here.!

(6) /mu noTox lo7il-k'opuk/ (W 108)
"It wasn'™ just ordinary conversation,!

The word f1lo7il/ ean express the quality of a conver=
sation. In (5), the word Jze7eh/ ("laughing') indicates
tallk that is all smiles, friendly: men accosted another
on the path, and while appearing o engage him in friendly
conversation, mirdered him. (Ch. 1) In (6), two enemies
meet each other; one tries to act naturally. The other irme-
diately picks a fight, unwilling to ignore thelir enmity;
he will not allow their meeting just to be ordinary /loTil

ktop/.



o
Lals

(7} [zzak sbaik te lo7il/ (W 106)
"They engaged each cther in conversation.!

(8) /ilik slo7ilik/ (W 18)
A conversation arose bebween them.!
(9) /mu xbak!, muTnuk stak?! 1lo7il, Tk szeTin,
te nihil/ (H 67)
'He doesn't make a sound, he ﬁﬂesn‘t answer when

you talk to him, he does n'* laugh;. he just sits
bowed over.! ;

One can /-zak/ (‘grab'j another in conversation, often to initiate
some joking scqpéncc. Or such conversation can just flik/
(*arise') naturally. Dut it is considerad anti-social and

rude nnﬁ to respond to invitations to friendly talk,

(10) /lek yamiko sbaik eloTilahik/ (P 127)
"They converse just like friends.!

In fact, the best sign of a good nature is the ability to
carry on conversations, to /-loTilah/, and to avoid

(11) /pukuh xlo7ilah/ (E 2L3)
'speaiting 1ll-temperedly.!

/i0Til/ contrasts with adjectives /melel/ {'true,
right') and fyee/ ('true, so, thus') in the following inter-
eating way:

(12) ﬂm]hnﬂ lo7iluk yufun ckal to aball ta asatil/ (p 375)

"rhis is not Just talk, for I'11l tell you to
your face...”! 7

(13) /mi yee vanf' (E 357); /mi 107il no van/ (G 3)
"But is it true?' 'But is it just talk?'

(1%) /ta melel kere/ (P 176)
'Boy, that's the truth!®

(15) /mu lo7iluk kaTuktik/ {G 1)
'"ThatTs not just hearsay, you're right.!
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When activated by such a contrast, /flo7il/ clearly has the sense
13

of slmple hearsay, of stories and rumors that are not verified.

Finally, there is a transitive stem formed by adding

the suffix /-ta/ to form /-loTilta/., Consider the foilow-

ing examples of transitive stems formed with /f-ta/:

[Tanil/ ('race, ruaning') /=anilta/ (*rake run')
fTGEf 'shouting?') J/-apta/ {’sh??t att)
[z07/ ('exerement') J/=zaTta/ {'shit on')
Jeikil/ (*a tickle [-cikilta/ ('tickle?!)
ticllishness’i - /=panta/ {'censet)}
/pom/ (Vincense?). [zl tumta/ (Telbow?)
J7ak Fun/( "elbow! ) [-loTilta/ ('tell
[1oTil/ (Mstory, conversation') stories about

gossip abOut'ﬂ
To f-lu?iltaf—scmﬁonc is to tell a story in which he is in=-
volved, usually Lo his disadvantase.
(16) /yuTnan 7ilbil, k'u wa cafel ti xlo7iltaat/ (2 271)
"It iz probebly the case that he was seen (doing
it); otherwise why would he be reputed (fto have

done 1t)¥?

(17) [fileviltabat szebal/ (W 11)
e had stories told on his sister,!

This is elearly a verb which would be felicitously rendered
¥ ¥

'gossip!' in BEnglish; morecver, it is accompanied by the same

i3

Note that the particle fla/ represents "quotative evidence"
(Jukobson (1957:4)); +that is, it qualifies & sentence to the
elfect that the speaker cannot vouch for its truth: it is
hearsay.

