
 

 

 

ñTu t§an yich in kaajalò [On The Face of My People]: 

Contemporary Maya-Spanish Bilingual Literature and Cultural Production  

from the Yucatan Peninsula 

 

 

Alicia Marie Salinas 

Archbold, Ohio 

 

 

Master of Arts, University of Virginia, 2013 

Bachelor of Arts, Ohio University, 2009 

 

 

A Dissertation presented to the Graduate Faculty of the University of Virginia in Candidacy for 

the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

Department of Spanish, Italian and Portuguese 

 

University of Virginia 

May 2018 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-

NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. To view a copy of this license, visit 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.



Salinas 3 

 

Acknowledgements 

This dissertation is the culmination of years of effort and the support of many dear 

people. I never expected to speak Spanish, let alone Maya. Gaining such competencies and 

completing this research often pushed me well beyond my comfort zone and involved sacrifice 

by my family. Yet this project has provided me with some of the most enriching experiences and 

lessons of my life. I would like to thank the following individuals and organizations for their 

contributions to this scholarship, along with my personal and academic growth. 

My dissertation committee has provided invaluable feedback and guidance. Studying 

translation with my advisor, Gustavo Pellón, and learning from his own methods as a literary 

translator has informed my conception of this entire dissertation and the bilingual works I study. 

His advice for tackling a years-long project and his unwavering belief in my abilities were 

essential to finishing this project and fine-tuning my thinking. Committee member Allison 

Bigelow has been an enthusiastic supporter of my research from the moment she arrived to the 

University of Virginia. She was instrumental in the continuation of my Maya studies and helped 

facilitate some connections in Yucatan from her own studies there. Her detailed feedback and 

linguistic and cultural knowledge greatly strengthened this project. Ricardo Padr·nôs enthusiasm 

for my research at presentations throughout my graduate studies have greatly encouraged me as 

an academic, and his own articulate presentation of his work has been an important model for 

me. Eve Danzigerôs anthropology course on the pre-Hispanic Maya civilization has been 

essential for my understanding of contemporary Mayan languages and peoples. Her support, 

brainstorming on how to frame the overall project, and invitations to anthropology department 

events related to Mayan cultures have helped me arrive to this point. Finally, from my first 

forays into Maya language study at the Open School of Ethnography and Anthropology (OSEA) 

in Pisté, Yucatan, Quetzil Castañeda has been an essential guide for how to critically interrogate 



Salinas 4 

 

the countless studies written about the Maya. His invaluable feedback forced me to question my 

own assumptions and strengthen my critical voice.  

I am indebted to multiple Maya language instructors, through whom my bilingual 

approach to Maya-language literature would not be possible. My first instructor, Edy Dzidz, 

helped me learn more in one summer than I ever thought possible at OSEA in 2013. The 

University of North Carolina-Duke Consortiumôs Yucatec Maya Summer Institute helped me 

strengthen that foundation and gain advanced proficiencies in 2015. Instructors Fidencio Briceño 

Chel, Felipe Castillo Tzec, and Graham Armstrong all contributed invaluably to my ability to 

read contemporary literature, as did our classroom assistants Leidy Cen, María Jesús Dzul Dzib, 

and others. Beyond language acquisition, each of these instructorsô insights into the ties between 

culture and language has been a vital foundation for my work. Studying through two programs 

immersed me in both community and intellectual perceptions surrounding Maya language and 

culture. The opportunity to study in a community of anthropologists at OSEA also provided me 

with a background in that field. Fellowships sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education, the 

Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, and the University of Virginia supported my research 

and language study in Yucatan.  

I feel privileged to have been able to speak with multiple Maya-language writers about 

their work. I greatly admire each of their work for different reasons. My beginnings as a critic of 

Maya-language literature began with Wildernain Villegasô poetry. Edy Dzidz, at the time 

Villegasô student at the Universidad Intercultural Maya de Quintana Roo (UIMQroo), first 

introduced me to the poet. Villegas met with me on more than one occasion, and has always 

made time to respond to my questions. Felipe Castillo Tzec and Ismael May May boosted my 

confidence speaking Maya and contributed to my understanding of current realities that Maya 



Salinas 5 

 

speakers and authors face. I have never been so nervous to present as when I discussed Ana 

Patricia Martínez Huchimôs work in her presence at the Carolina Conference on Romance 

Languages in 2016. Since our meeting, her discussion of li terary creation and her illuminating 

cultural insight has been invaluable for this project. Finally, Sol Ceh Mooôs perspectives on her 

work and Maya-language literature in general greatly enriched my analyses. Writersô gifts of 

copies of their work, time, and knowledge have helped make this project what it is.  

 There are a great many individuals in Yucatan who also added to my knowledge of 

Maya language and more importantly, offered their unconditional friendship. The community of 

Pisté deserves special mention for the warm welcome they gave me as a newcomer and returning 

visitor to their town. Doña Luisa Marrufo adopted me as another daughter and welcomes me into 

her home whenever I am in Pisté. I will always treasure our conversations, her delicious cooking, 

and her tireless efforts to care for her family. The laughter, love, and unmeasured generosity I 

experienced in the larger Marrufo family with Doña Luisaôs eight children (Memo, Miguel, 

Victoria, Jenny, Rey, Ariel, Javier, and Carlos) and their families cannot be described in words. 

The many lessons I learned from her children about Maya will never be forgotten. I also owe a 

great debt to Don Tanis, who patiently listened as I stumbled my way through communicative 

efforts even from my earliest days óspeakingô Maya. His exceptional knowledge of Maya 

language and the natural world, along with his gentle nature, are among my fondest memories in 

Yucatan. A visit to his beehives provided a special memory. Finally, the Cetz, Burgos, and Cat 

families have also extended lasting friendship and generosity.  

In the US, many colleagues have contributed to my growth as a scholar and to this 

dissertation. I owe a great scholarly debt to Paul Worley, as I draw frequently from his 

groundbreaking work in studying a contemporary Yucatec Maya corpus in a bilingual manner. 



Salinas 6 

 

Upon meeting at a conference in North Carolina, he has consistently supported my academic 

career and provided orientation in the field of Maya literature. My classmates from the UNC-

Duke program are a scholarly community, and especially Ana Ugarte has been an important 

colleague and friend. Professors Daniel Chávez, Anna Brickhouse, Eli Carter, and Charlotte 

Rogers have offered feedback on my work and guidance on the dissertation writing process. 

Michael Gerli and Randolph Pope offered indispensable support as Directors of Graduate Study. 

My fellow graduate students demonstrated enthusiasm and support, and I feel thankful to work 

among them. Many thanks to Lauren Reynolds for providing feedback on my presentations and 

written work, along with a source of friendship that kept me going through these seven years. 

Melissa Frost, Dan Harrison, Lauren McCoy, Adriana Rojas, Stephanie Gates, and Esther 

Poveda Moreno have also encouraged me as both a person and scholar, as have many others who 

are too numerous to name.  

Last but certainly not least, I could not have written this dissertation without my familyôs 

support. My husband Silvestre Salinas has lovingly supported me through long hours of work 

and my absence during summer research trips. His evening solo shifts with our son Alexander 

after his own workday were indispensable for finishing this project. I am grateful to Alexander, 

who, at sixteen months old upon the completion of this dissertation, sweetened the writing 

process by providing welcome breaks and his unconditional affection. My mother Evelyn 

Buckenmeyerôs willingness to assist with childcare and household duties during long stretches 

were vital for the completion of this project. She and my father, Dean Buckenmeyer, have given 

me unconditional love, encouragement, and advice through the years that has helped me become 

the person I am today. My brother Dustin and his family, and my brother Eric have also been 

unwavering supporters of my endeavors through the years. Finally, I thank Laura Julngo López 



Salinas 7 

 

for her wonderful care of Alexander after I returned to work, along with Bekah Coble and 

Tommy Antorino for their enthusiastic care of Alexander as well.  

  



Salinas 8 

 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1. Contemporary Maya-Language Literature ........................................................................ 11 

The Stakes of Studying Contemporary Indigenous Literatures in Latin American Literary Studies ..... 17 

The Ambiguous Term ñMayaò ............................................................................................................... 19 

A Note on maayatôaan and Orthography ................................................................................................ 20 

A Note on Translations and Language .................................................................................................... 22 

A Literary History: Twentieth-Century Literature Related to the Maya ................................................ 23 

Other Voices Telling the Maya Story .................................................................................................. 23 

Maya Voices Telling Maya stories ...................................................................................................... 28 

Author Introductions ............................................................................................................................... 36 

Challenges Facing Indigenous-Language Writers in Yucatan ................................................................ 45 

Perceptions that Prescribe Certain Types of Maya Literary Production ........................................... 46 

Debates surrounding Orality and Literature ...................................................................................... 52 

Conceptions of the Superiority of Linguistic Purity ............................................................................ 54 

Expectation of Bilingual Publication .................................................................................................. 61 

Minimal Readership ............................................................................................................................ 62 

Publishing and Distribution Challenges ............................................................................................. 65 

The Problem of Critical Approach ...................................................................................................... 66 

Culturally Contextualized Genres ........................................................................................................... 69 

Chapter Outline ....................................................................................................................................... 33 

My Positionality ...................................................................................................................................... 79 

Chapter 2. U kôaabaô m§akoôob [Peopleôs Names]: Maya Identities in Three Literary 

Representations of Transformed Yucatecan Society ............................................................................. 36 

Debates surrounding Maya Identities and Naming ................................................................................. 84 

Castillo Tzec, Narrative Alliances, and the Battle to Name ................................................................... 87 

Narrative Alliances: With the maayáaj kaaj (los mayas) or the sak wíinik (los blancos) .................. 89 

U kôaabaô m§akoôob: Individual Names and Identities ...................................................................... 96 

The Battle to Name Profession: tsôakyaj / yerbatera or puôulyaj / bruja ........................................... 100 

Cultural Continuity through Naming ................................................................................................ 103 

Martínez Huchim and The Creation of a New Deep-Forest chôiôibal Lineage ..................................... 106 

Centering Peripheral Aspects of Yucatecan History ........................................................................ 108 

A Lineage of jchôak yaôoôob Laborers .............................................................................................. 111 

Family Names and Nicknames: The Case of Xtuux .......................................................................... 116 

Cuevas Cob and the Unnamed .............................................................................................................. 118 



Salinas 9 

 

Conclusion: Names as Transformation ................................................................................................. 123 

Chapter 3. Continuity and Rupture: Representations of Women Imagined by Male and Female 

Writers  ..................................................................................................................................................... 125 

Representations of Maya Women in maaya-Language Literature........................................................ 131 

ñTeen m§ax yaabilmechò / ñSoy quien te amaò: The Male-Authored Maya Woman ...................... 133 

ñMi madre me advirti·ò: Women-Authored Socially Engaged Portrayals of Maya Women ........... 140 

Maya Women as Xtáabay Figures: Imagining New Models for Maya Womanhood ........................... 150 

Ceh Mooôs Xt§abay: Eliminating a Contemporary Gender Double Standard ................................. 153 

Mart²nez Huchimôs Xt§abay: Expanding Contemporary Maya Conceptions of óWomanô ............... 162 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 177 

Chapter 4. Kaôapô®el meyaj yaan tiô [They have two tasks]: Writer-Translators and the Status of 

maayatôaan in Bilingual Writing  ............................................................................................................ 179 

Is Translation an Innocent Process? ...................................................................................................... 191 

Self-Translation and/or Bilingual Writing ............................................................................................ 193 

Author Stance: Fluid Translation ..................................................................................................... 198 

Author Stance: Transmitting maaya Language in Spanish ............................................................... 211 

Author Stance: Onomatopoeias Resist Translation .......................................................................... 217 

Author Stance: Resistant Self-Translation ........................................................................................ 219 

Author Stance: A Monolingual Project in maayatôaan ..................................................................... 227 

Conclusion: Contribution of Bilingual Writing to Maya Linguistic and Cultural Revalorization ........ 230 

Chapter 5. Transnationalization of a óLocalô Language: Future Outlook for maayatôaan in New 

Contemporary Realities and Media ...................................................................................................... 234 

Maya Language and Cultural Revalorization in Yucatan: Current Status and Challenges................... 235 

The Maya in a Globalized World .......................................................................................................... 243 

Maaya-Language Literature in Revitalization Efforts .......................................................................... 249 

Oral Literature .................................................................................................................................. 252 

Theater .............................................................................................................................................. 252 

Fomenting maaya-Language Readership through Language Education ......................................... 254 

Fomenting a Reading Culture in Yucatan ......................................................................................... 257 

The Use of Audio to Increase Access to maaya-Language Texts ...................................................... 258 

Alternative Means of Publication: Digitalization, Blogs, and Social Media .................................... 259 

Transnational Literary Exchange through Translation .................................................................... 265 

Continuing Professionalization of Authors ....................................................................................... 267 

Fomenting a Body of Literary Criticism ........................................................................................... 267 

Role of Non-Literary Cultural Production in Language Revitalization: Intersectionality .................... 269 



Salinas 10 

 

Maaya-Language Journalism ........................................................................................................... 269 

Maya Rap and Hip Hop .................................................................................................................... 271 

Other Contemporary maaya-Language Music.................................................................................. 279 

Media: Radio, Television, and Film .................................................................................................. 284 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 292 

Bibliography  ............................................................................................................................................ 295 

 

 

 

 

  



Salinas 11 

 

Introduction . Contemporary Maya-Language Literature 

 

La lectura es un árbol cuyas semillas se plantan en la mente, sus hojas son palabras que dan 

sombra y sus frutos dulces están llenos de conocimiento para alimentar al espíritu.1 

ðIsaac Carrillo Can 

 

Discourses on Mexicoôs mixed mestizo identity2 and on pre-Hispanic Maya 

exceptionalism have often eclipsed the thriving contemporary population of Maya cultural 

inheritors who live both on and off the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, many of whom still speak 

the Maya language. In university courses I teach in the United States, I often assign students 

contemporary Maya texts written since the 1990s. Perceptions that indigenous cultures and 

indigenous-language writing belong to pre-Hispanic times or cannot be modern are so ingrained 

that I can introduce a unit on contemporary Maya literature by showing authorsô recent pictures 

and providing authorsô birthdates and publication dates, and very bright students can still assume 

the texts they read predate cars and electronic technologies. Nonetheless, contemporary Maya 

authors are fomenting a thriving written literature in the Maya language from the Yucatan 

Peninsula and increasing the visibility of contemporary modalities of Maya culture.  

This internationally renowned literary corpus provokes compelling questions. Although 

the pre-Hispanic Maya utilized a hieroglyphic writing system, since the sixteenth century, 

colonial and neo-colonial process have caused the Maya language to survive mostly in oral form 

over five centuries of Maya and Spanish linguistic coexistence. What does it mean to write in a 

language that features a robust oral storytelling tradition, a largely non-standardized 

contemporary writing system, and exponentially more speakers than readers? When the Maya 

have so often been represented by popular imaginariesð2012 and ñthe end of the worldò was 

                                                           
1 See ñPerspectivaò 165. 
2 An identity of mixed Amerindian and European heritage 
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not so long agoð, how are the Maya themselves representing their history and contemporary 

world? In a contemporary imaginary that juxtaposes a glorious pre-Hispanic Maya civilization 

with current Spanish-language hegemony on the Yucatan Peninsula, how do authors participate 

in or respond to ongoing revalorization efforts that seek to legitimize and raise the prestige of 

contemporary Maya language and culture? What are authorsô strongest literary influences when 

they are products of Spanish-language education but also seek to promote Maya identities and 

language? How do they situate their work among Maya written and oral canons and colonial-

language literary canons? Why do authors almost exclusively compose and publish this corpus in 

symmetrical bilingualism, in which a single text has a both a Maya and a Spanish version? How 

do authors perceive their contributions to revalorization?  

In this dissertation, I examine a corpus of bilingual Maya-Spanish written literature 

published since the 1990s. These works form part of a flourishing contemporary literary scene 

especially fomented through literary workshops in the 1980s and 90s that sought to 

professionalize Maya-language authors. The writers who participated in these seminal 

workshops are in many senses forerunners of a contemporary Maya-language literary corpus. My 

focus is primarily on the lesser studied generation of authors who follow them but are no less 

groundbreaking, as their varied approaches diversify manifestations of Maya literature, cultural 

motifs, and language use.  

This corpus intersects with categories such as óIndigenous literaturesô and óMaya 

literaturesô, which are concepts with competing definitions. While I do not reformulate these 

definitions, I do want to explain the relationship of the corpus I examine to the debates about 

them. Discussing Native American literature from the United States, Robert Dale Parker 

underscores that categories like óIndian writingô are inventions, and demonstrates that these 
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categories are not limited to expressing Indian identity or embodying a specifically Indian 

aesthetic. In fact, he challenges scholars who propose there is a unique Indian aesthetic by 

mentioning non-Indian Modernist and contemporary writers who employ characteristics often 

associated with Indian writing, such as non-linear time. In so doing, he exposes the essentialism 

of these critical approaches and shows Native American literature to be an ñinventionò (1054, 

1057-62). Maya Kôicheô scholar Emilio del Valle Escalante asserts that insistences on defining 

indigenous literatures as writing in indigenous languages obscures that many contemporary 

indigenous people do not speak their languages, citing ñcastellanizaci·n, asimilaci·n, 

desplazamiento y disgregaci·nò as social and linguistic processes that discourage learning 

indigenous tongues (Teorizando 6-7). Speaking specifically about a Maya corpus, Paul Worley 

defines óMaya literatureô through the creatorôs cultural affiliation and importantly recognizes 

oral, folkloric, and written modalities as literature (15-16).3  

Considering these reflections, I examine one part of the story of Mayan literatures: a 

subgroup of texts written in the Maya language from the Yucatan Peninsula, which includes the 

states of Campeche, Yucatan, and Quintana Roo. Although the word óYucatanô in English can 

refer to both the whole peninsula and the state, my usage encompasses the peninsula, unless 

otherwise specified. When studying some of the same works I examine, other scholars have 

framed their studies in different ways,4 which reveals the ñinventedò nature of the corpus I 

examine. However, framing my study through a linguistic distinction (Maya-language texts, 

which also happen to be bilingual) allows me to acknowledge that Maya authors working on the 

                                                           
3 As Worley explains, ñOveremphasis on the word tradition in the expression óoral traditionô thus occludes the fact 

that this tradition remains a viable mechanism through which Yucatec Maya and other indigenous communities 

understand the modernity we all shareò (Telling 133). 
4 Luz María Lepe Lira and Carlos Montemayor, for example, situate these works in Indigenous literatures from so-

called óSpanish Americaô. Arturo Arias and Worley have used pan-Maya perspectives. I follow Cristina Leirana 

Alcocer and Francesc Ligorred Perramon in focusing specifically on a Maya-language bilingual corpus from the 

Yucatan Peninsula.  
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Yucatan Peninsula almost exclusively publish Maya-Spanish bilingual editions, assume and 

promote a Maya identity,5 have consciousness of themselves as professionalized writers of 

literature, and write from similar linguistic and cultural backgrounds, despite regional differences 

within the peninsula.  

This dissertation participates in a moment in criticism in which scholars demonstrate 

much interest in increasing the visibility of marginalized voices. The Maya have often been the 

objects of study or (mis)representation, but increasingly articulate their realities on their own 

terms, and often in the Maya language. This context makes the current moment an important one 

for studying Maya literature. Maya literary voices provide a means to consider Maya 

contributions to current local and international conversations and authorsô aesthetic fashioning of 

their interventions. Many scholars have analyzed Maya perspectives and aesthetics in pre-

Colombian hieroglyphic texts and Maya colonial texts written in the Latin alphabet.6 However, 

less critical attention has been placed on contemporary literature and aesthetics. When examining 

contemporary Maya literature, scholars have largely attempted to track literary production and 

create catalogues of authors and written works published.7 Publishing anthologies or describing 

authors separately are also dominant scholarly practice.8 Finally, studies often read the texts for 

cultural information.9 More recently, scholars have theorized how to read this literature and 

                                                           
5 Worley signals the ñintimate connection between writing and the development of Yucatec Maya cultural 

consciousnessò (ñU p§ajtalil maaya koôolelò 146). 
6 Scholars in these areas include but are not limited to Ramón Arzápalo Marín, Michael Carrasco, William F. Hanks, 

Kerry M. Hull, Timothy Knowlton, Linda Schele, and Dennis Tedlock. 
7 Leirana Alcocer and Maya-language author Miguel May May are among those who have created catalogues of 

writers and publications to explain and track authorsô current activity. Others, such as Arz§palo Mar²n and Tedlock 

have written analyses and catalogues stretching back 500 and 2,000 years, respectively. Alfredo Barrera Vásquez 

must also be mentioned for his early efforts to promote Maya-language literature, culminating in his coordination of 

the impressive Diccionario Maya Cordemex 
8 Carlos Montemayor and Donald Frischmann have published anthologies that focus on and/or include maaya-

language texts. Leirana Alcocerôs Catálogo and Ligorred Perramonôs approach in Chapter 7 of Los Mayas tienen la 

palabra, for example, describe authorsô work separately. 
9 See Celia Esperanza Rosado Avilés and Óscar Ortega Aranga. While arguing that critics have tended to use Maya 

texts to extrapolate cultural knowledge, they also argue that because Maya-language authors tend to be cultural 
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examined the texts as literary and artistic objects.10 These studies demonstrate that this literature 

is valuable not just because it is written by Maya authors or in the Maya language, but because 

the texts provide good literary reading. However, much work remains to be done building upon 

this foundation of this scholarship, including further analysis of the diverse approaches to 

literature and Maya culture in this contemporary corpus, identification of textsô positioning 

among Maya and non-Maya literary canons and genres, and analysis of the textual aesthetics 

authors use to represent their history and contemporary world.  

This is the first study beyond article length that places a corpus of twenty-first century 

Maya-language written literary texts in dialogue with each other. Whereas the few studies of 

contemporary Maya literature engage with only one text in the bilingual editions, I am one of a 

handful of critics who engages the literature on a bilingual level. Using approaches from 

Translation Studies, I read between the maaya and Spanish texts, rather than considering them 

equivalent texts.11 This bilingual reading illuminates authorsô double articulation of their literary 

projects and examines how these versions often express different nuances or even tensions with 

each other, as even supposed equivalencies can enact different chains of signifiers within each of 

the cultural and linguistic codes of the textsô multiple possible readerships. My decision to read 

bilingually also aligns with authorsô desires to forward Maya linguistic and cultural 

revitalization. I engage the Maya-language text as a communicative text, not just as aesthetic 

complement to the Spanish text that enjoys a wider readership. 

                                                           
promoters and educators without academic training in literature, they tend to respond more to cultural preservation 

in their primary texts than literary concerns (122). 
10 Several scholars, including but not limited to Arturo Arias, Rosado Avilés, Gloria Chacón, Emilio del Valle 

Escalante, Silvia Cristina Leirana Alcocer, Luz María Lepe Lira, Francesc Ligorred, Ortega Arango, Paul Worley, 

and Parallel Worlds, an edited volume by Kerry M. Hull and Michael D. Carrasco, have made important 

contributions using literary perspectives that examine Maya-language publications. 
11 I owe a great scholarly debt to Worley and his bilingual critical perspective. Leirana Alcocer, Ligorred Perramon, 

and Montemayor also offer analyses of the aesthetic sounds and devices of the Maya language.  
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The production of this literature within a diglossic context of Spanish-language 

dominance and efforts to revitalize Maya language and culture cannot be ignored. This context 

influences authorsô language use, access to funding and publication opportunities, readership, 

and the reception of their work, among other factors. Indeed, publishing in a language despite its 

minimal readership performs literary activism and reveals writersô ideological commitment to 

the Maya language. Common language ideologies on the peninsula stereotype the Maya 

language as only useful in traditional realms, such as the home and the kool or milpa fields, and 

linguistic activism works to demonstrate the myth of such beliefs. When discussing efforts to 

promote Maya language and culture, I follow the distinction Josep Cru makes between linguistic 

revitalization, which inserts a language into new domains and expands its uses (ñFromò 26), and 

revalorization, which creates positive perceptions about the language (47). His assessment is that 

Yucatan demonstrates revalorization but not revitalization. Cru argues that in Yucatan, ñthe 

notion of revalorisation characterises as yet a piecemeal sociocultural process which is not 

fundamentally challenging the socioeconomic and political subordination of most Maya 

speakersò (226-27). He recommends grassroots mobilization in order to translate revalorization 

into revitalization (109). I also follow Cruôs decision to describe the Maya language not as a 

ñminorityò language, a designation in debates about rights, but rather as a ñminoritized 

languageò, which Cru asserts is, ña productive concept to represent the dynamic process whereby 

the use of languages becomes increasingly reduced due to socio-political oppressionò (27). 
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The Stakes of Studying Contemporary Indigenous Literatures in Latin American Literary 

Studies  

As Paula Gunn Allen states, ñIn many ways, literary conventions, as well as the 

conventions of literacy, militate against an understanding of traditional tribal materialsò (403). 

Considering indigenous-language literature in the context of national, regional, or global 

literatures, then, necessitates a radical rethinking of the definitions of these literatures. Does our 

current study of ñLatin American literatureò reflect all its manifestations? How does the structure 

of literary studies in university settings create boundaries, overemphasis, and blind spots in our 

study of global literatures? 

This contribution to forming a body of literary criticism around contemporary Maya-

language texts is beneficial both because of what literary scholars can add to the understanding 

of Maya cultural production and how the texts themselves modify literary scholarsô 

understanding of literary traditions, aesthetics, and genre. In the first case, considering Maya 

texts to be aesthetic creations in dialogue with other literary traditions and discourse surrounding 

the Maya can offer new insights into understandings of Maya writing in multiple disciplines. In 

the second case, considering indigenous-language texts as an integral part of canons of 

American, Latin American, and global literatures requires a reexamination of how literary 

departments are organized around national languages and definitions of what literature is and 

does. Maarten E. R. G. N. Jansen portrays the necessity of better incorporating indigenous works 

into programs of literary study, as he asserts, ñThe literary heritage of indigenous peoples for the 

past centuries has been formed, transformed, and transmitted in a colonial context of inequality 

and injustice. Modern literary criticism and postcolonial theory have much to offer when it 

comes to issues of representation, gender, power, and social ethosò (246). The methods and 
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findings of my dissertation may be useful for scholars of literature, anthropology, Indigenous 

Studies, (Latin) American Studies, Gender Studies, Translation Studies, Postcolonial Studies, 

and Cultural Studies. 

Organizing literature departments under colonial languages excludes indigenous-

language writers and reproduces hierarchies still present from the colonial legacy in the 

Americas. Canons often exclude or minimally represent indigenous authors. Worley notes that 

Latin American literary anthologies often limit discussions of indigenous literatures to pre-

Colombian or colonial texts (Telling 3). This approach reinforces perceptions that indigenous 

cultures disappeared upon the European conquerorsô arrival instead of showing the dynamism of 

indigenous cultural production over time. Another common practice is creating separate 

anthologies of indigenous and indigenous-language literatures, which Worley sees as another 

disservice: ñThis separateness allows the canons of Latin American literature and the ideologies 

of integration through mestizaje and hybridity they reflect to remain undisturbedò (4).  

Maaya-language literature reveals not only a need to rethink language hierarchies 

between American indigenous and European languages but also what really defines Mexican 

literature, and by extension Latin American literature from other polylingual regions. Miguel 

May May demonstrates consciousness that his and other Maya-language authorsô works form 

part of wider literary canons, as he writes that Maya literary activity since the 1980s ñpermite 

que tanto mayas como no mayas conozcan un poco más sobre la literatura maya contemporánea. 

De esta manera, los aportes de los escritores mayas no solo enriquecen a la literatura maya, sino 

tambi®n a la literatura yucateca y a la universalò (ñPoes²aò 97). Similarly, Maya-language 

literature can also inform scholarly understanding of topics related to literature and language, 

such as the social and political experiences of citizens in plurilingual nations and diglossic 
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regions, contemporary definitions of literature and literacy, relationships of power and ideologies 

to systems of literary publication and distribution, and authorsô strategies to garner a readership 

in a minoritized language. No longer can Latin American national literatures be assumed to be 

written only in European languages. The consciousness of the literary horizon is changing, as 

Michela E. Craveri argues that the case of Maya shows in Mexico (12). This dissertation 

contributes to a growing literary criticism surrounding maaya-language texts and places 

pressures on the Latin American literary canon that has largely excluded indigenous authors 

despite the enormous contributions of indigenous cultures to the Americas. 

 

The Ambiguous Term ñMayaò 

The Maya language from the Yucatan Peninsula is one of thirty-one contemporary 

languages in the Mayan language family that descend from a mother language that linguists call 

Proto-Mayan (Coe 28). Today, there are approximately 800,000 speakers of the Maya language, 

and náhuatl is the only indigenous language in todayôs Mexico that has more speakers than 

Maya (ñProgramaò). Linguists, anthropologists, and academics call the Maya language óYucatec 

(Maya)ô to distinguish it from other Mayan languages, each of which has its own name. 

However, native speakers call their language ómaaya(tôaan)ô in their native tongue and ómayaô in 

Spanish, and do not adopt the óYucatecô modifier.  

Throughout this dissertation, I respect the name speakers give to their language and use 

the terms maaya or maayatôaan to specifically refer to the Yucatec Maya language as opposed to 

other languages in the Mayan language family. I always use the term maaya as a linguistic 

designation. When referring to a category of identity or ethnicity from Yucatan, I use the English 

term óMayaô. I use the term óMayanô only to refer to a wider vision of what scholars call the 



Salinas 20 

 

Maya area or Mundo Maya, which includes heterogeneous peoples from multiple regions of 

southern Mexico and Guatemala that have aspects of a shared cultural legacy. However, readers 

will note that other scholars commonly use the term óMayanô to specifically refer to the Maya 

from Yucatan.12 

 

A Note on maayatôaan and Orthography 

To contribute to maaya linguistic revitalization, I default to maaya terms over Spanish 

terms in my discussion of bilingual quotations unless I am specifically discussing an authorôs 

Spanish text. For this reason, along with the largely non-standardized nature of contemporary 

maaya writing, a few words on orthography are necessary to avoid confusion. Readers will note 

wide variation in the maaya-language orthography across the different publications I examine. 

Scribes originally rendered maaya through hieroglyphs rather than the Latin alphabet. Today, the 

language is minimally represented in formal education in Mexico, resulting in the strongly oral 

character of maayatôaan. Since Spanish friars first attempted to render maaya phonetics in the 

Latin alphabet upon arriving to Yucatan in the sixteenth century, various attempts have been 

made to create a standardized maaya orthography. Orthographic variation has resulted from 

adapting a Latin writing system to maaya phonetic features not found among European 

languages. For example, maayatôaan features short vowels (a e i o u), long vowels (aa ee ii oo 

uu), glotalized vowels (aô eô iô oô uô) and rearticulated vowels (aôa eôe iôi oôo uôu) with high tones 

(áa ée íi óo úu) and low tones (aa ee ii oo uu). Standardizing contemporary orthographic norms is 

also complicated by speakersô frequent and varied forms of contractions in oral speech, and 

                                                           
12 See Castañeda ñMaya or Mayans?ò for a thorough discussion of correct usages of the terms óMayaô and óMayanô.  
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decisions over how to designate what should be written as separate lexical items and what should 

be agglutinated or written in a compound form.   

Some of the most common inconsistencies involve norms that have changed over time. 

For example, the glottal stop characteristic of maaya was conveyed in colonial orthographies by 

a repeated consonant, but in contemporary orthographies render it with the apostrophe (ó). The 

fricative sound denoted as dz in colonial times is now written as tsô. To convey the /h/ phoneme, 

different authors use h or j. Prefixes required to mark the gender of certain nouns also involve 

variation in letters. Noun descriptors of people such as names, nicknames, family relationships, 

professions, or geographical origin, in addition to animals and gods, are all words that require 

gendered prefixes (Briceño Chel and Can Tec U nuôukbesajil u tsô²ibtaôal maayatôaan 285-91). 

Variation in female prefixes include x, ix, X, or Ix, while male prefixes are ah, h, aj, j, and their 

capitalized forms. In some texts, gendered morphemes stand alone, while in other texts, they 

attach to the word they describe.  

The most recent norms were published in 2014 as U nuôukbesajil u tsô²ibtaôal 

maayatôaan / Normas de escritura para la lengua maya, coordinated by Fidencio Briceno Chel 

and Gerónimo Ricardo Can Tec. These norms are the culmination of collective debate by 

multiple individuals and twenty organizations that foment Maya language and culture who 

agreed on the importance of establishing written norms for use in bilingual education in Yucatan 

(173-75). The concept of orthographic standardization and what standardization should look like 

has caused much debate. The editors present this project as a wide-spread collaboration among 

maaya-speakers who seek to exert self-determination surrounding the norms that govern writing 

and education in their own language, predicting that the result will raise the status of maayatôaan 

as it flourishes in written form (177-78). 
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The recent nature of these norms, the underrepresentation of maayatôaan in formal 

education, and disagreement surrounding how or whether to standardize continue to cause 

orthographic variation in texts. Any direct citations reflect authorsô orthographic decisions. 

However, to respect the most recent norms and discuss the same concept across multiple texts 

with consistency, my prose adheres to the 2014 norms, including the use of the consonants j, ts, 

and tsô. Gendered prefixes x- and j- attach to the words they describe, either directly if they 

precede a consonant, or with a hyphen if they precede a vowel. Gendered prefixes are capitalized 

in the case of proper nouns, with the attached name itself in all lower-case letters (284-90). I also 

follow the norms by utilizing colonial forms aj- and ix- for names of gods, government officials, 

authorities, and professions (290-91). Finally, any term with the prefix -oôob represents a nounôs 

plural form.   

 

A Note on Translations and Language 

Throughout this dissertation, I use bilingual quotations from bilingual published editions. 

Therefore, maaya and Spanish quotations come from authorsô publications, unless otherwise 

stated. All English translations are my own. As I use them as a tool for comparing corresponding 

maaya and Spanish passages for those who do not read maayatôaan, English fluidity is not my 

priority. Instead, in a Nabokovian sense, I seek to capture a quite literal version of the maaya 

vocabulary and grammatical structure in order to best compare how the passage functions in 

maaya and Spanish. Any English-language gloss or definition of a maaya word is also my own 

unless I cite a dictionary. I do not translate Spanish passages.  
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A Literary History: Twentieth-Century Literature Related to the Maya 

Many critics and authors have traced a literary history of maaya-language written texts 

that extends to pre-Conquest times.13 As Briceño Chel explains, ñPara el caso de los mayas de 

Yucatán podemos decir que ciertamente ha habido una continua producción literaria del grupo 

maya y acerca de este grupo culturalò (ñ¿Literatura?ò 27).14 Because of the contemporary focus 

of this dissertation, I focus a brief literary history on the twentieth century to provide context on 

factors that have contributed to increasing literary activity in recent decades.  

 

Other Voices Telling the Maya Story 

In nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century Latin America, non-indigenous authors 

often represented indigenous characters in literature, a genre since identified by scholars as 

indigenismo. Jean Franco explains that the earliest roots of this criollo fascination with 

indigenous cultures arose ñfirst, because the rejection of Spain made the intellectuals of America 

reinterpret the pre-Columbian past; second, because Romanticism had popularised the myth of 

the noble savageò (82). Thomas Ward identifies two strains of this phenomenon. Indigenista 

authors defended their indigenous countrymen by portraying inequalities and indianista authors 

romanticized indigenous peoples while avoiding reference to contentious social and economic 

spheres (401).15  

                                                           
13 See Arzápalo Marín, Rosado Avilés y Ortega Arango, Ligorred Perramon, and Tedlock. 
14 Ligorred traces a brief literary history, including written, oral, and sung forms, passing from hieroglyphic writing, 

to sixteenth-century colonial texts in a Latin alphabet like the Libros de Chilam Balam and Cantares de Dzitbalché, 

to twentieth-century publications, to efforts to standardize a contemporary maaya alphabet (Mayas 123). 
15 Prominent examples of indigenista works include the Ecuadorian Jorge Icazaôs Huasipungo (1934), Guatemalan 

Miguel Ćngel Asturiasô Hombres de maíz (1949), Mexican Rosario Castellanosô Balún Canán (1957), and Peruvian 

Jos® Mar²a Arguedasô Los ríos profundos (1958). Prominent examples of indianista works include the Ecuadorian 

Juan León Meraôs Cumandá (1877) and the Cuban poet N§poles ñEl Cucalamb®ò Fajardoôs d®cimas (1938). 
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In the context of Yucatan, indigenismo was a major movement, including beyond literary 

spheres. When Felipe Carrillo Puerto became governor of Yucatan in 1922, he delivered an 

inaugural speech in maayatôaan, and thereafter used his time in political office (1922-1924) to 

encourage literary and artistic movements that explored Maya culture (Rosado Avilés and Ortega 

Arango 115-16). While the literary and scholarly works produced during this time were mostly 

examples of indigenismo, or a non-Maya view of the Mayas, indigenous people were more 

recognized under his leadership. On a national level, President Lázaro Cárdenas instated policies 

of indigenismo during his presidency (1934-1940), supporting indigenous languages and 

elements of indigenous culture that were appealing to dominant society (117-18).  

Two famous Yucatecan novels published during these political times favorable to 

indigenous causes include Antonio Mediz Bolioôs indianista novel La tierra del faisán y del 

venado (1922) and Ermilo Abreu G·mezôs indigenista novel Canek (1940). I discuss their 

representation of the Maya to better appreciate the Maya-voiced projects I examine. A high 

literary register marks both of these works, which respectively portray the pre-Conquest Maya 

civili zation and nineteenth-century social upheaval in Yucatan. While sympathetic to injustices 

committed against the Maya, these accounts are divorced from the aesthetic of social realism. 

For example, Mediz Bolioôs account portrays Maya grief in the city of Maní upon the end of 

their autonomy, but the text does not mention the historical event in Maní that caused this end: 

the Spanish Inquisition, specifically the 1562 auto de fé in which friar Diego de Landa burned 

Maya codices, images, and effigies. Abreu Gómezôs novel fictionalizes the story of Jacinto 

Canek, the historical leader of a failed Maya rebellion almost a century prior to the nineteenth-

century Caste War.16 Similarly to the sympathetic portrayal of the pre-Hispanic Maya in Mediz 

                                                           
16 The El Chilam Balam blog, an example of Maya digital activism, refers to historical documents to explain 

Canekôs history as ñel maya rebelde y trotamundosò who arrived to the Maya town of Cisteil in 1761, and ñlos 
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Bolio, Abreu Gómez exposes the injustices that incite Canekôs revolt and constructs him not as a 

rebel, as the Spanish certainly would have viewed him, but rather as a noble hero, whose death 

even his executioner mourns (94).17  

Mediz Bolioôs work uses the subtext of the clandestine colonial-era Chilam Balam 

manuscripts, which, as Timothy Knowlton explains, contained historical knowledge and secrets 

recorded by educated Mayas for their Maya communities. Throughout the colonial period 

(roughly 1540-1820), these documents circulated outside the published print culture approved by 

the colonial system in Yucatan, where publications were subject to the Inquisitionôs careful 

monitoring (91-94). In the twentieth century, Mediz Bolio translated the Libro de Chilam Balam 

de Chumayel to Spanish. His romantic vein in La tierra, therefore, describes Yucatan by 

adopting a similar prophetic style shrouded in secrecy and mystery as do these much earlier 

Maya writings. Mediz Bolioôs organizational method takes readers through pre-Conquest 

Yucatecan geography and time, Maya city by Maya city, as the narrator shares an anecdote of a 

famous Maya story, figure, or symbol linked to each place. The text opens in Izamal with origin 

stories and closes in Maní with ñtodo pas·ò, Mediz Bolioôs romanticized gloss meaning 

ócolonizationô. The final chapter prophesies that the Maya will one day return to power, when the 

deer and the pheasant referenced in the title will again live without fear as they did when the 

Maya controlled the area. La tierra, while rooted in history, archeology, and colonial Maya texts, 

                                                           
instig· a exterminar a los espa¶oles, haci®ndoles creer que la batalla estaba ganadaò. However, the Spanish defeated 

the poorly armed Maya and assassinated Canek to deter further rebellions. The blog entry demonstrates 

contemporary unrest in Cisteil that shows that Canekôs uprising is still relevant, and focuses on Maya remembrance 

of this figure to the present day (ñEl reyò). 
17 This sympathetic and romanticizing aesthetic is far from, for example, another fictional execution in Mexican 

literature, told thirteen years later in Juan Rulfoôs short story ñ¡Diles que no me maten!ò (1953). Rulfoôs story 

focuses on a man who, thirty-odd years before, killed his neighbor and compadre in desperation to get his starving 

cattle access to pasture. Rulfoôs narration, instead of glorification, portrays the manôs agony close to death and later, 

in grim detail, describes how his family members will not recognize the body.  
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fixes a Maya story firmly in pre-Conquest times. Mediz Bolio expresses that he seeks to pay 

homage to the regionôs Maya heritage by adopting an indigenous point of view (12-13). 

