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Documenting the Me’phaa genus (tcf and others): Project Summary

This project will undertake a broad and multifaceted documentation and description of the
Me'phaa genus (Otomanguean family; Guerrero, Mexico), including digital recordings
(video and audio), vocabulary, grammar, and texts, and provide the basis for ongoing
language development and linguistic study.

Intellectual Merit

Me’phaa (formerly known to outsiders as Tlapanec) is a language genus that is part of the
extensive and increasingly known, described, and documented Qtomanguean language
family. While not endangered to the extent of some languages in Mesoamerica, the
Me’phaa branch of Otomanguean is (like other languages of Mexico) under stress from
sociological factors that put it at risk. It is comparatively much less well known than other
Otomanguean languages — in fact, it is still listed by the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 2009
as being “generally accepted” by the experts as a Hokan language. Language shift is being
witnessed right now, either from Me’phaa to Spanish or from one dialect of Me’phaa to
another. This underscores the importance of much more significant documentation across
the genus while the outlying communities (some much smaller than others) may be
sampled and contribute to the overall picture. The Me'phaa genus has many interesting
features that are still relatively unknown and insufficiently documented.

The P.I. of the project, Stephen Marlett, has worked on Otomanguean languages
previously (usually assisting others to bring work to publication stage, and often with native
speakers). Most recently he has begun to interact with a group of Me'phaa men and
women as well as with SIL colleagues in the area. All are interested in seeing a significant
project such as this begun. The P.I. will help the group interact with people working in other
scientific fields (botany, ornithology, etc.) to provide more interesting and complete
documentation of the culture.

Broader impact

More complete documentation of Me’phaa will be an important contribution to the linguistic
community both generally and for the study of proto-Otomanguean. It will also be a contri-
bution to the Me’phaa community as parts of it will be published in Spanish (as well as
English). The materials will be available to the Me’phaa community that uses Spanish as
their language of wider communication. It will also use the Me’phaa alphabet (as well as
the IPA in the case of phonology and morphology). The publications and public
presentations in Mexico will be an important link between this project and three
communities in particular: the Me'phaa teachers and writers, who will be given new
resources; new researchers (from different disciplines), who will be informed and given a
clearer understanding of the language and the special features that it has: and the general
public of Mexico, which is quite uninformed about Me’phaa.
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Documenting the Me’phaa genus (tcf and others)

1. Project description

This project will undertake a broad and multifaceted documentation and description of
the Me'phaa genus (Otomanguean family), including digital recordings (video and
audio), vocabulary, grammar, and texts, and provide the basis for ongoing language
development and linguistic study.

2. The Me’phaa language: context and sociolinguistics

Me'phaa (formerly known to outsiders as Tlapanec) is a language genus (Dryer 1989)
that is part of the extensive and increasingly known, described, and documented Oto-
manguean language family. It is spoken in the state of Guerrero, Mexico, by
approximately 98,500 speakers (INEGI 2005) over the age of five. The genus is
represented by several closely related varieties (Egland 1978), some of which are listed
by name in the Ethnologue (Lewis 2009): Acatepec Me'phaa, Azoyu Me’phaa,
Malinaltepec Me'phaa, Tlacoapa Mep’haa, and Subtiaba (a variety spoken in Nicaragua
until the early twentieth century, Lehmann 1920). Four other varieties are identified and
listed by the Instituto Nacional de Lenguas Indigenas (INALI 2008), reflecting divisions
well known to Me’phaa speakers. Relevant facts are shown in table 1 (information taken
from the draft on the phonology of the genus, in preparation by the P.l. and several
Me'phaa co-authors; some data need to be verified).

Me’'phaa has only been definitively classified as part of the Otomanguean family
since work by Rensch (1977) and Suérez (1979) challenged a hypothesis (Sapir 1925)
that had put it in the Hokan family (with Otomanguean features by contact). Campbell
(1997) considers the Otomanguean classification established “beyond any reasonable
doubt” (p. 325), and cites unpublished work (p. 158) by Kaufmann that categorizes
Me'phaa as a sister of the extinct Manguean group, and Tlapanec-Manguean as a sister
of the Oto-Pame-Chinantecan branch, the exclusive members of so-called Western
Otomanguean. Further work on tying Me'phaa into Otomanguean has not been
published, if indeed it has been done. (Despite this work, the Encyclopaedia Britannica
(2009) bizarrely continues to say that the classification of Tlapanec as a Hokan language
is “generally accepted” and basically challenged only by a Rensch, a “U.S. missionary
linguist®, ignoring the important contribution by Suarez.)

Compared to the other branches of Otomanguean, Me’phaa is relatively
undocumented. Aside from a few very significant items — most importantly a general
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and substantive work by Suarez (1983) on the Malinaltepec variety (based on work with

one speaker living in Mexico City), a doctoral dissertation by Wichmann (1996a) plus a
number of other shorter works by Wichmann (1993a, 1993b, 1996k, 2005, 2006, 2007,
2008) on the southernmost, most different, and most endangered extant variety (Azoy(),

and an M.A. thesis by Me'phaa speaker Carrasco Zufliga (2006) on the Malinaltepec

variety — there is little accessible published work on Me'phaa. Most importantly, little