Note further the possibility that /lo7il/ and [flcTlo/
(*deceive, trick') are etymologically related; Iaughlin (n.d.)
lists the two stems under a common root, Perhaps the language
suggests that talk is potentially deceitful; that gossip may
trick the listener.,
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connotations of sneakiness, enjoyment at another's dizcomfort,

behind-the-back snideness, and so forth, that we associate

with gossip --- even a5 we enjoy it. In fact, the ritual
1k
couplet companion for [loTiita/ is /laban/ ('mock'):
(18) /mu hk'an calo7iltaon, mu hik'an calabanon/ (P 380)
'I do not wish you to slander me, I do not wish
you to ridicule me,!

We may derive from f-loTilta/ the deverbal noun [/-1lo7iltael/

which iz always possessed, and which translates as 'the gossip

about ' or "hat is said about T

(19) /stalel 1i bue'u 7o yabiel yee 7o slofiltacl/
(P 159)
"Phat's the way it is with people in (ecivil)
olfice: there iz always rossip about them,!

(Po) /[r'al tana mu xpah sloViltnel/ (P 191)
"And ever gsince then the possip about him Lhasn'™
ceasoed.”

Cne is often ;ble té elicit pgossip in Zinacantan by asking
about a specific person whether there is /sloTiltael/ (*gossip
about him'). Such & guestion prods Zinacantecos to recount
those parts of a man's reputation that would be appropriate
'stories' to 'tell on' him, i.e., to ridicule him with.

In natural gossip ccmfexts, however, conversation begins not

with particular individuals but with particular noteworthy

1%

Tzotzil, like other Mayan langsuzsges, employs couplets in
ritual speech: prayer, formal petitioning, scolding, ete.
Texts are composed of pairs of lines identical except for the
last elements, which are often near synonyms =-=-- metaphori=-
cally, if not literally. With respect to Zinacanteco song,
such couplets are enumerated in Haviland (1967). Gossen
(1970) reports similar phenomena throughout ritual speech
in Chamila,
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events or behaviors. The resulting gossip merely accrues to
individunl reputation and is subject to recall later === gz
when the anthropologist asks about it.

To summarize the semantic properties of /flo7il/: (a)
/1o7il/ represents a discrete story, which can be known or
rnot known, which can remain hidden or suddenly become public
(examples (1)-(4)); (b) /1lo7il/ stands for friendly conQEr-
sation, and can be used to emphasize the guality of an inter-
action ((5)-(11)); (e¢) in certain contexts /lo7il/ can repre-
sent the extreme of unverified (and dangerous) hearsay, as
opposed to verified truth ((12)-(15)); axd finally (d),
f?.n'f'.'l l-tu./ labels storyhelling acltivity which is concepli=
ually related to ridicule, slander, and gossip ((16)-(20)).

The root fk'(:l:f has more complicated propertics.
Laughlin (n.d.) bewilders us with the following gloss:

[i'op/: "word, language, affair, matter, situation,
argument, dispute, war, curing ceremony.”

Jane Collier (1970:70£f.) discusses the notion of /k'op/ as
legal dispute, court case, or armument presented fbr.settle-
ment to various hamlet or municipal authorities. A plain-
tiff can [sa7/ ('search for') such a dispute (i.e.,initiate
it), and continué the dispute until it reaches a concliusion:

/ilah k'ep/ ('the dispute ended!)
Jimelzan P'Enf ('the dispute was settled!),

Similarly, the crdlna.rg, verbs derived from the root, /-k'opon/
(*talk to ...") and /-k'opoh/ ("talk, speak') have a formal

S5ense.
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(21) /va sklepon presevente/

ey 344 : 3 {dartal
He went to petition the Presidente’.

(22) /=na7 x:'opoh, lek xtohod ta k'opchel,/
"He can saﬁa“’ he can successfully speak for one
al I il - a o B o —
(as a lawyer).'
JEK'op/ --- as dispute --- can "be cased'!, "appear and become
public', 'arise', "worseun', 'be miltiplied®, 'cool off?;
and it is possible to 'hush up', 'settle?, "take responsi-
bility for', 'accuse another of responasibility for'!, and
i 15
'exaperate the seriousness of' such disputes. The root
[xYop/is probably most commonly used to indicate this sort
of Yernl diaspute.

Certain other contexts are of more immediate interecst.

(23) /iskoToltasbe sba sk'opn/ (G 1)
'They agreed on the same story.'