However, as Worley suggests, Mediz Bolioôs narrative maneuvers actually portray the Maya as 

objects instead of subjects (Telling 67) and enact their silencing (68): ñthe cultural broker/author-

narrator makes no pretense of including indigenous voices and presents himself as speaking from 

within Maya cultureò (67). A note on La tierraôs cover announces that this is the text used in the 

Light and Sound shows at the Maya city of Uxmal, now an archeological site and popular tourist 

destination. The use of this text exemplifies the tourist industryôs folklorization of the Maya that 

constantly appeals to an ñauthenticò or pure pre-Conquest Maya culture without contemporary 

contextualization of Maya communities today (Hervik 69). 

Abreu Gómezô Canek differs from La tierra because it names injustices and shows Maya 

people after the colonial period. However, similarly, the novel evokes sympathies for the Maya, 

and Abreu Gómez names this as a goal for his work: ñCanek, bueno o malo, es el libro que mejor 

refleja mi dolor por el dolor de los humildes, de los indios de mi tierra. Si su lectura aviva la 

conciencia del hombre frente a la injusticia, me tendr® por satisfechoò (17). Having this 

indigenista bent, the author humanizes the figure of Canek, showing the eighteenth-century 

leaderôs response to many social injustices in a poetic tone that constructs Canek as a benevolent 

character concerned for others and proud of his indigenous identity. Abreu Gómez portrays 

Canek as a friend, protector, leader, and visionary before he is ever a warrior or instigator of 

violence, and his decision to rise up is portrayed as a necessity as the repression of Spanish 

feudalism grows ever stronger.18 Canek posits an ethnic conflict of enslaved ñindioò against 

master ñblancoò. Just as Mediz Bolioôs text, Abreu G·mezôs work elides the uglier side of the 

                                                           
18 This narrative image of Canek contrasts with the cover image of the 2014 edition by Editores Mexicanos Unidos, 

which ironically shows a figure, presumably Canek, as a muscular, serious, and armed Maya warrior. 
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struggles, mentioning horrific scenes but never dallying to share details or charactersô interior 

subjectivity. The poetic narrative style is organized in brief vignettes that depict scenes of 

helplessness or inequality, as the work evokes rather than states Canekôs sadness upon 

witnessing these scenes. The book ends upon Canekôs death, so readers consume a version of his 

heroic role even as the text refrains from commenting on the characterôs posthumous impact. 

Canekôs poetic aesthetic differs from the realist vein used by contemporary maaya-language 

women authors to denounce social injustice, as I discuss in Chapter 3. 

Another important example of literary indigenismo is Yikal Maya Than, a bilingual 

journal that ran from 1939 to 1955 and encouraged contemporary maaya-language writing under 

the Cárdenas administration in the twentieth century (Leirana Alcocer Conjurando 27-28). Silvia 

Cristina Leirana Alcocer asserts the journal was produced by non-Maya editors for a non-Maya 

audience, as intellectuals posited the greatness of the Maya civilization and positioned 

themselves as its inheritors to increase prestige for their Yucatecan identity. The editors needed 

maayatôaan and Maya legends if they were to present a convincing case of Yucatecan 

exceptionalism that could compare to the countryôs dominant Central Mexican identity. The 

readership was also intellectual, and the magazine did not seek to portray or create solidarity 

with the experiences of the contemporary Maya (26-28). In fact, Leirana Alcocer asserts that the 

magazine featured a modernizing vein in which contributors sought to bring ñla luz de la 

civilizaci·nò to the Yucatecan and Maya identity (26). This preoccupation with civilizing the 

Other is common in the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Latin American literature, 

through which a ruling class descended from European colonizers sought to concretize new 

regional and national identities by establishing social hierarchies that privileged white Europeans 

and excluded other populations, including Amerindians and individuals of unclear origins or 
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mixed blood.19 Further emphasizing the non-Maya intellectual agenda behind Yikal Maya Than, 

Leirana Alcocer notes that the publication was probably written in Spanish and translated to 

maaya, as the maaya syntax reflects the Spanish expression (28-29). Like Mediz Bolioôs novel, 

Yikal Maya Than elides mention of the conquest and an examination of its effects (27). 

 

Maya Voices Telling Maya Stories 

More recently, Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango observe the existence of a ñnueva 

literatura mayaò (112), because, in opposition to indigenismo, Mayas voices tell Maya stories 

and publish representations of their own perspectives, whether that be through compiling oral 

narratives or composing original texts. Carlos Montemayor observes that the 1980s were a 

watershed moment for the emergence of indigenous writers throughout Mexico, which he calls 

ñone of the most profoundly important cultural events in Mexico at the end of the twentieth and 

beginning of the twenty-first centuryò (U t¼umben kôaayiloôob x-yaôacheô 47). As opposed to 

what he describes as a five-hundred year history in which non-indigenous researchers have 

spoken on behalf of indigenous groups, he asserts, ñWith these new writers we have the 

possibility for the first time of discovering, through the indigenous groupsô own representatives, 

the natural, intimate, and profound face of a Mexico that is still unknown to usò (48).  

Montemayorôs comments demonstrate the importance of this burgeoning literature. It is 

important, though, to qualify the idea of Maya literature or Maya self-representation as new. 

Feliciano Sánchez Chan demonstrates the blind spots in dominant scholarly modes that do not 

recognize the unbroken continuance of maaya literature: ñla literatura maya y por consiguiente, 

                                                           
19 In literary nation building projects, examples of wariness demonstrated toward either native or mixed-blood 

groups abound, including the Cuban Cirilo Villaverdeôs Cecilia Valdés (1839), Argentine Domingo Faustino 

Sarmientoôs Facundo: Civilización y barbarie (1845), Colombian Jorge Isaacsô María (1867), and Argentine 

Esteban Echeverr²aôs La cautiva (1937). 
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su escritura; es tan antigua como las literaturas en otras lenguas del mundo, con la diferencia de 

que durante la Conquista, la Colonia y aún en los tiempos actuales, los descendientes de los 

conquistadores y herederos de su proyecto cultural, continúan con su visión colonizadora, 

mirando desde el sesgo de considerarse superiores a todo lo que es distinto culturalmenteò 

(ñEscrituraò 184). When considering maaya literature in both written and oral forms, it is 

undeniable that it has an uninterrupted legacy that spans centuries. In this view, contemporary 

maaya-language literature is an old phenomenon that todayôs authors are forming in new ways.  

The trend of a Maya-produced written literature in maayatôaan has become especially 

meaningful since the 1980s in Yucatan.20 Most literary histories of maaya-language written 

literature begin their discussion with the literary workshops that formed in the 1980s and 90s.21 

Indeed, in an essay describing writersô experiences in the earliest workshop, the Taller de 

Literatura Maya that ran from 1982-1994 in Mérida, Maya writer and workshop participant 

Miguel Ángel May May affirms that the members considered themselves to be a new generation 

of writers, naming the resulting journal U yajal maya wiinikoôob (El despertar de los mayas) 

(ñLa formaci·n 353). In contrast to the indigenista journal Yikal Maya Than, publications 

resulting from the workshops were by and for maaya speakers. A common thread among the 

three workshops that figure most prominently in criticism was their campaign for linguistic 

                                                           
20 For a thorough discussion of this history, I would direct readers to Leirana Alcocer, Rosado Avilés and Ortega 

Arango, and Worley (ñU p§ajtalil maaya koôolelò) in the bibliography. The 1980s featured the publication of the 

Diccionario Maya Cordemex (1980), efforts to establish a standardized maaya orthography, Dzul Pootôs series of 

bilingual recreations of oral narratives, and the encounter between José Tec Poot and Carlos Montemayor that led to 

the formation of a literary workshop sponsored by the Dirección General de Culturas Populares. This workshop was 

foundational in forming participantsô consciousness of themselves as writers in their language. Its participants are 

among some of the most successful writers (ñU p§ajtalil maaya koôolelò 146-48). These happenings initiated a 

flourish of literary activity and the professionalization of writers in Yucatan, including a surge in publication rates of 

maaya-language works in the 1990s, with publications stemming from both literary workshops and individual 

efforts and writers. For example, Waldemar Noh Tzec and Briceida Cuevas Cob published poetry collections 

through fellowships from the Fondo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes (FONCA) (Leirana Alcocer Catálogo 11-

29). 
21 See Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango and Miguel May May (ñPoes²aò 97). Leirana Alcocer begins her Catálogo 

de textos mayas in the 1990s, as that is when publications resulting from the workshops begin to appear.  
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purism and avoiding Spanish-language influence in maaya expression (Rosado Avilés and 

Ortega Arango 131-32, Leirana Alcocer Conjurando 40). Beyond writer professionalization, 

workshops aimed to foment literary activity in support of efforts to increase maaya-language 

literacy and demonstrate the importance of preserving the language (M. A. May May ñLa 

formaci·nò 360). The workshop experience and training also prepared participants to organize 

and lead additional workshops (356, Leirana Alcocer Catálogo 23).  

These workshops warrant discussion for their influence on a groundbreaking generation 

of writers and the foundation they laid for the field of Maya literary criticism as participant 

debated what Maya literature is and should be. The earliest opportunity, the Taller de Literatura 

Maya, was sponsored by State organizations, including the Unidad Regional Yucatán de Culturas 

Populares. José Tec Poot, URYCP director at the time, and northern Mexican Carlos 

Montemayor originated the idea for the workshop. Montemayor coordinated the sessions (M. A. 

May May ñLa formaci·nò 351-52). M. A. May May explains that the primary concern was 

professionalizing Maya cultural promoters to create a quality contemporary written literature in 

their language (ñLa formaci·n 356). Renowned maaya-language writers who participated 

included but are not limited to Gerardo Can Pat, Santiago Domínguez Aké, María Luisa Góngora 

Pacheco, M. A. May May, and Feliciano Sánchez Chan. The dominant genres were narrative and 

theater (Rosado Avilés y Ortega Arango 126), as the preservation of traditional genres and the 

clarity of prose was of high priority to the group. As the title ñworkshopò suggests, participants 

reviewed each otherôs work, and final versions of their compositions were compiled in a 

workshop-sponsored publication (May May ñLa formaci·nò 352-53). Entitled Maya Dziiboôob 

Bejlaôe / Letras Mayas Contempor§neas, the twenty volumes were mostly composed of literary 
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recreations of traditional tales (Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango 126), for which Rosado Avilés 

and Ortega Arango identify ñsubsistencia culturalò as the workshopôs foremost motive (130). 

Linguistic purity was also a priority, as the group sought to create a maaya expression 

separate from Spanish syntax. M. A. May May declares that a valuable lesson and methodology 

was writing in maayatôaan without thinking first in Spanish (ñLa formaci·nò 352-53): ñnos 

podemos dar cuenta cómo la lengua española sí influye en nosotros y en nuestra lengua, pero hay 

una forma de escribir o de decir propia de lo pensado en maya con caracter²sticas mayasò (359). 

He reports that participants debated what sort of diction was appropriate for high quality 

literature (ñPoes²aò 98-99). Other questions discussed during the URYCP workshop that remain 

topics of great debate include: What characteristics should written literature have as opposed to 

oral literature? Given the lack of a standardized alphabet and the oral nature of the language, 

how should maaya be written in literature in order to be understood? How can writers create a 

natural expression in maaya, and achieve clarity given the many ambiguities built into the maaya 

language? How can writers make their works appealing and understandable to maaya speakers 

from different regions of Yucatan? Should the Spanish language or Spanish-language literature 

have a role in the composition of maaya-language literature? (ñLa formaci·nò 352-53, 356).  

Francesc Ligorred Perramon criticizes this State-sponsored workshop for producing an 

expression of indigenous identity that ultimately perpetuates State discourses that continue to 

marginalize the Maya. His criticisms include, ñun esp²ritu controlado de rescate y de 

preservación lingüística y literaria de lo indígena como fundamento para la integración de una 

sola Nación Mexicana; una impresión-presentación populista; un indigenismo apegado al ámbito 

rural y alejado de la modernidad; una trascripción de la oralidad; un bilingüismo dudosoò (Mayas 

126). Like Perramon Ligorred, Worley also shares concerns with the official representation of 
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the Mayas that the workshop promoted: ñThat these works are ethnographic (as opposed to 

literary) would seem to frame the project at least in part as facilitating the discovery of Mexicoôs 

indigenous heritage that is at the heart of twentieth-century indigenismoò (Telling 4). While the 

workshop captured a relatively one-dimensional vision of the Maya incompatible with the 

heterogeneity of contemporary Maya identities, it functioned as a fundamental impulse in 

contemporary literary writing in maayatôaan by its speakers and acknowledged Maya 

perspectives on their own culture. Its relatively long life, value in mobilizing writers to foment 

literary creation, and establishment of the idea of professionalizing maaya-language authors on 

the peninsula cannot be denied. 

The other two workshops most prominently discussed in criticism did not receive 

governmental sponsorship. Starting in 1992, a decade after the Taller de Literatura Maya, the 

Calkiní workshop began in the state of Campeche under the direction of maaya poet Waldemar 

Noh Tzec. Leirana Alcocer reports that the groupôs aim was to produce a literature from the 

maaya language without influence from Spanish-language canons (Catálogo 18-19). Briceida 

Cuevas Cob is a second renowned poet from this group. The Calkiní workshop focused on 

poetry, because it was as an effort born of the Primer Encuentro de Poetas Mayas in Bacalar, 

Quintana Roo, in 1991. Participants produced the anthology Tumben ikôtanil ich maya tôan / 

Poesía contemporánea en lengua maya (Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango 129). The third 

workshop, directed by Santiago Arrellano Tuz, is Yaajal Kôin in Valladolid, Yucatan. This 

workshop started in 1993 through the efforts of the organization Mayaón, A.C. [Somos Mayas]. 

Among others, Miguel May May participated. This workshop has a pedagogical objective of 

creating maaya-language didactic materials that seek to use a pure maaya without influences of 

Spanish or common spoken maaya (Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango 130-32).  
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Despite the important role of literary workshops, maaya-language writer Ana Patricia 

Martínez Huchim has noted their lack of continuity (ñDe la recopilaci·nò). It must be noted as 

well that Leirana Alcocer observes that not all writers who have published renowned texts 

participated in literary workshops. She mentions Jorge Miguel Cocom Pech, Jorge Echeverría 

Lope, Martínez Huchim, and Marisol Ceh Moo among writers who have written and published 

independently of workshops (Catálogo 24-29).  

 

Chapter Outline 

In the following chapters, I engage in textual analysis as a means of discussing authorsô 

representations of their contemporary world. My comparisons between authorsô works are 

situated within anthropological, historical, cultural, and literary perspectives. Chapter 1 further 

describes the literary culture and contexts that affect writersô literary production on the Yucatan 

Peninsula. I introduce the authors and works I study, outline challenges that I see particularly 

influencing contemporary authorsô work in the literary and political culture of the Yucatan 

Peninsula, and propose ways to conceptualize literary genre from the maaya language in order to 

be able to articulate textual aesthetics and projects during my analyses in subsequent chapters.   

Chapter 2 examines how Maya authors Castillo Tzec, Martínez Huchim, and Cuevas Cob 

represent diverse ways of being Maya in the context of debates on the nature of contemporary 

Maya identity and its relationship to notions of pre-Hispanic Maya culture. Based on 

anthropological understandings of the breech between identities imposed on the Maya and local 

categories of self-identification, I illuminate how the authorsô female protagonists negotiate 

being named and naming to reclaim cultural control, each revising dominant perceptions 

surrounding the Maya in different ways. 
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In Chapter 3, through a framework based on maaya terms for traditional and non-

traditional Maya women, I observe that male writers tend to depict Maya women within a 

traditional legacy that does not challenge State-sponsored folklorization of indigenous peoples. 

In contrast, women writers demonstrate cracks in Maya traditional exceptionalism and create 

more nuanced visions of Maya women. Women narrative writers Ceh Moo and Martínez 

Huchim on one hand utilize realist aesthetics in socially committed works to fictionalize abuses 

women suffer in Maya communities. On the other, both also leave the realist realm when 

depicting rebellious women fashioned after the Yucatecan femme fatale, the Xtáabay. 

In Chapter 4, I ask if mandated indigenous bilingualism in State-sponsored literary 

competitions provides a platform for internationalizing a canon of maaya-language literature or 

if it reproduces Spanish-language dominance by relegating maaya texts to a symbolic position. I 

determine that reproducing or disrupting linguistic hierarchies and dominant literary canons 

depends upon each authorôs practice of writing, bilingual writing, and self-translation. 

Translation and self-translation theories, interviews with authors about perceptions of their 

creative processes, and bilingual analyses of texts by Carrillo Can, Ceh Moo, Martínez Huchim, 

I. May May, Sánchez Chan, and Villegas Carrillo inform my discussion. I conclude that 

Mart²nez Huchimôs work is the most resistant to Spanish-language hegemony and literary 

aesthetics and makes the strongest claims for maaya language revalorization within a bilingual 

corpus.  

Chapter 5 addresses the potential for contemporary maaya-language literature to increase 

maaya language use in varied social spheres. I take into account writersô, readersô, and 

translatorsô use of alternative forums to publish and distribute contemporary literature for local, 

national, and international audiences. These forums include social media, blogs, audio 
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recordings, online radio transmission, and public readings. An analysis of wider language 

revitalization efforts in education, journalism, music, radio, and digital activism contextualize 

my discussion of contemporary literature. I determine that the presence of the maaya in 

technology and an audio component for literature offer the most potential for language 

revitalization and an increase in a maaya-language readership when reading maaya literature is 

currently accessible almost exclusively to an educated elite.  
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Chapter 1. Maaya-Language Literary Culture and Contexts 

 In this chapter, I provide a context and vocabulary for discussing contemporary maaya-

language literature. This corpus is one example of how indigenous literatures problematize 

dominant approaches to the study of Latin American literatures, which focus primarily on 

Spanish- and Portuguese-language texts (and monolingual texts) and prioritize European 

perspectives on literature, its function, and methods of studying it. In the sections that follow, I 

explain how I chose the works and authors I study, provide introductions to each author, outline 

challenges that I see particularly influencing contemporary authorsô work in the literary and 

political culture of the Yucatan Peninsula, and propose ways to conceptualize literary genre from 

the maaya language in order to be able to articulate textual aesthetics and projects during my 

analyses in subsequent chapters.   

Author I ntroductions 

By choosing writers to include in my dissertation, I only tell part of the story of 

contemporary maaya-language literature. While oral literature and publishing compilations that 

preserve oral narratives are dominant and highly valued literary modes on the peninsula, I focus 

instead on authors who compose original written literary works. Luz María Lepe Lira proposes 

three strains of contemporary indigenous literature in Spanish America: recovering memory, 

which involves compiling oral narratives; recreating tradition, which utilizes oral aesthetics in 

writing; and hybrid indigenous literature, which she defines through differentiation with the first 

two categories (Lluvia 128). The texts I examine fall within the latter two categories. Through 

this focus, I address the new literary veins that maaya-language writers are forging and how they 

exist in harmony and tension with Maya colonial writing and oral literary canons. 
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The efforts of many influential figures who work in linguistic and sociocultural realms on 

dictionaries, education, and cultural advocacy are vital to my understanding of the literary texts I 

examine, but an analysis of their production is not my current aim. As studies often focus on the 

workshops of the 1980s and 90s, along with notable participantsô subsequent literary 

production,22 I mostly consider a corpus of a generation of writers who follow them. When 

considered together, these most recent writers tout different stances on Maya identity and work 

in varied aesthetics as they push the maaya language to new or recovered usages. I chose a 

corpus of texts based on their visibility in efforts to forward written maaya-language literature. 

Indicators of textsô visibility included reception of literary awards and availability of 

publications, which are often interconnected factors. Because of the prominence of governmental 

sponsorship in indigenous-language print publication, textsô visibility also often aligned with 

their publication by State cultural organizations. These factors result in an absence of theater 

from my discussion, despite the genreôs popularity in Yucatan. As I discuss in Chapter 4, 

government-sponsored literary competitions do not often sponsor publication of theatrical texts. 

Within this corpus, I discuss texts that illuminate and problematize the themes of interest that 

form the middle three chapters of this dissertation: representations of Maya identity, Maya 

women, and authorsô practices of linguistically doubled writing. Following are introductions of 

the authors whose work I examine. I provide chronology and mark generational shifts, while 

focusing on brevity so as not to repeat the excellent literary histories that already exist of maaya-

language literature in Yucatan. 

From the groundbreaking generation of writers who participated in literary workshops in 

the 1980s and 1990s, I discuss Briceida Cuevas Cob and Feliciano Sánchez Chan, as both have 

                                                           
22 See Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango, Chacón, Leirana Alcocer, Ligorred Perramon, Worley Telling, ñM§seualò, 

and ñU p§ajtalil maaya koôolelò. 
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continued publishing, are representative of Maya literary innovation, and have tirelessly worked 

to foment maaya-language literature and literary activity. Cuevas Cob, from Tepakán, Calkiní, in 

the state of Campeche, is an internationally renowned poet. She is perhaps the maaya-language 

author who has received the most critical attention and representation in anthologies.23 Her 

multiple poetry collections include U yokôol awat peekô ti kuxtal pekô / El quejido del perro en su 

existencia (1995), Jeô bix kôiin / Como el sol (1998), and Tiô u billil in nookô / Del dobladillo de 

mi ropa (2008). Her work appears in multiple anthologies of Mexican indigenous-language 

writers and has been translated to multiple languages, including English, French, Dutch, and 

Italian (Kuxaôan tôaan 19). In 1996, she won a Fondo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes 

(FONCA) fellowship, which led to the publication of Jeô bix kôiin (Leirana Alcocer Catálogo 

20). She has participated in international literary festivals and been a member of an evaluating 

panel for the Premio Nezahualcóyotl de Literatura en Lenguas Mexicanas. She is also a founding 

member of the Asociación de Escritores en Lenguas Indígenas de México (Kuxaôan tôaan 19).  

Sánchez Chan, from Xaya, Tekax, Yucatan, is a poet, playwright, and cultural promoter 

involved in digital activism and many self-initiated and institutional efforts that advocate for 

Maya culture and literary activity. He has formed part of the Unidad Regional Yucatán de 

Culturas Populares (URYCP) since 1981, served as coordinator of publications and distribution 

in the Casa de los Escritores en Lenguas Indígenas in Mexico City from 1997-2000, and as 

assistant director of the Insituto para el Desarrollo de la Cultura Maya de Yucatán (Indemaya) 

                                                           
23 See anthologies edited by Montemayor and Frischmann, and works by Chacón, Cecilia Enjunto Rangel, Rosado 

Avilés and Ortega Arango, and Worley (ñU p§ajtalil maaya koôolelò and chapter 5 of Telling). Leirana Alcocer 

asserts, ñvarios estudiosos de la literatura coincidamos en que el poeta (la poeta, para ser más exacta) en lengua 

maya cuya obra tiene la mejor factura art²stica es Briceida Cuevas Cobò (Catálogo 20-21). Montemayor even goes 

so far as to say, ñBriceida Cuevas Cob (1969-) ha logrado posiblemente la más alta expresión lírica de todas las 

escritoras actuales en lenguas indígenas. La fuerza de su lenguaje, la fulgurante sucesión de imágenes y la profunda 

emoción que va invadiendo cada poema hacen de su poesía uno de los más poderosos testimonios femeninos de 

Méxicoò (Words of the True Peoples vol. 2, 16). 
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from 2001-2007. In addition to compilations of oral memory, he has published the theater 

collections Baldzamoôob I and II and Teatro maya contemporáneo I and II (1994) as part of the 

Maya Dziiboôob Bejlaôe / Letras Mayas Contempor§neas publication stemming from the 

URYCP workshop. He also published the poetry collection Ukpô®el wayakô / Siete sue¶os (1999) 

(Kuxaôan tôaan 91), which was translated to English by Jonathan Harrington as Seven Dreams 

and published in North Carolina in 2014 as the first book-length English-language publication of 

a Maya authorôs work (Harrington). S§nchez Chanôs writing has also appeared in multiple 

anthologies. His literary honors include the 1993 Premio Itzamná for maaya-language literature 

sponsored by the Instituto de Cultura de Yucatán (ICY), a 1994 FONCA fellowship, the 1997 

ICY Medalla al Mérito Artístico, and the 2003 Premio Domingo Dzul Poot in the II Juegos 

Florales Universitarios de la Universidad Autónoma de Yucatán (UADY) (Kuxaôan tôaan 91). 

He has led literary workshops during the 1990s, both independently and through the URYCP, 

and has also been an instructor at the Escuela de Creación Literaria in M®ridaôs Centro Estatal de 

Bellas Artes, which founded a three-year program for creators of maaya-language literature in 

2011. He has also organized literary readings in public spaces and, through the URYCP, a Feria 

del Libro Maya that began in 2010 (Sánchez Chan ñEscrituraò 181-83).  

These acclaimed forerunners, along with others I do not discuss in the dissertation, 

published frequently in the 1990s, opening the way for a second generation publishing in the first 

two decades of the twenty-first century. Isaac Carrillo Can, from this most recent generation of 

writers, honors their role in facilitating maaya-language literary activity: 

 ñahora el camino es m§s transitable, precisamente a la generaci·n de Briceida 

Cuevas, Feliciano Sánchez, entro otros (lengua maya) le tocó la difícil tarea de 

abrir el camino y posicionar a la literatura maya (contemporánea) dentro del 
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repertorio de riqueza lingüística nacional. A nuestra generación le corresponde 

fortalecer ese trabajo . . . , pero la cosmovisión propia de la cultura siempre ha 

sido que hay que dejar huella para que alguien siga nuestros pasos, así como 

alguien dej· pasos para nosotrosò (Mart²nez). 

Carrillo Can emphasizes that the work and mentorship of his generation must continue so as to 

foment an ongoing literary heritage on the peninsula. I discuss members of this generation below 

in alphabetical order. 

Carrillo Can is a recognized writer who worked in prose, dramatic, and poetic genes from 

Peto, Yucatan. Upon his untimely death in November 2017 at the age of 34, he left an important 

legacy. A graduate of the Escuela de Creación Literaria, Carrillo Can won the prestigious 

national Premio Nezahualcóyotl for his prose work U y·okôotiloôob §akôab / Danzas de la noche 

in 2010; the 2007 Premio Nacional de Literatura óMaya Waldemar Noh Tzecô sponsored by the 

Ayuntamiento de Calkin², Campeche; and the 2008 and 2009 óAlfredo Barrera V§squezô award 

in the UADYôs Juegos Literarios Nacionales Universitarios. Posthumously, he was awarded the 

óWaldemar Noh Tzecô international poetry award in 2017, which considers poets from the wider 

Mayan world. Along with selections by Cuevas Cob and S§nchez Chan, Carrillo Canôs poems 

and narrative appear in the Kuxaôan tôaan anthology of maaya-language poets that was published 

in 2012. Arturo Arias describes his work as dreamlike, and dance and theater are influences in 

his prose. His writing has roots in tradition, and emphasizes Maya linguistic and cosmological 

difference. With a degree in art education, Carrillo Can also worked as an educator. He created 

bilingual educational materials through the Secretaría de Educación del Gobierno del Estado de 

Yucatán (Kuxaôan tôaan 173). He was also involved in visual arts. 
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Felipe Castillo Tzec, cultural promoter, educator, writer, and translator from the town of 

Dzan, Yucatan, participates in multiple efforts to promote maaya tôaan. As a student of 

prominent Maya intellectuals, an Indemaya employee, a Maya linguistic activist, and the author 

of two recent maaya-to-Spanish vocabulary books that are crucial given the general lack of 

didactic materials for maaya language learners,24 Castillo Tzecôs work is helping to influence a 

generation of bilingual educators and maaya language students. In addition, his recent creative 

work has received multiple awards and media attention on the peninsula. Most recently, his 

ñKisin Yuum Kôiinò / ñEl sacerdote malvadoò won the 2016 Juegos Literarios Nacionales 

sponsored by the UADY. His short story ñT¨anxal kaajileô ku ch³impoltaj maaya kaaj, maô jeôex 

tu luôumileô / ñLa cultura maya es respetada en otros lugares, no como en la nuestra,ò won the 

2006 edition of the same award, with its publication the following year. His novel Ix-Tsôakyaj / 

La yerbatera (2014) won the Premio Estatal de Narrativa Maya óDomingo Dzul Pootô 2010-

2011. His work expresses pride surrounding Maya culture. In fact, his 2006 short story narrates 

the experience of an immigrant to the United States who, despite being bullied as a maaya 

speaker while living in Yucatan, learns to value his culture outside of Mexico, where his new 

community respects the Maya. Castillo Tzec also teaches maaya-language classes to 

international students through programs sponsored by the University of North Carolina-Chapel 

Hill with Duke University, and Michigan State University. El Chilam Balam blog, an example of 

Maya digital activism, reports that Castillo Tzec is currently preparing a maaya-language course 

for the Facebook platform (ñFelipe Castillo Tzec, escritorò). 

From Calotmul, Yucatan, Sol Ceh Moo is a cultural promotor, translator, and interpreter 

with a degree in education from the UADY. She perhaps rivals Cuevas Cob in renown and 

                                                           
24 Tôaanoôob y®etel u yoocheloôob: Vocabulario ilustrado biling¿e. Mérida: INDEMAYA, 2010. / U §analteôil u 

tsikbalil tsôaak / Manual de frases médicas. Mérida: INDEMAYA, 2013.  
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critical and media attention.25 The most prolific publisher in maayatôaan, Ceh Moo has received 

multiple awards for her prose, including the 2014 Premio Nezahualcóyotl for her novel Chen 

tumeen x chôúupen / Solo por ser mujer, the 2007, 2008, and 2010 óAlfredo Barrera V§squezô 

awards of the UADY-sponsored Juegos Nacionales Literarios Universitarios, and three Fonca 

awards. She is part of the Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes (Conaculta) Sistema 

Nacional de Creadores de Arte. Her novel X-Teya u puksiôikôal koôolel / Teya, un coraz·n de 

mujer (2008) was presented in the media as the first novel in maayatôaan (García Hernández), 

although there are competing claims for this honor.26 Her other novels include Tôambilak men 

tunkôuliloôob / El llamado de los tunkôules (2011) and Sujuy kôiin / D²a sin mancha (2011). She 

has also published two collections of short stories, Tabita y otros cuentos mayas (2013) and 

Kaaltaleô, ku xijkunsik u jel puksiôikôaloôob / El alcohol tambi®n rompe otros corazones (2014). 

Her work also includes poetry in Nikt® tôanoôob tu paakil peel / Mis letras en las paredes de la 

vagina (2015). Ceh Moo is known for pushing boundaries and breaks the mold as a maaya-

language writer through her genres and themes, which often look beyond traditional norms. 

From Tizimín, Yucatan, Ana Patricia Martínez Huchim is a writer, anthropologist, oral 

history compiler, cultural promotor, and educator whose efforts span national boundaries. While 

Ceh Moo affirms that her recent writing is for academics and elites (Personal Interview), 

Martínez Huchim orients her work more for Maya communities, although she fashions it for 

reading access by national and international audiences is a well, as I discuss in Chapter 4. 

Trained in anthropology at the UADY with concentrations in linguistics and literature, Martínez 

                                                           
25 For studies on her work, see Arias, del Valle Escalante (ñThe Maya Worldò 38-46), and Ligorred (Los mayas 

tienen 49-51).  
26 Leirana Alcocer asserts that Jorge Miguel Cocom Pech published the novel Mukultôan in nool / Secretos del 

abuelo in 2001 (Catálogo 24). The El Chilam Balam blog attributes this title to Javier Abelardo G·mez Navarreteôs 

novel Cecilio Chiô. Nen ·ol kôajlay, published in 2003. The site argues that Ceh Moo is the first woman to write a 

novel in maaya (ñCecilio Chiôò). 
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Huchim has published both compilations of oral narratives27 and two collections of original short 

stories that are based on oral histories. Her original collections are U yóol xkaambal jaw xíiw / 

Contrayerba (2013) and U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la monta¶a 

(2013), the latter of which won the 2005 Premio Nacional de Literatura Ind²gena ñEnedino 

Jim®nezò. Her short story ñChen konelò / ñEs por dem§sò also won first place in maaya narrative 

in the UADYôs IV Juegos Literarios Nacionales Universitarios in 2006, the year before Castillo 

Tzec won. Martínez Huchimôs texts are steeped in a specifically Maya context and demand a 

level of cultural competence not as necessary when reading Ceh Mooôs work, which, while still 

embodying a decidedly Maya character, at times brings more universal aspects of the Maya 

context to the forefront. Martínez Huchim is an educator who leads courses on maayatôaan in 

Yucatan and San Francisco, California.  

Ismael May May, from Kimbilá, Izamal, Yucatan, has a background in education and 

anthropology. He has taught maayatôaan both in Yucatan and the United States and trains 

teachers, translators, and interpreters. He has also worked as a translator, voice on the radio, and 

television anchor. He was awarded the 2001 Premio óItzamn§ô in maaya-language literature for 

his collection of short stories for young adults, Kaôaj m§anen teôeloô, tu luôumil Mayab / Cuando 

pasé por ahí, en la tierra del Mayab (2011). His short story ñU jaôil Ch§akò / ñAgua de lluviaò 

won the 2013 óAlfredo Barrera V§squezô award in the UADY-sponsored XI Juegos Literarios 

Nacionales Universitarios. For both of these publications, the Spanish-language texts are 

Mart²nez Huchimôs translations of May Mayôs maaya versions. May May also published the 

didactic book Kan maaya y®etel mejen tsikbaloôob / Aprenda maya con breves diálogos (2010). 

                                                           
27 U tsikbaloôob mejen paalal / Cuentos de ni¶os (1997), Cuentos enraizados (1999), and Tsíimin tuunich, jWáay 

miis yéetel Aluxoôob: Maaya tsikbaloôob / El caballo de piedra, El jw§ay gato y Los aluxes: Antolog²a de relatos 

orales mayas / The Horse of Stone, The jWáay-Cat, and The Aluxes: Anthology of Mayan Oral Tales (2015).  
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May May participates in linguistic activism in Yucatan through his efforts in education and 

publishing, and he has presented in national and international academic conferences on 

maayatôaan. 

From Peto, Yucatan, Wildernain Villegas Carrillo is a poet, linguist, and professor at the 

Universidad Intercultural Maya de Quintana Roo (UIMQRoo). In 2008, he became the first 

maaya-language author to win the prestigious national Premio Netzahuacóytl de Literatura en 

Lenguas Mexicanas. He has published multiple poetry collections, including U kôaay chôiôibal / 

El canto de la estirpe (2009), Súusut sáasil / Girándula (2012), and Ćakôabeô ku yaôalik t§an u 

kô§axal jaô / Lluvia que la noche dicta (2012). His newest work, U kôuubul tôaan / Ofrenda de la 

voz, came out in 2016, after winning the 2004 Premio Internacional de Poesía del Mundo Maya 

óWaldemar Noh Tzecô. Villegasô poetry bridges contemporary perspectives and tradition, as he 

infuses an intimate, first-person perspective from the twenty-first century into a centuries-long 

collective tradition; the lyric voice both yearns to maintain the traditions of the grandfathers 

while simultaneously articulating change and forging a new language and new practice of what it 

means to be Maya today.  

 

Map of the Yucatan Peninsula 

The following map portrays the Yucatan Peninsula, including the three states Campeche, 

Yucatan, and Quintana Roo. I label authorsô birthplaces as a gesture towards the existence of 

regional linguistic and cultural differences among maaya speakers on the peninsula. Besides 

differences among the three states, there are also intrastate regional distinctions. Two of the 

regions that Briceño Chel discussed frequently during my maaya studies in 2015 were central 

Yucatan (state) and Oriente in Yucatan (state). Central Yucatan, which includes the area 
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surrounding the state capital, Mérida, is home to Briceño Chel and Castillo Tzec. Oriente, the 

eastern region of the state, includes Valladolid and the surrounding areas, and features distinct 

but mutually intelligible speech patterns. Pisté, where I studied maaya for the first time, is part of 

Oriente.28  

 

I include Mérida on the map, because as the state capital, it is a cultural center with many 

organizations and institutions relating to Maya culture. Many Maya writers, intellectuals, and 

cultural promotors reside and work in Mérida, including but not limited to Castillo Tzec, Ceh 

Moo, I. May May, and Sánchez Chan. This demonstrates trends of moving from rural areas to 

urban centers. José María Morelos, Quintana Roo, appears on the map as well, as it is the home 

of the UIMQroo, where Villegas and Castillo Cocom now work. While both are originally from 

Yucatan, they now work in Quintana Roo. Further areas of inquiry would be exploring to what 

extent these varying migrations affect literary production and speech patterns, and how regional 

                                                           
28 See Armstrong-Fumero for a map of Oriente (15). 
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Hubilá (Briceño Chel) 

Peto (Villegas & Carrillo Can) 
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differences manifest themselves in authorsô literary representations of identity and social 

dynamics on the peninsula. 

 

Challenges Facing Indigenous-Language Writers in Yucatan  

The analysis of a literary corpus written in an indigenous language involves discussions 

that scholars would never have surrounding monolingual literature in a national or colonial 

language. Reactivating a written literary tradition for contemporary times in the face of Spanish-

dominant Mexican language policy is no easy feat. The near exclusion of indigenous languages 

from educational and public spheres in Mexico has led to perceptions that indigenous languages 

are incomplete or only capable of describing domestic or traditional spheres. The lack of formal 

education in these tongues also means most writers were educated first in Spanish and learned to 

write in their languages as adults, and that there is not one definitive way of writing them. As 

Montemayor points out, to even start writing, indigenous authors must choose among competing 

alphabets to render their thoughts, when languages feature debates on how to standardize their 

writing (U t¼umben kôaayiloôob x-yaôaxcheô 49-50). Following, I identify what I consider to be 

the most significant challenges and debates that inform the production and reception of Maya 

literatures as opposed to dominant-language literatures.  

 

Prescriptive Perceptions for Maya Literary Production 

 The threat of cultural and linguistic shift away from Maya culture and maayatôaan 

provides a backdrop that defines nearly all the debates and conversations surrounding this 

literary corpus and its reception. In order to prevent loss and raise the prestige of the 

contemporary culture and language to match Maya historical exceptionalism, many writers and 
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critics have felt it imperative to prescribe what and how maaya-language authors should write. 

Interrogation into these debates often reveal the essentialist perspectives about indigenous 

cultures, including discourses of óauthenticityô, that lie at their core.   

Many maaya-language writers consider it imperative to form a Maya literature through 

traditional thought and linguistics. M. A. May May and Leirana Alcocer discuss that generating 

expression based on Maya linguistic capabilities and literary devices was of utmost importance 

in the URYCP and Calkiní workshops, respectively.29 Sánchez Chan and Carrillo Can also 

emphasize language competency and the importance of creating from natural maaya-language 

means of expression as opposed to thinking in maaya through the filter of Spanish.30 Speaking of 

workshops he gave in the mid-1990s, S§nchez Chan asserts, ñinsistimos en la necesidad de tener 

un amplio dominio y conocimiento de la lengua maya: saber identificar sus recursos estéticos, las 

funciones gramaticales de la lengua, las variaciones estilísticas, en fin, los recursos literarios 

desarrollados históricamente y que han continuado hasta nuestros días, pero también los nuevos 

hallazgos posibles, en funci·n de la evoluci·n de la lenguaò (ñEscrituraò 181). Carrillo Can 

discusses Maya writersô Spanish texts as what he calls ñlas traducciones frías de un pensamiento 

mayaò and gives examples of how Maya configurations of genre become flat or oversimplified 

when pushed into a mold of Spanish-language genres (ñPerspectivaò 162). In this way, he 

demonstrates his commitment to producing a Maya literature from Maya cosmology. He asserts, 

En su mayoría los textos publicados hasta la fecha son de carácter popular, son la 

recopilación de las narraciones que desde tiempos muy antiguos han pasado de 

boca en boca y de generación en generación, pero cuyo contenido es de suma 

importancia para el pueblo maya, y que a pesar de pertenecer a la memoria 

                                                           
29 By M. May May, see ñLa formaci·nò (359). By Leirana Alcocer, see Catálogo (20) 
30 By Sánchez Chan, see ñEscrituraò. By Carrillo Can, see ñPerspectivaò. 
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colectiva, cada persona que cuenta, le agrega un toque personal llegando de todos 

modos al mismo fin. Es pues la oportunidad que se le presenta al escritor de 

demostrar su capacidad de inventiva e imaginaria para proponer textos nuevos 

que sean pensados desde la perspectiva maya y promover desde luego la lectura 

de los mismos; la palabra ñnuevosò no hace referencia a alejarse de la cultura y 

escribir en la lengua maya pensamientos ajenos, sino demostrar que la lengua 

tiene presencia en las épocas actuales pero con sus raíces bien cimentadas, ya que 

de lo contrario vendría a ser como una hoja seca que el viento arrastra y se la 

lleva. (ñPerspectivaò 160) 

These stances advocate for creating a Maya literature that challenges current hegemonies and 

tips the balance from Spanish as a default in the region in order to capitalize on and experiment 

with possibilities that the maaya language and Maya thought provide.  