Table 1: The Me’phaa varieties

Autoethnonym | Name of the Autoglottonym | Name used | Name in the 1ISO
traditional center by INALI Ethnologue 639-3
town for the code
language subgroup

xabu minuun | Minuiin mi'phaa tlapaneco Tlacoapa tpl
(Tlacoapa) [nii?p"a] del centro Me'phaa
17.1500, -98.8667

xabo Manuwiin me'phaa tlapaneco Malinaltepec | tcf

MafAuwiin (Malinaltepec) [mé?ptaa) central bajo | Me'phaa
17.0500, -98.6667

xabu wi'in Wti'iin me'paa tlapaneco Acatepec tpx
(Acatepec) [m&?paa] del Me'phaa
16.7500, -98.4833 suroeste

xabu Xma'iin me’phaa tlapaneco

xma'fiun (San Lucas de [mE?phai] del
Teocuitlapa) noroeste
17.35, -98.9250 bajo
Tsindi ? tlapaneco Azoyu tpc
(Azoyl) del sur Me’phaa
16.7330, -98.5980
Xirdagaa ? tlapaneco
(Zapotitidan Tablas) del norte
17.2167, -98.9833
Maraxii ? tlapaneco
(Nanzintla) del oeste
17.3333, -99.0833
Bathaa ? tlapaneco
(Zilacayotitlan) del este
17.2944, -98.5489
Aguaa ? tlapaneco
(Huitzapula) del
17.4167, -99.8167 noroeste

alto
Subtiaba sut
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has been acquired or archived (virtually nothing in the archive in Austin (AILLA), for
example) in terms of texts, whether audio or video. There is no published, substantive
analysis of the phonology that is easily accessible either by native speakers or outsiders.
Some material is available from older sources and various other small or hard to access
publications. See Lehmann (1920), Comité de Desarrollo de la Lengua Méphaa (2001
manuscript, 2003, 2004 manuscript), Radin (1933, 1940), Schulize-Jena (1938), and
Suarez (1979, 1986, 1988). See also Carrasco Zufiiga (1995).

In terms of raw numbers of speakers, Me'phaa is in much better condition than
many languages north of the U.S.-Mexico border. However, it is in a precarious situation
for various factors. Many young people have left or are leaving their hometowns, state,
and country in search of better economic opportunities. Those who stay are dealing with
an educational system that in actuality offers real opportunity only in Spanish. And even
when education is offered in the Me'phaa language, the socio-educational dominance of
one particular variety (Malinaltepec) in the teacher corps has meant that in some other
dialectal areas the parents have reacted negatively to the degree that they have insisted
that Me'phaa not be used at all, thus giving Spanish-language education an even greater
dominance. At the same, slight improvements in economic conditions have resulted in
the incursion of television into the homes of many people who live in the small towns,
thereby reducing the role of Me’phaa in the social life of children. Linguistic differences
within the genus have frustrated language unification efforts, and speakers have often
viewed such efforts negatively. Positive trends that can be pointed to include the strong
use of the language in the lower grades of the school system and in its use in the
churches that promote singing and reading. Both of these trends contribute to the
accessibility of some very capable Me'phaa men and women who are able and
interested to be involved in reading and writing their language.

While the historical dialectal varieties are quite well established, in recent years
there has been considerable influence from Malinaltepec through the bilingual
schoolteacher corps and materials that have been prepared for use throughout the
Me’phaa area. This has resulted in some lexical replacement happening as well as some
shift in pronunciation by younger people — not without resistance by many people in the
non-Malinaltepec dialects.

3. Importance of this research

Me'phaa is an interesting language in many ways, as it combines some of the key
phonological features of Otomanguean languages in general in its own way: tone,
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contrastive nasalization, the ubiquitous glottal stop and fricative, and vowel length. The
Me’phaa “takes” on these features of Me'phaa have not made their way into the general
phonological literature, however, because they are not described in any detail and not
well understood. The role of the minimal word constraint has not been explored, but
seems to be relevant. There is no word stress, at least with typical correlates. However,
the last two syllables of words are of special interest. The vowel of the penultimate
syllable is often slightly longer than the ultimate, but the ultimate is structurally the most
complicated. The distribution of some phonemes and allophones is also related to their
place in the penultimate syllables. (The increasing influence of Spanish because of
increasing bilingualism means that some phonetic features are already being affected,
and so postponement of the documentation of these facts would only complicate the job
of addressing them properly.)

The basic descriptions of these and other phonological issues that are available do
not agree, and other issues are not mentioned at all. The same is quite true of most
other aspects of the morphology and syntax of the genus. Important problems need to
be addressed despite the important groundwork laid by Sudrez and Wichmann for two
varieties.

The proposed project would make significant amounts of new data available in ways
that are very accessible. It would thus help fill a large gap in our knowledge of the
Otomanguean language family. Quite importantly, unpublished research by colleagues
of the P.I. would be integrated into the final product (with their encouragement and
permission), and so the work would not begin from zero.

These issues that relate to the intellectual merit of the project are appropriately
addressed bhefore the language enters into a more critical period. As mentioned above,
the language still counts with a good number of speakers and thus is not critically
endangered at present. But the vitality of the language is threatened by changing social
factors that are already altering the linguistic picture.

4. Impact of this research

One impact of the research will be on general Otomanguean research, both comparative
and historical. The role of Me’phaa in this research so far has been marginal, and
access to significant data is limited.

Me'phaa has the potential for providing key data relating to the analysis of tone,
both generally and for the study of proto-Otomanguean. The same is true for the study of
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