(2%) /koTol sk'opik/ (G 3)
"They are. in arreement, they share the same position.’

(25) /[ik'ehp'uh sk'op, isok xa ye/
'His word went astray; he made a slip: he changed
his story.!
One's 'word' is conceived as one's position on a matter,
one's story. Zinacantecos are aware that it is possible
to manipulate such stories. fK‘opfappears in several couplets
with a2 related meaning.
(26) /voTot Tonox ta apwersa vo7ot Tonox ta ak'op 1i
xTelan inupun 1i hzebe/ (G 3)

It was at your demand, at your Eﬂﬁiﬂﬂ.that my
daughter got married as she did, :

15
That is, the root fk'op/occurs freguently in conversation
with wverbs which may be glossed as indicated.
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(27) f maTyuk ak'op muTyuk arason/ (Lausghlin (n.d.))
"You have nothing to say, you have no thoughts.”

(#8) /muk' bu sk'op muk' bu smantal/ (P ”15}
'He has no hnrd, he has no authority.’

In each of these couplets, fk'opfrcpresents the wverbal element
in some decision. In (26}, it is & matter of fowersa/
("force') and argumentation; in (28) a child goes wrong be-
cause a parent fails to exercise his /mantal/ (‘authority')
and his spoken /k'op/. And in (27) someone is criticized
for failing to speak up and exercize his frason/ ('reason')
in suggesting a course of action. In each of these examples
fk'cpf appears in possessed form: someone's fk'op} iz his
verbal contribution to an argument, an inguiry, or a decision.
We remark above that conversation allows social inter=
action in Zinacantan to procesd. The man who cannot or will
not talk with -his fellows is considered anti-social as well
as ill-tempered,

(29) /mi haTuk sk'open hp'eluk i stote/ (P 393)
'He didn't even say a single word to his father.'

(30) /yu7van xaval ti To hset'uk xecikin xak'open/ (P 439)
'Don't try to tell us that he'll lend you the
slighest ear when you try to talk to him,!

(31) /lek Tamiko hk'opon hba heifuk/ (P 172)
'T ;et along/ talk with him like a friend.'

(79) concerns a son, estranged from his father, who no longer
accords hls father even minimal respect and courtesy. (30)
deseribes a man with whom it is impossible to reason. The

man charges ocutragecus interest on leoans; his brother by
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contrast is described as follows:
(32) fmas yo hz'uh, ha7 mas xa7i k'op/ (P 20k)
'He's not as bad, he is willing to listen to
reason.’
Thnngh the ideology reflected in these examples rescembles
that of sentences (5)-(11), the occcurrence of the root
[k'op/ implies talk for a specific purpose, discussion of
some problem or plan, rather than aimless floT7il/ or con-
versation., In this connection I may cite the ordinary usage
of the phrase [lekil k'op/ ('smocd words') {as opposed to the
artificial use created by my informant to complete the tax-
onomy earlier in this Chapter.)
(32a) /yu7ran lekil k'ap anaToh/ (P 167)

"Don't tell ne you think this is a proper thing
to engage in!?!

(32b) /7ak’o yik' ta lekil k'op li zebe/ (0 13)
'Let him marry the girl without a fuss.'

(32e¢) /timi cavak®' hpastik preva lavahnile cakol ta
lekil k'op/ (0 7)
TIf you let us try out your wife, then you will
be set free unharmed.®
When something is done fta lekil k'op/ all parties are agreed;
no rules are being broken, and no dispute arises from the
matter. [Lekil k‘ﬂpf%epresents the triumph of reason over
impulse.
Finally, the noun f-k'oplal/ is derived from this root.
The word is used 1ia a legmal context, as described by Jane

Collier(1970):

"When it is said that someone went 4o the Presidente
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or an clder: to sa'fh ;::.r r1I|P it means that he in
looking for a .[-1:1{ t. K'oplal means 'a plan !
and le plaintiff who goes to sajbe sk! oplal i=s lit=
erally "leoking for a plan that will be agreeable to
all parties to a dispute.¥ (p. 80)

But/-k'oplal/ is commonly used to mean 'mews (of ARTHIRE L

'the affair (in which is involved).'! It is always

possessed, and often occurs in couplets with /-loTiltael/.
(33) /mas c'abal toTox sk'oplal sloTiltael/ (W 25)

'He used to have less of a reputation, less gossip
about him.?