Perhaps when literature is perceived as working at the service of language and cultural 

revalorization, a movement that seeks to regain lost ground, this stance becomes vital. Making 

use of Spivakôs term ñstrategic essentialismò, Lepe Lira argues that indigenous authors maintain 

their cultural difference through their writing to challenge the epistemological violence that has 

marginalized indigenous ways of knowing and expression (Lluvia 128-29). These stances also 

approximate an instance of Deleuze and Guattariôs concept of ñminor literatureò. They state, 

ñHow many styles, genres, literary movements (even very small ones) have but one dreamðto 

fill a major language function, to offer their services as the language of the state, the official 

tongue (psychoanalysis today which thinks that it is master of the signifier, of metaphor, of 

word-play). Fashion the opposite dream: know to create a becoming-minorò (ñWhatò 27). In 

their view, minor literatures embody ñthe revolutionary conditions for every literature within the 
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heart of what is called great (or established) literatureò (Kafka 1453).31 In this way, maaya-

language writers oblige readers to adapt to their literary traditions, instead of molding their 

literature to be read by non-Maya people. 

On the other hand, Ceh Moo takes a wider view of what genres and aesthetics can be 

Maya as she writes with literary devices and genres commonly found among non-maaya canons. 

Ceh Mooôs outlook is quite different from those that expect Maya writers to write only about 

Maya realities. When I interviewed her in 2015, she explained her literary objectives: ñNo ser un 

escritor regional, local. Quiero ser un escritor internacional que pueda ser competitivo con los 

escritores de todo, de todo el mundo. Ser universal en las expresiones que manejo, sobre todo en 

la literatura, manejar temáticas importantes con relevancia contemporáneas, y mi más grande 

meta es obtener el Premio Nobel de la Literaturaò (Personal Interview). Upon the presentation of 

her first novel, which features a protagonist who is a non-Maya indigenista activist, she asserted 

in an interview with La Jornada:  

Aunque no escriba específicamente de mi cultura, en el material se descubre 

qué clase de mujer lo hizo, mi cosmovisión, mis sentimientos, mi forma de vida, 

que es maya. Pero cuando se me exige que escriba apegada a géneros como el 

cuento, el mito, la leyenda, dije: ópor qu® escribir lo que ustedes desean?ô Yo 

quiero emprender el g®nero de la novelaô. 

                                                           
31 Maaya-language literature can be considered a minor literature according to Deleuze and Guattariôs 

conceptualization of the term insofar as authors mold the regionôs dominant language, Spanish, to express Maya 

difference. While Deleuze and Guattariôs definition assumes a monolingual author who deterritorializes language 

through modifying a dominant language to a minor use (Kafka 1451-53), maaya-language authors who publish 

bilingually utilize a minoritised language, and many also enact minor or alternative uses of Spanish that dialogue 

with Maya literary conventions, oral tradition, and a minority context in Mexico and Yucatan. In contrast to their 

deterritorialization criterion, however, scholars often consider Maya culture to be regional or local precisely because 

of Maya influence in Maya territories and a cultural perspective originating from the context in which they write. 

Lepe Lira takes such a view in a critical framework within which she views Indigenous literatures as regional or 

universal: ñàes necesario pertenecer a una literatura universal o es m§s importante hacer literatura regional que 

puedan leer los compatriotas?ò (Lluvia 108). 
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--¿Quiénes la presionaban para ceñirse a determinados géneros? 

--Existe un grupo de escritores en el estado (de Yucatán) que se han abocado a 

escribir en los géneros que mencioné y que me decían que no era posible que 

alguien rebasara las tradiciones de nuestro pueblo, que alguien rompiera un 

paradigma para mí inexistente, que sólo ese grupo veía. 

Entonces fui excluida por no acceder a sus solicitudes. Ahora ellos empiezan a 

entender que lo que estoy buscando es abrir las puertas para las generaciones que 

vienen atrás. (García Hernández) 

Ceh Mooôs comments suggest that her Maya identity does not prescribe her to write in traditional 

forms and themes of representation, but rather that her identity as a Maya woman will condition 

her understanding and representation of her own and other cultures no matter what genre she 

writes. In other words, for Ceh Moo, no matter what she represents in her literature, her 

perspective will always be a Maya perspective. Additionally, reading her comments alongside 

those of ñstrategic essentialistò writers demonstrates that maaya-language writers have similar 

goals of fomenting Maya culture, language, and literature, but differ widely in their approach. 

Ceh Mooôs stance is that dominant culture genres and themes can still be enunciated from a 

Maya perspective in the maaya language.  

 Both of these stances are held among the Maya elite who write in their language, and in 

my perspective, both views have resulted in important contributions to Maya literary production. 

At this time, Maya communities at large have little investment in either form of writing as a 

measure of contemporary identity, as most monolingual maaya speakers do not read their 

language and are more familiar with oral tradition. I later discuss how Maya works are not often 
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distributed in Maya communities. Therefore, ideas that maaya-language literature recuperates a 

Maya identity among Maya people is in many ways an imagined, constructed ideal. 

Additionally, what is strategic essentialism in the hands of authors themselves is 

hegemonic neo-colonialism in the hands of critics. Rather than a prescriptive stance that imposes 

boundaries on literary production, I accept each authorôs thematic and aesthetic decisions. I 

believe the diverse veins of Maya writing enrich the language and culture by appealing to many 

different target audiences, including subgroups of Maya readers. My critical approach, then, 

allows for any view of what Maya literature should be and the nuances between them. I take 

odds with perspectives that pigeon-hole conversations about maaya-language literature in a 

binary in which writers cannot win. On one hand, writers who engage with Maya oral 

storytelling canons are criticized for being too traditional and perpetuating State discourse in 

which indigenous groups are conceived as a rural and unmodern periphery of the nation. As I 

discussed, this has often been the critical reception of the literary output generated from the 

1980s workshops. On the other hand, writers who engage with non-Maya literary canons in 

dominant and colonial canons have been criticized for selling out to ñWesternò culture and 

weakening tradition, including by other maaya-language authors.32 Such views no doutedly 

influenced Ceh Mooôs defense of her Maya identity in the interview with La Jornada that I cite 

above. This dissertation attempts to complicate such binaries and focus on the varied decolonial 

                                                           
32 Cecilia Esperanza Rosado Avilés and Oscar Ortega Arango, writing that authors in the Taller de Literatura Maya 

demonstrated Western influences from Montemayorôs coordination, assert, ñDe tal forma que, de nuevo, los mayas 

logran la asimilaciónðcomo en tiempos coloniales con los procesos de castellanización y catequizaciónðde 

elementos externos hacia su propia realizaci·n culturalò (128). However, these statements ignore that Maya writers 

can appropriate these canons for Maya use and represent an essentialist posture surrounding Indigenous identity. 

Zapotec-language writer Javier Castellanos signals that there is still a significant portion of the Indigenous 

population that considers writers in Indigenous languages to be sell outs who weaken orality (Lepe Lira Lluvia 112). 
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projects that Maya authors enact in their works, along with the diverse literary voices they are 

forming to represent their contemporary world in maayatôaan. 

 

Debates surrounding Orality and Literature 

The presence of oral tropes in written literature has long been part of debates about 

literary quality in Yucatan. Signs of orality in maaya-language literature have often been 

considered the result of a lack of literary craftsmanship. Ligorred Perramon criticized the 

URYCP workshop for producing transcriptions of orality (Mayas 126), and M. A. May May also 

notes of the work produced, ñNuestros trabajos iniciales ten²an la caracter²stica de estar escritos 

tal como hablamos cotidianamenteò (ñPoes²aò 98). Such stances assume that written literature 

should not imitate orality, or that oral narrators do not make aesthetic choices in how they frame 

and tell stories.  

However, Worley describes what he calls the ñliterary practiceò of oral storytellers 

(Telling 99-104). His discussion of the Maya storyteller demonstrates the narrative flourishes and 

performative agency that each storyteller adds to a given narrative (1-2, 96-98). Montemayor 

also describes the complexity of intertextuality in oral storytelling: ñthe sources of Indigenous 

peoplesô oral tradition are not óprimitiveô: they include at least Spanish written and oral tradition 

and the written and oral tradition of pre-Hispanic civilizationò (Arte 22). Lepe Lira explains 

maaya-writer Jorge Cocom Pechôs perspective on oral tradition sources: 

En relación a la tradición oral, considera que muchos relatos provienen de los 

mitos del Popol Vuh y del Libro de los libros del Chilam Balam, conservados en 

la memoria de las comunidades y traspuestos a los géneros de narrativa y poesía. 

Estos textos exponen las costumbres y tradiciones de los pueblos mayas 
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entremezclados con elementos hispanos y modernos, pues la tradición oral no es 

estática sino que se recrea y reelabora con las nuevas situaciones. (Lluvia 120) 

Cocom Pechôs anthology of maaya-language writers, La oralidad en la literatura maya 

contemporánea (2006), insists that oral tradition is the foremost literary influence among 

contemporary maaya-language writers (Lepe Lira Lluvia 119).33 These views highlight many 

similarities between written and oral literatures, including narratorsô and writersô creative agency 

and the multiple intertextualities that inform their narrations. 

Differently than the reception of Maya authorsô literature with influences from orality, 

non-indigenous writers who adopt oral tropes have been considered conscious and innovative 

aesthetic choices. The mulatto poems of Nicolás Guillén (1930-31), Juan Rulfoôs work depicting 

rural Mexican life in Jalisco (1950s), and sections of Augusto Roa Bastosô Yo el supremo (1974), 

for example, are firmly canonical works that reproduce orality, popular speech, or unfiltered 

thoughts and speech. Testimonial novels, such as Elena Poniatowskaôs Hasta no verte Jesús mío 

(1969), a literary adaptation of interviews with a soldadera from the Mexican Revolution, 

involve distinct yet similar processes to Maya speakersô compiling of oral tradition. In Yucatan, 

Mediz Bolioôs La tierra also appeals to orality in a very stylized and poetic prose, as is evident 

from apostrophes like, ñEscucha, hijo del Mayab, y escucha t¼ tambi®n, extranjero, si quieres 

saberò (37).  

In other words, debates surrounding orality in maaya-language literature highlight a 

double standard that posits orality as the ñdefaultò or only mode of indigenous-language writers, 

which, as such, is unsurprising and unoriginal. The other side of the same assumption is that if 

non-indigenous authors like Rosario Castellanos, Octavio Paz, Abreu Gómez, and Mediz Bolio 

                                                           
33 In his anthology, he includes the writers Cuevas Cob, Dzul Poot, María Luisa Góngora Pacheco, Maas Collí, M. 

May May, and Sánchez Chan, along with his own work. 
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use oral tropes, it is purposeful, masterful, and original. To combat these suppositions, Worleyôs 

approach seeks recognition for the vitality of oral traditions in definitions of óliteratureô and for 

the incorporation of oral literature into literary studies in addition to its established place in 

anthropological and folklorist fields: ñRather than a mark of backwardness or underdevelopment, 

oral literature serves to sustain indigenous cultures and constitutes evidence of these culturesô 

vitality and continuity under colonial conditionsò (Telling 1).  

My critical perspective appreciates how writers adopt, modify, or break with oral 

tradition, and views orality as a form of literary intertextuality. I also consider both the presence 

and absence of oral tropes to be authorsô narrative posturing in artistic work. My discussion 

throughout this dissertation makes clear that maaya-language authors utilize a variety of modes, 

some that dialogue with oral tropes and others that are removed from oral traits.  

 

Conceptions of the Superiority of Linguistic Purity  

Linguistic purity is of great concern to most maaya speakers. Spanish is the lingua franca 

of the Mexican nation and the local language of prestige in Yucatan. Despite the 2003 General 

Law on Linguistic Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which articulates the Mexican Stateôs 

commitment to a plurilingual, pluricultural identity,34 in practice, the law has effected few 

changes in speakersô rights to access education and public services in indigenous languages.35 On 

the ground as well, language ideologies continue to favor Spanish. The case of maaya therefore 

becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy; as maaya is not often used for public transactions, 

                                                           
34 Article 3 of the 2003 Ley General de Derechos Lingüísticos de los Pueblos Indígenas demonstrates that Mexico 

conceives of itself as a plurilingual and pluricultural nation on an ideological level: ñLas lenguas ind²genas son parte 

integrante del patrimonio cultural y lingüístico nacional. La pluralidad de lenguas indígenas es una de las principales 

expresiones de la composición pluricultural de la Nación Mexicanaò. Article 4 adds that Indigenous languages and 

Spanish ñtienen la misma validezò, and Article 5 promises, ñEl Estado . . . reconocer§, proteger§ y promover§ la 

preservaci·n, desarrollo y uso de las lenguas ind²genas nacionalesò (Estados Unidos Mexicanos). 
35 See Güémez Pineda, Herrera Alcocer and Canché Xool; Pech Dzib (29-30); Worley ñM§seualò (1-2). 
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perceptions dominate that the language is useful only in domestic or traditional spheres. 

Discriminatory language ideologies surrounding maaya are compounded by perceptions, even 

among speakers, that their spoken maaya is contaminated by Spanish. This contemporary impure 

variety of maaya, which speakers call xeôekô [mixture], contrasts with jach maaya [true maaya], 

or a pre-Hispanic variant imagined as a pure form (Cru ñFrom Revalorisationò 167-74).  

Fernando Armstrong-Fumero suggests that preoccupation with linguistic purity is the 

legacy of twentieth-century Mexican policies of Hispanicization in education. Early twentieth-

century leaders sought to unify the nation by imposing one national language, disregarding local 

heritages they believed divided the nation (104). In twentieth-century rural schools, studentsô 

maternal languages were indigenous, but Spanish was pragmatically the language of education 

and ideologically the language of national citizens. Instructors in these schools stigmatized code 

switching, leading to a valorization of linguistic purism (96). Armstrong-Fumero affirms that the 

same ideas about ógoodô (pure) and óbadô (mixed) language are utilized today by ñMaya-

language activists who are critical of the use of common Spanish borrowings and sentence-level 

calques in Maya speechò (109-110). Cru notes that such purist stances are common among 

revitalization activists, who often seek to standardize and reify languages to regain ground: ñThe 

aim is to counterbalance the pressure of deeply ingrained language ideologies, stemming from 

dominant institutions and speakers, which often conceptualise minoritised languages as 

óincompleteô, ómixedô or ódialectsô in a derogatory way, as these languages may not be 

standardised and are not commonly used for literacyò (ñBilingualò 9). Purism, then, seeks to 

legitimize the language in popular perceptions to dismantle ingrained power structures. 

However, the same standard of linguistic purity is not expected of Spanish. Yucatecan 

Spanish has a markedly maaya flavor both in vocabulary and grammatical structures that 
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distinguishes it from varieties of Spanish spoken in other regions (Armstrong-Fumero 107-08). 

While Cru discusses that Yucatecan Spanish can be looked down upon in Central Mexico, it has 

also been an important part of regional pride and exceptionalism, especially among upper classes 

(From Revalorisation 187-90). Even a quick Google search reveals numerous blogs that proudly 

explain Yucatecan Spanish uniqueness for tourists and expats. Any traveler to Yucatan will also 

observe that regional humor often depends on Yucatecan Spanish code-switching with maaya. 

As such, values of linguistic purity are not evenly applied to maaya and Spanish. Purity is also 

phantasmal, as any attempt to recover a pure form of any language will surely result in failure.  

Many Maya intellectualsô insistence on using jach maaya separates them from Maya 

whose speech patterns demonstrate language mixing with Spanish. Cru even argues, 

An emphasis on language ónormalisationô rather than on the legitimation of 

nonstandard ways of speaking and, more importantly, the improvement of 

socioeconomic and political conditions of speakers may just perpetuate 

minorisation. It is overcoming social subordination and inequality of speakers 

rather than merely standardising codes that may work towards language 

maintenance and reproduction. (230) 

When literature often participates in more formalized and stylized codes than colloquial or 

conversational registers, Cruôs comments suggest that fomenting literature and revitalization may 

at this point be incompatible aims.  

The authors I examine demonstrate different stances on debates surrounding linguistic 

purity. As previously discussed, literary workshopsô concern for linguistic purity trained a recent 

generation of writers to experiment with possibilities inspired from maaya-language thought. 

However, in this view, writers with language interference from Spanish were not considered to 
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be making quality maaya-language literature. In fact, Leirana Alcocerôs discussion of linguistic 

purity makes it seem like a natural given in a literary realm: ñLa creaci·n literaria abre un 

espacio al uso de la lengua maya. También da lugar al conocimiento de una variante del idioma, 

comúnmente llamada óla hach mayaô,36 en la cual se rechazan los préstamos de otros idiomas y 

las contracciones propias del lenguaje coloquial; y se buscan las especificidades que en otros 

tiempos tuvo el maya coloquialò (ñLa literaturaò 116).  

This view, however, is also somewhat prescriptive considering the varied literary 

aesthetics and language use represented in the corpus I examine. Writersôs work embodies 

varying stances in debates about linguistic purism. Carrillo Can, Castillo Tzec, I. May May, 

Sánchez Chan, and Villegas uphold maaya linguistic purism in their works and avoid Spanish 

loan words in the context of their maaya texts, which creates a contrasts with spoken maaya rife 

with Spanish loan words. In an interview with me in 2013, Villegas explained his decision to 

avoid Spanish loan words in his poetry: ñSiendo el proceso literario creativo una disciplina, 

finalmente, entonces, creo que es preciso explorar las posibilidades de nuestro idioma. Recuperar 

palabras que están caídas en desuso, hacer neologismos, plantear versiones, . . . nombrar el 

mundo occidental en mayaò (Personal Interview). Villegasô words assert his commitment to 

generating new uses of maayatôaan that expand upon current spheres of expression. 

Additionally, his goal to name the Western world in maayatôaan inverts hierarchies as it insists 

that a thousands-year-old American language is contemporary and modern as he uses it to 

express twenty-first century realities. In a conversation with me in 2015, Castillo Tzec expressed 

similar sentiments for why he also avoids using Spanish loan words in his maaya-language 

writings. He affirms that speech and writing are different spheres, and perceives writing in 

                                                           
36 This is the supposedly pure variant I discuss as ójach maayaô. 
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maaya as a way to revive the language and plant seeds for the future (Personal Interview). La 

Jornada reports that Ceh Moo is a proponent of forming neologisms to make the language more 

complete (Garc²a Hern§ndez). These writersô tendencies to opt for neologisms or lesser heard 

maaya terms when the Spanish loan word is more common in spoken maaya establish written 

literary registers of maaya that differ from colloquial or oral narrative language. 

Ceh Mooôs short story collections also mostly adhere to linguistic purity of maayatôaan. 

She demonstrates a commitment to jach maaya by utilizing maaya words in contexts when it is 

common for maaya speakers to use Spanish loan words. For example, in her short story 

ñKaaltaleô ku xijkunsik u jel puksiôikôaloôobò, the maaya counterpart to ñEl alcohol tambi®n 

rompe otros corazonesò (2014), Ceh Moo uses maaya numbers beyond óthree,ô37 conjunctions 

[ej. baôaleô instead of the common Spanish-derived peero], and names for types of electronics.  

Unlike Sánchez Chan, Castillo Tzec, and Villegas, however, Ceh Moo uses Spanish loan 

words sparingly in her maaya texts. In ñKaaltaleô ku xijkunsikò, she adopts a few loan words 

common in spoken maaya, such as ñdéesdeò [desde] and ñmáasò [más]. When Spanish appears 

in her maaya text, her spelling demonstrates how speakers pronounce loan words through maaya 

phonetic norms. I believe the use of such Spanish loans in a maaya text are powerful for two 

reasons. First, from speakersô perspectives, they legitimize aspects of their quotidian maaya 

speech in written form to combat perceptions that they speak an incomplete language. Second, 

including Mayanized Spanish loan words demonstrates instances when Spanish is subject to 

maaya norms, which destabilizes the dominance of conversations that center on maaya 

óimpurityô and obscure the maaya attributes in Yucatecan Spanish. As Briceño Chel espoused 

                                                           
37 In my experience, maaya speakers often use maaya-language numbers up to the number three or the number five, 

after which they use Spanish loan words for numbers. Cru states that it is up to the number four, with Spanish 

numbers starting at five (From Revalorisation 173). 
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when I studied under him in the summer of 2015, such óloan wordsô are no longer Spanish 

words, but rather have become maaya words. For example, the Spanish word huipil is written 

and pronounced iipil  in maaya. Additionally, borrowed Spanish verbs feature the ïik morpheme 

that classifies maaya verbs as transitive.   

Mart²nez Huchimôs work differs from previous writers discussed, as it resists ideologies 

of linguistic purity and captures the hybrid nature of quotidian oral expression in her work. As 

such, her work compares to U.S. Latinx writers who insist on valuing Spanglish as representative 

of their hybrid identity. Mart²nez Huchimôs writing questions the dominance of linguistic purity 

in publications and demonstrates that jach maaya does not have to be the only suitable register 

for literature. Also a compiler of oral histories and international educator, Mart²nez Huchimôs 

original creative work engages with oral storytelling canons and fictionalizes collected oral 

histories. Via Facebook Messenger in 2017, she shared with me that her first draft mixes both 

languages, and only later drafts parse out a mostly maaya and a mostly Spanish text. Her work is 

similar to writers who compose jach maaya literary texts while incorporating some maaya in 

their Spanish texts, as Mart²nez Huchimôs practice often favors demonstrating maaya influence 

over Spanish. While some of her Spanish-language texts feature substantial maaya presence, her 

maaya-language texts use noticeably fewer Spanish loans.   

Maya intellectual attitudes that uphold linguistic purity are in my view a double-edged 

sword. On one hand, they result in attempts to strengthen maayatôaan, correct common 

misconceptions, and create pride in the language. In Cruôs assessment, revalorization efforts 

have created more positive perceptions of maayatôaan, which he declares ñis not a small feat 

considering decades of downright stigmatisation of the Maya language and culture (From 

Revalorisation 227). On the other hand, efforts that recuperate lost jach maaya vocabulary to 
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replace common Spanish loan words in maaya result in linguistic chasms between educated and 

non-educated speakers and have echoes of ñauthenticityò debates that fix Maya culture in a 

distant past without recognizing the changing cultural and linguistic paradigms of today. These 

views also suggest that languages with loan words and calques are ñweakò, a stance that ignores 

how dominant languages assimilate foreign elements in situations of language contact. Despite 

the fact that all contemporary Spanish varieties utilize Arabic loan words in their speech, Arabic 

is not considered to be a threat to the Spanish language. In fact, in the case of English, despite the 

myriad loan words from various languages, including the French after the Norman invasion of 

England in the eleventh century, English is one of the most-spoken languages in the world and 

speakers openly admit the various linguistic heritages that have combined to form todayôs 

English. However, maayaôs status as a minoritized language motivates speakers and intellectuals 

to strive to recoup loss.  

If, as Armstrong-Fumero asserts, speaking ógoodô maaya is considered a measure of 

regional identity (96), writers who employ a pure maaya legitimize their Maya indigenous 

identities through linguistic choices. For a writer like Ceh Moo with international aspirations, 

using a pure jach maaya register affirms her identity as an indigenous woman and indigenous-

language author, which provides her with credentials that distinguish her work as unique in style, 

language, and perspective from literary works in dominant languages. Similarly, Cru has shown 

how using the maaya language in rap music has opened opportunities for the artist Pat Boy 

(ñBilingualò 10-11). 
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Expectation of Bilingual Publication 

As I discuss in Chapter 4, maaya-language authors must publish in bilingual maayatôaan-

Spanish editions. This occurs because literary contests, one of the most available means of print 

publication for many writers in Mexican indigenous languages, often require bilingual 

submissions and always require bilingual publication. On one hand, these circumstances are 

practical, as indigenous languages have fewer speakers, which problematizes the evaluation of 

submissions in plurilingual contests and would also limit marketability if resulting publications 

were monolingual. However, the same expectation of bilingualism was not placed on Spanish-

language Mexican literary greats like Mariano Azuela, Rosario Castellanos, Carlos Fuentes, 

Elena Garro, and Octavio Paz, even when their works represent indigenous groups and diglossic 

regions. Their texts might be translated to other European languages by a third party, but there is 

no pressure to publish bilingually or to translate into Mexican indigenous languages. The same is 

true for middle-class white Yucatecos who write about the Maya heritage of Yucatan, such as 

Mediz Bolio and Abreu Gómez. As Worley asks, ñWhy is the obligation of dialogue born by 

indigenous languages alone?ò (ñM§seualò 21-22, n. 7).  

Ceh Moo, Martínez Huchim, and Villegas see both languages as fundamental to their 

creative processes, despite the fact that they all use different methods to compose their works, as 

they each told me in interviews. On the other hand, Carrillo Can and Sánchez Chan view 

translation to Spanish as a tedious obligatory addendum, prioritizing maaya-language creation 

instead. Regardless of varying perceptions surrounding the expectation of bilingualism, authorsô 

methods of self-translation or bilingual creation gesture to the bilingual lives most writers have 

led since a young age, along with their initial education in Spanish. Lepe Lira reports Zapotec-

language writer Javier Castellanosô view that it is not surprising that indigenous authors publish 
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in Spanish. He explains that Spanish is the language of written literacy, and emphasizes that only 

through individual efforts have writers gained the proficiency to write in their mother tongues 

(Lluvia 113). Among maaya authors, Villegas shared that while he has always spoken maaya, he 

learned to write it when he was twenty years old working as an educator in rural zones through 

the Consejo Nacional de Fomento Educativo (CONAFE) (Personal Interview). As such, Spanish 

writing can be as much a part of an authorôs identity as maaya-language writing. 

In this context, Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivediôs declaration that translation can 

provide opportunities is provocative. They write, ñStudents of translation almost all start out with 

the assumption that something will be lost in translation, that the text will be diminished and 

rendered inferior. They rarely consider that there might also be a process of gainò (4). Despite 

how writers perceive the expectation of their bilingual composition, in my scholarship, I consider 

bilingual editions as gain in my scholarship. The publication of the two texts invites a double 

reading, and the interplay between the two texts can enrich nuances of understanding, signal 

tensions that are worth further exploration, or demonstrate what is revealed or hidden from 

different readerships.  

 

Minimal Readership 

Carrillo Can notes that only 2% of the Mexican population has a culture of reading 

(ñPerspectivaò 153-54). In the frame of that limited number, he addresses three groups of 

potential readers for specifically maaya-language texts. He asserts that monolingual maaya 

speakers, who he calls the ñidealò group of readers, have typically not accessed authorsô texts 

because poor quality education in Spanish impedes their literacy in both maaya and Spanish. A 

second group of readers who do access the texts are highly educated maaya-Spanish bilingual 
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individuals who participate in revalorization and revitalization efforts. Finally, there are 

monolingual readers in Spanish or other languages who want to learn maaya and enthusiastically 

seek out the texts (ñPerspectivaò). Sol Ceh Moo alluded to this third group when she told me in a 

2015 interview, ñEscribes en maya, pero no te leen en maya. Te leen en español. Y quienes te 

leen son personas como Uds. que les interesa esta literatura y saber por qué la hacemosò 

(Personal Interview). She affirms that her target audience includes readers more knowledgeable 

than her, which provides motivation for improving the quality of her work. Since there are so 

few readers in maayatôaan, she says that for her at this point, writing in maayatôaan is, ñM§s que 

nada, es como un punto estético, o un cumplimiento de lo que estoy haciendoò. Writing in maaya 

also gives her great satisfaction: ñPero definitivamente, escribir en lengua maya es mucho más 

rico que en español. Se vive, se siente, las cosas se regresan a los tiempos. En español, es algo 

lineal, algo que usas para comprender el g®neroò. Much work remains, she asserts, in literacy 

projects to increase readership in maayatôaan. Villegas also asserts that maaya-language writers 

are read mostly by other writers, suggesting, ñCreo que eso influye en cuidar las formas. Te va a 

leer una persona que sabe más que tú. Entonces, tienes que escribir bienò. He emphasized that he 

hopes his texts will be read by young people:  

que cuando un joven maya lea a mi texto, vea alguna cosa ahí reflejado de su yo, 

de su futuro, de su identidad. Y que sobre todo, el gran afán es que al leer un 

texto, él también se siente impulsado y motivado a hacer lo propio, también a 

expresarse, a tomar elementos de su cultura para hacer su arte, para hacer su 

canto, para hacer su pintura, para hacer su poema, para hacer su cuento, para 

hacer su novela. (Personal Interview) 
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In this way, Villegas perceives his work as strongly connected to revalorization and revitalization 

efforts. While his poetry collections are not aimed at a young audience, he also has projects for 

creating childrenôs literature that foment a maaya-language readership. 

At this point, though, literature is an elite activity. Briceño Chel asserts of contemporary 

maayatôaan, ñEn cierta medida su uso escrito solamente est§ presente para un grupo reducido de 

personas, si bien no se puede llamar una élite maya, sí se puede observar que el común de la 

gente no tiene acceso a este conocimiento, tal como se ha planteado para la Antigua civilización 

maya donde los ajtsô²ib, o xcribas eran los encargados de la escrituraò (ñLos (nuevos)ò 92). This 

demonstrates the historical continuity of Maya writing as an elite activity, although for differing 

reasons. However, Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango point out that the disconnect between 

priorities of Maya elites and communities, describing how maaya texts are ñdirigiéndose hacia 

un p¼blico medianamente óilustradoô que desea conocer lo que los ómayasô est§n realizando, pero 

que, en suma, poco tienen que ver con la dinámica que al interior de las comunidades se quieren 

gestarò (123). These comments demonstrate that communities, as opposed to elites, may have 

different values surrounding the type of literature, language, and genre promoted in narratives 

and the value of written literature itself. Beyond a disconnect in language use and literacies, 

these comments point to different priorities and objectives that exist between writers, who are 

mostly university-educated intellectuals, and inhabitants of rural communities, who, according to 

Pedro Bracamonte y Sosa and Jesús Lizama Quijano, often battle with poverty, lack of access to 

resources, lack of financially sustainable work opportunities, political invisibility, alcoholism, 

lack of quality education and health care, illiteracy, and other subsistence-based issues 

(Bracamonte y Sosa). While education and literacy in maayatôaan certainly has potential for 

improving rural communitiesô quality of life by creating new opportunities and strengthening the 
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prestige of the language and its speakers, intellectualsô promotion of maaya written literature is 

often not an effort that communities have awareness of, participate in, or prioritize over what 

seem like other more pressing needs. This remits to Cruôs comments that revitalization efforts 

may be most strengthened if they result in reducing the inequality that maaya speakers face 

(From Revalorisation 230). There are efforts, as I discuss in Chapter 5, to involve Maya 

communities in written literature by means of audio and collective creation. 

 

Publishing and Distribution Challenges  

While access to maaya-language literature is limited within Maya communities, it is 

similarly inaccessible outside of cities on the peninsula. Both publishing and distribution are 

factors in Maya literatureôs limited availability. The difficulty and delay in achieving publication 

is documented in print (Ligorred Mayas 122-23) and is a theme in comments writers have made 

(Castillo Tzec Interview and Mart²nez Huchim ñDe la recopilaci·nò). In a discussion about 

maaya-language authors, Ligorred refers to the ñmuchas y absurdas dificultades, materiales e 

ideológicas, para publicar sus textos, ya que son pocas las instituciones oficiales estatales y 

federales que de vez en cuando se los editanò (122-23). Martínez Huchim has likewise 

commented on her years-long wait to see her original works in print (ñDe la recopilaci·nò). Once 

publication is procured, many works have print runs of just 1,000 to 2,000 copies, so access by 

any reader is limited. Ceh Mooôs Tabita y otros cuentos mayas has a print run of just 200 copies. 

To make publishing more complicated, Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango also point out cases of 

foul play in which publishing houses treat maaya-language writers unfairly through acts such as 

withholding royalties, falsifying information about the size of the print run, and not printing the 

authorsô rights reserved (120). Beyond these publishing related challenges, Jorge Cortés Ancona, 
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head of the Departamento de Fomento Literario y Promoción Editorial de la Secretaría de la 

Cultura y las Artes (Sedeculta), affirms that the lack of an effective distribution infrastructure is a 

large part of the problem: ñMuchos intermediarios y pocas acciones, hay que ver costos, 

transporte, accesibilidad. Y muchas veces no es fácil coordinar instancias de gobierno para la 

consulta y venta de los ejemplaresò (Góngora). 

Distribution is another problematic factor. The majority of books are only available for 

purchase at bookstores in Mérida or on the peninsula. These bookstores are often operated by 

State cultural organizations, such as the Sedeculta and Conaculta bookstores in Mérida. These 

organizations are two of the largest publishers of maaya-language texts. Only rarely are works 

available for online purchase in book form, which facilitates scholarsô access but remains largely 

unhelpful in rural Maya communities without post offices or a reliable mail delivery system. 

Rosado Avilés and Ortega Arango point out that the texts are not distributed to Maya 

communities: ñsu distribución y consumo, en la dinámica de comprador-lector, se realiza fuera 

de las comunidadesò (123). Cortés Ancona suggests increasing the production of digital books as 

a way of improving the distribution of maaya-language literature (Góngora). Digitalization could 

provide economic and instantaneous access to community members as well, who have increasing 

access to the Internet through cell phones, wi-fi, and Internet cafés. 

 

The Problem of Critical Approach 

How to examine the complexity of indigenous literatures is a topic of hot debate among 

scholars and writers. As I have shown, the dynamic surrounding the production, reception, and 

corpus of maaya-Spanish bilingual literature involves particularities that do not affect many 

other literary corpuses. Language barriers, cultural knowledge, a critical apparatus and critical 
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terminology for classification and analysis, and the effectiveness of regional or pan-indigenous 

perspectives are commonly discussed. Ceh Moo appreciates the idea of forming a field of literary 

criticism around maaya-language works. ñA m² me gusta mucho la cr²tica,ò she says. ñY vivo de 

que hablan de m², de que hablan de mis obrasò (Personal Interview).  

Other maaya-language writers take issue with approaches to their work. Sánchez Chan 

warns that non-Maya approaches to the texts, including ones that aim to increase their visibility, 

do not further literary creation in the language (ñEscrituraò 173). He cites four critics, Cristina 

Álvarez, Montemayor, Miguel León-Portilla, and Alfonso Lacadena, who have examined maaya 

texts in a way that appreciates the unique worldview and literary aesthetic they espouse (173-81). 

In a related but different vein, Carrillo Can argues that it is an error to only look at this corpus 

monolingually:  

existen personas quienes de alguna forma se acercan con la intención de analizar 

o simplemente conocer la producción hecha en maya, pero desafortunadamente 

también caen en el mismo error al analizar la literatura desde la perspectiva del 

español y no en la del maya mismo, pues omiten o pierden la conciencia de que 

ambas lenguas con sus respectivas manifestaciones tienen características y 

comportamientos distintos. (ñPerspectivaò 157) 

While Cocom Pech differs from Sánchez Chan and Carrillo Can, suggesting that Western literary 

devices can enrich maaya literature, Cocom Pech asks, ñ¿hasta qué punto las poéticas 

occidentales pueden responder a las características de la poesía contemporánea en lenguas 

ind²genas?ò (qtd. in Lepe Lira Lluvia 116). 

My position is that a corpus of literature is enriched through a strong presence of 

criticism that represents varied approaches. Considering that most maaya-language writers 
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perceive their works as participating in linguistic revitalization, I find it important for some 

scholars to take the invitation to read maaya, although I do not think that a lack of maaya literacy 

should exclude a scholar from reading the available Spanish-language text. Arias points out the 

challenge that language poses to critics, as it is impossible for one critic to gain reading 

proficiency in all languages in which indigenous peoples are writing, or even in which all Mayan 

peoples are writing (213-14). To his linguistic discussion, I would add the challenge of acquiring 

multiple cultural competencies for working across different indigenous groups.  

Differently than many maaya-language writers have proposed, I suggest a critical method 

that takes into account both Maya and dominant-language literary traditions, including oral 

literature. I utilize this approach because the varied aesthetics and intertextualities I observe in 

the works I examine cannot be fully explained by maaya-language traditions alone. Lepe Lira 

utilizes a framework in which she considers indigenous literary texts either regional or universal. 

Of options that indigenous-language writers face, she asks, ñ¿Cómo insertarse en el mundo 

literario desde una cosmovisión indígena?, ¿es necesario pertenecer a una literatura universal o 

es m§s importante hacer literatura regional que puedan leer los compatriotas?ò (Lluvia 108). 

However, I believe criticism can more precisely label the specific traditions in supposedly 

óuniversalô literature. óUniversalô seems to be a coded way to express that indigenous writers can 

alter their texts to be familiar to non-indigenous peoples, and the term collapses many diverse 

literary corpuses into one category incapable of describing all literature not written in indigenous 

languages. Only by disarticulating óWesternô universality will critics be able to contextualize it 

for what it is: a series of localities. The situation in which literature is an elite activity currently 

consumed by both Maya and non-Maya writers and intellectuals also complicates critical lenses 
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that assume a Maya reader for the maaya text and a non-Maya reader for the Spanish text. 

Neither should critics conflate the two texts as ósaying the same thingô.  

My method draws from anthropology, history, literary studies, linguistics, interviews 

with maaya-language authors, and my own linguistic and cultural studies in Yucatan. When 

studying a culture that has had such a strong presence in a global imaginary, evaluating if 

sources view their studies of the Maya through this imaginary or if they utilize a solid critical 

approach has been an important part of my methodology. I seek to identify when a study takes an 

essentialist stance on Maya linguistic and cultural identity that is simply not tenable, versus when 

studies recognize the homogeneity and change that marks cultures over time. Such evaluation of 

academic studies allows me to recognize inevitable biases of scholars trained under specific 

paradigms or raised in an environment in which contemporary Maya populations are relegated to 

specific roles that do not threaten current structures of power. Openness with a bit of skepticism 

has been vital to focus on the perspective that I favor in this dissertation: how maaya-language 

authors comment on these debates over Maya identity and maayatôaan in a globalized and 

transnational twenty- and twenty-first-century world.  

 

Culturally Contextualized Genres 

This dissertation assumes readersô familiarity with colonial European-language literary 

genres. However, a discussion of genre from the Maya perspective is necessary, even as this 

discussion is far from offering a complete picture of Maya narrative and poetic discourse. The 

difference in Maya conceptions of genre will be immediately obvious upon reading the genres 

that appeared in the Maya journal Kôaaylay: Canto de la memoria that Martínez Huchim edited 

between 2006 and 2010. Martínez Huchim describes the genres submitted as follows: ñku 
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yaôalaôaleô (se dice que), ku tuukultaôaleô (se piensa que), ch²ikul tôaan (señales), u kôaay 

chô²ichoôob (interpretaci·n del canto de pôajaros); el tsikbal, o narrativa, que incluye los géneros 

que occidentalmente son novela, cuento, mito, fábula, anécdota, trabalenguas, bombas, 

adivinanzas y cantos y poemasò (ñKôaaylayò 141). These categories illustrate how Maya thought 

prioritizes different areas of representation than other literary canons, and the impossibility of 

using colonial-language genres to fully describe these discursive areas. Carrillo Can agrees, 

asserting that texts ñse minimizan al ser clasificados simplemente como ócuentos, narraciones o 

historiasô por tener características que quizá encajen bien en el español, pero que en el maya al 

ser considerados como equivalentes se comete un terrible error, ya que cada uno tiene una forma 

distinta de ser construida, tiene una forma definida y una intenci·n propiaò (ñPerspectivaò 158). 

Just as literary trends have changed from indigenismo toward Maya self-representation, 

li terary scholars and anthropologists alike have much work to do in shifting to and elaborating a 

conceptual framework for textual analysis contextualized in a Maya worldview. To be able to 

appreciate Maya writing it all of its richness and nuance, it is important for scholars to establish 

and agree upon a critical language adjusted to Maya worldviews and modes in which writers 

have worked and are working. Overlap and discord in generic terms as conceived by Maya 

perspectives and by literary criticism should be interrogated. Misinterpretations and incomplete 

explanations of Maya works can result if categories are simply transferred from other literary 

traditions without discussion. In what follows, I briefly provide information about how scholars 

have discussed maaya-language genres in the past, and how I plan to do so in this dissertation. 

Generic terms have a long history in Yucatan. In 1933, anthropologist Margaret Park 

Redfield reports in her ethnography of the Maya town of Dzitás, Yucatan, that the townspeople 

used the labels ñcuentoò, ñejemploò, and ñhistoriaò to categorize the oral stories they told in what 
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Park Redfield calls ñfolk literatureò. A less common but also culturally applicable label her 

research shows is ñadivinanzasò (4-5). She remarks that the category ñleyendaò is not commonly 

used by townspeople in Dzitás, although she heard it evoked in urban settings on the peninsula to 

speak of ñlegendary happenings among the ancient Mayaò (5). In Mart²nez Huchimôs generic 

breakdown from the much later Kôaaylay, these genres would mostly likely be considered 

tsikbaloôob. 

More recent discussions among scholars of maaya literature describe more precise genres 

than Park Redfield does in her early 20th century ethnography. In 2001, Ligorred Perramon 

proposed a breakdown of oral literature poetic and prose categories. In prose, he names the 

genres ñel cuento, la f§bula y la leyendaò. In poetry, he names genres like ñrezosò, ñbombasò, 

ñpoes²a l²rica, de contenido amorosoò, and ñuna poes²a ®tnica que canta las antiguas historias de 

los mayas y sus reivindicaciones culturales presentesò (Mayas 122). These genres recognize the 

importance of ritual language, the humorous popular coplas, and values of cultural 

revalorization. They also acknowledge the representation of an interior subjectivity in lyric 

poetry. In Montemayorôs plethora of anthologies of Mexican indigenous-language authors, 

genres that stand out are prose (in some anthologies, he separates out narrative and essay), 

theater, and poetry. While these labels are attuned to dominant prose, poetic, and popular forms 

in Yucatan, in this dissertation, I reject terms like ólegendô that relegate maaya-language 

literature to a subaltern, folk status from the perspective of contemporary dominant-language 

cultures. 

Understanding genre from both Maya perspectives and from literary studies in colonial 

European languages allows the critic to use either maaya or dominant-language terms to express 

when texts respond to Maya genres or other conceptions of genre. In his ethnography of oral 
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genres among the tzozil-speaking Chamula people in Chiapas, Gary H. Gossen shows how 

aesthetics and cultural worldview are connected:  

although I generally agree that native taxonomies have intrinsic descriptive value, 

I do not think they stand alone as ends in themselves for the purpose of analysis. I 

wish to go beyond this to suggest that Chamula oral tradition constitutes an 

ethical statement whose categories (genres) are organized according to attributes 

which also organize other aspects of Chamula expressive behavior and values. In 

this way, the structure of the whole of Chamula oral tradition may be seen to be 

isomorphic with the structures of other aspects of Chamula life such as religion 

and world view. (145)  

Similarly, I believe using maaya generic terms when appropriate facilitates a literary criticism 

adjusted to Maya priorities and worldviews. Having Maya concepts as part of my critical 

repertoire also frees texts from linguistic and cultural frameworks that prioritize single-author 

written texts over oral and communal authorship. Following, I discuss prose and poetic genres 

among which the authors I examine situate their works. 

Prose genres in maayatôaan include tsikbal and popoltôaan. The Maya genre tsikbal is a 

term that means conversation, which is perhaps most relevant in oral storytelling. The 

Diccionario Maya Cordemex (1980) defines tsikbal as a noun meaning ñconversaci·nò, 

ñpl§ticaò, and ñcuentoò.38 Allan F. Burns shares how oral tsikbaloôob are often told between a 

narrator and a respondent (An Epoch 22).39 While the narrator plays the largest role in expressing 

                                                           
38 As a verb, ñparlarò, ñestar en conversaci·nò, ñtratar alg¼n negocio; burlar de palabra en conversaci·nò, and ñdecir 

cuentos o graciasò (860-61). Beyond the definitions of tsikbal as oral conversations and stories, some definitions 

reveal the Maya propensity for humor and bawdiness. 
39 Burnsô study of Yucatec Maya oral literature includes an excellent study of oral maaya genres, including types of 

speech and subcategories of tsikbal dialogues, like ñsmall talkò, ñstoryò, ñsecret knowledgeò, ñancient 

conversationò, ñtrue narrativeò, and ñcounselò (An Epoch 19-24). While these labels are in English, not maaya, they 

represent the Maya worldview well. 
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the story, Burns says, ñThe respondentôs speech ranges from simple affirmatives to questions and 

comments on the speech of the narrator. The respondent and the narrator converse in front of an 

audience, people who are not expected to pay particularly close attention to every detail of the 

story but who may become interested in some exciting episodesò (22). He shares that when he 

arrived in Yucatan to record oral stories, he was advised not to do so, because he would be rude 

to the storyteller if he sat still listening and recording; therefore, Burns had to learn to assume the 

role of the respondent during recording sessions (23). In academic settings, tsikbal can also refer 

to a guest lecture or conference presentation, which involves an element of response in the 

question and answer period.  

Another important aspect of the conception of tsikbal, as Briceño Chel teaches, is the root 

of the word, tsik-, which the Diccionario Maya Cordemex defines in verb form as ñobedecerò, 

ñhonrarò, ñrespetarò, ñhacer casoò, and ñreverenciar y acatar reverenciaò (860). While the 

definition of tsikbal as a conversation involves two parties, the root-word definition makes clear 

that respect is of utmost importance to the meaning of this dialogue. Similarly, the 2015 

trilingual museum exhibit Toôon: Maay§aôonil le kôiinoôobaô / Mayas Contempor§neos / We the 

Maya of Today, held at the Museo Maya de Cancún,40 asserts that the tsikbal is ñla pl§tica, la 

conversación, el intercambio, que no solo implica hablar, tôaan, sino también escuchar, uôuyò. 

Continuing, the exhibit reads, ñPara nosotros, tsikbal es el respeto a la palabra en movimiento, en 

discurso. En ese sentido es también el respeto al otro, a la contraparte, al nuup, al compañero, a 

mi otro yo en el discurso que busca en consecuencia respetar y ser respetado a través de la 

palabra reverenciadaò (ñU bixilò).  

                                                           
40 This exhibit was sponsored by the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP), Conaculta, and the Instituto Nacional 

de Antropología e Historia (INAH). 
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Despite the oral nature of the tsikbal, writers have transferred the oral genre into the 

written realm. Indeed, Burns discusses the difficulty, and even the impossibility, of capturing the 

tsikbalôs dialogic exchange in transcription (An Epoch 24). As a written genre, I consider the 

tsikbal to be similar to the short story, but with important differences. Because Worley treats 

both oral and written forms as tsikbaloôob, he conceives of the tsikbalôs dialogue as interaction 

between ñstoryteller/authorò and ñlistener/readerò (Telling 20). In a written sense, I conceive of 

the tsikbal as a short story that responds to oral tradition or adopts oral tropes. Oral tsikbaloôob 

commonly open with phrases, such as ñKu tsikbataôalò / ñCuentan queò, through which narrators 

situate their version in a tradition of competing versions. Tsikbaloôob conclude with the 

narratorôs first-hand experience related to the narrated events, introduced with the phrase ñKaôaj 

m§anenò / ñCuando pas®ò. Mart²nez Huchim is an example of a writer who plays with the tsikbal 

as a written genre. In both of her original collections, the tables of contents label her short 

narratives tsikbaloôob. Her literary production has strong ties with oral tradition, and she bases 

her written tsikbaloôob on oral histories. Additionally, as I discuss in Chapter 2, the organization 

of her work U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la monta¶a (2013) follows 

framing formulae from Maya oral storytelling. It would be a critical mistake to conflate authorsô 

utilization of the tsikbal with transcription of orality. In future chapters, I discuss authorsô 

innovation in creative tsikbaloôob.  

Speakers in Quintana Roo discuss ófictionô through a variation on the term tsikbal 

through the phrase ótsikbal tuusô, as ótuusô designates a lie. For example, a book edited in 

Quintana Roo in 2007 is entitled U tsikbal tuusiloôob y®etel u naôatiloôob u kô§axil u luôum 

maayô§aoôob / Cuentos y adivinanzas de la Selva Maya de Sian Kaôan, which uses the plural 

form ñtsikbal tuusiloôobò instead of ñtsikbaloôobò. This term distinguishes a fictional form of 
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narration from narration that transmits knowledge. As Montemayor explains, in Maya narrative, 

there is not a meaningful distinction between fiction and non-fiction. He writes, ñit is not always 

possible to speak of fiction writing, since all narrative writing is based on traditional information 

and is therefore of historical and social value: in other words, nonfictionò (U túumben 

kôaayiloôob x-yaôaxcheô 50). This adjectival designation used in Quintana Roo can be a 

meaningful tool to describe difference from the oral tradition, as contemporary writers 

consciously create forms of fiction. However, the terms currently compete on the peninsula. 

Anecdotally, Paul Worley shared an experience with me in which speakers from Yucatan and 

Quintana Roo had different ideas about what term was appropriate at a presentation. 

The organization of the Toôon museum exhibit at the Museo Maya de Cancún in 2015 

demonstrates the importance of the tsikbal for the Maya and exemplifies how maaya speakers 

use innovative presentations of their tsikbaloôob to bridge oral and written storytelling, as I 

discuss more in depth in Chapter 5. The exhibit was not in a format a museum patron might 

expect. The exhibit did not convey statistics about where the Maya live, how large the population 

is, or impersonal explanations of typical ways of living. Rather, maaya-language tsikbaloôob 

formed the organizational structure of the exhibit, which presented the material in a way 

reflective of Maya norms for cultural transmission. While not embodying dialogue, the 

tsikbaloôob were interactive, as patrons engaged with the experience using multiple senses. 

Tsikbaloôob were trilingual (maayatôaan, Spanish, and English) and multi-medium, with both 

written text and maaya-language audio playing as visitors passed through the exhibit. 

Photographic images and ñartifactsò of contemporary life such as tools and traditional clothing, 

visually reinforced and complemented the narrations. Stories of unnamed Maya characters, then, 

formed the structure of the information presented. Tsikbaloôob told accounts of childbirth, a 
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widowerôs experiences, a man neglecting to perform rituals upon constructing his new house, the 

role of dogs in a Maya community, regional birds, an explanation for the origin of work, and 

how a ritual leader (jméen) cures an imbalance between man and the gods. These museum 

narrations used oral tropes, including common framing devices such as: ñYaanchaj bin . . . / 

Hubo una vez . . . / Once there was . . .ò, ñKu yaôalaôaleô . . . / Se dice que . . . / It is said that . . 

.ò, ñBey t¼un ¼uchik . . .ò / ñFue as² que . . .ò / ñSo . . .ò,41 ñJunt®enakeô . . . / Una vez . . . / Once . 

. .ò, ñJach bin oj®elaôan . . . / Es sabido que . . . / It is known that . . .ò, ñTsikbaltaôab teneô . . . / 

Me contaron que . . . / They told me once that . . .ò (Toôon).  

In this dissertation, I use the term tsikbal when writers fashion their writing according to 

Maya modes of oral storytelling. However, I use the term óshort storyô when writers follow 

conventions for short stories in the Latin American canon, such as those by Horacio Quiroga and 

Juan Rulfo, for instance. Seeing these influences helps critics consider how writers position 

themselves and how their texts function by aligning with canonical conventions or expanding 

understandings of what literature is and can be. I choose not to translate tsikbal into English or 

Spanish, as any translation loses the Maya-specific cultural reference. A book like Domingo 

Dzul Pootôs reinterpretation of oral stories in U tsikbaloôob le chiich tiô y§abiloôob ichil sajkab, 

for example, is translated as Relatos que la abuela contaba a sus nietos en la cueva. The 

translation to relatos can refer to either oral or written short stories, but uses a category familiar 

to Spanish-language readers, when texts adopt maaya oral storytelling aesthetics unfamiliar to at 

least segments of Spanish-language readership. Readers in maayatôaan will recognize Dzul 

Pootôs presentation of the tsikbaloôob as related to Maya oral origins.42 

                                                           
41 I would translate the English more literally as ñTherefore, then, it happened that . . .ò 
42 Another term that intellectuals are recovering from jach maaya to describe narrative is tôaan popoltôaan or 

popoltôaan. While every maaya speaker understands the term tsikbal, tôaan popoltôaan or popoltôaan are terms only 

employed by intellectuals and not community members, and even educated speakers and cultural promoters are 
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There are multiple terms in maaya to refer to poetry. Kôaay tôaan, represents a Maya 

conception of poetry. While the term ópoetryô in English and Spanish has musical or melodic 

connotations through meter and rhyme, these connotations become even stronger in the maaya 

word kôaay tôaan, as the root kôaay has a primary definition of ñm¼sica, canci·nò before 

ñpoes²aò in Diccionario Maya Cordemex (391). Other definitions of kôaay include ñcanto, 

gorjeo, canci·n, preg·n, amonestaci·n de matrimonioò, ñc§nticoò. As a verb, it means ñcantar 

los hombres y gorjear y cantar las aves, cigarras, etcò (391). These definitions suggest the root of 

the Maya kôaay tôaan genre are the songs of nature, including those of humans, animals, and 

insects, and the compound generic term, which literally means ósong languageô demonstrates a 

close relationship between song and poetry.  

While kôaay tôaan is the term for poetry, poets also label their work kôaay [song]. Such an 

equivalency between song and poetry appears in the title Villegas chooses for his first poetry 

collection: U kôaay chôiôibal [song of lineage]. Instead of using the term for poetry, Villegas 

presents his poems as songs, and they imitate the sounds of a Maya natural and human world, 

including ritual language. Via Facebook Messenger in 2017, Villegas explained that kôaay relates 

more to orality from an academic standpoint. However, he wrote, ñpara m², la poes²a no solo se 

                                                           
unfamiliar with it. Feliciano Sánchez Chan uses the term tôaan popoltôaan in a list of genres in his blog in 2012 

(Literatura). A Chilam Balam blog article asserts that Castillo Tzecôs preferred genre is ñel popoltôaan, es decir, la 

narrativa en lengua mayaò (ñFelipe Castillo Tzec, escritorò). Carrillo Can uses the term in his essay ñU s²ijil tôaan / 

Nacimiento de la vozò to describe how spoken words infuse both oral and written discourse in a tribute to the 

importance of orality as viewed from Maya culture:  

U juum le tôaanoô u naô kôaytôaanoôob, t§anpopoltôaanoôob, y®etel §akôab tsikbaloôob, u juum le 

tôaanoô u chiich payaltôaan, kô§atankilil y®etel yaanyan tichô ·olal, jumpô®el siibal tsôaôab tumen 

kôujoôob utiaôal maô u x²ibil kôaôajesajil kex tumeen taak u bisaôal tumeen le jaôaboôoboô. 

La voz es la madre de poemas, de cuentos, de historias nocturnas, la voz es la abuela de los 

conjuros, de las súplicas, de las invocaciones. La voz, el regalo de los dioses para que la memoria 

permanezca a pesar de que el tiempo quiera llevársela. (179) 

The Diccionario Cordemex defines ñtan popol kanò and ñtan popol tôanò as ñcuentos, pláticas y palabras públicas 

que todos los saben, los dicen y cuentanò (775). More investigation is needed to fully understand the term as 

intellectuals are employing it, including its relationship to oral and written discourse and if it refers to narrative in 

the widest sense or a form with specific generic conventions. 
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escribe sino tambi®n se cantaò. The same link that Villegas finds between poetry and song is 

similar in Mart²nez Huchimôs U kôaôajsajil / Recuerdos, which also presents poems as songs by 

titling a section of written compositions in verse as ñkôaayoôobò. Mart²nez Huchimôs work 

presents these poems as songs of nature, trees, and people.  

Alternative terms for poetry include ikôil tôaan, which suggests that this type of language 

comes from the spirit.43 As Villegas explained to me via Facebook Messenger in 2017, ikôil tôaan 

ñes la palabra que nace del esp²rituò. This is the term for poetry that Sánchez Chan uses in his 

blog (Literatura). The Diccionario introductorio from the Universidad de Quintana Roo, edited 

by Javier Abelardo G·mez Navarrete, uses ñiikôtôaanò for ñpoemaò (130), but there is no entry 

related to ikôil tôaan in the Diccionario Maya Cordemex. Villegas wrote to me that the most 

common term for poetry is kôaay iikô [song spirit], which combines the roots of the previous two 

terms.  

 The trilingual anthology of maaya-language literature, U t¼umben kôaayiloôob x-

yaôaxcheô / Los nuevos cantos de la ceiba / The New Songs of the Ceiba (2009), edited by 

Montemayor and Donald H. Frischmann, incorporates maaya-language genre labels into its 

organization. The anthology divisions are always trilingual: Tsikbaaloôob / Prosa / Prose, 

Kôaayoôob / Poes²a / Poetry, and Baltsôamoôob / Teatro / Theater. This seems an important step 

towards acknowledging a Maya way of ordering anthologies and literary criticism from the 

perspective of scholarly method. The editors do include a clear reasoning for their genre 

                                                           
43 The Diccionario Cordemex defines ñikôò as ñel esp²ritu, vida y alientoò, ñaire o vientoò, ñenfermedad que el vulgo 

llama aireò, ñcontar f§bulas o nuevasò (266). 
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categorization. However, there is no discussion about what the maaya-language genre terms 

mean and how they differ or overlap with the Spanish- and English-language genre terms used.44  

Utilizing a bilingual or multilingual framework for the generic organization of 

anthologies of indigenous-language works provides a space for placing minoritized and lesser 

spoken languages at the center and adapting dominant languages to their frameworks. Categories 

defined by the language of the literature may be the best starting point to reflect a cultureôs 

priorities. Translations of genres provide a frame of reference regarding indigenous-language 

terms for readers from outside the culture. Supplementing such translations with editorial 

explication would be vital to describe significant differences in cultural understandings of genre 

to bring the reader as close as possible to a contextual understanding of the indigenous-language 

term within its value system.  

 

My Positionality 

After studying in Mérida, Yucatan, in 2007, my life completely changed course. I added 

Latin American literary studies to my English major, and I returned to visit, live, and work in 

M®rida. However, it wasnôt until I began maaya language study in Pisté, Yucatan, the town next 

to the renowned archeological site Chichén Itzá, that my language studies and the friendships I 

formed in the community opened up nuances of Yucatan and its Maya heritage that I had never 

been aware of. I come to this corpus as an eager student of maayatôaan and the worldviews it 

expresses. I have delighted in the creative fashioning of these texts, the challenge of reading 

them over the past three years, and the sound of maaya as I spent hours reading aloud in a now 

                                                           
44 The introduction states, ñEn t®rminos generales, los escritores mayas contempor§neos cultivan el teatro, el ensayo, 

el relato, la canci·n y la poes²aò (29). However, the anthology does not use those genres to organize the literary 

selections.  
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defunct Dunkinô Donuts in Charlottesville, Virginia. I am writing this dissertation because 

learning to see the world through maayatôaan and growing my friendships with the people who 

speak it has been a great gift to me and enriched the way I understand the world. These texts 

have influenced me and become a part of who I am and how I think, and I hope this dissertation 

serves to further maayatôaan and foment the remarkable literature authors are producing in this 

language.  

My status as a U.S.-based scholar studying the Maya culture from Yucatan, Mexico, to 

some degree places me in a position of power in which I create knowledge and have the 

opportunity to shape perceptions on a culture that is not my own. This is obviously not the first 

time foreign scholars have studied other cultures. However, the rise of postcolonial and 

decolonial approaches have made scholars take into account what effects such a situation might 

have on maintaining current hierarchies of inequality. In a review of scholarship on Indigenous 

literatures, Jansen discusses the problematics of a lack of Indigenous scholarly voices in 

conversations about Indigenous literatures (246):  

A consequence of the structural exclusion of indigenous experts is that it not only 

impoverishes the interpretive process, it also leads to the ongoing presence of a 

colonial gaze. Modern scholarly texts areðoften explicitlyðwritten for Western 

(academic) audiences. Their perspective, terminology, and choice of topics are 

mostly influenced by Western points of view. They may even reproduce and 

follow the discriminatory language and presuppositions of the colonial sources 

(for example, in the archaeological designation of figurines as óidolsô). (247) 

He also points out the benefits of being a native speaker of the literary language: ñNative 

speakers and cultural participants are in a privileged position to explore meanings and 



Salinas 81 

 

connotations of the signs, terms, and concepts of ancient textsò (247). With similar caution, 

Frantz Fanon reminds us, studying a language that is not your own is a great responsibility: ñTo 

speak means to be in a position to use a certain syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that 

language, but it means above all to assume a culture, to support the weight of a civilizationò (qtd. 

in Mignolo ñEpistemicò 165).  

I believe that a variety of perspectives enriches understanding, and I identify my position 

as one of a community of voices, both Maya and non-Maya, who are discussing these texts. To 

avoid scholarly practices that in effect excludes Indigenous and underrepresented voices from 

conversations about their own and othersô cultural production, I seek wherever possible to 

incorporate Maya voices, studies, terms of analysis, and cosmology into my discussion of these 

texts. As Georgina Rosado Rosado and Celia Rosado Avilés assert of oral literature: ñestos 

textos exigen del lector una enorme competencia culturalò (188). While I have extensive 

experience in Yucatan, these texts challenged my cultural competence, linguistic abilities, and 

reading and critical abilities. I take full responsibility for any errors. My positionality requires 

recognizing my own spheres of cultural understanding and misunderstanding. The readings of 

these texts that I propose are arguments I have wrestled with, thought, and rethought over years. 

I hope they do justice to these authorsô remarkable texts. If I contribute nothing else, I hope this 

project demonstrates a thorough enthusiasm for the texts, their language, and their daring 

challenges to perceptions surrounding Maya language and culture. 
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Chapter 2. U kôaabaô m§akoôob [Peopleôs Names]: Maya Identities in Three Literary 

Representations of Transformed Yucatecan Society 

The maaya word for names, kôaaba, is one of the first words any student of the language 

will learn. As I spent the summer of 2015 continuing my study of maaya tôaan in Yucatan, new 

vocabulary was not presented as tôaanoôob [words] in the framework I use to introduce Spanish- 

and English-language vocabulary to my students. Rather, our instructor, the linguist and cultural 

promoter Brice¶o Chel, introduced us to new ónamesô. Our vocabulary was organized into the 

sections u kôaabaô m§akoôob, u kôaabaô baôalcheôob, u kôaabaô baôaloôob, and u kôaabaô 

kaajoôob [names of people, animals, things, and towns]. We began class by learning names for 

men, women, and towns. These categories of names, which are not part of any university-level 

Spanish curriculum I have taught, demonstrate Maya difference in organizing and making sense 

of the world. Later, the linguist explained that in Maya cosmology, ñtu l§akal baôal yaan u 

kôaabaô, yaan u yuumil, yaan baôax u beelalò [all things have a name, a guardian, and a purpose].  

Historically, names and naming have a fraught history given European colonialism in the 

Americas. Multiple Spanish chroniclers, including Diego de Landa, record how Native American 

peoples were (mis)named by Europeans who struggled to understand indigenous tongues whose 

sounds they encountered for the first time. These instances of misnaming were only the 

beginning of the marginalization of indigenous languages and cultures through colonial systems 

in the Americas. Specifically on the Yucatan Peninsula, where maaya is a minoritized language 

in a Spanish-dominant context, naming makes Maya worldviews and contributions more visible. 

In fact, I discussed earlier how Villegas equates his creative writing with the intellectual labor of 

adapting the maaya language to ónameô contemporary realities (ñnombrar el mundo occidental en 

mayaò, Personal Interview). His choice of the verb ónombrarô to describe the act of literary 



Salinas 83 

 

creation and his insistence on the naming the world in maaya gesture to the power of naming as a 

tool for cultural control, or what Walter Mignolo calls ñcontrol of knowledgeò (ñEpistemicò 

162). In this chapter, I consider naming to be an expression of identity as framed by oneself or 

others, and recognize that naming takes place within political and social structures that condition 

opportunities for a given individual or group to name. 

Contemporary works written in maaya demonstrate a preoccupation with names and 

nicknames, as in the case of the three works I examine in this chapter: Castillo Tzecôs novella Ix-

Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera (2014), Mart²nez Huchimôs collection of tsikbaloôob and kôaayoôob, U 

kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la montaña (2013), and Cuevas Cobôs 

poem ñIn kôaabaò, which appears in the Kuxaôan tôaan anthology (2012). I illuminate how 

authorsô treatment of naming and names in these bilingual works denotes conceptions of identity 

on multiple levelsðinterethnic, ethnic, and individualðthat revise dominant perceptions of the 

Maya. When dominant folkloric visions of the Maya result in linking contemporary Maya 

identity to a singular notion of a past ñauthenticò Maya culture, reading these works together is 

notable for the heterogeneity of the Maya identities they name and signify. In the sections that 

follow, I analyze how each author conceives of identity through their practices of naming people 

and their surroundings. This provides a window into how authors use literature as a space to 

(re)imagine self-identity outside of political, social, and historical identities that have been 

externally imposed. I show how this naming involves literary and linguistic reframing of the 

social landscape in Yucatan, possible in the literary mode even if not immediately possible in 

reality. Whereas the genres and perspectives of the texts are diverse, all three works modify 

discussions of Maya identity through the vehicle of a female protagonist. 
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My discussion of naming is indebted to multiple perspectives, including Maya 

conceptions surrounding names, along with anthropological and historical understandings of 

Maya practices of naming. I also consider naming in the vein of Lévi-Strauss as a system that 

positions individuals in their society and in the vein of Althusser, in which subjects, hailed or 

interpellated when called by name, recognize the ideological system they are a part of and 

behave according to its norms. These ideas account for cultural differences in how names 

function. Semiotics and the analysis of sign systems demonstrate that the power to name means 

the power to signify meaning. They also serve as reminders that names, as signifieds, have the 

potential to be interpreted differently by different groups in different moments.  

 

Debates surrounding Maya Identities and Naming 

While global society often refers to a people from southern Mexico and northern Central 

America as óthe Mayaô, maaya speaker and scholar Juan Castillo Cocom problematizes this 

identity name in his statement, ñall the books about óThe Mayaô were written by non-Maya 

peopleò (ñMaya Scenariosò 18). Castillo Cocomôs placement of óthe Mayaô in quotation marks 

points to the contested nature of this name, and also suggests a cause for the polemic: the 

underrepresentation of Maya voices in scholarship about the group. There are plenty of reasons 

to question using the name óMayaô as an identity label.45 The term óMayaô was first used as an 

ethnic label by non-Maya people to label speakers of languages descending from the Mayan 

language family before speakers ever self-applied the name. This situation would be like naming 

all speakers of modern romance languages óLatinsô because they share Latin as a common 

                                                           
45 Scholars have engaged in a nuanced historical overview of the term óMayaô. See a special issue edited by Quetzil 

Castañeda and Ben Fallaw of what is now called The Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology. See 

also work by Castañeda, Castillo Cocom, Wolfgang Gabbert, Ronald Loewe, and Matthew Restall. 
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ancestor language. Applying the name óMayaô erases many distinctions among diverse linguistic 

and cultural groups who speak Mayan languages in different regions. Most maaya speakers do 

not view themselves as part a shared culture with other Mayan groups.  

Despite the fact that inhabitants of the Yucatan Peninsula shared maayatôaan as a 

language before Spanish colonialism, maaya speakers have not considered themselves a 

homogenous group. In a historical explanation of the diversity among maaya speakers, Nancy 

Farriss explains about the Spanish conquest, ñThe Maya had no overarching imperial structure 

that could be toppled with one swift blow to the center. Yucatan was divided into at least sixteen 

autonomous provinces with varying degrees of internal unity. Each of the provinces, and 

sometimes the subunits within them, had to be negotiated with, and failing that, conquered 

separatelyò (12). Matthew Restall affirms that pre-Hispanic maaya speakers identified first and 

foremost with their towns, and then with their lineage, which was based on their patronym (The 

Maya World 2). Restall uses evidence from the colonial period to argue that Spaniards assigned 

racial and cultural identities based on assumptions that there was a common regional identity of 

ñindiosò (ñMaya ethnogenesisò 73, 78). He notes that in the colonial notarial record, the term 

óMayaô is an adjective that describes language, not people (The Maya World 14). Moving 

forward to the nineteenth-century Caste War, Wolfgang Gabbert shows that white Yucatecan 

elites fostered the idea that loyalties were drawn around ethnic, racial, and caste lines between 

óthe Mayaô on one hand and the Spaniards and American-born criollos of Spanish descent on the 

other. However, Gabbert demonstrates that ñlegal Indiansò fought on both sides of the conflict. 

He argues that socioeconomic class and region were more significant dividing lines, and finds no 

evidence to suggest there was a Maya ethnic consciousness before or after the war. In fact, 

Gabbert explains that while maaya was the mother tongue of both indigenous and Spanish 
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descendants at the time, he asserts that the war created deep divisions among maaya speakers 

(ñOf Friendsò 92). He finds that by the early twentieth century, maaya speakers outside of the 

rebel region assimilated into the surrounding Yucatecan and immigrant population, negating an 

ethnic formation (105). 

Today, there is much discussion on whether a ñMayaò ethnicity exists or to what degree, 

if at all, maaya speakers self-identify as a ñMayaò group in the state of Yucatan, where both 

Castillo Tzec and Martínez Huchim are from (Armstrong-Fumero 7-8, Castañeda In the Museum 

12-14, Casta¶eda ñWe Are Notò 41-42). Deconstructing the notion of ñthe Maya,ò Quetzil 

Castañeda explains the most significant names and classifying factors that maaya speakers from 

the state of Yucatan use for self-identification:  

On the one hand, as any student of Yucatan will tell you, those that are known as 

ñMayaò in anthropology books and tourist discourses use a variety of self-

identific terms that are based on cross-cutting criteria of class, gender, and 

language, but not ethnicity. Thus, a male ñMayaò might be Maya, but more likely 

masewal, otzil, humilde, mayero, catrín, and mestizo. Note that a female ñMayaò 

is a mestiza because she dresses like a Maya, speaks Maya, and lives ñMaya 

culture.ò (ñWe Are Notò 53)  

Some terms Castañeda lists have principal connotations of poverty (masewal, otzil, humilde), 

whereas others describe someone who speaks maaya (mayero) or who uses traditional dress 

(mestizo) or not (catrín). His sample provides insight into the diversity of ways in which 

speakers conceptualize themselves within their societies, none of which correspond to the label 

ñMayaò. 
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Castillo Cocom declares, ñmy Maya identity is a western inventionò (ñMaya Scenariosò 

19). He explains that maaya speakersô identity tends to be local, with town of origin as the most 

important factor in identity (19). He refers to the lack of political organization based on 

indigenous or Maya identity in the state of Yucatan (ñIt Was Simplyò 145-46), with Fernando 

Armstrong-Fumero making the comparison, ñYucat§n is remarkable for the relative lack of 

grassroots organization based on indigenous identityò (11). Rather, Armstrong-Fumero finds that 

todayôs maaya speakers from the Oriente region in Yucatan are divided by factionalism mostly 

derived from new economic hierarchies resulting from varied roles in the tourist economy (13). 

Briceño Chelôs work demonstrates the local nature of loyalties through linguistics. He identifies 

five regional variants in the maaya language in Yucatan. While he declares that the variants 

ñmuestran los lazos existentes entre los mayas de hoy,ò he also examines language change on the 

peninsula and finds that ñestos cambios est§n sirviendo como identitarios de zonas, regiones o 

pueblos que los propios hablantes señalan como distintivos por su manera de hablarò (ñLenguaò). 

It is in this social, political, and linguistic milieu of conflicting identity labels that maaya-

language authors assume, transform, or reject the varied perspectives surrounding Maya identity 

involved in these debates.   

 

Castillo Tzec, Narrative Alliances, and the Battle to Name 

Castillo Tzec puts names at the forefront of his 2014 novella Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera. 

Winner of the Premio Estatal de Narrativa Maya ñDomingo Dzul Pootò 2010-2011 in Yucatan, 

the novel represents Castillo Tzecôs longest published creative work. In a personal interview in 

2015, Castillo Tzec recounted being bullied in school for being a maaya speaker and only 

learning to value his culture upon immigrating for three years to the United States. There, his 

boss greatly respected Maya employees for their heritage. I believe this background and his work 
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as a linguistic activist are strong influences in the text. Castillo Tzecôs text rewrites the Yucatan 

Peninsulaôs colonial history. Instead of touting the national mixed mestizo identity that 

dominated twentieth-century Mexican policy and caused the marginalization of indigenous and 

other non-mestizo voices, Castillo Tzec uses literature to create a textual logic based on two 

separate identities, the Maya and a foreign white colonizer, who both inhabit Yucatan. Castillo 

Tzecôs reimagining of a homogenous Maya cultural identification defies historical and 

anthropological scholarship demonstrating that the peninsula lacked a unifying ethnic identity. 

The unified Maya group ensures their cultural and linguistic continuity through a clear-cut 

victory over the white newcomers. While the novella demonstrates the physical violence 

involved in intercultural conflicts, it more so places this colonial battle on a linguistic plane. The 

conflicts that arise in the novel as two groups seek to name the Maya area allow Castillo Tzec to 

respond to the historical silencing of the Maya.  

The novelôs action rewrites the story of Spanish colonialism in Yucatan, centering on one 

extraordinary protagonist, Xsaklool.46 As she learns healing from her grandmother, little 

aluxoôob [guardian sprites] whisk the child Xsaklool away because her grandmother harvests 

herbs without complying with ritual offerings to them. When Xsaklool is found again, her time 

with these guardians has left her with an extraordinary gift for healing, and she becomes the most 

capable and sought-after healer in the area.47 However, in her adult years, foreign white soldiers, 

who conceive of curative talents as the devilôs work, prohibit these activities. When Xsaklool 

persists as a healer and practitioner of Maya religion, the foreigners punish her. Even so, she still 

                                                           
46 In Castillo Tzecôs orthography, her name is ixSaklool. I render her name as Xsaklool, according to the 

orthographic norms in the 2014 U nuôukbesajil u tsô²ibtaôal maayatôaan / Normas de escritura para la lengua maya, 

coordinated by Briceno Chel and Can Tec.  
47 Mary H. Preuss notes that the situation Castillo Tzec portrays has roots in oral tradition. In a sample of oral 

narratives she collects, she notes, ñThe aluxesðthe most frequent actors who appear in about half of the accountsð

engage in mischievous activities, scare people, demand respect, and teach pharmacology to bright childrenò (461). 
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seeks to help the soldiers. For instance, she warns them that the area where they plan to set up an 

overnight camp is dangerous and that chewing tobacco repels snakes. However, the soldiers 

ignore her warnings and grow convinced that she has special powers when a soldier is bitten by a 

snake, whereas Xsaklool remains unharmed. The white foreigners decide to burn her at the stake, 

but rain drenches the soldiers who attempt to light the fire, and they are unable to follow through 

on their threats. When only the white men who tried to light the fire become sick, the soldiers 

become so full of fear that they abandon the town forever. Xsaklool succeeds in saving herself 

and her community from their white oppressors because of her knowledge of herbs and the 

protection of the Maya deity Ixcheel.  

 

Narrative Alliances: With the maayáaj kaaj (los mayas) or the sak wíinik (los blancos) 

Castillo Tzecôs historical revision in Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera starts with the names he 

chooses for the two opposing cultural groups. In the opening paragraph, the narrator evokes the 

prophesied moment when white men first arrived in Yucatan, a gloss for the Spanish conquest in 

the sixteenth century. The maaya-language text conceptualizes the two identities involved as the 

ñsak w²inikò [white man] and the ñmaay§aj kaajò [Maya people]. In the Spanish text, the 

foreigners are ñlos conquistadoresò or ñlos blancosò, who harm ñlos mayasò and change their 

ways of living because the newcomers find them strange (7).  

Whereas most Yucatecan maaya speakers primarily conceptualize their identities through 

town of origin and socioeconomic class, the novellaôs references to the maayáaj kaaj suggest 

that what is at stake in Castillo Tzec is not just a local loyalty but rather a larger peninsular pre-

Hispanic collective identity. The term maayáaj kaaj appears in the most recent norms for writing 

maayatôaan, entitled U nuôukbesajil u tsô²ibtaôal maayatôaan / Normas de escritura para la 



Salinas 90 

 

lengua maya (2014) and coordinated by Briceño Chel and Can Tec through the Instituto 

Nacional de Lenguas Indígenas (INALI). The norms state that ñmaay§ajò refers to Maya 

ethnicity, and ñmaay§aj kaajò means ñpueblo mayaò (bold in original) (321). The termsô 

appearance in the orthographic norms demonstrate Maya intellectualsô adoption of the Maya 

name to foment ethnic consciousness for language and cultural revalorization.48 In both Castillo 

Tzecôs novella and the orthographic norms, kaaj functions like the Spanish pueblo, which 

specifically means ótownô but often refers to ópeople of a country or regionô. This wider usage of 

kaaj in Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera is reinforced as the narration never mentions the name of 

Xsakloolôs town but emphasizes from the novellaôs first words that the action takes place in 

Yucatan. According to Worley, the term óMayaô operates similarly in Castillo Tzecôs short story 

ñT¨anxal kaajileô ku ch³impoltaj maaya kaaj, maô jeôex tu luôumileô / ñLa cultura maya es 

respetada en otros lugares, no como en la nuestraò [sic] (2007). Of this story, he says: ñWe can 

situate Castillo Tzecôs use of the word ómaayaô as participating in a broader project of Pan-Maya 

consciousness raising through which Maya activists encourage others to self-identify as Mayaò 

(40). Similarly, Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera does not focus on maaya speakersô heterogeneity but 

rather solidifies a cultural identification of Maya people in Yucatan and demonstrates its 

exceptionalism as group members successfully defend their cultural traditions. While a pure 

Maya culture with an óauthenticô set of traditions maintained since pre-Hispanic times is a 

myth,49 the novellaôs depiction as such affirms the power of Maya ontologies and language and 

illustrates a means for maintaining cultural control in a contemporary context of maaya speakersô 

                                                           
48 Some revalorization efforts among Maya intellectuals also extend concepts of Maya identity beyond Yucatan into 

a wider Pan-Maya identity. Such an approach is exemplified by the 2012 translation of the Popol vuh from the 

Kôicheô Maya tradition in Guatemala into maayatôaan as Póopol Wuuj (Póopol). Briceño Chel and Rubén Reyes 

Ramírez coordinated this project. 
49 The cultural mixing among Mexican and Central American groups even before Europeans ever knew of the 

Americas is well documented. See, for example, Brice¶o Chel ñLenguaò, Farriss 23, Hanks Converting 366-70, and 

Morales and Bastarrachea. 
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marginalization. Castillo Tzecôs writing inverts contemporary social, linguistic, political, and 

economic hierarchies and makes a case for the utility of placing Maya perspectives and 

knowledge, passed down through generations of Maya people, at the center. The clearly defined 

Maya identity allows the Maya characters to rally in support of each other against a common, 

clearly defined threat.  

Castillo Tzecôs name for the oppressors, sak wíinik [white man],50 evokes a clearly non-

Maya group. The plural form of wíinik describes both the Maya and the Spanish colonizer in the 

colonial-era Maya manuscripts known as the Books of Chilam Balam; in the orthography of the 

time, the Book from Chumayel use the term ñMaya uinicobò [Maya men] frequently to refer to 

the Maya and the term ñzac uinicobò [white men] occasionally to refer to the colonizers51 (Roys). 