(34%) /mu xlem sk'oplal/ (P 111)

'"This affair about him will not be hushed up."
(35) /ha7 to inopoh ti k'alal c'abal mas sk'oplal/ (0 7)

'"He only came near again when the affair was

mostly forgotten.'
Just as floT7iletik/ can be counted with the numeral class-
ifier /koh/, so we can speak of /hkoh sk'oplal/ ('one story
about him'), Similarly, scmeone's /-k'oplal/ can'be made
publiec, ' ecan ;Cﬂmﬂ out," and can 'pass' (i.e., be forgotten,
blow over) --- as can gossip. A person's /-k'oplal/ is the
gossip about /k'opetik/ in which he has been involved: argu-
ments to which he was party, ventures in which he partici-
pated, and so on. Notably, when a man dies it 1s possible

to say

/lah sk'oplal/ 16
(*He died; lit., his story ended.')

At death, the dossier on a man closes, even if gossip about

him persists.

16 -
I am indebted to Robert M. Laughlin for this example.
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In Zinacantan it iz possible to cliclt poseip ohout an
individual by asking for f—la?iltaelf or f—k‘ﬂplulf about
him. But in ordinary conversation Zinacantecos generally
initiate gossip with more leading questions, That is, Zina-
canteccs realize that it is casier to evoke an interesting
response by asking '"Has Xun done anything stupid recently?'
than by asking 'What has Xun been up to recently? ' MNo one
ordinarily talks about (remarks upon) unmsrked hehaviar.lT
And nothing marks behavior more than positive badness, than
transgressions of one sort or another,

Tzotzil has a rich vocabulary for describing mistakes,
faults, sins, crimes, stupidity, failure, ete. But there
is a small set of words which prod gossipy tongues into
action., (The keywords are underlined in the examples that
follow. )

(36) /7oy nan sbolil hutukuk Tonox/ (W 21)
'T guess he has his little stupidities after all.'

17

This I take to be a conversabional rule. That is, while
we can in principle talk about anything wc wish, no matter how
normal or unmarked (or dull) it wmay be, we are ordinarily
constrained from doing so by the conversational presumption
that by mentioning something we are peinting out something
worth mentioning., I take this moral from one reading of ---
and perhaps & misunderstanding of --- Cavell's remarks about

'voluntary' (1958).
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(37) /mi caz'ikbotikotik hloliltikotik/ (P 392)

Will you endure our stupidity??t
(33) f7aTivil sbolil, yec'o ti ikom ta hwera/ (P 439)
"People have heard about his stupidity and he hes
therefore been left out.!
I successfully elicited gossip by asking about a person's
/-bolil/ ('stupidity, foolisimess'); a man with a particularly
bad reputation bay be deseribed as having a "great amount
of foolishness'. Similarly, a person (typically a wife)
may disclaim responsibility for annther‘s.transgresaions
by saying:

(39) /mi ta hna7 k' x7elan sbolil/ (H 74)
"How should I know the extent of his stupidity?'

Similarly, Tzotzil vses a loan word from Spanish mafa {'a
defeet or bad habit.' (J. Collier (3i970:77))
(40) f1ek vaxal mol yilel xca7le sba pero te nan
yunen manya hset®uk/ (W 21)
'He seems like a well-behaved old man --- or
he tried to act that way --- but all the same
he probably has his little wickedness,!

(41) /kavron toh manva molot/ (P 238)
*Son of a bitch, you are a wicked old manl!?

Zinecantecos use questions about a person's /-manya(il)/
to prompt tales of sexual misconduct or promisecuity. Men
rarely utter the word without a smile in ordinary conversa-
tion (although the technical impiications of the word in,
e.Z., & legal dispute are not humorous.) (Cf. J. Collier
(1970:76-78)) TFinally, references to jailing tend to sti-
rmulate conversation. The Tzotzil root feuk/ means 'jail,

tie up, tether.' Zinacanteco men are fascinated to learn