Just as Maya intellectuals employ the term maayáaj kaaj, my experience with the term sak wíinik 

in a contemporary context is also from educators and cultural promotors who participate in 

language revitalization efforts as they describe the group of Caste War-era Spaniards and their 

descendants. Whereas the term (maayáaj) kaaj [pueblo / people] connotes collective solidarity as 

                                                           
50 Castillo Tzec uses the term in a singular form, but my plural translation demonstrates common usage in maaya as 

speakers do not always employ plural markers to speak of plural nouns.  
51 While Castillo Tzec chooses to name the foreign colonizers sak wíinik, scholarship often configures Maya 

conflicts with the dzuloôob (modern tsôuuloôob), as Castillo Cocom notes (ñMaya Scenariosò 15). The colonial-era 

Book of Chilam Balam from Chumayel uses dzul to name the conquistadors, according to Mediz Bolioôs translation 

(123). Castillo Cocom asserts that tsôul is ñroughly understood as ówhite maleôò (15), while Hanks translates it as 

ñforeigner, wealthy personò (Converting 366). Similarly to Ix-Tsakyaj / La yerbatera, María Luisa Góngora Pacheco 

collects a contemporary oral tsikbal told by Don Emiliano Tzab from Maní, Yucatan, that utilizes the term sak 

w²inikoôob to describe a conquest situation (ñU suumil kôiôikô Maniò 16 / ñLa soga de sangreò 17). Contemporary 

versus historical difference in terms also appears in accounts of the nineteenth-century Caste War. Despite 

contemporary intellectualsô use of sak wíinik to describe a Maya enemy, Hanks shows that during the war, the rebels 

used the term dzul for their enemy (366). This enemy consisted both of Maya people from the peninsulaôs northwest 

region and non-Mayas (Gabbert 101). In Diccionario Maya Cordemex, ñtsôulò has multiple meanings, such as 

ñextranjero de otro reinoò, ñadvenedizoò, ñforasteroò, ñactualmente se dice del europeo o de su descendiente, 

equivale a espa¶olò, and ñencomenderoò (892). Castillo Tzec does use the term tsôul in Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera, 

but always as a title for an individual leader, such as when a soldier or a Maya person addresses the white 

commander (see, for example, 20, 40, 45). He never uses it to identify a social group or ethnicity. Similarly, 

Castañeda asserts that tsôul today does not describe collective identity and that those called tsôuloôob by maaya 

speakers never self-identified with the term (ñWe Are Notò 53). Castillo Cocom also shows that this term can apply 

to Maya people (ñMaya Scenariosò 27). Perhaps for this reason, the term would not be useful for creating the ethnic 

binary Castillo Tzec utilizes to provide the Maya group in a position of self-determination. 
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demonstrated by Castillo Tzecôs Maya characters, the root wíinik [man] has more individualistic 

connotations in contemporary usage. The Diccionario Maya Popular defines ñw²inikò as the 

gender neutral ñhumanoò or ñindividuoò and the masculine ñhombre, se¶orò (245), and Bricker 

et. al. demonstrate the derivation between ñwíinikò [ñmanò] and ñwíinkilò [ñbodyò] (305). As 

such, the kaaj and wíinik terms express conflicting configurations of identity, especially 

considered through contemporary primary meanings of each termôs root. It is possible that 

Castillo Tzec chooses kaaj over wíinik as a descriptor only for Maya people because kaaj better 

constructs a Maya collective and ethnic identity in a contemporary context in which usages of 

kaaj and pueblo are similar and usages of wíinik and individuo are similar. The adjective sak 

[white] defines this identity in a way that contrasts with an indigenous Maya identity.52 The 

name sak wíinik, then, identifies Spanish conquistadors through Castillo Tzecôs own Spanish 

version of the text. However, in the maaya text alone, the term could even be conflated with 

present-day groups of European descent whose cultures and governmental policies have been 

much discussed as neocolonialist.53  

The fact that the sak wíinik in Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera are all soldiers is reminiscent of 

historical armed clashes, such as those involved in the repeated Spanish attempts to subdue the 

peninsula in the sixteenth century (Farriss 14), and the Caste-War-era attempts by the elite-

controlled government to squash the lower-class uprising in the eastern part of the peninsula 

(Gabbert 91). This portrayal of an invasion may be a way of marking historical time in the 

                                                           
52 Literary representations of Maya identity as conceptualized through dark features of an individualôs outward 

appearance include, for instance, Cuevas Cobôs celebration of a Maya girlôs black eyes in her poem ñJeô bix ch¼ukò 

/ ñComo el carb·nò (Kuxaôan tôaan 25) or Mart²nez Huchimôs description of birthmarks common to Maya and other 

dark-skinned babies in her tsikbal entitled ñU boôol Concepci·n Yah Sihilò / ñLa recompensa de Concepci·n Yah 

Sijilò (U yóol xkaambal jaw xíiw 31 / Contrayerba 91), which I discuss in Chapter 4. It is also common for couples 

in both maaya and Yucatecan Spanish to use pet names derived from the maaya term boox [black].  
53 Intellectualsô use of this term suggests that on the ground, popular memory or current elite portrayals paint the 

Caste War as ethnic in nature. 
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novella, a stance reinforced by the fact that I have heard the term sak wíinik used to describe 

Caste War armies. However, when much of the oppression historically faced by the Maya has 

more subtle, non-military origins,54 characterizing threats to Maya culture as military in nature 

can be read as an aesthetic decision that portrays external influences as unwelcome and forced 

upon the region. It also creates a metaphor in which the fight for cultural control is a literal battle 

with high stakes, including cultural and linguistic loss, or even life-and-death consequences.  

The ethnic binary in Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera addresses maaya speakersô 

preoccupations surrounding contemporary Maya culture as óinauthenticô, a claim in prominent 

discourses that enact discriminatory expectations of indigenous cultural purity.55 While an 

anthropologist like Castillo Cocom writes to deconstruct this ethnic binary because it is not an 

accurate model for the heterogeneity of Yucatan (ñMaya Scenariosò 15), an author and cultural 

promoter like Castillo Tzec activates the binary to artistically empower a culture he identifies 

with and promotes. Through the demarcation of a Maya identity, Maya cultural promoters like 

Castillo Tzec seek to make their culture more visible and equalize hierarchies on the peninsula.56 

Similarly, portraying a Maya people able to maintain cultural continuity and resist external 

influences is a trend that Leirana Alcocer considers characteristic of maaya-language literature: 

ñLos poemas actuales, y la creaci·n literaria en general, van acompañados de una fuerte 

                                                           
54 Morales and Bastarrachea assert that historically, oppression faced by the Mayas after the conquest stems from 

labor exploitation, economic realities of criollo henequen production, the loss of communal lands, discrimination 

aganist ñindiosò, and education.  
55 This same purity or cultural continuity is not demanded of European colonial cultures, which demonstrate 

influences from colonized cultures that are often a source of regional pride, as is the case with the Maya influence in 

Yucatecan culture.  
56 Castillo Tzecôs promotion of a Maya identity follows trends that Ronald Loewe identifies when he declares, 

ñHowever effective the rhetoric of mestizaje is in creating unity out of difference, it is an ethnic discourse that has 

begun to fray around the edges as indigenous community leaders reassert their identity as Mayan speakersò (78). 

Shannan L. Mattiace and Patricia Fortuny Loret de Mola provide an example of an activist whose stance is similar to 

Castillo Tzecôs. In their discussion of Yucatec Maya organizations in San Francisco, California, home of a large 

immigrant community, they affirm of the executive director of the Instituto Familiar de la Raza, ñFor [Estela] 

García, expressing indigenous identity is a form of combating discrimination, which has been a focus of her life and 

work for decadesò (211). 
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ideología que busca demostrar la vigencia de la cultura maya, trazar una línea continua desde lo 

prehisp§nico hasta la actualidad, reivindicando la tradici·nò (Conjurando 47).  

Ix-Tsôakyaj inverts existing hierarchies as the omniscient narrator clearly favors the Maya 

community. The narrator emphasizes the truth value of a Maya perspective on colonization and 

points out Spanish misunderstandings of local customs. This rhetorical stance, demarcating 

Maya truth and Spanish untruth, resists Spanish-authored truth claims in chroniclersô accounts of 

the conquest of the Americas. For example, even from his title, Historia verdadera de la 

conquista de la Nueva España (1576), Bernal Díaz del Castillo insists that his version of events 

is definitive among other competing Spanish versions. While affirming Maya perspectives, 

Castillo Tzecôs narrator never adopts a first-person association with the Maya. In this way, Ix-

tsôakyaj does not participate in oral traditionôs first-person closing device in which narrators 

elucidate their own experiences related to the tsikbal events.   

This narrative voice overtly interprets the correctness or incorrectness of names applied 

by both the maayáaj kaaj and the sak wíinik to describe Yucatan and its people. While the white 

men refuse to consider Maya perspectives, the narrator creates sympathy for the Maya people 

and the female protagonist by making sure that readers know the Maya side of the story and 

understand the white menôs abuses in the colonial period. As such, this omniscient perspective 

dispenses with the guise of objectivity that accompanied nineteenth-century realist novels, for 

example. The following quotation exemplifies how the narrator functions by validating truth 

statements or rejecting false statements in the novelôs intercultural clashes. The narrator relates 

soldiersô misunderstanding of Xsakloolôs work as a healer:  

ku tukultikoôobeô letiô joôolpesik tul§akal meyaj ku beetaôal y®etel kisin, kex 

tumen maô beyiô, letiôeô ch®en ixtsôaak yéetel xíiw. Baôax maô u yojel le 
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m§akoôobaô le m§ax meyajtik le tsôaak y®etel x²iwoô maôu kô§at u yaôal wa 

junt¼ul ixpulyaôajiô. (24) 

Ellos creían que ella encabezaba todos los trabajos para el diablo en la región, a 

pesar de que esto no era cierto. Ella era sólo una yerbatera, una mujer que sanaba 

con yerbas. Lo que no sabían estas personas era que trabajar con yerbas no es 

sinónimo de ser brujo. (66) 

The narrator can refute the white soldierôs misunderstandings because they think (ñku 

tukultikoôobò / ñellos cre²anò) that Xsaklool works with the devil. However, the narrator 

responds that this is not true (ñmaô beyiôò / ñesto no era ciertoò) and then, without any 

introductory clause, makes a truth claim to correct the misunderstanding: the protagonist is an 

herbal healer. In the novella, the interplay between the verbs tukultik / creer and ojel / saber 

frequently points to false belief versus truth, respectively. In the last sentence of the passage, the 

narrator clarifies a difference in names between the two cultures: óherbal healerô is not 

synonymous with ówitchô. This naming discrepancy shows the radical difference in two cultural 

groupsô interpretations of the same practices. The narrator therefore releases Xsaklool from the 

soldiersô wrongful blame: ñbeey ¼uchik u beetaôal u boôotik jumpô®el siôipil minaôan tiôoô ch®en 

le m§akoôob tukultik kôasaôanoôò (28). / ñfue as² como hicieron que pagara una culpa que no 

tenía. S·lo esos hombres cre²an que era malaò (70). The narrator has a position of authority and 

understands the situation better than the white men. In other parts of the novella, the narrator 

describes how characters feel and explains events that the characters have not yet understood 

themselves.  

The ethnic binary established through naming is the first of many layers of binary as the 

knowledgeable and well-intentioned Maya community seeks to resist the cultural influence of the 
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dominating white soldiers, who constantly misunderstand or actively ignore Maya voices. Other 

layers of the Maya/foreigner binary are: peaceful/violent, knowledgeable/lacking knowledge, 

female protagonists/male protagonists. These Manichean contrasts justify Maya victory not just 

because of the groupôs exceptional knowledge and cultural heritage but also on moral grounds. 

The names and characteristics that Castillo Tzec creates for these separate but coexisting 

societies establish the systems and ideologies into which named characters are interpellated. 

Only one character, Xisabel Box Uj, exists outside of these two ethnic categories. Her role in the 

novella is antagonist foil for Xsaklool as she denounces the healer to the white foreigners. I 

analyze both charactersô names and roles in the following section.  

 

U kôaabaô m§akoôob: Individual Names and Identities 

Despite my extensive discussion of the novellaôs ethnic names for the two battling 

groups, these names are taken as a given in the textual logic. In fact, the majority of the work 

focuses on Xsakloolôs response to the milieu of these clashing forces. Starting with the events at 

her birth, the novella distinguishes Xsaklool as an individual who will grow up to have a special 

role in her community. While the names maayáaj kaaj and sak wíinik are never contested, the 

high stakes of naming at the individual level is a metaphor for the workôs larger ethnic conflict. 

Historical understandings of Maya practices of naming shed light on how Castillo Tzec 

frames proper names in Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera. I here consider Lévi-Straussô differentiation 

between personal names, given to individuals, and collective names, given to lineages or groups, 

as this distinction is significant for the Maya context (175). Matthew Restall demonstrates that in 

pre-conquest times, naming practices for girls followed the formula ix + motherôs matronym + 

fatherôs patronym. His example is that the daughter of Namay Canche and Ixchan Pan would be 
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Ixchan Canche. As boysô names replaced ónaô for óixô in the same pattern, their son would be 

Nachan Canche (The Maya World 41). In this way, Maya names reflected both patrilineal and 

matrilineal descent. However, the last name denoted collectivity most strongly, because the 

important chôiôibal lineage was determined by the patronym. After town of origin, chôiôibal was 

the second most important factor of identity (2). Restall defines the function of chôiôibal in a 

town as ña kind of extended family, most of whose members seem to have pursued their 

common interests wherever possible through political factionalism, the acquisition and 

safeguarding of land, and the creation of marriage-based alliances with other chibalob of similar 

or higher socioeconomic statusò (17). Because naming practices followed a formula, all girls and 

all boys of the same parents would have the same given name, necessitating the use of 

nicknames. After the conquest, if Christian names were adopted, they replaced the motherôs 

matronym. However, the patronym remained (42), demonstrating the importance of chôiôibal. As 

Restall explains, ñthe pre-conquest patronyms in Yucatan carried a lineage and organizational 

significance too important to be abandonedò (47-48). Today, the El Chilam Balam blog reports 

that although most maaya speakers prefer foreign names, cultural activists and artists on the 

peninsula commonly assign their children maaya-language names. In fact, Sánchez Chan 

published 400 nombres mayas para tus hijos e hijas (2013), which compiles ancient and modern 

Maya names, along with proposals for additional names (ñBuscandoò). 

Castillo Tzec only provides his heroineôs first name, or matroynym. The lack of a 

patrynym-specified chôiôibal emphasizes Maya unity and avoids distinguishing difference among 

maaya speakers. In the novellaôs textual logic, Xsaklool explains how she was named and what 

her name signifies. In her words, she declares that her name was ñtsô§abilak tumen in chiich, 

y®etel yaan baôax u yil y®etel baôax in beelal tu y·okôolkaabò (28). In Spanish, ñme lo dio mi 
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abuela y marca mi deber en esta tierraò (69). The heroine, then, views her name as indicative of 

her destiny. Similarly, Lévi-Strauss considers proper names, or ñindividuation,ò to be indicators 

of an individualôs classification in a social system (192). Through naming, he says, ñindividuals 

are not only ranged in classes; their common membership of the class does not exclude but rather 

implies that each has a distinct position in itò (172).  

In Xsakloolôs case, her name positions her in a Maya world and forms matrilineal 

continuity. Her name literally means ówhite flower.ô The feminine prefix X- transforms the 

common noun into a womanôs name. Considering the textual association of the protagonistôs 

name with her life purpose, ówhite flowerô evokes the herbs Xsaklool uses in her position as the 

most renowned healer among the towns in her region. In terms Althusser might use, when 

patients call, Xsaklool is a ógood Maya subjectô as she óworks all by herselfô in compliance with 

the duties of her highly respected social station, including when her Maya practices are 

prohibited (1359-60). As patients call her name, Xsaklool responds, recognizing her role as 

healer in Maya ideologies, to be interpellated into appropriate behaviors for this station as she 

activates her knowledge of herbs and plants, models Maya religious practice, and leads her 

people to safety and well-being when confronted with foreign oppression.57 Xsakloolôs name 

denotes matrilineal continuity because it is reminiscent of both her grandmotherôs and motherôs 

names: Xsakbej [white path] and Xlool [flower], respectively. The continuity registers not only 

on the level of their similar names. From her grandmother, Xsaklool learns healing and religious 

practices, including praying to Ixcheel, the goddess of fertility, childbirth, weaving, and the arts 

(Chacón 99, 102). Particularly, her grandmother teaches her that Ixcheel manifests herself in the 

                                                           
57 Xsaklool is a model of Maya religious practice, as her prayers to Ixcheel atop a nearby pyramid inspire other 

healers to adopt the same practice (18). 
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moon and is the mother of humankind (8-9). Likewise, the deity serves as the two womenôs 

protectress in the novella.  

Beyond the women in Xsakloolôs family, the text only names one other character: the 

heroineôs antagonist, Xisabel Box Uj. This woman is also the only character with specified last 

names, or a chiôiôbal. This distinction signals the division Xisabel creates in the text. Her last 

names, which mean óblack moon,ô evoke her origin in the maayáaj kaaj, but her adoption of a 

Spanish-language first name suggests that she has been baptized. The hybridity of her name 

symbolizes her position in between two cultures and part of none. Her maaya-language óblack 

moonô patronym positions her in a villain role as a foil for the moon goddess Ixcheel. This name-

based textual comparison suggests that Xisabel embodies a perversion of Maya religion, which 

further manifests itself in the textôs assertion that Xisabel is a puôulyaj [witch]. Similarly, the 

color contrast between villain Box Uj [black moon] and heroine Xsaklool [white flower] evokes 

a Manichean good-evil moral binary. On the other hand, Xisabelôs Spanish-language first name 

evokes Isabella I of Castille, the earlier queen who financed Christopher Colombusô first voyage 

to the Americas. Her eponym suggests Xisabelôs acceptance of the conquerorsô rule and 

positions her as subject to their ideologies. Still, her maaya-language last names signal that 

neither is she fully integrated into the soldiersô society. Xisabel Box Ujôs culturally and 

linguistically hybrid name interpellates her into two societies simultaneously, but her failure to 

please the white soldiers or participate in Maya ethnic solidarity demonstrates the impossibility 

of her success in both depicted societies.  

The text portrays Xisabel as a villainous character, similarly to the white foreigners, as 

she and the soldiers revel in the suffering of the Maya people. In the context of bans on Maya 

religion and healing, unnamed reminders of colonial-era Inquisition measures in the novella, 
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Xisabel Box Uj creates division in the maayáaj kaaj by twice reporting Xsaklool, beloved by the 

other Maya characters, to foreign officials. The narrator makes clear that Xisabel Box Uj accuses 

Xsaklool of witchcraft even though she knows her allegations are false (19/61). Her actions 

result in Xsakloolôs public punishment, including being beaten and nearly burned at the stake. 

While proclaiming Xsakloolôs innocence, the narrator confirms that Xisabel Box Uj practiced 

witchcraft as a puôulyaj [witch] prior to colonial rule (19/61). This affirmation signifies that even 

disregarding her pacts with the white men, Xisabel Box Uj holds a dubious place within the 

maayáaj kaaj, as my ensuing discussion on puôulyaj demonstrates. Whereas Xsaklool did not 

believe the soldiers would punish her disobedience to the colonial system because of her townôs 

distant location, Xisabel Box Uj lives in a closer town regularly patrolled by white soldiers, 

which causes her to stop using witchcraft (19/61). Although the text does not specify a reason for 

her difference from both societiesô norms, Xisabelôs proximity to the colonial center may explain 

why she is more influenced by the foreignersô traditions. Xsakloolôs distance insinuates that 

without Xisabel, Xsaklool never would have been punished. The text presents Xisabel Box Uj as 

antagonistic to the cultural values and loyalties of the rest of the more like-minded maayáaj kaaj, 

who value Xsakloolôs capacity for healing and wish to protect her.  

 

The Battle to Name Profession: tsôakyaj / yerbatera or puôulyaj / bruja 

The difference between the names tsôakyaj [doctor/healer] and puôulyaj [witch] form 

perhaps the most contested linguistic battleground as two distinct cultures use conflicting terms 

to name a single referent: Xsakloolôs profession of healing. According to Maya cultural norms, 

the narrator, and the protagonist herself, Xsaklool is an herbal healer (ixts'akyaj / yerbatera). 

However, the white men interpret her healing methods through the lens of their own religion, 
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which defines her as a witch (ixpuôulyaj / bruja), who works with the devil. The implications of 

this naming clash are life and death. Under the colonizersô laws, Xsakloolôs medicinal practice 

becomes a legal crime, punishable by death. Castillo Tzecôs narrator strongly resists the 

foreignersô imposed renaming of this Maya profession (see 22, 24, 64):  

[B]in le sak w²inikoôoboô, tumen tsôoôok tsikbaltaôal tiôob yaan junt¼ul xun§an 

jach maôalob u tsôakik m§ak y®etel xiiwiô, baôaleô letiôobeô ku tukulikoôob junt¼ul 

ixpulyaôaj, tumen jach yaôab u chôaôachiôital u kôaabaô, baôaleô le koôolelaô maô 

ixpulyaôajiô ch®en jach tsôaabaôan u p§ajtalil le tsôaak tumen le yuumtsiloôoboô. 

(21-22) 

[L]os hombres blancos fueron hasta ahí, porque les habían hablado de una mujer 

que curaba con hierbas y que por ese motivo creían que se trataba de una bruja. 

Sin embargo, está claro que esta mujer no era una bruja, sino que había recibido 

de los dioses el poder de sanar a las personas. (63) 

The narrator explains the discrepancy in worldview that motivates the foreignersô application of 

an alternative term for the profession. The ixpuôulyaj label used by the white men is not 

innocent: it involves a redefinition of Xsakloolôs role in her community. However, the narrator 

eschews such renaming through rhetoric that guides readers to consider Maya perspectives as 

truth by marking white soldiersô opinions as subjective (ñku tukulikoôobò / ñcre²anò) and using 

absolute terms for Maya perspectives (ñle koôolelaô maô ixpulyaôajiôò / ñest§ claro que esta mujer 

no era una brujaò). Finally, the narrator offers the justification for rejecting the incorrect 

definition of ñwitchò in Xsakloolôs case: ñch®en jach tsôaabaôan u p§ajtalil le tsôaak tumen le 

yuumtsiloôoboôò [her ability to cure was just really given by the gods].  
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As two words in maayatôaan denote ódoctor / healer,ô Castillo Tzecôs choice of tsôakyaj 

to name the protagonistôs profession reinforces the binaries the novella depends on.58 Unlike its 

synonym, tsôakyaj grammatically parallels puôulyaj, as both are compound words ending in ïyaj 

[pain]. However, the initial verb of the compounds reveals opposite associations to this pain. As 

the verb tsôak means óto healô and puôul means óto throwô, tsôakyaj means óto heal painô, while 

puôulyaj means óto throw painô, an image of spreading pain throughout the world. It is evident 

even morphologically, then, how the foreignersô renaming of Xsakloolôs profession defines her 

as an individual warranting punishment.  

Xisabel Box Uj seeks to capitalize on her understanding of the implications of this 

discrepancy in naming to harm her rival when she denounces Xsaklool as a ixpuôulyaj. The 

narration gives multiple reasons for her betrayal: rivalry because Xisabel was forced to renounce 

her witchcraft even as Xsaklool continues defying the Inquisition (19/61), a personal but 

unexplained hatred for Xsaklool (32/74), and a desire to look good in front of the colonizers 

(32/73). However, the Maya characters capitalize on difference in naming practices to resist 

colonial oppression. Townspeopleôs deliberate misunderstanding momentarily protects Xsaklool 

from the white soldiers who seek to detain her. When the white men ask, ñTuôux yaan le 

ixpôulyaôajoôò (22) / ñàD·nde est§ la bruja?ò (64), townspeople respond, ñMaô in wojeliô, weyeô 

minaôan mix junt¼ul ixpulyaôajò (22) / ñNo lo s®. Aqu² no vive ninguna brujaò (64). As the 

foreign label and definition are incongruent with their cultural values, Maya townspeople can 

respond negatively to the question, even as they are aware of the white menôs search for 

                                                           
58 The synonym is tsôakn§al. Castillo Tzec uses both tsôaknaal and tsôakyaj as translations for ódoctorô in two 

different Maya-to-Spanish vocabulary books (Tôaanoôob and U §analteôil u tsikbalil tsôaak). The suffix ïnáal can be 

added to the root of a verb to convert the verb into an agentive (Bricker et. al. 408). As tsôak is the root of the verb 

meaning óto cure, to healô, tsôakn§al means óperson/agent who does tsôak, or who heals or cures.ô 
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Xsaklool, and they know her whereabouts. Maya linguistics and naming become a tool of 

resistance. 

 

Cultural Continuity through Naming 

The narrator asserts that the white foreigners forbid Maya people from invoking 

Xsakloolôs name during times of hardship (27). Maya peopleôs hailing of the healer as Xsaklool 

would interpellate her into Maya ideologies instead of the white foreignersô systems. Just as 

Hanks describes colonial-era Spanish policy of reducción, or reordering and reorienting native 

individuals, society, and language to spread Catholicism (Converting 7), the white men in 

Castillo Tzecôs novella endeavor to reorient the Maya people through altering maaya names. 

Their competing name for Xsakloolôs profession, backed with legal ramifications, is one such 

reorientation in the novella, but imposing a new name for her character is perhaps their most 

successful action. Even physical punishment cannot compare to the devastation Xsaklool suffers 

when a soldier pronounces her forced renaming, as the narrator describes, ñyaôab baôax jeôel u 

®ejentikeô, baôaleô u kôeôexel u kôaabaôeô maô, tumen u chiich tsô§aj tiô le kôiin ka s²ijoôò (28). / 

ñPodr²a aceptar muchas cosas, pero no que le cambiaran el nombre, porque su abuela le impuso 

ese nombre el d²a en que naci·ò (69). The healerôs resistance is not just to her new name but to 

the new social and cultural role it assigns her.59 Much like todayôs cultural promotors, then, 

Xsaklool fights to maintain the continuity of her familial and cultural heritage as signified in her 

name. 

                                                           
59 ñBaôaxten ka kôexik in kôaabaô, teneô maô t§an u b®eytal u kôexik in kôaabaô, tumen le yaan teenaô tsô§abilak 

tumen in chiich, yéetel yaan baôax u yil y®etel baôax in beelal tu y·okôolkaabò (28).  / ñ¿Por qué me vas a cambiar 

de nombre? T¼ no puedes cambi§rmelo, porque me lo dio mi abuela y marca mi deber en esta tierraò (69). 
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The protagonistôs new name, Xmar²a Saklool, alludes to the Virgen Mary, which 

reorients Maya calls for help toward a Spanish and Catholic avenue of redress. Imposing the 

name María embodies the Christianization of the Maya language as discussed by Hanks as the 

foreigners impose new linguistic and religious models over her native ones. By changing her 

name to one of Spanish and Catholic origins, the referent moves from her role as a healer in her 

Maya cultural system to a central figure in the Catholic religion. Now when sick people invoke 

the healerôs name, they invoke the Virgen Mary as well. The linguistic change, then, produces a 

religious reordering as well. According to Xsakloolôs worldview, her punishment is undeserved. 

The narrator makes clear that under the colonial situation, the protagonistôs extraordinary 

knowledge has turned into the source of her suffering: ñsakpileôenchajij, lúub u yóol tumen u 

kuxtaleô jach talamchaj ch®en tu y·okôolal baôax u yojelò (35). / ñQued· p§lida, decay·. Su vida 

eran puros problemas debido a su oficioò (76).60 Although estranged from her new name, 

Xsaklool beseeches townspeople to use it so they do not incite further harm under a violent 

colonial system: ñmaô tu b®eytal k beetikeôex mix baôal, le ·okôolaleô koôoneôex uôuyik tôaanò 

(31) / ñNo podemos hacer otra cosa, por eso vamos a obedecerò (73). Her goodness as she 

protects the collective over herself further cements the good/evil, peaceful/violent binaries 

between the maaya kaaj and the sak wíinik. The narrator protects the image of Xsaklool, and 

maintains that her character is compassionate and without defect. 

At the end of the novella, Xsakloolôs knowledge helps her escape from being burned 

alive as punishment for continuing to pray and heal. According to the white menôs definition of 

Xsaklool as a witch, they believe her knowledge comes from the devil, or anti-Catholic forces, 

and they leave Xsakloolôs community in fear. The novelôs final words, showing the vindicated 

                                                           
60 The Spanish translation uses the word ñoficioò where the maaya text uses the word ñu yojelò, or her knowledge. 
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protagonist immediately giving thanks to the Maya goddess Ixcheel, show the unadulterated 

continuation of a Maya system of belief. Castillo Tzec revises and rewrites history in a way that 

assumes a Maya identity that traces continuity and maintains cultural control and knowledge 

from pre-conquest times. The final words of the novel deal with the protagonistôs name, which 

returns to its original Maya: ñxuôul u yaôalikoôob tiô ixMaria Saklool, pô§at ch®en ixSaklool u 

tôanikoôob tu kaôat®en, jeôel bix tsôaabik u kôaabaô le kôiin s²ij tumen u chiicheôò (47) / ñdejaron 

de llamarla María Saklool. Solamente le decían Saklool de nuevo, tal como fue llamada por su 

abuela el d²a que naci·ò (87). Xsakloolôs priority, maintaining continuity of the maayáaj kaaj, 

enjoys success as the Maya maintain control of naming the Maya world. Just as Mignolo 

wonders of the conquest, ñwho is in a position to decide whose knowledge is truthò (The Darker 

75), Castillo Tzec places the Maya community in that position of power and shows how Maya 

knowledge is uniquely able to triumph in Maya territory.  

This push-back against hegemony by Castillo Tzecôs Maya protagonists follows in a 

tradition of maaya writing that exercises discursive agency in a context of colonial repression. 

Official documents written for Spanish-speaking colonial officials, along with clandestine 

documents such as the Libros de Chilam Balam, written by and for Mayas outside circulation of 

the printing press and official colonial pathways, exemplify this tradition (Hanks Converting 

Words, Knowlton, Libro de Chilam Balam de Chumayel, and Restall The Maya World). In the 

case of the bilingual text Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera, the battle for naming creates different 

relationships of the Maya people with hegemony in each language. Castillo Tzec's maaya text is 

more resistant to externally imposed customs, as it portrays even the colonizers framing their 

worldviews through maaya-language categories and understandings. In this way, the maaya text 

provides the Maya people with the upper hand from the beginning, as the white soldiers must 
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adapt to the local language instead of the inverse. On the other hand, the textôs insistence that the 

events of the novella take place in Yucatan means that the Spanish text utilizes the colonizersô 

language. Linguistically then, La yerbatera is obligated to participate in reinforcing hierarchies 

inherited from colonial times even as the plot works to invert them. 

While Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera harkens to a colonial era, it speaks to the present 

moment as well, suggesting Maya people can continue to valorize their cultural practices and 

demand respect from others who impose assimilation or cultural change. Through the novella, 

Castillo Tzec celebrates the knowledge and cultural practices of his Maya identity. 

 

Martínez Huchim and The Creation of a New Deep-Forest chôiôibal Lineage  

The textual logic in Ix-Tsôakyaj assumed an identity of a maayáaj kaaj, but Martínez 

Huchimôs work U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la montaña (2013) 

outlines naming practices among one social group inside a larger maaya-speaking society. Her 

collection refashions identity on the peninsula by portraying personages from an era often 

overlooked by scholars. Winner of the Premio Nacional de Literatura Ind²gena ñEnedino 

Jim®nezò in 2005, U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del corazón de la montaña focuses 

on the identity of the jchôak yaôoôob or chiclero laborers who earned a living harvesting 

chicozapote tree resin in the Mexican states of Yucatan and Quintana Roo. These laborers in 

Mexico supplied resin for the twentieth-century North American chewing gum industry (Redclift 

73, 84, 91). Martínez Huchim, an oral history compiler among many other hats, bases her 

account on oral histories of jchôak yaôoôob workers (13).  

Despite its foundation in oral histories, the text is a mixture of genres, transitioning 

between poetry and prose in a way that flaunts its status as a work of art. The structure of the text 

is as follows: ñKôaayoôobò / ñCantosò, a section of three kôaayoôob songs written as poems 
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without music; ñKu tsikbataôalò / ñCuentan queò, a short prose paragraph that introduces the 

protagonist, a maaya-speaking woman who lives in the heart of the tropical forest practicing her 

ancestral customs; ñTsikbaloôobò / ñCuentosò, a section of nine short stories that narrate the 

protagonistôs life and death; ñKaôaj m§anenò / ñCuando pas®ò, a short prose paragraph of the 

narratorôs observations upon returning to where the protagonist once lived; and ñU xuulil kôaayò 

/ ñCanto ¼ltimoò, one final song. This organization follows traditional oral storytelling forms that 

situate a narrative between oral history versions (ñCuentan queò) and the narratorôs first-hand 

experience on the topic (ñCuando pas®ò) (Ligorred Perramon ñLiteraturaò 348).  

While Mart²nez Huchimôs poems and tsikbaloôob provide readers with snapshots of life 

in the isolated camps where the jchôak yaôoôob laborers lived, the protagonist Xtuux, the spirited 

camp cook and one of two women in the camp, is the thread that creates cohesion among the 

vignettes. Mart²nez Huchimôs subtle omniscient narrator almost seems invisible, especially 

compared to the strong presence of Castillo Tzecôs narrator in outlining truth claims for the 

Maya perspective. Her poems and short vignettes form a collection of memorable moments that 

evoke emotion rather than explain. Vignettes each focus on individual workers and mention both 

their names and nicknames. In fact, the tsikbaloôob often relate the origin of a given characterôs 

nickname.   

U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la montaña refashions a 

maaya-speaking peninsular identity. This occurs in three ways: through the workôs focus on 

often overlooked aspects of Yucatecan history and oral histories, a new conceptualization of 

chôiôibal lineage based on forest motifs and collective memory, and the importance of socially 

negotiated identities as signaled by the prominence of charactersô nicknames over their given 

names. More important for Mart²nez Huchimôs work than a Maya ethnic identity is the jchôak yaô 
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class and the individuals positioned in that class, to use Lévi-Straussô language. In Mart²nez 

Huchim, the chicozapote tree becomes a motif for lineage in the deep forest in the historical time 

and space of the resin industry. Mart²nez Huchimôs text focuses on a lifestyle and lineage that 

ended many years ago, according to her work, and provides less information about changes in 

places that Xtuux and the jchôak yaôoôob once occupied.  

 

Centering Peripheral Aspects of Yucatecan History 

Mart²nez Huchimôs goal of remembering through U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / 

Recuerdos del corazón de la montaña makes her framing different than Castillo Tzecôs. A 

trained anthropologist, Martínez Huchim here uses a literary mode as her text recenters the story 

of the peninsula over a new chôiôibal lineage. Instead of a chiôiôibal founded on bloodlines and 

patronyms, chôiôibal in the text is based on a feminine perspective and motifs from an industry 

on the periphery in Yucatecan history. Rather than fighting against colonizing antagonists, 

characters in this work struggle against a dangerous environment in the deep forest and for 

belonging in their own families upon returning to their towns. While names are central to her 

text, Martínez Huchim shows a more skeptical view of names and identity than Castillo Tzec. 

Her work features a protagonist known only by her nickname and her methodology fictionalizes 

charactersô names despite the workôs inspiration in real-life experiences. 

In the introduction to her work, Martínez Huchim does not identify the people she 

describes in her work as belonging to a maaya kaaj. Rather, she identifies them by profession, 

and states the goal of remembering this dying identity:  

Ojeltaôab le tsikbaliloôobaô ich l§akôtsililoôob. U kôaôasajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax ku 

tsikbatik bix ¼uchik u kuxtal junt¼ul koôolel meyajnaj y®etel jchôak yaôob, s²iji tiô 
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jumpô®el kaaj yaan tu lakôinil tiô u luôumil Yucat§n. Le §analteôaô utiaôal k-

kôaôajsik letiô y®tel u y®et meyajnajoôob: letiôob tu boôotoôob y®etel u kôiôkôel u 

kôeexi u yiits le yaôeô. (13)  

Con base en testimonios de familia, Recuerdos del corazón de la montaña es la 

historia de una mujer que fue cocinera en los llamados ñtiempos de la chicler²aò, 

nacida en un pueblo del cercano oriente del estado de Yucatán. El presente escrito 

está inspirado en su memoria y en el [sic] de todas las mujeres y hombres que 

pagaron con sangre propia el costo real de la codiciada resina del zapote. (57)  

U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la monta¶a does not make any claims 

about an overarching cultural, ethnic, or linguistic group. Maaya-language nicknames and 

references to Maya cultural celebrations like Janal Pixan, the Yucatecan version of Day of the 

Dead, illustrate the charactersô heritage. However, the priority in the work is not cultural 

continuity so much as remembering the stories of an aging generation. The primary portrayed 

identity, jchôak yaôoôob laborers and their cook, is not in vogue in popular storytelling in the 

region or in debates about what Maya identities have meant or mean. It is not sexy like the 

Xtáabay seductress or prominent like Maya motifs such as the ceiba tree, alux guardian sprites, 

or wáay wizards who morph into animal forms. Additionally, most writers, historians, and 

anthropologists discuss henequen and tourism as the twentieth-century industries that have 

dramatically altered economic, social, and cultural structures on the Yucatan Peninsula.61 Instead 

of these identity markers, Mart²nez Huchimôs textual world converts the resin industry into the 

backbone of identity. The image of lineage as a chicozapote tree in the workôs songs also 

supplants the yaôaxche or ceiba tree as the central tree motif in Maya cosmology. The ceiba, 

                                                           
61 For academic studies, see Armstrong-Fumero, Baklanoff, Castañeda, Loewe, and Re Cruz. For a literary 

representation, see Ismael May May ñU jaôil Ch§akò. 
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which Linda Schele and David Friedel discuss as ñthe most sacred tree of allò in Maya 

cosmology, often grows at the edge of natural cenote sinkholes and symbolizes the axis that 

connects the skies, the human plane, and the underworld represented by the cenotes (61, 72). 

Utilizing the chicozapote tree reorients this cosmology as the text shifts new ecological and 

economic icons into the center of the regionôs historical identity.  

The work presupposes familiarity with the resin industry, as the narration provides little 

background for readers. Some narrative anecdotes will not make sense without understanding 

how the resin was harvested, what the daily life of the jchôak yaôoôob was like, and the role that 

the resin industry played in transforming the forests of Yucatan and Quintana Roo. While resin 

harvesting peaked from the 1890s to the 1950s (Redclift 114), the events in Mart²nez Huchimôs 

work most likely represent the 1920s conditions and demographics, when the industry was 

booming with foreign demand for chewing gum, local maaya speakers as opposed to outsiders 

began to work as resin harvesters (68-69), and workers lived in forest camps facing dangerous 

conditions and privations as do Mart²nez Huchimôs characters (86-88).62 Michael Redclift 

explains that most of the resin for the gum industry came from the states of Yucatan and 

Quintana Roo (Redclift 75). However, while the text does not specify place names, the spatial 

aspect that Martínez Huchim emphasizes, and perhaps the most important indicator of identity, is 

apparent right from the title: the deep forest. The wilderness setting is the backdrop that marks 

every kôaay and tsikbal, and is the most prominent aspect of the three opening kôaayoôob poems, 

two of which feature the anaphora of ñTu tsôuô noj kô§axileôò / ñEn el coraz·n de la monta¶aò. 

                                                           
62 As U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del corazón de la montaña focuses more on the life experiences of 

the laborers than on political and economic factors driving the chicle industry, there is little information to pin down 

its exact timeframe, leaving open the possibility that the events could also extend into the 1930s, when the industry 

was still strong and Mexican President Lázaro Cárdenas began cooperatives to help improve the earnings of the 

jchôak yaôoôob, who could then cut out intermediaries and sell directly to foreign companies (Redclift 104-06), or 

the 1940s, when the wartime demand for chewing gum in the United States was ñinsatiableò (78).  
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This emphasis on the setting is notable, as Redclift describes: ñThe chiclerosô way of life was 

intimately connected with the forestò (83). Considering the dangerous and harsh nature of life in 

the resin harvesting camps, the charactersô identity name as jchôak yaôoôob portrays their 

tenacious, brave, hardworking, and resourceful natures.  

 

A Lineage of jchôak yaôoôob Laborers 

Jchôak yaôoôob lived in isolated regions far from their families and dominant social 

structures. Mart²nez Huchimôs work shows the difficulty resin harvesters had reintegrating into 

society in the tsikbaloôob entitled ñXTuuxò / ñLa do¶a de los tuuxesò and ñčotsil jMuutsôò / ñEl 

desventurado Muutsô.ò Xtuux herself dies not in the arms of her family members but while she 

hugs a chicozapote tree (43-44/88-89).  Mart²nez Huchimôs fiction, then, creates alternative ways 

of defining kinship beyond the chôiôibal blood lineage passed through the fatherôs name. Instead, 

her work forms a new chôiôbal through shared memories and socially negotiated identities. Her 

poem ñU kôaayil junk¼ul yaôò (18) / ñEl canto del zapoteò (62) describes this lineage in the 

likeness of a chicozapote tree: 

U Yuumil u tsôuô noj kô§ax   El Señor del corazón de la montaña 

U chuun u chôiôibal noj Junk¼ul Yaô.  es el tronco del linaje de Junk¼ul Yaô.63 

Noj Kô§ax u kôaabaô.    Noj kô§ax es su nombre. 

U chuun u chôiôibal jchôak yaôob.  Y es el asiento de la cepa de ñLos del chicleò. 

Junk¼ul yaô u cheôil.    El árbol de zapote es su árbol. 

Chak k¼ul yaô u topil.    El zapote es su fruto.64 

Sak k¼ul yaô u maôalobil.   La resina del zapote rojo es su escasez. 

£ekôyubeôen k¼ul yaô u ayikôalil.  La resina del zapote blanco es su medida. 

U yiits yaô u kôiôkôel.    La resina del zapote morado es su abundancia. 

      La blanca resina es su sangre. 

 

                                                           
63 Mart²nez Huchimôs glossary to the work defines ñyaôò for readers: ñĆrbol y fruto del zapoteò (99). Junkúul is the number one 

(jun-), along with a numerical classifier that classifies the counted object as a type of plant. I discuss these classifiers in detail in 

Chapter 4. 
64 This verse does not appear in the maaya version, which explains why the Spanish-language stanza is one verse 

longer. If this verse were removed in the Spanish stanza, the rest of the verses would correspond to the maaya. 
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Jatsôuts cheô,     Madera preciosa,   

u kôuô maôax:     nido de monas: 

yaôab a tamaxchiô    muchos son tus presagios 

yaôab xan a maôalobil.    grandiosos tus prodigios. 

Joolchôak bej,     Camino de profusos senderos, 

tsôaakil cheô,     benéfica asistencia,65 

tsôib·olbil ich,     curativa pócima, 

tsôib·olbil iits:     apetecible fruto, 

jumpô®elileô k-kôaaylay,   ambicionada savia: 

junt¼ulileô k-chôiôibal,    única es nuestra memoria, 

polok k-chuun yéetel taamil k-moots.  nuestra estirpe una sola 

      de grueso tronco y raíces profundas.  

Maam,      Abuela, 

naô,      madre, 

kiik,      hermana mayor, 

²itsôin,      hermana menor, 

iich,      gemela, 

l§akô. (18)     amiga. (62) 

Both the maaya and Spanish song titles offer readings as óThe Chicozapote Treeôs Songô or 

óSong about the Chicozapote Treeô. I read the song in the latter vein as a description, because the 

lyric voice at times addresses the tree. The poem transforms aspects of resin workersô lives into 

motifs that evoke their shared chôiôibal. The guardian of the forest, Noj Kô§ax [literally, óBig 

Forestô], becomes the founder of the chôiôibal named Junk¼ul Yaô [Chicozapote Tree] (v. 1-3). 

The role of Noj Kô§ax reinforces the deep forest setting as a basis for the new lineage. The 

chicozapote represents the family tree, and its resin is life-giving blood (v. 9/10). Illustrating the 

chôiôibal name, even the shape of the poem simulates a tree, with longer verses as foliage in the 

fi rst stanza, a more slender trunk as the second stanza, and brief one- or two-word verses that 

evoke roots in the third stanza. The lyric voice is unnamed, but the speakerôs identification with 

this lineage, juxtaposed with the feminine relationships in the Spanish-language third stanza, 

suggest the voice is feminine: Xtuux. The woman inserts herself into the Junk¼ul Yaô lineage by 

                                                           
65 This verse does not appear in the maaya version, which explains why the Spanish-language stanza is one verse 

longer. If this verse were removed in the Spanish stanza, the rest of the verses would correspond to the maaya.  
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adopting a third-person plural voice to express collective identity (v. 18-20/20-22). In the context 

of Mart²nez Huchimôs larger collection, Xtuuxôs collective mode of speaking involves her 

speaking to the chicozapote tree, rendering apparent the close connection she has to her 

experiences in the deep forest, which is apparent throughout the work and especially in her 

death. However, in another reading, Xtuuxôs collective declarations encompass all jchôak 

yaôoôob workers, whose lives were also changed in the forest and who likewise descend from 

Noj Kô§ax in this new chôiôibal configuration (v. 4). The metaphor evoking the thick trunk and 

deep roots of this lineage and its collective memory emphasizes its strong, lasting nature (v. 19-

20/21-22).     

Mart²nez Huchimôs creation of a new chôiôbal lineage is completed in the third and final 

stanza, when the poetic voice defines family relationships in ways that continue to alter 

expectations surrounding lineages. The string of relationships has a semblance of generational 

order from oldest to youngest as the stanzaôs tall, thin root shape stretches deeper into the ósoilô 

with each new generation. However, upon arriving to the last two relationships, the generational 

sequence ruptures as ótwinsô and ófriendsô are included in the lineage (v. 25-26/27-28). These 

interruptions to sequence reinforce that in Mart²nez Huchimôs portrayal, the new lineage and the 

deep-forest social ties it describes go beyond blood kinship. While some of the maaya 

relationship terms are gender neutral,66 the Spanish-language lineage specifies feminine 

relationships. This prioritizes matrilineal lineage as an organizing factor of identity, which is in 

keeping with the workôs focus on a female protagonist among the mostly male workers. Besides 

                                                           
66 Bricker et. al. defines màam as ñmother, Mrs.ò (179), and the Diccionario Cordemex defines mam as ñabuelo de 

parte de madreò (491); neither definition corresponds to Martínez Huchimôs use of the word. The more typical terms 

for grandmother would be chiich, while grandfather would be taat, so the poem uses an alternative with more 

complex interpretive options. Ítsin does not denote gender but age, as it describes a sibling of either gender who is 

younger than the speaker (Bricker et. al. 10). Íich is gender neutral (11), as is l§akô (Diccionario Maya Popular 

126). 
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placing a marginal industry at the center of her text, Martínez Huchim also recenters the 

jchôakyaôoôob story on feminine experience.67   

The tsikbal ñXTuuxò / ñLa do¶a de los tuuxesò suggests that imagined deep-forest 

kinship ties are stronger than blood kinship ties through Xtuuxôs mixed reception among her 

family and granddaughters (25/69). Xtuux has long left behind the forest camps at the time of 

this tsikbal. As some of workôs few unnamed characters with dialogue, the granddaughters have 

a symbolic, rather than specific, role in representing intergenerational relations. One 

granddaughterôs negative perception of Xtuux leads her to call her grandmother ñxkaxan 

baôateôelò (25) / ñpleitistaò (69). Meanwhile, Xtuux curses at her granddaughters, much as the 

tsikbaloôob illustrate she was accustomed among male coworkers. Another granddaughter 

defends Xtuux, asserting that the woman is unaware of what she says. Later, Xtuuxôs nieces and 

nephews tell the granddaughters, ñA chiicheôexeô tu pôuchubaj meyaj utiaôal u chô²ijskoôonò (26) 

/ ñSu chich² [ñabuelaò in Yucatecan Spanish] se raj· el cuero en la monta¶a para levantarnosò 

(72, gloss mine). Whereas the younger granddaughters show lack of appreciation for Xtuuxôs 

different life, the nieces and nephewsô statement espouses the textôs portrayal of the Junk¼ul Yaô 

lineage: the hardworking, resilient, and brave men and women who labored to improve their 

familiesô lot in harsh conditions. Such generational disconnect is palpable in Yucatan in 

perceptions on adherence to or distance from Maya identity, as I discuss in Chapter 3.   

                                                           
67 The following poem, ñU kôaayil jchôak yaôò (19) / ñEl canto del chicleroò (63) describes the life of a jchôak yaô 

laborer, member of the chôiôibal founded in the previous poem. This poem focuses on the male experience, 

highlighted by the j- masculine prefix. Readers learn of the sounds or ómusicô he commonly hears, in addition to his 

food, his dwelling, and his fears. Each stanza illustrates specific manifestations in each of those categories. Verses 

use two clausesðthe mention of something in the forest, followed by a description of its function in the jchôak yaô 

workerôs life.  For example: ñU kôaay much tiô jaltun, u jatsôutsil yaôabkach kôaayò / ñel croar de ranas, su orquesta 

sinf·nicaò (v.3). These forest descriptions become more ominous by the poemôs end, with hints at the danger 

inherent in the occupation. The final stanza suggests feelings of both caution and hope: the machete is the right and 

left hand of the jchôak yaô. This person, surviving difficult conditions with a fighting spirit, is the image of the 

maaya-speaking chôiôibal that Martínez Huchim describes. While this poem does not specify feminine pronouns, 

later tsikbaloôob demonstrate that the female protagonist experiences many of the same sounds and fears. 
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Much as the workôs title evokes memory, the concluding sections describe this chôiôibal 

as ended. In a conclusion to the metaphor of chicozapote sap as blood of lineage, the final tsikbal 

relates Xtuuxôs death through the characterôs fusion with the chicozapote tree, which she hugs. 

The final line of the tsikbal suggests that the jchôak yaô lineage ends with the protagonistôs death: 

ñChôaaj, ka l¼ub u yaalab yiits le yaôeôò (44) / ñChôaaj, cay· la ¼ltima gota de resinaò (89). The 

penultimate section, the final prose section, evokes the closing formula in maaya oral storytelling 

through its title ñKaôaj m§anenò / ñCuando pas®ò. In oral storytelling, this phrase introduces the 

storytellerôs first-hand experience with narrated events. Likewise, Mart²nez Huchimôs narrator 

observes the site where Xtuux once lived in the heart of the forest, which now features a closed 

well, an empty yard, a felled chicozapote tree, and a new paved road on which ñt¼umben 

baôaloôobò / ñcosas nuevasò that pass by (45, 91). The paragraph is a written still-life that evokes 

nostalgia as evidence of Xtuuxôs life dwindles among new changes. Mart²nez Huchim here 

shows the death of an old identity and alludes to the birth of a new one in the same area. Pointing 

to the ephemeral nature of memory, the juxtaposition of new and abandoned constructions leaves 

readers to infer how past identities will configure in the new present. The final kôaay, ñU xuulil 

kôaayò (47) / ñCanto ¼ltimoò (93), insists that the jchôak yaôoôob lifestyle and livelihood has 

ended. The second stanzaôs anaphora of ñXuul tiô + (deep forest motif)ò / ñSe acab· el tiempo de 

+ (deep forest motif) lists what is now extinct: the jungle, the jchôak yaôoôob, the chicozapote 

trees, the resin, and the white blood. The metaphor of white resin as blood reinforces that the 

deep-forest social bond of the Junk¼ul Yaô lineage.  
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Family Names and Nicknames: The case of Xtuux 

Like the workôs evocation of an identity based on deep-forest social ties, Martínez 

Huchimôs text suggests that nicknames, which are socially negotiated through shared life 

experiences, can be stronger markers of identity than a given family name. Xtuux is known only 

by her nickname, as the character herself has even forgotten the birth name that her father gave 

her in honor of his mother (25/69). Her nickname Xtuux [dimples] refers to the dimples that 

appear when she laughs: ñU paatkôaabaô óxTuuxô tumen ken cheôejnajkeô ku kôomtaôamtal tu 

kaôats®el u pôuôukò (21) / ñPopularmente la llamaron xTuux, por un par de hoyuelos que sonreían 

en su rostroò (65). This nickname contrasts with her tough-as-nails, crass persona, producing a 

comic effect as do many of the nicknames in Martinez Huchimôs tsikbaloôob. For example, the 

only other woman in the camp is nicknamed Xpoot [crest] because even in the wilderness she 

wears a fancy updo; a man who thinks Xtuux flirts with him by garnishing his beans with a rare 

portion of meat is nicknamed Janamás or Comegrillos when all discover a cricket got into his 

food; Jmuuts [eye closer] describes Xtuuxôs adopted son after an accident leaves his eyes always 

semi-closed; Jtsôoôoylaô or ñflaqu²simoò68 is skinny; and Jkitam [peccary] smells like a wild 

boar. Even the prostitute the resin harvesters fight over upon returning to town has a nickname, 

Xchoôom [pubic hair]. This emphasis illustrates Jes¼s Amaro Gamboaôs affirmation of the 

vitality of nicknaming in Yucatan: ñEl apodo en Yucat§n es consustancial con la existencia 

mismaò (64).  

While different from birth names, practices of assigning nicknames and birth names have 

certain similarities. Just as with Xtuuxôs forgotten family name, individual volition has no role, 

as characters are given nicknames. Although readers can assume Janalmás would prefer a 

                                                           
68 This definition comes from Mart²nez Huchimôs own glossary at the end of the work (99).  
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nickname that is not a constant reminder of his embarrassing miscalculation, the nickname stands 

as a name negotiated and applied by other members of his class of resin harvesters. Similarly, the 

nickname Xtuux becomes so synonymous with the protagonistôs identity that she cannot recall 

her given eponym. In each case, the nickname superimposes over the given name to become the 

identity of social significance in the isolated forest. It is unsurprising then, that the text 

introduces characters by their nicknames instead of their full given names.69  

The workôs prioritization of nickname-based identity disassociates characters from 

normative society and solidifies their chôiôibal lineage based on shared experience and shared 

humor rather than blood kinship. As the characters occupy a unique social and geographic 

context separated from typical life in the towns (kaajoôob), they recreate social structures based 

on new premises. Unlike in Castillo Tzecôs novella, in Mart²nez Huchimôs collection, birth 

names do not determine an individualôs position in a cultural or social system. Instead, names 

change depending on context and memory. The nickname óXtuuxô interpellates the protagonist 

into a socially negotiated family, while her given name would have hailed her into town life as 

the granddaughter of so-and-so. The text makes clear that Xtuuxôs experiences in the forest are 

her defining moments in how she and others view her identity. The experiences gave her 

memories, shaped her life, and helped her achieve economic autonomy, independence, and the 

means to support her family. The tsikbaloôob portray various moments that demonstrate the 

stronger social bonds Xtuux shares with her jchôak yaôoôob campmates than with her blood 

relation. In fact, episodes with her campmates dominate the work, while her family appears in 

just one tsikbal. In turn, her granddaughters are estranged from an aging, senile woman whose 

background is so different from their own.  

                                                           
69 The text only provides the full given name for a deceased character in the short story ñU tamaxchiôkubaj jMaakoò 

/ ñôSe presagi·ô Macoò. 
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The final song ñU xuulil kôaayò (47) / ñCanto ¼ltimoò (93) pays homage to charactersô 

memories in the first stanza, which precedes the second stanzaôs emphasis on the end of the 

Junkúul Yaô lineage. The first stanza remembers characters through their nicknames and 

nickname origins, suggesting that while other aspects of the experience are gone, collective 

memory remains as the characters survive in the pages of the book and in memory. 

Remembering nickname identities is reminiscent of Castillo Cocomôs ñMaya Scenariosò, in 

which he reflects on Yucatec Maya identity and suggests that death does not interrupt the vital 

presence that town members continue to have in collective memory: ñAlthough they have left us, 

paradoxically, they departed only to remain with usò (21). Similar to how Mart²nez Huchimôs 

work focuses on nickname origins instead of other aspects of character development, more than 

once, Castillo Cocom lists names in his discussion of Yucatec Maya identity. He includes full 

names of deceased townspeople from Xocempich, where he grew up, because they still configure 

in the communityôs imaginary (ñMaya Scenariosò 21). When discussing his friend Francisco, 

Castillo Cocom shares the names of Franciscoôs parents, six children, and wife (24), and 

Francisco goes on to recite the full names of his five grandchildren, even though he repeats the 

same last name five times (25). In a similar way, Mart²nez Huchimôs record of nicknames 

articulates the continuance of their memory. Her depiction of Xtuuxôs renewed life after death in 

the tsikbal ñU xuulil kuxtalò (47) / ñEl final de la vidaò (88), in which Xtuux reunites with other 

deep-forest characters, emphasizes that death is only a new form of life.  

 

Cuevas Cob and the Unnamed 

Cuevas Cobôs poem ñIn kôaabaôò / ñMi nombreò (Kuxaôan 44) features what Althusser 

would label a ñbad subjectò, as the lyric voice rejects responding to her name, instead showing a 
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vision of naming and identity that individuals can discard and change at their discretion. The 

poemôs first-person speaker does not name her society or culture, and actively resists revealing 

her given name, birth or nickname, in a sign of its rejection. While the title creates an expectation 

that readers will learn the lyric voiceôs name, the poem does not satisfy such curiosity. From the 

lyric voiceôs musings, readers infer that the speaker has fallen into disrepute in her society. The 

poem, open for multiple interpretations, leaves the reader to intuit this and many other aspects of 

the poetic situation presented. What is certain is that, unlike Castillo Tzecôs and Mart²nez 

Huchimôs characters who embrace their identities and communities, Cuevas Cobôs protagonist 

rejects the ideologies of a society that shuns her and taints her name:  

 In kôaabaôeô,      Mi nombre, 

 tikin ootôel      pellejo disecado, 

 chiôil chiô u chiôichiôal,    de boca en boca es mordido, 

 u chaôachaôal tumen u tsôaôay m§akoôob.  es masticado por los colmillos de la gente. 

 Tsôoôok in pitik u nookôil in kôaabaô   Me he despojado del ropaje de mi nombre 

 jeô bix u potsôikubal kaan tu xlaô s·ol.  así como la serpiente de su piel. 

 àB§anten maô t§an u yaôalaôal xk§akbach tiô uj? ¿Por qué no llaman prostituta a la luna? 

 Letiôeô suuk u x²inbal bul §akôab,   Ella acostumbra caminar por las noches, 

 suuk u bulik u wíinklil,    acostumbra apostar su cuerpo, 

 suuk u balik u suôutal,     acostumbra ocultar su vergüenza, 

 suk u tôubkubaj ich eekôjocheôenil tumen tsôoôok acostumbra sumergirse en la oscuridad 

 u pôektik u s§asil.     porque ya detesta su claridad. 

 Tumen letiôeô sak kiôichpan xbaôabaôal.  Porque ella es una hermosa alimaña blanca. 

 In kôabaôeô      Mi nombre 

 chaô taôakaôan tiô paalal.    es chicle prohibido para los niños.  

 Bejlaôeô minaôan in kôaabaô.     Ahora ya no tengo nombre. 

 Teneô aluxen t§an in soôosoôokôtôik u tsoôotsel u Soy un duende que le revuelve la cabellera al 

      pool yaamaj.          amor.  

This poem portrays a subject discredited by her society, as her name is chewed by human 

fangs and shed like a snakeôs skin until she maintains no name whatsoever (v. 1-4, 14-16). The 

speaker shares the social censure incited by her behavior, but leaves readers to infer what her 

supposed transgression is. While the poem does not identify the lyric voice, the preoccupation 

with feminine personages that do not follow social norms suggests the subject is female. 
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Depending on interpretation, this protagonist could symbolize women in general, or women who 

push the bounds of what their societies consider acceptable feminine behavior. I even enjoy 

imagining the poemôs subject as the mythical Xt§abay seductress from maaya oral tradition, who 

I discuss in Chapter 3. Cuevas Cobôs protagonist compares herself to another prominent female 

in Maya cosmology: the moon, an evocation of the Maya goddess Ixcheel, although this 

reference remains unnamed, much like the speakerôs identity (v. 7). The lyric voice perceives her 

behavior as similar to the moonôs. However, the speakerôs interrogative suggests that society 

considers her to be a prostitute even as it revers the Ixcheel moon for her nocturnal presence. 

Despite their similarities, the speaker must defend herself whereas the feminine moon enjoys 

more social freedoms. Cuevas Cobôs parallel verse structure of [habitual aspect suuk] + 

[transitive verb] + [possessed noun] emphasizes the multiple faces of these similar 

ótransgressionsô of the flesh (v. 8-11). Readers can assume society reveres Ixcheel as much as it 

censures the speaker.  

Whereas the speaker and the moon are the agents as subjects of transitive verbs, the 

outside society that discredits the speakerôs name, and by extension, her personhood, is only 

indirectly referenced in passive verbs. For instance, her name ñu chaôachaôalò / ñes masticadoò 

(v. 4). The lyric voice also asks, ñ¿B§anten maô t§an u yaôalaôal xk§akbach tiô uj?ò / [Why isnôt 

the moon called a prostitute?] (v. 7). Passive voice suggests the unidentifiable source of 

disregard for the protagonist that originates in social ideologies and norms. This non-specificity 

provides the poem a universal sense and addresses marginalization of women in many societies. 

As the lyric voiceôs name harms her reputation and identity, she uses her own means to 

cast it aside. As such, Cuevas Cobôs protagonist has the most control over her own name and 

identity among characters in the three works analyzed, at least on the level of her individual 
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subjectivity. In fact, the poem declares the protagonist has taken off her own name even before 

providing context to explain why she would do so. Active voice and the transitive verb pitik 

[undress] show the lyric voiceôs agency in her own óundressingô: ñTsôoôok in pitik u nookôil in 

kôaabaôò / ñMe he despojado del ropaje de mi nombreò (v. 5). The aspect marker tsôoôok70 

reinforces that this undressing was recently completed. In other metaphors, the speaker likens her 

name to items that either she or others can discard: her name is chewed dry skin (v. 2-4), molted 

snake skin (v. 6), and chewing gum (v. 15). The first two metaphors define names as appearance 

and costume, which can be shed or changed. The other depicts the chewing gum reminiscent of 

the resin industry in Mart²nez Huchimôs text. In the poem, this name-gum is a delight children 

are not permitted. The speakerôs metaphors are ambivalent, as society and she can both discard 

her name. However, whereas discarding of her name by society enacts her social censure, her 

own discarding of her name resists this censure. By rejecting her name, Cuevas Cobôs speaker 

does not share Castillo Tzecôs preoccupation with cultural continuity and identities assigned 

from birth or Mart²nez Huchimôs concern for remembering. Rather, Cuevas Cobôs lyric voice 

refuses to occupy the position in society as indicated by her name. In this way, the poem 

suggests that assigned names, whether birth or nicknames, are not determinative of identity.  

Besides discarding her own name, the speaker also exercises an act of naming as she 

attributes a new identity to Ixcheel in an abrupt statement that stands out as the poemôs only 

fragment: ñTumen letiôeô sak kiôichpan xbaôabaôalò71 / ñPorque ella es una hermosa alima¶a 

blancaò (v. 13). This oxymoron proposes an identity that is half pure and half evil. The speaker 

                                                           
70 Instead of tenses, maaya grammar is based on aspects. Briceño Chel calls tsôoôok the terminative aspect and 

compares it to the completive aspect that marks actions completed before the moment of speech: ñMarca acciones 

terminadas pero no completadas, por lo que, sem§nticamente, no son formas tan pasadas como las del completivoò 

(Los verbos 23). The actions it introduces have just ended; Briceño Chel translates the concept using the Spanish 

ñyaò (24). 
71 Diccionario Maya Cordemex defines ñbaôabaôalò as ñel maligno o el diablo; demonioò (23). 
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empathizes with the moon as she interprets her through the lens of social norms that teach 

feminine modesty and discourage women from drawing attention to themselves; according to 

such norms, the moon shamelessly exposes herself at night. As the lyric voice observes that the 

moon has characteristics often attributed to prostitutes in her nighttime visibility (v. 8-11), she 

imagines herself and the moon as sufferers of ongoing social censure. Through this 

configuration, the lyric voice inverts typical conceptions of purity and impurity and Ixcheelôs 

role in Maya cosmology. Whereas many contemporary literary works, including Castillo Tzecôs 

novella, uphold Ixcheel as feminine protectress, Cuevas Cobôs speaker imagines a moon subject 

to human social norms by which she would be considered socially deviant. In her interpretation, 

the moon dislikes her light and seeks out darkness to hide her constant exposure (v. 12). Her 

interpretation of the moon in this manner suggests this vision reflects her own experience. In this 

way, she disassociates light from its common connotations of purity and goodness. Still, her 

oxymoronic name for the moon demonstrates that the speaker does not censure the moon 

because of these social norms. Two positive adjectives outweigh the one negative noun and 

convert the risk-taking moon into a positive motif of uncontained passion. The logic of the 

oxymoron evens the moonôs and lyric voiceôs reputations into a simultaneous good-bad. 

According to the speaker, the moon is white and beautiful, but also risqué and non-conforming. 

She is therefore only able to show herself at night, in the refuge of darkness. While the speaker 

discards her own name, she provides the moon with a new name to represent the heavenly body 

as she views her: in solidarity with her own situation. This depiction offers a stark contrast with 

Ixcheelôs portrayal in Castillo Tzec as feminine protector and moral model of the Maya. The 

protagonistôs musings on the moon allow her to vindicate herself before society by transforming 

the symbolic value of a revered Maya goddess who she views as similar to herself.  
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While Castillo Tzec provides his protagonist with the means to maintain her original 

name, Cuevas Cobôs lyric voice changes her name to affirm her identity. The final verses feature 

only the first-person voice, without the passive-voice references to her nameôs reception in 

society (v. 14-17). It is as if the speaker has forgotten the social censor she faces. In this way, the 

poem ends on the speakerôs own terms. Instead of identifying herself by an assigned name, the 

lyric voice describes herself as an alux (ñduendeò) (v. 17), grouping herself into a class of 

mischievous sprites who guard land in exchange for ritual offerings. The maaya poem is more 

emphatic, emphasizing the speaker as the subject who assumes her new identity through the first-

person ñTeneôò topicalizer. As the aluxoôob are known for their mischief, the poetic voice seems 

to have no plans to alter her behavior. Rather, her practices of naming alter both her and 

Ixcheelôs identities to her own norms, altering a Maya moral and religious compass. The final 

verse suggests the freed and mischievous speaker will enjoy continuing passion as she describes 

herself ruffling loveôs tresses into a tangle. In the context of Yucatan, hair images immediately 

evoke intertextuality with the Xtáabay seductress, who is said to comb her luscious tresses 

beneath the ceiba tree as she awaits masculine prey. In this way, Cuevas Cobôs lyric voice 

overlays three prominent figures in Yucatecan narrative, Ixcheel, the alux, and Xtáabay, as she 

reconfigures her own identity, rejecting the reputation her given name has, to celebrate her own 

mischievousness, seductiveness, and blamelessness.  

 

Conclusion: Names as Transformation 

The works I examine present three heterogeneous configurations of Maya identities, as 

names and practices of naming signify identity within their communities and transform dominant 

perceptions surrounding the Maya. In Castillo Tzecôs work, Xsaklool demonstrates the vitality 
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and utility of Maya ways of knowing to invert social hierarchies and provide Maya culture with 

the space and power to engage in cultural self-determination. Martínez Huchim remembers a 

Maya identity from the twentieth-century resin industry that offers a different picture of Maya 

social bonds as she invents a lineage to demonstrate the intimacy shared by characters who live 

and work in the deep forest. Finally, while the previous works feature characters that are 

concerned with their larger communities, Cuevas Cobôs poetic voice disregards social censure to 

triumphantly use naming to refashion her and Ixcheelôs identities according to her lifestyle 

instead of societyôs wishes. These authors all create aesthetic worlds in their works that allow the 

female protagonists to remake their societies. In the next chapter, I examine the role of gender 

and sexuality in this remaking of Maya identities. 
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Chapter 3. Continuity and Rupture: Representations of Women Imagined by Male and 

Female Writers 

Maya and non-Maya anthropologists often characterize Maya views on gender relations 

as different but complementary. Maya scholar Briceño Chel teaches of duality and 

complementarity in the Maya world, including in the realm of gender, through the concept of 

nuup. Bricker et. al. define ñn½upò as ñthe other [of a pair]; spouseò, with examples in which the 

word describes a shoe, a wife, and an earring (202). In Brice¶o Chelôs description, the Maya 

often conceive of a whole as composed of two parts, with ñnuupò as a descriptor of this 

complementarity. For Briceño Chel, from a Maya perspective, a person is not considered 

complete without his or her ñnuupò (ñCosmovisi·nò). Mary H. Preuss similarly asserts, ñIn the 

Maya world the presence of dualities denotes order that results from maintaining an equilibrium, 

while imbalance brings chaos and disorderò (458). Noting how this configuration affects Maya 

understandings of gender, anthropologist Landy Santana Rivas writes, ñEn la cosmolog²a maya 

se ha podido observar un concepto dualista donde lo masculino y lo femenino no se oponen sino, 

m§s bien, se complementanò (ñLa mujerò 43).  

In the Yucatecan imaginary, the mestiza and mestizo are the respective Maya woman and 

Maya man par excellence. The two terms describe the most ñtraditionalò modalities of Maya 

identity. They follow current on-the-ground usage of the term óMayaô to evoke notions of an 

ñauthenticò Maya culture linked to an inherited past.72 Casta¶edaôs explanation of the mestiza 

identity in Yucatan (state) describes her role as symbol of such visions of Maya culture: ña 

female óMayaô is a mestiza because she dresses like a Maya, speaks Maya, and lives óMaya 

                                                           
72 Accordingly, ñMayaò and ñmestiza/oò do not describe Maya cultural inheritors who do not follow these customs 

associated with this past, or often, who do not speak maaya, even if an individual descends from Maya bloodlines. 
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cultureôò (ñWe Are Notò 53).73 Casta¶edaôs use of óMayaô in quotation marks makes explicit that 

definitions of óMayaô (including what is ónot Mayaô) should be recognized as constructed rather 

than inherent. As such, the visual marker of the white huipil, feminine regional dress, identifies 

the mestiza. Describing the particulars of mestiza dress, Hervik specifies daily use of the 

Yucatecan huipil with an underskirt, shawl, gold jewelry, and the tôuuch hairstyle, in which hair 

forms a knot at the nape of the neck (35). In Mart²nez Huchimôs glossary in U kôaôajsajil u tsôuô 

noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la montaña, dress defines a mestiza: ñMujer que porta el 

traje regional yucatecoò (97), but her glossary in U yóol xkaambal jaw xíiw / Contrayerba further 

clarifies that the dress is ñde uso cotidianoò (122). Hervik adds additional aspects to the identity, 

stating that mestizos of all genders ñexpress their ethnic identity by having a common language, 

Maya, as their mother tongue, by having a common dress pattern, occupation (agriculture), past-

oriented identity, and ritual practicesò (52).  

Notions of traditional Maya culture also involve gendered roles and spaces. Hanks 

describes ña strict division between male and female activitiesò (Referential 111). Womenôs 

space is the solar, or the house and patio, where they prepare food, wash clothing, raise chickens, 

turkeys, and pigs, and tend to fruit trees and other plants grown around the home (111). Women 

also occupy public spaces as buyers and sellers in the market (113). The hearth cooking fire 

(kôooben / fogón), situated between three stones, often symbolizes the mestizaôs space. Hanks 

shows that in contrast, the Maya man is most strongly associated with work in the kool, or milpa 

fields. There, men grow corn, beans, squash, and other subsistence crops (111).  

                                                           
73 Castañeda uses ñMayaò in quotation marks in this passage because maaya speakers in Yucatan usually do not self-

identify as Maya. Rather the term has been externally applied. The term ómayaô is more often used as an adjective to 

describe language and culture, although contemporary Maya cultural promotors and intellectuals are reclaiming the 

term as an ethnic identity. See Chapter 2 for a discussion and bibliography of work on Maya terms of self-identity. 
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Young children are introduced to the mestiza-mestizo gender model ceremoniously 

through the jéets méekô, a ritual for newborns that provides babies with gendered tools specific 

for their future vocations as either Maya men or Maya women. In all jéets méekô rituals, a 

godparent who shares the babyôs biological sex carries the baby straddling their hip, walking in 

nine circles around an altar first to the right, then to the left (Rosales Mendoza 55, Loewe 71). 

Gender organizes this ritual in multiple ways. Baby boys have jéets méekô ceremonies at four 

months old, symbolizing that their future kool [field] will have four corners. On the altar for a 

boyôs jéets méekô are items that prepare him for a masculine Maya world, including a machete, 

rifle, mecapal carrying strap, and bag for agricultural work. For baby girls, the ritual occurs 

when they are three months old, as their future kô·oben [hearth] will have three stones. Items on 

the girlôs altar to prepare her for a feminine Maya world include sewing needles, a grinding 

stone, a xamach / comal tortilla griddle, scissors, and thread. According to Rosales Mendoza, 

altars for more recent ceremonies in eastern Yucatan around Valladolid include a notebook or 

pencils to encourage schooling for both genders. Similarly, in the state of Quintana Roo, the 

location of the Riviera Maya and Cancun, an English dictionary prepares children for work in the 

tourism industry (56).  

Just as outward feminine dress signifies mestizasô proximity to ñtraditionalò culture, 

female Maya cultural inheritors who choose not to wear the huipil also have an identity label: 

catrina. Mart²nez Huchim defines ñcatrinaò as ñ[p]ersona que porta ropa occidentalò (U 

kôaôasajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax 97). Hervik specifies that catrinas have Maya heritage but do not 

wear the huipil; therefore, he views catrines of all genders as a sub-category of a wider mestizo 

category (30, 34). He explains attitudes surrounding the catrín identity in his town of study: ñIn 

Oxkutzcab today catrínes are ómestizosô who dress differently, and ómestizosô see them as 
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individuals who have taken an unfortunate step away from the Maya culture, but who 

nevertheless share the same cultural knowledge. More precisely, catrinas are women who dress 

differentlyò (51-52). His remarks demonstrate that communities consider there to be a órightô 

way to be Maya and live Maya culture. Hervik affirms that individuals do not self-identify as 

catrines, and that speakers apply the term to individuals to suggest their aspirations of social 

climbing (30). While a manôs decision to adopt non-Maya style clothing involves a subtle 

change, Hervik notes that a womanôs decision to forgo traditional Maya dress is obvious and 

irreversible (31). In addition to dominant-culture fashion, catrinas may also wear the catrina 

huipil, which is narrower and characterized by different styles of flower embroidery than appears 

on the mestizaôs huipil. Catrinas do not use the shawl and often do not use the underskirt (35).  

Attitudes surrounding these two feminine identities reveal conflicting reactions, drawn 

along generational lines, to notions of ñauthenticò Maya culture. According to Hervik, age and 

generation are often determining factors in identification as mestizas or catrinas. Older 

generations wear the huipil daily as mestizas whereas younger generations dress in dominant 

culture fashions and infrequently wear catrina huipiles (28-31). Hervikôs account demonstrates a 

generational rift in perceptions surrounding these two identities:   

Conservative older ómestizosô employ the word catrín to express their 

disapproval, and scold the catrínes for disavowing their Maya cultural and social 

roots. Most catrínes in turn use the ómestizosô to refer to their own parents who 

they consider old fashioned. They regard the non-ómestizoô style of dress as 

forming part of a process of ócultural modernizationô in which they themselves are 

participating. (31) 
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Interpreting visual signs of Maya identity depends on the viewerôs assumptions and identity in 

addition to the visual markers themselves. Whether communities will integrate trends of 

ñcultural modernizationò into conceptions of Maya identity remains to be seen. In Martínez 

Huchimôs view, ómestizaô is a negative term. To her definition of ñmestizaò in the U kôaôajsajil u 

tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la montaña glossary, she adds: ñEs un despectivo para 

nombrar a la mujer mayaò (97). Hervikôs comments suggest that so-called modernizing trends 

contribute to such negative connotations by conceiving of mestizas as old-fashioned. 

Despite these connotations, Hervik and Loewe both find that a second, positive use of 

ómestizoô describes all Yucatecans, not just those of Maya heritage, who participate in Yucatecan 

regional culture, such as the jarana dance (Hervik 52, Loewe 70-71). Loewe calls this version of 

the term ñthe legitimate mestizoò and asserts that it refers to a person engaged in an expression 

of regional culture that ñnot only unifies the peninsula but sets Yucatecans apart from residents 

of central Mexicoò (70). In terms of my discussion of Maya womanhood, one version of mestiza 

is a source of regional pride, honored for maintaining a celebrated cultural legacy. However, at 

the same time, the rural mestiza of Maya heritage is spurned for her traditional way of life, which 

Castañeda notes is often perceived as ñnon-Modernò (ñWe Are Notò 54-55). 

Beyond the signposts of the mestiza and catrina feminine identities in Maya 

communities, Maya women form part of wider imaginaries as well. Worley signals ñthe 

simplistic representations of Yucatec Maya women that litter popular culture and thus normalize 

a singular vision of Yucatec Maya womanhood based on a romanticized, mute passivityò (ñU 

p§ajtalilò 155-56). The dominance of such images of Maya women suggests the success of what 

critics have named the concept of the indio permitido, in which the State encourages indigenous 

cultures to flourish but only so long as they do not place demands on the State (Worley 
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ñM§seualò 9). Similarly, Loewe asserts that legitimate mestizos participate in what have become 

folklorized practices of regional culture (70-71). In terms Castañeda has used,74 these discourses 

result in the dominance of a ñmuseumò Maya culture that does not threaten social or political 

status quo. Gender-specific concerns suggest the utility of discussing an india permitida to 

recognize the different set of criteria placed specifically on indigenous women for compliance 

with modalities of politically and socially accepted indigenous femininity. 

Similar to the imaginary surrounding the mestiza as the representation of Maya tradition 

par excellence, Gloria Chacón points out that the Maya woman, moreso than the Maya man, is 

imagined as a cultural repository in which Maya customs, dress, and language maintain 

continuity over time: 

Las mujeres son responsables de la reproducción biológica, del mantenimiento del 

idioma y de portar el traje típico (asociado con el oficio cultural de tejer), así 

como de la continuación de la cultura. Identificadas como las preservadoras de los 

idiomas ïa diferencia de sus compañeros, que salen en busca de trabajo a las 

ciudades y forzosamente tienen que aprender el españolï, ellas se quedan en casa 

en un ambiente predominantemente monolingüe. De esta manera, en la cultura 

dominante la vinculación de la mujer maya con el idioma adquiere un aura de 

atraso. (98) 

In this view, womenðmestizas, to be preciseðenact cultural continuity as the keepers of 

tradition even as youth and males are more exposed to influences external to Maya culture. 

Chacón stresses that the conception of the strong link between Maya women and tradition 

originates from both outside and within Maya culture (98).  

                                                           
74 See In the Museum. 
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Representations of Maya Women in maaya-Language Literature 

 In the texts I study,75 male authors primarily bridge contemporary times and notions of a 

celebrated past authentic Maya culture in the context of contemporary maaya speakersô 

marginalization. In doing so, they primarily respond to discourses that obscure the contemporary 

Maya against a backdrop of pre-Hispanic Maya impressiveness that has been fetishized by the 

lucrative tourist industry, the State, and even humanist scholars, or to discourses that perceive 

contemporary Maya culture as inferior or impure when measured against this ñauthenticò past. 

As male writers create continuity and celebrate Maya difference, they also tend to construct the 

Maya woman as a mestiza as opposed to a catrina or other feminine identities. These 

representations correspond with the popularized images of Maya womanhood discussed by 

Worley and Chacón. Their traditional feminine portrayals are one aspect of their work that 

demonstrates a commitment to emphasizing and revindicating visions of Maya cultural 

continuity with a pure past as a strategy for preventing or recouping cultural loss. However, their 

adherence to variations on a mestiza feminine identity simultaneously reinforces notions of an 

authentic, essentialist, or ñcorrectò Maya culture that consider mixed, ñimpureò contemporary 

Maya culture to be inferior to both global dominant cultures and an imagined pure Maya past.   

                                                           
75 I base my conclusions on the following sample of original literary texts published in 2013 or before. The corpus I 

study does not always encompass all of an authorôs body of work in this time frame. My sample of male-authored 

texts includes: Carrillo Can, U y·okôotiloôob §akôab / Danzas de la noche (2011) and selections from Kuxaôan tôaan 

(2012); Villegas Carrilloôs poetry collections, U kôaay chôiôibal / El canto de la estirpe (2009), Girándula / Súusut 

sáasil: Poesía maya (2012) and Ćakôabeô ku yaôalik t§an u kô§axal jaô / Lluvia que la noche dicta (2012), and 

selections from Kuxaôan tôaan; and Sánchez Chan, selections from Kuxaôan tôaan and ñTomoxchiôò (2004). My 

sample of women-authored texts focuses on their tsikbaloôob. By Ceh Moo, I examine Tabita y otros cuentos mayas 

(2013) and Kaaltaleô, ku xijkunsik u jel puksiôikôaloôob / El alcohol tambi®n rompe otros corazones (2013). I do not 

address her published novels. By Martínez Huchim, I examine ñChen konelò / ñEs por dem§sò (2006), U kôaôajsajil 

u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del corazón de la montaña (2013) and U yóol xkaambal jaw xíiw / Contrayerba 

(2013).  
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On the other hand, I observe that women authors are more critical of Maya tradition, as 

they show community norms that harm or unfairly restrict women.76 By portraying cracks in 

tradition that permit abuse of women and girls, they expose gender complementarity to be an 

imagined value that does not consistently transfer into social practice. Through both realist and 

non-realist aesthetics, their works demonstrate areas in which tradition should not be glorified 

but changed. Women authors create women characters who occupy nuanced subject positions 

and expand the identities and social spaces available to Maya women. Intertextualities with a 

mythical Maya feminine figure, the deadly Xtáabay seductress, provide an avenue for proposing 

and affirming new models of Maya womanhood. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I analyze representations of Maya women by both men 

and women authors. I use the singular terms ñmestizaò and ñthe Maya womanò to refer to a 

conception of Maya womanhood as conceived through ñtraditionalò imaginaries. The terms 

ñmestizoò and ñthe Maya manò are the corresponding terms I use to evoke the imaginary of 

Maya manhood. When discussing how writers construct alternative visions of men and women in 

Maya culture, I use plural terms such as ñMaya womenò or ñfeminine identitiesò. I also identify a 

young girl character that recurs in both male- and female-authored texts. This motif foreshadows 

Maya womenôs possible future identities.  

 

                                                           
76 In fact, both Ceh Mooôs tsikbal ñX Ma Cleofasò / ñCleofas. La ancianaò (Tabita, 2013) and Martínez Huchimôs 

tsikbal ñXchokojoôobò / ñôCalenturientasôò (U yóol, 2013) recount the stories of young girls who are incestually 

abused by older male relatives. Ceh Mooôs tsikbal goes so far as to relate two generations of incest, as the 

protagonistôs father is simultaneously her father, the father of her daughter, and the father of her daughterôs child. 

Both of their stories suggest that disastrous results follow first-of-kin unions to criticize the social norms that allow 

male abuse to occur with impunity. Read together, the tsikbaloôob show that institutions, such as law enforcement 

and the church, and even a victimôs own mother, are complicit in or at the extreme, even condone the abuse. In both 

tsikbaloôob, the victimsô Maya communities reject them; in Ceh Moo, after reporting the abuse to authorities, the 

mother and daughter are exiled from their town, and in Martínez Huchim, prostitution is the only remaining 

opportunity for the young victim.  
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ñTeen m§ax yaabilmechò / ñSoy quien te amaò: The Male-Authored Maya Woman 

In male-authored portrayals, women are often objects of male desire or preservers and 

transmitters of cultural and societal norms. As objects of male desire, the female belovedôs voice 

and perspectives are often absent, and readers have access to her character only through male 

narratorsô desire.77 As cultural repository, the woman is a romanticized mestiza78 or preserver of 

cultural continuity.79 When portraying suffering, male-authored texts tend to show suffering as a 

universal or Maya condition, not a gendered one.80 Male writersô focus on pleasurable romantic 

relationships or Maya cultural revitalization is noticeable when women writers in both prose and 

poetry often depict social struggle and situations of oppression. In male-authored poems that 

feature the (presumably male) lyric voicesô relationships with women, sometimes the first-person 

lyric voices express intensely personal suffering and distress because of their loverôs 

indifference, absence, or death, but the poems more often portray tender moments between the 

lovers with amorous or even erotic overtones. Carrillo Canôs prose is the notable exception to 

this norm when he portrays suffering as a gendered condition in U y·okôotiloôob §akôab / Danzas 

de la noche (2011). In this novel, a young girl recounts in first person how her feminine sex 

increases her household obligations, makes her vulnerable to sexual and economic exploitation 

                                                           
77 See Carrillo Canôs ñKex maô a kôaateô a tiaôalenò / ñSoy tuyo aunque no quierasò in Kuxaôan tôaan; Sánchez 

Chanôs ñT§an m§ankôinalò / ñEs fiestaò and ñTu bejil ich koolò / ñCamino a la milpaò in Kuxaôan tôaan; and 

Villegasô ñIx t§abayò / ñIx t§abayò, Y§ax chô¼ulilò / ñPrimigenia humedadò, and section III of ñU paakatoôob chan 

paalilò / ñPaisajes de la infanciaò in the collection U kôaay chôiôibal / El canto de la estirpe.  
78 See Carrillo Canôs ñKex maô a kôaateô a tiaôalenò / ñSoy tuyo aunque no quierasò in Kuxaôan tôaan; Sánchez 

Chanôs ñX-Maruchò / ñMar²aò in Kuxaôan tôaan; and Villegasô ñU kôuubal ukôajò / ñOfrenda de la sedò in U kôaay 

chôiôibal. 
79 See S§nchez Chanôs ñX-wakô kô§anò / ñUrdidora de hamacasò in Kuxaôan tôaan. 
80 For suffering as a universal condition, see Carrillo Canôs ñXmaô tôaanil, jk²im y·okôol kaabò / ñSilencio, ha 

muerto la tierraò in Kuxaôan tôaan and Villegasôs ñYaayaj ·olò / ñIncertidumbreò in Girándula. The poetic voice in 

many poems in Villegasô collection Ćakôabeô ku yaôalik t§an u kô§axal jaô / Lluvia que la noche dicta evokes 

disenchantment with contemporary urban life as opposed to a rural life more in sync with the natural world. For 

suffering as a Maya condition, see Castillo Tzecôs Ix-tsôakyaj / La yerbatera and my discussion in Chapter 2; 

S§nchez Chanôs ñIn kaajalò / ñMi puebloò in Kuxaôan tôaan; and Villegasô ñS¼usut s§asilò / ñGir§ndulaò in 

Girándula. 
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by adult guardians, and ultimately forces her to flee her adoptive parentsô home in fear that her 

adoptive father will kill her for her baby brotherôs accidental death. However, in this section, I 

examine Carrillo Canôs poetry, along with Villegasô, as representative of the ways I observe male 

writers mostly depicting mestiza identities that adhere to popularized images of the acceptable 

Maya woman.  

Isaac Carrillo Can fashions the beloved as a mestiza in his poem ñTeen m§ax 

yaabilmechò / ñSoy quien te amaò, which appears in the Kuxaôan tôaan anthology (2012) (180). 

In the poem, the lyric voice portrays a tender and amorous relationship with his mestiza beloved. 

She does not speak, and the lyric voice constructs her image as he addresses her:   

Teen le jaô ka yalik ta paachoô   Soy el agua que viertes en tu espalda 

le ku bin u yayalankil tak tuôux ku s²ijil kiliôich el agua que desciende al sitio en el que nacen 

      náayoô            los sueños 

teen le iipil b§aytik a kiôichpamiloô   soy el hipil que acaricia tu hermosura 

teen la b·ochô ku leechlankil ta kaaloô  el rebozo que cuelga enredándose en tu cuello 

teen la kô§an m®ekôikech tul§akal §akôaboô  soy la hamaca que te abraza noche a noche. 

The poem is a series of metaphors in which the speaker responds specifically to a mestizaôs 

needs as a tender lover. The speaker equates himself with cultural symbols of the mestiza: the 

huipil, or the strongest marker of mestiza identity, including the shawl that a catrina would not 

use.81 While the hammock is not gender-specific, it is strongly associated with mestizo ways of 

life. The metaphors indicate that the lyric voice conceives of himself as cleansing and refreshing, 

for he is water, along with loving and tender, as he caresses and embraces the beloved. The 

apostrophe of ñteenò / ñsoyò emphasizes that the poetic voice is the one who loves and provides 

for the woman. However, this anaphora also calls attention to the poemôs focus on the male 

speakerôs conception of the beloved and the absence of the belovedôs perspective. In fact, the 

                                                           
81 While I read the poem in a heterosexual framework and interpret the lyric voice to be male, the poem invites a 

queer reading, as there are no markers of the speakerôs gender in either poem, and the metaphors associate the lyric 

voice with feminine dress. In either reading, the belovedôs construction as a mestiza is clear. 
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poem is more about the lyric voiceôs perception of himself as lover than about his beloved. The 

poetic voiceôs self-descriptive metaphors depict him as an integral part of the belovedôs mestiza 

identity. In fact, if the mestiza identity depends on her garments, the poetic voice is what makes 

her a mestiza as he becomes the trappings of feminine regional dress. While sonneteers often 

focused poems on descriptions of feminine beauty, Carrillo Canôs poem only suggests the 

belovedôs attractiveness without describing her physical features. The poem names her back, 

beauty, and neck. As the speaker constructs the belovedôs identity through the outer trappings 

that cloak her, the image of her naked body is present underneath the garment that is her lover.   

The metaphor of male as mestiza garment suggests the speakerôs physical intimacy with 

his beloved and brings the poemôs sensual nature to the forefront. The second verse adds erotic 

undertones by referring to the belovedôs genitalia through the euphemism, ñtuôux ku s²ijil kiliôich 

n§ayoôò / ñsitio en el que nacen los sue¶osò. In an explanation of the two maaya terms for 

dreams, Cuevas Cob defines náay, Carrillo Canôs choice, as ñun sueño suave que se concibe 

desde el espacio terrenal. . . . alude a la ilusi·n, a entretenimientoò (qtd. in Lepe Lira Lluvia 123). 

On the other hand, the term wayakô is ñel sueno profundo y verdadero, el encuentro con el 

mundo subterráneo de los mayas, el lugar sagrado de Xibilbá (el inframundo), que los jmenes 

usan en rituales, pues tradicionalmente son quienes pueden leer los sue¶osò (123). Cuevas Cob 

asserts that in contemporary usage, the terms have become synonymous (123). Considering this 

framework, Carrillo Canôs description of the birthplace of náay dreams describes a source of 

pleasure, and the overlay of wayakô meanings in contemporary usage suggests the dream 

originates in the underworld, or the vagina. As Maya cosmology views natural cenote sinkholes 

as the door to the underworld (Schele and Freidel 61), Carrillo Canôs poetic connection between 

the vagina-cenote and the underworld becomes clear. His poem only alludes to the metaphor of 
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vagina as cenote, but Villegas explicitly makes this comparison in his poem ñIx t§abayò in U 

kôaay chôiôibal / El canto de la estirpe.  

 The non-specificity of Carrillo Canôs unnamed and voiceless mestiza invites reading the 

poem as a more general declaration of love for Maya culture. Carrillo Canôs construction of the 

mestiza as desirable rejects negative perceptions of this identity. Carrillo Canôs sensual 

construction of a mestiza beloved honors the continuity of the values of the Maya community 

across time and resists perceptions that Maya regional culture is unmodern or unfashionable by 

demonstrating Maya variations on erotic love poetry. At the same time, the belovedôs lack of 

voice enacts her folklorization, and she exists only as another defines her.  

Of the male-authored love poems I study, Wildernain Villegasô erotic poem ñIx ch®elò / 

ñIx ch®elò from his collection U kôaay chôiôibal / El canto de la estirpe (60/136) depicts the most 

nuanced feminine subjectivity, providing a space for the expression of feminine sexual desire 

and cultural perspectives. However, two feminine characters are still subordinated to male desire 

and agency. The three females in the poem are Ixcheel, the moon goddess of fertility, childbirth, 

and weaving (Chacón 102); a wife; and a baby girl. Ixcheel is the poemôs central referent, as 

each of the poemôs four sections is a prayer addressed to her. A husband speaks in the first and 

third sections, and the wife voices the second and fourth sections. The coupleôs interweaving and 

proportionate speech enact Maya values of gender complementarity as the two voices together 

complete the poem. This configuration is also symbolic of their conception of a child through the 

fertility ritual. The baby girl appears upon her birth in the last section.   

Although the poemôs title invokes Ixcheel as the subject, the goddess has no voice. 

Rather, the husband and wife speak to her. In fact, the husband claims that his voice fashions 

Ixcheelôs presence: ñkin waôakech y®etel tôaaneô yaôax tuunich utiaôal in p·olik a wanilò / ñte 
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nombro y el verbo es jade para esculpir tu presenciaò (v. 3). Similarly to Carrillo Canôs mestiza 

beloved in ñTeen m§ax yaabilmechò / ñSoy quien te ama,ò Ixcheelôs representation depends 

upon her construction through her devoteesô address. The wife finds the goddess present in the 

husbandôs impregnating semen: ñix kôujil jujuy itsil ku y§alkab tin nakôò / ñdiosa polen que en 

savia fluye a la entra¶aò (v. 12). For the husband, Ixcheel is the object of desire. He declares that 

the goddess is present in his wifeôs face when they make love: ñyéetel tu táan yich in xuuneô kin 

paktikechò / ñen el rostro de mi esposa te contemploò (v. 23). Both sections spoken from the 

male voice portray him involved in the sexual act. In the first section, his partner is Ixcheel, and 

in the third section, his partner is his wife, but Ixcheel is also present, superimposed in the wifeôs 

face as she facilitates the inception of the coupleôs child.  

Villegasô portrayal of Ixcheel in conjunction with a male character is rare. Ixcheel and 

her corresponding moon image are primarily associated with female characters, to whom she is a 

model and counselor-protector.82 In fact, the wifeôs voice in Villegasô own poem places Ixcheel 

in the role of female counselor. While most contemporary literary representations of the goddess 

do not inscribe her with sexuality, Villegas is not the only writer to do so. The lyric voice in 

Cuevas Cobôs ñIn kôaabaôò / ñMi nombreò perceives prostitute-like behaviors in Ixcheelôs moon 

symbol, as I discuss in Chapter 2. However, Villegasô Ixcheel does not exercise sexual freedom 

but rather is the silent partner as male desire defines her sexuality through the husbandôs 

narrative. The poem does not express Ixcheelôs subjectivity or perspective, a silence consistent 

with her portrayal in other contemporary literary texts, which also focus instead on those who 

                                                           
82 By Castillo Tzec, see Ix-Tsôakyaj / La yerbatera (2014), which focuses on how the protagonist, a woman healer, 

seeks help and mentorship from Ixcheel. There is a brief mention that their practice inspires other healers of both 

genders to follow suit, but the goddess is never sexualized or portrayed through male sexual desire. By Ceh Moo, 

see ñX-Loôobal yaan Evenciaò / ñEvenciaò (2013). By Cuevas Cob, see ñIn kôaabaôò / ñMi nombreò and ñU §akôabil 

tu chibil ujò / ñNoche de eclipseò, both in Kuxaôan tôaan. See also Chac·nôs discussion of Cuevas Cobôs 

reimagining of the moon symbol (102-03). 
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seek her comfort. As an invoked presence, Ixcheel does not act either. In contrast, the husband is 

the subject of multiple actions: ñkin waôakechò / ñte nombroò (v. 3), ñkin wokoltikò / ñroboò (v. 

6), ñKin wokolò / ñPenetroò (v. 18), ñkin paktikechò / ñte contemploò (v. 23), ñkin wukôikò / 

ñbeboò (v. 25).  

 Despite the fact that Ixcheel is the most silent character, the poem positions the goddess 

as the character most vital to the poetic mechanism. The husband and wife do not speak to each 

other, but instead depend upon Ixcheelôs silent mediation to fulfill their respective desires. This 

dynamic creates a triangle of desire. In fact, when the male speaks about intercourse, his 

ambiguous language leaves open to interpretation which of the two women he identifies: ñKin 

wokol tu ajalkab koôolel in yaabilmaò / ñPenetro el alba de la mujer que amoò (v. 18). Unlike 

Ixcheel, the husband and wife make their desires known. According to the terms each uses, the 

husband desires sexual satisfaction and the wife wishes for a child. Villegasô Ixcheel remains a 

source of aid, as both charactersô wishes are fulfilled. Ixcheelôs role is reminiscent of common 

portrayals that Worley observes of the passive mestiza. Villegasô goddess reinforces notions that 

women continue tradition, as she is petitioned to facilitate reproduction.  

Although the poem does not ascribe desire to Ixcheel, the wife expresses sexual desire, 

expanding the possibilities for Maya women characters when contemporary maaya-language 

literature does not often feature women who articulate sexual desires. The wife prays that her 

partner be placed at the service of her desire: ñkaôa u bulen u kôaboôob, / kôax tin taakilò / ñque 

sus manos me inunden, / átalo a mi urgenciaò (v. 14-15). The maaya noun ñtaakilò (Spanish 

ñurgenciaò) has the root taak, which evokes want and anxiousness (Diccionario Maya Cordemex 

755, Bricker et. al. 268). Villegas does, however, tie the wifeôs desire to the function of maternity 

in the final verse of section II when she discusses the manôs semen: ñu kôuubaleô u meent u xíitil 
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u jobonil in nakôò / ñque su entrega germine mi vientreò (v. 17). In contrast, the male voice never 

alludes to reproduction, even in a poem about a fertility goddess. Instead, he voices a love poem 

and describes his sexual encounter with Ixcheel in erotic terms. In an implicit reference to the 

goddessô moon symbol, he even situates himself as a lover among others who have looked upon 

the goddessô naked body (v. 5-8). In fact, he does not explicitly mention his wife until verse 23, 

the third-to-last verse in his voice. 

Despite her expression of sexual desire, the wife demonstrates aspects of the mestiza 

identity. Her prayers to Ixcheel, which demonstrate her Maya ritual religious practice, construct 

her as a mestiza as they emphasize her cultural continuity with pre-Hispanic ways of living. The 

wife approximates dominant portrayals of mestiza passivity, because the poem ascribes her less 

agency than the husband. Her voice petitions (section II), while the male voice acts without 

petition (section I and III). While the wifeôs sections comprise slightly more verses than her 

husbandôs, she is the subject of just two active verbs. In a metaphor for her menstruation, she 

sprouts: ñkin kôuôukôankilò / ñretoñoò (v. 11). She also burns the incense that accompanies her 

ritual: ñKin t·okikò / ñQuemoò (v. 34). In section IV, the wifeôs voice narrates what presumably 

results from her petitions. In these verses, she is a self-described repository in a literal take on 

Maya womenôs role as cultural preservers: her body is the receptacle her baby girl emerges from, 

and her breasts nourish the new life.  

Her baby girl enacts cultural continuity as Villegas positions her as his poetic successor 

by describing her through an echo of his collectionôs title: ñpaakat ku chikixtik u kôaay chôiôibalò 

/ ñes mirada que arrulla el canto de la estirpeò (v. 29, italics mine). Describing the collection and 

the baby girlôs songs through the same language implies that her songs will continue Villegasô 

work. Her inscription into a Maya chôiôibal lineage also reinforces her Maya cultural 
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inheritance.83 However, the synechdoche in which the girlôs gaze stands in for her person 

emphasizes that she sings her own perception of Maya heritage. Instead of her mouth, her songs 

originate in her gaze. In the following verse, the use of her mouth as a stand-in for her person 

(ñchan xchôuupal chiôò / ñboca niñaò) illustrates the nourishment she consumes from her mother 

in milk, and by extension, in cultural and social information. In addition to her own view, this 

ñnourishmentò will influence her songs. This youngest generation demonstrates feminine 

expression of Maya tradition. The baby girl motif has resonances of Villegasô goals that his work 

inspire young people to write, read, and create in maayatôaan (Personal Interview). 

 

ñMi madre me advirti·ò: Women-Authored Socially Engaged Portrayals of Maya Women 

Unlike male poetsô amorous and idealizing descriptions of women, Ceh Moo and 

Martínez Huchim often write in realist modes that criticize the state of gender relations in 

Yucatecan Maya culture. Whereas I discuss in Chapter 2 how Castillo Tzecôs Ix-tsôakyaj / La 

yerbatera portrays a unified Maya group who must struggle against outside cultural influence, 

women authors portray women characters struggling against a society hostile to their well-being. 

Unlike sensual male-authored romances, Ceh Mooôs and Martínez Huchimôs texts depict failed 

marital relationships and male desire harmful to women, whose sexuality is controlled and 

limited by men. Their depictions shift the focus from the emphasis Preuss observes on the cruelty 

of women, particularly stepmothers, in maaya-language oral tradition (465). Ceh Moo and 

Martínez Huchim instead depict womenôs suffering due to male behaviors, which include 

alcoholism, physical and sexual abuse, lack of economic contribution to the household, sexual 

double standards, and lack of manhood. Their feminine protagonists also face other women who 

                                                           
83 The concept of chôiôibal lineage is an important organizational structure in Maya thought, as I discuss in Chapter 

2. Villegasô use of the term evokes a Maya lineage in general. 
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enforce norms that prioritize male interests. In their works, then, Maya womenôs struggle is not 

against an Other, but is one that seeks respect and safety within her own community. Women-

authored texts often prioritize womenôs voices to create a more nuanced vision of Maya women 

and their varied attitudes about their culture and tradition. As such, womenôs narrative 

frameworks reject singular adherence to folklorized or traditional deptions of Maya women.  

All of the three foremost women writers in maayatôaan, Briceida Cuevas Cob from the 

first generation, and Sol Ceh Moo and Martínez Huchim from the subsequent generation, expand 

the spaces available to Maya female subject positions beyond variations on the mestiza identity. 

As Cuevas Cobôs groundbreaking work in contemporary maaya-language literature is prevalent 

in criticism,84 I instead analyze works by the next generation of writers. Especially focusing on 

                                                           
84 Cuevas Cobôs poetry demonstrates a contemporary perspective on being a Maya woman that simultaneously 

honors and breaks with tradition. While some of Ceh Mooôs and Mart²nez Huchimôs tsikbaloôob portray injustices 

against women permitted and normalized by the Maya community, Cuevas Cobôs poetry questions tradition but also 

celebrates and empowers women.  

Scholars such as Gloria Chacón and Paul Worley84 have completed excellent analyses of her work, in 

which they discuss how Cuevas Cob depicts Maya women as agents and expands possibilities for representation of 

Maya women beyond the stereotypical. Expanding upon one-dimensional depictions of Maya women, Worly notes 

that Cuevas Cob depicts Maya womanhood as being ñwholly modern and wholly traditionalò (Telling 160), without 

having to choose one or the other. For example, in her poem ñYaan a bin xookò / ñIr§s a la escuelaò, he argues that 

Cuevas Cob puts forth a hybrid educational model for young Maya girls that values both formal education and oral 

education passed down through generations of women (160). Secondly, Worley shows how Cuevas Cobôs multiple 

depictions of Maya women reject romanticized portrayals of a submissive mestiza in various ways (ñU p§ajtalilò). In 

his analysis of Cuevas Cobôs poetry collection Jeôe bix kôiin / Como el sol (1998), he cites the example of a 

campaign that the Yucatecan Instituto para el Desarrollo de la Cultura Maya (INDEMAYA) sponsored in order to 

raise consciousness among Maya women about their rights by printing a list of their rights on tortilla packaging, and 

argues that Cuevas Cobôs poetry describes how Maya women are already enacting agency (164-65). For example, in 

her poem ñU §akôabil tu chibil ujò / ñNoche de eclipseò, Worley describes how the protagonist chooses not to heed 

her motherôs instructions for cultural norms surrounding childbirth, and instead embraces her own practices of 

welcoming her child and her childôs Maya identity. While in Maya thought, her motherôs advice would prevent dark 

features and birthmarks that in Yucatan are indicative of Maya ancestry, the daughter does the opposite, scratching 

her eyes so her child will have darker pupils, or in other words, a more apparent Maya identity. In this way, the girl 

demonstrates her cultural pride. Additionally, Worley discusses how Cuevas Cobôs poetry imitates colloquial 

maaya-language womanôs speech, including bawdy language and a public dispute complete with threats. He argues 

that these poems ñexalt the everyday lives and voices of Yucatec women even if these women do not necessarily 

embody the óhonor and modestyô for which they are popularly famedò (158).  He concludes that Cuevas Cobôs work 

ñimplies that this more complicated figure is no less beautiful or less worthy of respectò (158). 

Gloria Chac·n argues that Cuevas Cobôs poetry reenvisions Maya symbols in ways that demand more 

respect for women (103-04). The critic asserts that Cuevas Cobôs women protagonists at times rebel against 

traditional readings of symbols and demonstrate new ways of conceiving them. She also analyzes the poem ñU 

§akôabil tu chibil ujò / ñNoche de eclipseò, arguing that the fact that the protagonist swallows the moon, a 

representation of Ixcheel, demythifies the moon goddessô power and elevates womenôs power. Chacón concludes, 



Salinas 142 

 

their tsikbaloôob, I demonstrate the varied ways in which they propose models of Maya 

womanhood for the twenty-first century that provide space for womenôs well-being and 

individuality. In this section, I analyze a text representative of womenôs realist condemnation of 

gender oppression, Ceh Mooôs tsikbal ñX-Loôobal yaan Evenciaò / ñEvencia. La jovenò from her 

collection Tabita y otros cuentos mayas (2013). In the remaining sections, I conclude with a 

discussion of how Ceh Moo and Martínez Huchim expand the available models for Maya women 

through intertextuality surrounding Xtáabay, the Yucatecan version of the femme fatale, in two 

distinct non-realist narrative genres.   

I discuss Ceh Mooôs ñX-Loôobal yaan Evenciaò / ñEvencia. La jovenò (Tabita 17-38) as 

an example of women-authored socially engaged literature for its portrayal of the female 

protagonistôs change of consciousness surrounding Maya womanhood. I draw upon its 

presentation of Maya gender construction as a foundational text for proposing how Maya women 

should navigate discordant views about Maya womanhood. The protagonist Evenciaôs mother 

and grandmother adhere to beliefs propagated in their Maya community that equate aspects of 

womanhood with sinfulness. However, Evenciaôs character rejects these views and envisions a 

new model for Maya womanhood and gender complementarity. While ñEvenciaò does not 

follow conventions of oral narrative, I consider it a tsikbal because it relates a conversation that 

the first-person narrator, the pregnant Evencia, has with her unborn baby girl. In fact, Evencia 

addresses her baby from the first sentence: ñIn naô aôalten, tu kôiinil yaanen kaôach jeôe bix t®ech 

bejlaeôò (17). / ñMi madre me advirti·, cuando yo estaba como t¼ ahoraò (29). As Evencia relates 

                                                           
ñla voz del poema protesta contra la pr§ctica de venerar a una deidad femenina como la luna o Ixchel, cuando el dar 

a luz de las mujeres debe ser venerado de igual maneraò (102-03). In this way, Cuevas Cob praises Maya women 

and seeks their empowerment.  
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her life story, she provides her unborn baby girl, and other Maya women by extension, with a 

guide for how to interpret messages about femininity and womanhood.  

Evenciaôs older maternal relatives act as spokespeople for Maya communitiesô beliefs 

about womanhood. In particular, her mother and grandmother teach that womanhood is 

synonymous with sin. In the tsikbalôs very first paragraph, the text relates Evenciaôs motherôs 

maxim: ñU s³ijil paal chan x chôuupaleô, in x paaleô jun pô®el siôipôilò (17) / ñNacer mujer, mi 

ni¶a, es un castigoò (29). What the Spanish text renders as ñcastigoò, the maaya text calls a 

ñsiôipôilò [óofensaô, ópecadoô (Diccionario Maya Cordemex 781)]. Expressing this difference in 

terms of feminist debates over the definition of ñwomenò, the maaya text portrays these beliefs 

as essentialist (womanhood is a sin), while the Spanish text suggests they are a socially 

constructed response to women (womanhood results in punishment). Therefore, although the 

maxim is key to understanding Maya womenôs oppression in Ceh Mooôs view, it also represents 

a moment when the bilingual text demonstrates inconsistency in its portrayal of dominant 

perceptions about women in Maya communities.  

In both texts, Evenciaôs grandmother propagates an essentialist view of Maya 

womanhood as she teaches Evencia that womenôs sin originates in female anatomy at the sites of 

the breasts and the vagina. As opposed to male-authored depictions of the vagina as a site of 

feminine sensuality, the grandmother in Ceh Mooôs text explains to her granddaughter that 

nature cannot accept the openness of the vagina:  

<<Jach beyoô chan chôuupal, koôoleloôoneô, kaôakaôs paakôaloôon>> 

<<àbaôaxten chiich?>> Kin kô§atik tiô. Letiô ku pajken y®etel jun pô®el nojoch 

yaabilaj, ku yeôesikten tun tu yaanal in wiipileô. <<Tu yoôolal le baôalaô chan 

paal, tu yoôolal lelaô, le kaô s²ijoôoneô paôchajaôanoôon, laôateneô kuxtaleô maô tu 

kôamkoôon>> <<baôaleô baôax y§an in wilaôaj t®en>> ku tô§an jeôex suuktieô. 

<<Tiô mix m§ak y§an u siipôil in chan chôuupal, chen baôaleô bey ken 

kuxlakoôon>>. Ku yaôalikten y®etel u jetsôaôan ·olil. (21, italics in original)  
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<<Así es, hija, las mujeres somos mala semilla>> <<¿por qué abuela?>> le 

preguntó [sic]. Ella me mira, con ternura infinita y me señala hacia debajo de mi 

hipil. <<Es por esto, niña, es por esto, estamos rajadas y eso la naturaleza no lo 

acepta>> <<Pero que culpa tengo yo>> protesto como siempre. <<Nadie tiene 

la culpa mi ninas, [sic] pero ese es nuestro destino>>, Me sentencia, sin 

misericordia alguna. (32, italics in original) 

 

The passage shows the grandmotherôs resignation to societyôs belief that womenôs bodies 

condemn them to an unacceptable status. Her metaphor of women as bad seeds evokes how a 

batch of seeds includes both good seed, which germinates and produces plants, and bad seed, 

which will not. In this essentialist model, men are good seed while women, bad seed, will be 

unable to grow because of their innate defectiveness.  

Breasts, on the other hand, explain why Evencia will not finish school. Pointing to her 

breasts, her grandmother says: ñy®etel leloô tsô·ôok u kôuuchul u kôiinil a kaan²k u jel baôaloôob 

maô ten u kaansbiltech tu naajil x·okò (18) / ñes tiempo de aprender otras cosas, que en la 

escuela no enseñanò (30, italics in original). This comment, while less essentialist, points to 

cultural norms surrounding spheres appropriate for womenôs different stages of anatomical 

maturity. Evencia rejects this restriction on her education. Her reaction, retorting that she will 

never grow breasts so she can finish elementary education, shows she has internalized lessons 

about womenôs sin being in the body. Before Evenciaôs change of consciousness, her youthful 

self rejects the natural processes of feminine puberty because of what these bodily changes 

signify in society: the end of her education. Evencia interprets this chain of signifiers for her 

listener. According to community norms, puberty signals the end of her schooling, which in turn 

signals to men that she is now marriageable. Outside of school, her motherôs lessons instruct that 

it is a sin for menstruating women to enter a church and that women cannot climb trees, because 

the fruit will become thick with worms.  
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This tsikbal exemplifies other texts by Ceh Moo and Martínez Huchim that show women 

enforcing womenôs oppression.85 In ñEvenciaò, the motherôs and grandmotherôs lack of 

resistance to their own oppression illustrates the weight of social pressures for women to 

conform to the model of the pleasant and passive mestiza. In fact, the grandmotherôs name is 

Plácida, which suggests she has a gentle and agreeable nature, even as she reproduces norms that 

contribute to Maya womenôs detriment. Evenciaôs mother, on the other hand, actively resists her 

daughterôs rebellion against unequal gender relations and does not understand her daughterôs 

desire to be an educated female. The mother is resigned to what for her is an inescapable destiny 

that haunts women from birth. When Evencia declares that she will never allow her husband to 

hit her, her mother rebukes her:  

¡Máaxech ka tuukultik beya?. [sic] Teech ka waôalik ti tul§akal le baôaloôob ku 

yuuchulton koôoleloôoneô, maô ten u uuchuk teech. àBaôaxten ka tuukultik yaan a 

puutsôul tiô? (19-20) 

¿Quién te crees que eres? Según tú, nada de lo que nos sucede a las mujeres, te 

pasará. ¿Por qué crees que te salvaras [sic]? (31)  

Through these statements, the mother participates in a male-determined social system that 

oppresses women. She even goes so far as to suggest about male abusers, ñU siipôil maô u 

tiaôaliô, k tiaôal tumeen s²ijoôon x chôuupò (20). / ñLa culpa no la tiene ®l, la culpa es de nosotras 

por haber nacido mujerò (31). In the motherôs view, her education of Evencia does not condemn 

Evencia to a life a hardship. Rather, the motherôs life experiences have taught her that having a 

drunken, physically violent husband is inevitable. Her statements, along with her attempts even 

                                                           
85 Both narratives about incest by Ceh Moo and Martínez Huchim depict mothers complicit in their daughtersô 

abuse. See Ceh Mooôs tsikbal ñX Ma Cleofasò / ñCleofas. La ancianaò (Tabita, 2013) and Mart²nez Huchimôs 

tsikbal ñXchokojoôobò / ñôCalenturientasôò (U yóol, 2013). 
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during her pregnancy to prepare her daughter through her maxim, suggest her desire that Evencia 

confront social realities. While the mother does not believe that babies can hear from inside the 

womb, Evencia insists that her motherôs lesson shaped her own perceptions from before birth. 

Evencia tries to avoid even thinking like her mother so she will not negatively affect her own 

unborn daughter (17/29). While male-authored love poetry provides no indication that amorous 

relationships can be harmful for women,86 Ceh Moo portrays suffering as a condition of Maya 

womanhood through the mother characterôs marital situation. Evencia agrees with her mother 

about the harsh reality of Maya womanhood, but sees potential for activism to change gender 

dynamics. 

Evenciaôs oral autobiography demonstrates that throughout her life, she resists 

essentialist traditions that limit her opportunities because she is a woman and takes action to 

secure wellbeing and equality in her home. She does not bear abuse as does her mother. Instead, 

Evencia uses varied strategies to resist the life her mother and grandmother believe Maya women 

must endure. For example, Evencia hits her husband to scare him from hitting her. She also 

places dry rice and beans on his dinner plate one night to protest his drunkenness and failure to 

contribute to the household. She reasons that if he does not contribute, neither should she (25 / 

36). This conjugal model reverses gender roles that condone male abuse, which the text portrays 

as a norm, and instead transforms the woman from receiver to giver of physical blows. Evencia 

also remains mentally and even physically resistant to the ideas her mother propagates: ñKin 

laachik in joôol, kin jatsik y®etel in kôaaboôob, kin kaxtik maô tu yookol tin t¼ukul baôaxoôob ku 

                                                           
86 Carrillo Can is again the exception, as his ñKex maô a kô§ateô a tiaôalenò / ñSoy tuyo aunque no quierasò features a 

poetic voice who turns himself into corn in order to surrender himself to his mestiza beloved, who may mistreat him 

while processing the corn but who will then consume him, granting him a place inside her. However, this is an 

oxymoronic sweet pain to which he surrenders in order to reach his beloved. Any other instances of pain in the 

poems by males that I study are limited to a lyric voiceôs angst over unrequited love or the absence of a deceased 

beloved. 
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yaôalik in naôoôò (20). / ñMe rasco la cabeza, la golpeo sin control con la mano, me niego a que 

esos razonamientos se metan en m²ò (31-32). This passage demonstrates that Evencia must 

actively and even violently remind herself of her personal beliefs about Maya womanhood in the 

face of opposing prevalent conceptions that until now have shaped the reality she lives. 

 Evencia is successful in bringing about a new marital model, as her efforts are rewarded 

when her previously alcoholic husband begins to work. Evencia explains that she has turned her 

husband into a real man: ñtin kaxt§j jun t¼ul m§ak tu chaôaj in wantik ka xiôichaj tu jaajil, chen 

baôaleô leloô naôatsil mix bi kôiin ken a naôatejò (27) / ñme encontr® un hombre que lo he ayudado 

a ser un hombre, pero [mam§,] eso t¼ nunca lo vas a entenderò (37). My more literal translation 

of the maaya is: óI found a man who let me help him become a true man, but mother, you will 

never understand that.ô Here, the notion of gender is learned, making Evenciaôs newfound 

perceptions of womanhood align with social constructivist views of the category ówomanô.87 As 

Evenciaôs declaration shows that her husband can adapt to a new profile of male behavior, she 

proposes a model that exposes, in Judith Butlerôs terms, the performative nature of gender.88 

While the passage suggests there are multiple types of male behavior, the word choice in the 

maaya text reveals that for Ceh Moo, there is a ñrightò kind of man, and by extension a ñrightò 

kind of woman. This ñrightò type of manhood that her protagonist Evencia seeks to normalize 

does not mistreat women but rather approximates values of gender complementarity. The 

narrative framework of mother addressing daughter does not allow for much insight into 

Evenciaôs relationship with her husband. Based on examples Evencia shares with her daughter, 

                                                           
87 As Simone de Beauvoir famously wrote, ñOne is not born, but rather becomes, woman (330).ò Ceh Moo 

additionally shows the complementary notion that ómanô is a social construction. 
88 Butler asserts, ñIf gender attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or produces its cultural 

signification, are performative, then there is no preexisting identity by which an act or attribute might be measured; 

there would be no true or false, real or distorted acts of gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would 

be revealed as a regulatory fictionò (ñFromò 2553). 
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she most likely motivates her husbandôs improvement by mirroring negative aspects of socially 

condoned Maya manhood, such as violence and laziness. Regardless of her methods, Evencia 

takes credit for her husbandôs transformation. In this way, the text upholds women as teachers 

and suggests that they can teach and transmit rupture as well as continuity.  

  By the end of the story, Evencia has reframed the womanhood-as-sin formula, which the 

tsikbal constructs as a traditional belief through its intergenerational transmission. Evenciaôs 

reasoning no longer bases itself on the body, as she was taught by her maternal predecessors, but 

on the work of consciousness raising. For Evencia, gender categories are stable, but she rejects 

the idea that womenôs bodies are inherently sinful. Her basis for this rejection is her growing 

awareness of gender as a construct, inculcated into an individualôs thought patterns by social 

norms: ñJeôe bix toôoneô y®etel toop oksaôab tiô k joôol koôoleloôobeô s²ijoôob u tiaôal saawal 

mukôyaj. Bey xan tiô xiibeô oksaôab tu joôol m§ax m§as xiibeô, le ku yuukôik yaôab kôakôaj jaeô 

ku jatsôik u yatanò (27). / ñAs² como a nosotros a fuerza de golpe nos metieron en la cabeza que 

las mujeres nacimos para sufrir calladamente, también al hombre le metieron que en su cabeza 

que el macho, es quien aguanta más trago y golpea diariamente89 a la mujerò (37). Evencia 

articulates the violence involved in this process of social conditioning, and the way it works at 

the service of male hegemony. Her understanding makes explicit Althusserôs concept of the 

subtle work of ideological State apparatuses, such as the School and Family, in perpetuating the 

interests of the ruling class (1341-43). While his Marxist outlook speaks directly to class 

structures, Ceh Mooôs illustration of intersections between power and male interests make his 

ISA concept useful for considering how ideas about gender become accepted norms as well. 

                                                           
89 The idea of ñdiariamenteò is absent from the maaya text. Instead, the maaya verb is in the incomplete aspect, 

similar to present tense in English and the Romance languages, suggesting that the action is habitual. 
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Similarly, in Evenciaôs new understanding, women are not innately defective but rather come to 

understand that they are lesser than men through widespread systems of abuse.  

Evencia perceives solidarity in her thinking with the feminine moon when the tsikbalôs 

human characters of both genders accept and perpetuate womenôs oppression. As she bathes in 

the moonlight, Evencia reasons that women deserve equal respect. In the moon image, the 

goddess Ixcheel is present as Maya womenôs protector and counselor. In Chapter 2, I discuss 

how Cuevas Cobôs lyric voice in ñIn kôaabaôò / ñMi nombreò identifies with aspects of the moon, 

but finds that the feminine behaviors they share result in societyôs censure of her behavior but 

adoration of the moon. Ceh Mooôs Evencia, however, is empowered through gender solidarity 

with the moon, as she declares, ñKin paktik u yich Uj, kin waôalik tu tiô <<T®ech ka naôatiken, 

tumeen layliô x chôuupech jeôe bix teeneô>>ò (27, italics in original). / ñMiro a la luna y le digo 

<<tú me comprendes, por que [sic] tú también eres mujer, como yo>>ò (37, italics in original). 

In contrast with her mother, who is resigned to Maya womenôs present situation, Evenciaôs 

perception of the feminine moonôs support inspires her to fight for a better future for Maya 

women. Evenciaôs rejection of her motherôs model of Maya womanhood goes so far as to refuse 

to name her unborn daughter after her mother. In fact, she never mentions her motherôs name in 

the text. Reading Ceh Moo through the lens of Castillo Tzecôs portrayal of given names as 

indicative of an inherent identity, as I discuss in Chapter 2, this tsikbal suggests that Evencia 

wishes to avoid assigning her baby a gendered and marital destiny like her motherôs.  

Evenciaôs reframed understanding of Maya womanhood is all the more important 

because the tsikbalôs opening and closing allude to Evenciaôs unborn baby girl, a representation 

of the imminent arrival of the next female generation. Vastly different from how her own mother 

prepared Evencia, Evencia hopes that her daughter will finish elementary education and beyond, 
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and that maybe she will achieve Evenciaôs own dream of working in a large store in M®rida. She 

clarifies that these dreamsô fulfillment depends on gender complementarity and continued male 

support from her husband. As in Villegasô poem ñIx ch®elò, the baby girl motif and juxtaposition 

of multiple female generations highlight how mothers transmit beliefs about Maya womanhood 

to daughters. In both works, the baby girl embodies womenôs uncertain future in Maya society, 

because their portrayal at young ages leaves an open ending as readers must infer how they will 

respond to their womanhood within their future societies. However, both texts position a girl as 

the harbinger of the future, and suggest that women will set the tone for subsequent generations. 

As Ceh Mooôs tsikbal embodies Evenciaôs ñtextbook on lifeò for her daughter, readers witness 

the type of education Evencia provides her daughter even before her birth. In this way, Ceh 

Mooôs text suggests with more certainty than Villegasô poem that womenôs future will be 

different and much improved from the social realities they endured in the past.  

 

Maya Women as Xtáabay Figures: Imagining New Models for Maya Womanhood  

Just as a majority of contemporary literary texts evoke the goddess Ixcheel as a positive 

model for Maya womanhood, popular imaginary offers a model of dangerous femininity through 

Xtáabay, the Yucatecan version of the femme fatale. I would argue that Xtáabay is the most 

renowned and ubiquitious woman in the regionôs oral and written storytelling. In fact, Ceh 

Mooôs work has been celebrated in the media for treating topics beyond Xt§abay lore. An article 

in La Jornada lists not telling ñla en®sima versión de la leyenda de la X-Tabayò as a criterion for 

her novel X-Teya / Teyaôs innovation (Garc²a Hern§ndez), a comment which suggests an overuse 

of her figure in storytelling. However, Ceh Mooôs and Mart²nez Huchimôs comparison of their 

protagonsts in two tsikbaloôob to this mythical seductress do not repeat formulas for Xt§abayôs 
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representation or womenôs representations but rather use her figure to affirm rebellious women 

who depart from norms of the smiling mestiza. Traditionally, Xtáabay is a dangerous woman 

associated with the yaôaxcheô or ceiba tree who carries off men in the night. Hair is a common 

trope of her identity, and Martínez Huchimôs glossary even defines Xt§abay as a ñpersonaje 

mitol·gico femenino de larga cabelleraò (U yóol xkaambal jaw xíiw / Contrayerba 123). 

Versions of Xt§abayôs story often describe her combing her hair beneath the yaôaxcheô tree.  

Georgina Rosado Rosado and Celia Rosado Avilés assert Xt§abayôs story is one of the 

oldest stories in the Maya oral tradition (ñDe la vozò 205), and suggest reading Xtáabay accounts 

for social information about gender and sexuality: ñLa leyenda de la hermosa mujer de 

características indígenas mayas que se aparece cerca de las ceibas (árbol sagrado) para asesinar a 

los hombres con los encantos de su apasionado amor, trasluce toda una gama de valores 

asociados a la sexualidad, a la virtud humana y, por ende, a la feminidadò (193). In the 

Yucatecan imaginary, Xt§abayôs excessive sexuality makes her dangerous and, as the tale goes, 

even life threatening. In their reconstruction of Xt§abayôs origins, Rosado Rosado and Rosado 

Avilés assert that Xt§abayôs contemporary figure originates in the Maya goddess Ixtab, who 

simultaneously encompassed life and death as goddess of pregnancy and suicide. They relate that 

in Maya cosmology, Ixtab appeared next to trees and escorted persons who committed suicide 

directly to paradise (195-96). In contrast, the Christian beliefs introduced during the Conquest 

condemned suicide as a sin. Rosado Rosado and Rosado Avilés assert that in the context of these 

conflicting values, Ixtab became distanced from her ambiguous duality and was reinterpreted as 

the one-dimensional evil figure Xtáabay, whose sexuality was considered dangerous (197-98). 

Xtáabay today is a mythological feminine figure, but not a goddess.  
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According to Rosado Rosado and Rosado Avil®s, oral tradition attributes Xt§abayôs 

sexual excess to tension with Christian sexual values. Oral tradition surrounding this feminine 

archetype compares two models for Maya womanhood. It celebrates the xkôeban [female sinner], 

who exercises her sexuality beyond the bounds of Christian morality but has compassion for the 

downtrodden and performs good works. Upon her death, she becomes the sweet-smelling 

xtabentún flower. On the other hand, the uts koôolel [good woman] practices chastity in 

compliance with Christian morality, but yet treats others with disdain. She is punished, as is the 

the cult of Christian chastity by extension, as a spiny cactus in death. In this configuration, uts 

koôolel becomes the modern seductress-murderer Xtáabay (198-201). Rosado Rosado and 

Rosado Avil®s suggest, ñLa castidad se presenta, en esta versi·n, como algo sumamente 

peligroso para el equilibrio humano, ya que el no ceder a los impulsos sexuales, como manda la 

moral cristiana, se considera algo alejado de un actuar humano y esa represión forzosa genera, 

¼nicamente, perversos sentimientosò (201). In the contemporary imaginary, Xt§abayôs unbridled 

sexuality is enticing yet dangerous, and the oft-told tale incites fear in those who believe her 

story. In fact, Preuss humorously declares that Xtáabay supports Alcoholics Anonymous, as lore 

specifies that she targets drunk men out late in the streets (454). 

Instead of portraying Xtáabay as the deadly figure from oral tradition, however, Ceh Moo 

and Martínez Huchim resignify Xtáabay as a positive model for Maya womanhood in their work. 

These writers find an avenue for creating new options for Maya women characters in Xt§abayôs 

mythic proportions, moral ambiguity, and non-conformity to norms that demand womenôs 

pleasantness and purity. In this section, I examine two tsikbaloôob, one by each of the two 

writers, in which both use Xtáabay as a subtext to celebrate unique women protagonists. Through 

their comparisons with this Maya femme fatale, Ceh Mooôs and Mart²nez Huchimôs protagonists 
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make startling breaks with traditional expectations for women. In doing so, they expand the 

social places available to Maya women in fiction. In both tsikbaloôob, the writers abandon a 

realist aesthetic and adopt alternative genres that allow them to portray new models for Maya 

women. 

 

Ceh Mooôs Xt§abay: Eliminating a Contemporary Gender Double Standard 

In the tsikbal ñJun tuul aj kalanò (61-67) / ñChaper·n de alcurniaò (69-74)90 in her Tabita 

collection, Ceh Moo adapts an oral tradition trope, a series of challenges, to create Maya gender 

equality, as her character Evencia envisioned.91 Ceh Moo resignifies traditional oral portrayals of 

Maya stock characters to deconstruct a sexual double standard and affirm a Maya woman who 

enjoys social freedoms that Ceh Mooôs Tabita collection suggests are normally permitted only to 

Maya men. ñJun tuul aj kalanò / ñEl chaperon de alcurniaò creates a humorous, bawdy battle of 

the genders that empowers feminine variants of Maya stock identities (Xtáabay, the devil, and 

                                                           
90 Given the tsikbalôs title, readers might incorrectly assume the chaperon will be the victorious protagonist or the 

focal point of the narrative. The bilingual title also suggests different ideas of how events will unfold in each 

language. The maaya title ñJun tuul aj kalanò means óguardianô or óprotectorô, and the aj- prefix expresses that this 

guardian is a man (Bricker et. al. 121). This title is quite innocent compared to the Spanish title ñChaper·n de 

alcurniaò, which means ólineage chaperonô. Whereas both titles reveal that there will be a chaperon character, the 

Spanish title reveals what the chaperon will monitor: lineage, or in other words, reproductive relations. The Spanish 

title, then, is reminiscent of Spanish Golden Age honor plays in which lineage and succession are the prioritized 

concerns. Just as husbands in these plays guard their honor against wives they suspect to be unfaithful, Ceh Moo 

similarly writes of a doubting husband, although one whose fears are well founded. Her humorous account contrasts 

in tone with the theatrical tragedies of the Golden age. 
91 Besides Evenciaôs desire for gender equality, other tsikbaloôob in the Tabita collection make a case for the need to 

protect women in Maya society. In ñX Tabita. Chan ch¼upalò / ñTabita. La ni¶aò, townspeople do not allow the 

young protagonistôs parents to surgically repair their daughterôs cleft lip, because popular wisdom teaches that 

individuals with cleft lips are pleasing to the gods, ensuring the provision of town necessities. However, the tsikbal 

condemns town priorization of collective well-being over the girlôs well-being, as bullying drives the young 

protagonist to commit suicide. In ñX-Loôobal yaan Evenciaò / ñEvencia. La jovenò, husband characters are 

physically abusive, alcoholic, and lazy. In ñX Ma Cleofasò / ñCleofas. La ancianaò, layers of incestual sexual abuse 

result in punishment of the women victims, whereas public and private institutions are complicit with male abuse. 

The protagonistôs father sexually abuses her and subsequently impregnates the daughter they have together, while 

law enforcement, the church, and healers condone his behavior. Additionally, the community rejects the female 

victims instead of the male abuser. The fact that these stories progress through life stages as they focus on a young 

girl, a married pregnant woman, and finally an elderly woman suggests that there is no time of life when a Maya 

woman is free of abuse and mistreatment. 
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the mestiza) while ridiculizing their male foils (the male devil and the mestizo). These feminine 

and masculine Maya archetypes compete in a series of tests, fashioned after such challenges 

found in traditional Mayan tales, including Yucatecan accounts of The Dwarf of Uxmal92 and 

Guatemalan Kôicheô Mayan accounts of the Hero Twins in the Popol wuj. In Chapter 2, I discuss 

how Castillo Tzec inverts an ethnic binary in Ix-tsôakyaj / La yerbatera. Similarly, Ceh Mooôs 

ñJun tuul aj kalanò / ñChaper·n de alcurniaò inverts womenôs subordination to men through the 

woman protagonist X-inocentaôs victory over her male chaperon, the devil.  

In the tsikbal, newly married X-inocenta Cuxim93 is a clever Maya woman so in control 

of her sexuality and destiny, that she outsmarts the devil to seek sexual pleasure in her husbandôs 

absences during sometimes weeks-long work trips. As her husband prepares to travel, X-inocenta 

remarks that their hammock is very big for her alone (61, 69), insinuating that she will be 

unfaithful to her husband in his absence. The husband, unable to bear the thought of his wifeôs 

infidelity, convinces his friend the devil to monitor X-inocenta and ensure her fidelity. While the 

devil resists X-inocentaôs attempts to seduce him, he fails to match her wit when she challenges 

him to a pair of tests that she designs. Her terms are that if  she wins, the devil will renounce his 

guard over her, and if the devil wins, she will comply with religious standards of marital fidelity: 

ñkin s¼ut bey jun t¼ul x yutsil koôolel antaj yuum kôiinò (65) / ñme portar® como monja de 

conventoò (72). When the devil is unable to solve her tests, the tale concludes with the sounds of 

huntersô dogs and the love song X-inocenta sings (67/74). Her song insinuates that her 

continuing marital infidelity is both imminent and unchecked as men approach her home.  

                                                           
92 Paul Worley discusses different versions of this tale in both contemporary maaya-language oral storytelling and 

non-Maya-authored publications in chapter 2 of Telling and Being Told. 
93 Her name in the Spanish text is Inocencia. I use her maaya name throughout my discussion. 
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Ceh Mooôs modification of oral tradition introduces a new morality. Preuss affirms that 

stories in Maya oral tradition ñshow the values and ethics learned from their forefathers and 

explain why we should adhere to them. They are trying to give our lives orientation and 

meaningò (468). An example of this moral instruction is Preussô finding that narratives in her 

sample of maaya-language oral literature punish marital infidelity (460). However, Ceh Mooôs 

ñJun tuul aj kalanò / ñChaper·n de alcurniaò shifts that moral code by permitting X-inocentaôs 

infidelity, and even embracing it. In fact, her text explores what a moral code would look like if 

Maya women were offered the freedoms her other work suggests the Maya man enjoys.  

Whereas oral tradition commonly uses a series of tests to finalize the marriage contract, 

Ceh Moo refigures this function through her characterôs tests. According to Preuss, the most 

common depiction in Maya oral tradition of the motif she identifies as ñTestsò involves suitors 

who must pass a series of challenges to receive their bride as a reward (465). However, Ceh 

Mooôs tsikbal uses the same motif to justify a womanôs break with the marriage contract and 

celebrate a woman protagonist who satisfies her sexual desire inside or outside of marriage. Ceh 

Moo alters the oral narrative gender model of woman as prize and instead places a woman in the 

tester role. This woman establishes the contest terms and also reaps the benefits of its rewards.  

Similarly to how Cuevas Cobôs protagonist in ñIn kôaabaôò / ñMi nombreò redefines the 

moon, which I discuss in Chapter 2, Ceh Mooôs ñJun tuul aj kalanò / ñChaper·n de alurniaò 

similarly resignifies common associations surrounding Maya stock characters and identities. Ceh 

Mooôs text converts socially censured feminine identities, including Xtáabay, the mestiza, and 

the unfaithful wife, into positive referents. In contrast, celebrated male variations of these 

identities, including the womanizer and the witty trickster figure, are inferior. Moreover, while 

X-inocenta is a mestiza because she wears the huipil, her character does not conform to typical 
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images of the mestiza. Instead, the text demonstrates that other modalities of the mestiza identity 

are possible.  

Far from the image of the passive mestiza, X-inocenta is a Maya woman who vocalizes 

her desires and takes action to fulfill them. When her husband claims he provides for her, 

specifically citing his contributions of clothing, food, corn, and wood for cooking (61, 69), the 

protagonist reminds him that her needs are not purely material: ñLe kôaanoô jach nojoch chen in 

tiaôalò (61) / ñLa hamaca es muy grande para mi [sic] solaò (69). This mestiza seeks recognition 

for womenôs sexual needs and insinuates that infidelity can be a strategy for fulfilling them. 

When articulating her wishes gains her nothing, the protagonist acts to meet them on her own, 

much as Villegasô husband character in ñIx ch®elò acts without petition.  

X-inocentaôs construction in the text as a devil trickster figure and Xt§abay further 

destabilizes passive images of the mestiza. Preuss asserts that devils are common stock 

characters in maaya-language oral literature (456): ñDevils most frequently play the role of 

handsome young men who deceive young women and literally and symbolically carry them off 

to hellò (456). Again, Ceh Moo reverses gender dynamics to create a feisty female devil who 

leads the male devil to his perdition, as X-inocentaôs victory forces the devil to break a promise 

to his friend and abandon his chaperon role. Ceh Mooôs male devil becomes the deceived instead 

of the deceiver, the tempted instead of the tempter. In this way, the female devil subtext provides 

an opportunity to celebrate womenôs wit, including as the first test asks the devil to straighten a 

hair that X-inocenta later reveals to be one of her pubic hairs. 

Ceh Moo reveals male hypocrisy through the ridiculous situation of the devil (and by 

extension, the mestizo) imparting moral judgement. While charged with chaperoning X-

inocentaôs marital fidelity, the devil himself is a known womanizer (63/71). The devilôs 
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questionable morality is a metaphor for male-dominated power structures that permit a gender 

double standard. The devil prides himself on his fidelity to the bonds of male friendship.94 

However, his temptation by X-inocenta demonstrates his minimal commitment to other aspects 

of morality, such as marital fidelity, that women like X-inocenta must follow. Because of his 

truthfulness95 and loyalty, 96 the devilôs failure as a chaperon is not entirely due to flawed 

morality. Rather, lesser wit is the determining cause of his downfall. The assertion that a mestizo 

man is the devil emphasizes the authorôs critical perspective of the Maya man in Tabita in its 

suggestion that the mestizo is both immoral and impotent.97 

X-inocentaôs description as a devil creates parallelism between the male and female 

characters as trickster figures.98 The womanôs devil uses cleverness to dismantle sexual double 

standards and claim a new type of morality that equally permits sexual freedoms to both genders. 

In fact, X-inocenta proves to be a better devil than the devil himself. The maaya-language 

omniscient narrator describes X-inocentaôs perception that she is the more devilish of the two 

through her manner of explaining the first challenge to her chaperon: ñtu yaôalaj bey m§as 

maôalob letiô ket le kisinoô, kaôalikil ku bin u cheôejtik y®etel jun pô®el cheôej chen letiô u kôajol 

                                                           
94 The narrator asserts, ñtu yil§j maôa maôalob baôaliô ku toop u kumpaleô, wa u jetsômaj u tuukul tu yokôol u 

kôaboôobò (64). / ñle pareci· una actitud deleznable traicionar la confianza que su compadre le puso en sus manosò 

(72). 
95 The devil asserts, ñU tô§an kisneô, jun pô®el maôalob tô§anò (63). / ñPalabra de diablo, es palabra de honorò (71). 
96 The devil demonstrates allegiance to male friendship by ultimately resisting immediate sexual temptation as he 

enjoys watching his friendôs wifeôs body move under her huipil. In fact, the text maintains a physical distance 

between them that visually demonstrates the devilôs moral compliance with his promise as he sits on the fringes of 

the property (63, 71). 
97 The devilôs mestizo profile is explicit as the narrator introduces him with the term and through the clothing that 

identifies the traditional Maya man (62/70). All the accustomed trappings of the formal dress of the Maya male are 

present in the devilôs introduction: the white sombrero, white guayabera, the white pants, sandals and the red 

handkerchief around the neck. 
98 The maaya-language narrative voice calls X-inocenta a devil through labels like ñle menkis²n x koôleloôò (65). 

While menkisin is a mild curse similar to ódangô, on a literal level, it means ólittle devil womanô. The Spanish-

language text does not feature the same humorous double reading. It reads, ñla desverg¿enza de la f®minaò (72), 

demonstrating faithfulness more to the usage of menkisin as an insult rather than a literal devil image. A bilingual 

identification of X-inocenta with the devil appears in the affirmation that X-inocenta is a devil with only the 

appearance of a woman: ñle koôoleleô, jun puliô xan jun t¼ul x kis²k [sic] u tep mubaj y®etel u kôawelil [sic] jun t¼ul 

jach jaj x chôuupeôò (64). / ñla mujer era toda una diabla envuelta en piel de verdadera hembraò (71-72). 
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bey m§as kis²n letiô ket le kisnoôò (65).99 My translation from maayatôaan is: óshe said it as 

though she were better than that devil. As she went, she laughed at him with a grin; only she 

recognized that it was as if she were more devil than that devil over there.ô The maaya text 

suggests that X-inocenta better fulfills her devilish role than the failed male devil, as she has 

privileged knowledge about the devilôs defining characteristics. Her insinuation through the 

phrase ñchen letiôò [only she] that even the devil himself does not understand what it takes to 

comply with his identity. Ceh Moo concretizes this hierarchy between the two devils by 

capitalizing on situational humor involving a common curse. Upon his failure, the devil chaperon 

admits he is subordinate to another devil when he curses, ñKu bisken kis²n jun puliôò (66) / ñMe 

lleva el diabloò (73). The phrase expresses the devilôs frustration, but in a literal reading, he 

blames his woes on a devil: óThe devil has me.ô As metatextual humor, the devilôs curse faults 

himself for his own problems. However, reading the passage through the subtext of X-inocenta 

as devil, the devil curses X-inocenta. In this humorous option, X-inocenta is the origin of his 

hardship and shame as she beats him at his own game. The curse is more humorous because the 

devil could have used other common variations on the phrase to blame non-devil culprits. In 

either reading, the maaya-language double entendre creates humor at the expense of the male. 

The protagonistôs Xt§abay subtext expresses Maya feminine sexual freedom. Without 

mentioning Xt§abayôs name, the text establishes X-inocenta as an Xtáabay through classic 

Xtáabay tropes such as nighttime, hair combing, attractiveness, and seduction.100 The Xtáabay 

                                                           
99 The corresponding Spanish text reads:ñle dijo retadoramente, mientras bland²a una mal®fica y enigm§tica sonrisaò 
(73). In this passage, there is not a clear comparison between X-inocenta and the devil as an identity. The narrator 

only describes the woman through devilish adjectives.  
100 The text reads: ñIch aakôabeô le x koôoleloô tu ichkinaj y®etel u jaôil u yits cheô tsôoôokoleô ka tu xachtaj u muulix 

joôoleô y®etel u xacheôil kô§ax. <<Koôoten chitaj tin kôaam, ïichil chôujuk tôaanileô, ku tô§anik le kisnoô, kaôalikil ku 

tô§anik xan y®etel u yaal u noj u kôabilò (64). / ñPor la noche, la mujer se ba¶· con hojas de salvia y su cabellera 

ondulada la rastreo [sic] con peine de monte. <<Ven acuéstate en mi hamaca ïconvidávale [sic] con voz melosa y 

movimientos de invitaci·n con los dedos de su mano derechaò (71). 
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subtext also provides an assertive voice for X-inocentaôs seduction attempts. The first night of 

her husbandôs absence, X-inocenta bathes herself, combs her hair, and actively invites the devil 

to have intercourse: ñKoôoten chitaj tin kôaamò101 / ñVen acu®state en mi hamacaò (64 / 71). 

Because X-inocenta is an Xtáabay, the text foreshadows that she will get her way with men. She 

asserts that if the devil resists her, nearby hunters and wood gatherers will accompany her in her 

loneliness: ñletioôobeô jach u yojeloôob tin kôaaneô mantsôatsô [sic] ken u kaxtoôob jun pô®el 

óchan joolôò (64) / ñbien saben que en mi hamaca siempre encontraran [sic] un huequitoò (72). 

Her logic is that if she does not have one man, she will have another; just like Xtáabay, she will 

have her prey.  

Whereas Maya men indulge in marital infidelity in other works by Ceh Moo, the author 

reverses this dynamic in ñJun tuul aj kalanò / ñChaper·n de alcurniaò as a Maya woman occupies 

this role. As such, the text capitalizes on the moral ambiguity of the Xtáabay subtext to resignify 

both women as positive figures. The text does not criticize X-inocentaôs infidelity, but rather 

questions why the male gender should have singular claims to sexual freedom. The textual 

comparison between the gendered devils implies that if the devil chaperon can be a womanizer, 

X-inocenta, too, can exercise sexual freedom. The text casts doubt on the grounds for moral 

judgment of X-inocenta/Xtáabay. In fact, superimposing the two feminine names Xtáabay and 

X-inocenta highlights the unstable grounds for moral judgement of the character. Xtáabay is not 

óinnocentô in the sense of ónaµveô or óvirginalô, meanings X-inocentaôs name connotes. However, 

Xt§abay in Ceh Mooôs portrayal is óinnocentô of wrongdoing, despite the devil chaperonôs moral 

                                                           
101 While a standardized spelling of hammock in maaya is kôaan, Ceh Mooôs ñkôaamò exemplifies how her dialogue 

often imitates Yucatecan colloquial speech. With this term, the author incorporates the classic feature of Yucatecan 

pronunciation of the letter ónô as /m/. 
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condemnation of her behavior. Rather, the tsikbal celebrates X-inocenta as a powerful, witty, and 

attractive figure subject to no one, just like the oral traditionôs Xt§abay.  

 These layered subtexts reject a morality based on flawed male logic. The mestizo devilôs 

dismay at a female character who exercises the full extent of the behaviors acceptable for Maya 

men exposes mestizo hypocrisy and support of a gender double standard. In fact, the devil finds 

X-inocenta morally reprehensible despite his own flaws. Specifically, he is scandalized by her 

speech.102 However, the devilôs impotence to correct her speech embodies a textual rejection of 

male hypocrisy: ñTakchaj u kôeeyik bix u tô§an le menkis²n x koôoleloô baôaleô chen beychaj u 

jokôol tu chiô chen jun pôiit butsô tu chiôò (65). / ñQuiso reclamar la desfachatez de la f®mina, 

pero, de su boca s·lo sali· un poco de humoò (72).103 Ceh Mooôs silencing of the devil suggests 

that because of the devilôs own immoral background, there are no words for him to protest the 

womanôs bawdy language and marital infidelity. In this way, the devil is not permitted to express 

moral judgement of the protagonist, and the text liberates X-inocenta from accountability to a 

morally devoid chaperon.  

The text relishes in womenôs triumph as the devilôs defeat by a woman only increases his 

humiliation upon failure. This nuance is especially apparent in the maaya text, where the devilôs 

                                                           
102 The devil is scandalized by womenôs vulgar speech: 

J Lucifer tumeen mantsôatsô [sic] letiô u meyajeô s¼uk u yuôubik baôaloôob beyoô, baôaleô 

nichôbanaj tu yoôolal u x maôsuôutaj yaat§n u kumpale u taj yabiltmajoô, tsô·ôokoleô maô s¼uk u 

yuôubik tu chiô kioôolel [sic] kôakôastô§anoôob jeôe bix le ku yaôalik le x koôoleloô. (64-65) /  

Lucifer que en razón de su mismo oficio había escuchado miles de confesiones, se escandalizó por 

la desfachatez de la mujer de su querido compadre, además no era afecto a escuchar de las 

mujeres, palabras soeces. (72)  

The offense or scandal in the devilôs perspective is not the speech content but rather its enunciation by a woman.  

While Ceh Mooôs ñEvenciaò portrays Maya beliefs that view womenôs bodies as the origin of their dangerous 

nature, this tsikbal suggests that patriarchal society, represented by the husband and the mestizo devil, views 

womenôs speech as another origin of danger. The fact that the devil would not protest her speech if she were a man 

reveals the double standard that limits feminine behaviors more than male ones.  
103 In the maaya text, what is ñdesfachatezò in the Spanish text is rendered as óhow she talksô, further clarifying that 

the devil takes issue with the womanôs speech over her actions. The specificity of the maaya text in terms of how 

she speaks, bix u tôaan, instead of what she does, baôax ku beetik, is even more noteable because the concept of 

óspeechô is absent in the Spanish text. 
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shame is masculine in nature: ñu xiibileô nichôbanaôan tu yoôolal toop tumeen le koôoleloôò (66). / 

ñsu orgullo estaba sangrando por the herida de la derrotaò (73-74). The Spanish text creates a 

non-gender-specific image of wounded pride. However, the maaya text, meaning óhis manhood 

was frustrated because of the bother of that woman,ô highlights a gender battle in the contrast 

between u xiibil [manhood] and le koôolelo' [that woman]. The possessed noun form xiibil, 

defined as ñmasculinidad, fuerza, fortalezaò and ñvalent²aò in the Diccionario Maya Cordemex 

(941), encompasses meanings connoted in Ceh Mooôs ñorgulloò. However, xiibil additionally  

means ópenisô (941) and its root xiib is a noun meaning óboyô or ómaleô, through which the 

maaya text takes on gender connotations to describe a specifically male type of pride that 

contrasts with X-inocentaôs feminine threat. The text takes another opportunity to illustrate the 

devilôs shame for losing to a woman: ñle u toopol tumeen le x koôoleloô jun pô®el baôal maô tu 

pajtal u mansikiôò (66) / ñthe derrota era una afrenta que no pod²a superarò (73). My translation 

from maayatôaan is: óthe harm from that woman was something he could not undergoô. Like in 

the previous passages, the maaya text highlights a gender battle that disappears in the Spanish 

text. Ceh Moo could have expressed the maaya sentence without attributing the harm and defeat 

to the woman by omitting ñtumeen le x koôoleloôò [by that woman], she could have made the 

gendered comment less noticeable by using X-inocentaôs name, or she could have used a gender-

neutral term like maak [person]. However, the option Ceh Moo chooses emphasizes the gender 

of the devilôs opponent, suggesting that her feminine identity is what really bothers the male.  

By modifying oral tradition and capitalizing on maaya-language humor, Ceh Moo 

presents a mestiza overlaid with Xt§abay and devil imagery to make a case for womenôs 

capabilities for their own self-determination, especially in the context of male hypocrisy. The 

text delights in X-inocentaôs feminine wit and outspokenness, through which she defeats her 
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male chaperon, much to his chagrin, and earns the opportunity to exercise the same sexual 

freedom that he does. 

 

Mart²nez Huchimôs Xt§abay: Expanding Contemporary Maya Conceptions of óWomanô 

Unlike the battle of genders in Ceh Moo that ultimately concretizes a male/female binary, 

Mart²nez Huchimôs tsikbal ñXsaataj ·olò (45-51) / ñDivagaci·nò (103-08) offers a feminine 

model that blurs the boundaries between male and female. The tsikbal genre aptly describes the 

text, as Martínez Huchim based the larger collection, U yóol xkaambal jaw xíim / Contrayerba 

(2013), on oral stories she collected (9/71). While Ceh Mooôs X-inocenta capitalizes on her 

femininity, Mart²nez Huchimôs female protagonist performs male attributes. In Martínez 

Huchimôs text, the Maya town cannot read the protagonistôs ambiguous gender, so the 

townspeople distance themselves from her and label her crazy, more clearly denoted by her 

maaya nickname (Xsaataj óol) than her Spanish one (Divagación). Xsaataj óol means crazy or 

ñneuroticò, and the root saat evokes a state of being ñlostò or ñdistractedò (Bricker et. al. 243). 

Similarly to Mart²nez Huchimôs emphasis on socially negotiated nickname identities in U 

kôaôajsajil u tsôuô noj kô§ax / Recuerdos del coraz·n de la montaña, as I discuss in Chapter 2, 

Xsaataj óol is known by her community-given nickname, as her birth name is unknown. 

Similarly to this gap in knowledge, this tsikbal functions through the tension between reported 

gossip about this woman (expressed through variations on the narrative framing phrase, ñku 

yaôalaôalò [it is said]) and the all-knowing third-person narratorôs descriptions. While 

townspeople gossip about the protagonistôs male behaviors and dress, the narratorôs and a young 

girlôs viewpoints humanize her, creating empathy despite her social ostracism. A mythic, stylized 
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portrayal of the protagonist as an Xt§abay figure reinforces the characterôs femininity and 

describes her non-normative gender performance as desirable. 

Mart²nez Huchimôs framing of this tsikbal presents the protagonist both symbolically and 

literally. The storyôs geographic and temporal framework opens upon an elevated area in the East 

and ends on a rise in the West. In this framing, the sunôs trajectory during one day symbolizes 

the course of the protagonistôs life. Between this stylized exposition and conclusion, a more 

realist plot, which recreates the protagonistôs life, takes place in the valley between the two high 

points.  

The opening compares the protagonist to a queen, and marks the origin of the characterôs 

association with feminine motifs such as butterflies and flowers, which the text declares are fit 

for a female ruler: ñbey wa pulbil beetaôaboôob tumen juntsô²it kôab maôat§an u yilaôal utiaôal u 

tsikbeôentaôal juntúul x-ajaw, yaôabilak p®epenoôob jelaôan u boniloôob ®emoôob te kôoôopoôò 

(45). / ñcual p®talos arrojados por alguna mano invisible para honrar a una reina, cientos de 

mariposas de variados colores descendieron hacia la rehoyadaò (103). This simile equates the 

butterflies with flower petals tossed on the floor to honor a powerful female leader: in Spanish, 

óqueenô, and in maaya, x-ajaw. Linda Schele and David Freidel explain that this maaya term for 

óleaderô, here in feminine form with the prefix x-, refers to ñliving godsò (17). In pre-Hispanic 

Maya society, the term simultaneously referred to a class of lords and one lord of the lords, who 

Schele and Freidel call ñthe high kingò (57). As this ajaw title was inherited patrilineally (221), 

Mart²nez Huchimôs decision to create a female x-ajaw subverts tradition.104 Although the 

butterflies help create the flutter on high that creates the protagonistôs royal feminine image, the 

                                                           
104 This is similar to how the Maya ajaw Pakal created written history to justify a change in rules of succession after 

he inherited power matrilineally (Schele and Friedel 221-25). 
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children who play at killing the butterflies when they fly into the cotidian space of the valley 

foreshadows the hostile treatment this x-ajaw queen will receive there as well.  

Just as Ceh Moo uses a non-realist archetypal battle of the genders that riffs off Maya 

oral tradition to expand social norms for Maya women, momentary non-realist aesthetics in 

Mart²nez Huchimôs tsikbal also expand available feminine identities. Besides the tsikbalôs 

symbolic framing, an episodic structure, as opposed to one narrative arc related through a guise 

of objectivity, orders perspectives on the protagonist. Third, elements of magical realism,105 such 

as the above-mentioned butterflies and other natural elements such as hummingbirds and sweet-

smelling flowers decorate the protagonistôs presence. The frequent yet scientifically unlikely way 

that butterflies and other natural elements seem to follow Mart²nez Huchimôs character is 

reminiscent of the yellow butterflies that trail Mauricio Babilonia in Gabriel Garc²a M§rquezôs 

seminal magical realist novel, Cien años de soledad (29). While both Ceh Moo and Martínez 

Huchim use a realist mode in other tsikbaloôob, their stylization of women protagonists who defy 

social expectations suggests that current gender relations on the peninsula do not acknowledge 

the myriad identities that Maya women have. Their writing then becomes a tool to create 

alternative visions for Maya womenôs identities.  

The narrative voice disputes townspeopleôs perspectives about the protagonist to create 

sympathy with her non-normative model for Maya womanhood. While the townspeople know 

the protagonist in Spanish as Divagación [wandering], the Spanish-language narrator always 

places the nickname between quotation marks to protect the character. Doing so conveys her 

                                                           
105 Wendy B. Faris affirms that magical realism ñexpands fictional reality to include events we used to call magic in 

realismò (17). Just as Mart²nez Huchimôs tsikbal supports a model for Maya womanhood that the text shows is 

currently censured in Maya communities, Farisô definition exposes that the magical realist genre embodies a change 

of perspective, as its conception challenged the timeôs dominant literary paradigm of realism. Magical realist texts 

suggest that not all aspects of reality can be easily explained by utilizing a realist aesthetic to present magical or 

fantastic elements of reality as expected and normal (28). 
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wandering either as a perceived rather than innate characteristic or as townspeopleôs speech 

rather than the narrative voiceôs label. The narrator relates community membersô opinions 

regarding the protagonist through oral stock phrases like ñku yaôalaôaleôò [it is said], which 

separates the narratorôs perspective from majority ones.  

Describing the origin of the nickname Xsaataj óol / Divagación, the narrator affirms that 

an abusive man results in the protagonistôs nickname and social censure. A soldier, her 

cohabitating lover, abuses her by swindling her with false claims and promises, only to disappear 

with all her wealth. The narrator foreshadows the manôs unsuitability by describing the soldier as 

ñjunt¼ul m§ak jelaôanò (47) [a strange man], an adjective that Bricker et al. defines as ñdifferent, 

strange (unacceptable behavior)ò (102).106 After the soldierôs disappearance, the protagonist 

deviates from her previously normative feminine behaviors. The townspeopleôs explanation for 

her change is, ñkôaaschaj u pool yoôolal junt¼ul xiib ïku yaôalik le m§akoôoboôò (47) / ñse 

óencul·ô ïopinaban los vecinosò (104). My translation of the maaya passage is ñóher head went 

bad over a manô, said the peopleò. The Spanish textôs vulgar phrase describes falling deeply in 

love through an image of anal penetration. 

Both the narrator and the townspeopleôs reported speech describe how the protagonistôs 

new behaviors include adopting masculine dress and performing masculine behaviors:  

Ka m§an le kôiinoôoboô le xbaôaloô ku yilikeô le m§akoô maô suunajiô, tsôoôok u 

pôaôatal. Ka t¼un tu chôaôaj u nookô le m§akoô ka tu búukintaj: bey úuchik u 

pô§atal bey xiibeô, kex beyoô mix junt®en tu xootôaj u chowakil u tsoôotsel u 

pooloô. Tul§akal m§ak aôalik pôaat xiibilchôuup tumen ku chaôachik kô¼utz yéetel 

ku jáak túubik. (47) 

                                                           
106 In the dictionaryôs orthography, the term is ñhel§ anò (102) 
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La mujer, después de algún tiempo, asimiló el abandono y como reacción tomó la 

ropa que dejó el tipo y se la puso. Desde entonces viste como varón, aunque 

nunca se cortó el largo pelo rizado. La gente dice que se volvió marimacho 

porque también masca tabaco todo el tiempo y lanza escupitajos. (105) 

The protagonist reveals the constructed nature of sex and gender as she adopts new gendered 

practices. The townspeople recognize her new clothing, smoking, and spitting as masculine 

behaviors. Because of the protagonistôs daily wandering in the streets, a woman who learned the 

term divagar on a radionovela coins the protagonistôs nickname: ñSaôat u y·ol, ch®en divagar ku 

beetik ïku yaôalik junt¼ul koôolelò (48) / ñPerdi· la raz·n, puro divagar hace ïdefendi· alguienò 

(105).107 While her comment describes the protagonistôs actions in verbs, the nouns derived from 

these verbs become the womanôs nicknames. The Spanish textôs insistence that the nicknamer 

defends the protagonist suggests a view that the protagonistôs behaviors result from factors out of 

her control (losing her mind) instead of purposeful action. The idea that the protagonist ójust 

wanders aroundô also suggests that she is not harmful to anyone, but just different. Even so, town 

norms result in the protagonistôs social ostracism, including her expulsion from practicing her 

Catholic faith in church (47-48, 105). 

Townspeopleôs descriptions of the protagonistôs previous behaviors delineate social and 

gender norms, against which they later consider her neurotic. As the gossip goes, Xsaataj óol was 

not always crazy. Comments demonstrate that for townspeople, ónot crazyô means following 

other womenôs feminine behaviors: ñkaôach ¼uchileô bey maô saôatak u y·oliô, xSaataj ·oleô 

junt¼ul xchô¼up jach tôaôaj utiaôal meyaj y®etel ku jach biskub§a y®etel u jeel koôoleloôobò (46). / 

                                                           
107 While the Spanish text does not specify the nicknamerôs gender, reading the Spanish through the maaya text 

suggests the nicknamer is a woman. Applying the verb divagar, a word both texts say the nicknamer learned through 

a radionovela supports this reading, as women would form the primary listening audience. 
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ñantes de perder la raz·n, óDivagaci·nô hab²a sido una mujer trabajadora y sociableò (104). What 

Spanish designates as ñsociableò, in maaya reads as, óshe got along very well with other women.ô 

In other words, she was previously not considered crazy because her fellow females viewed her 

behavior as normal and she was able to maintain social relationships with them. She also worked 

in a way that is acceptable for a woman. The narrator describes her work as selling all manner of 

harvested foodstuffs in nearby towns (46-47/104). This is a common endeavor for Maya women, 

as Hanks explains in the context of the Yucatecan (state) town Oxkutzcab (Referential 113). 

However, the discrepancy between accepted norms for women and the protagonistôs masculine 

behaviors leads townspeople to re-identify her as a hybrid gender: ñxiibilchôuupò (47) / 

ñmarimachoò (105). These compound terms unite both genders in a single concept, as 

xibilchôuup108 means ómujer varonilô (Diccionario Maya Cordemex 941) and marimacho 

combines the feminine name óMar²aô with masculine descriptor ómachoô (Diccionario de la 

Lengua Española). This gender cross can simultaneously connote sexuality. Bricker et. al. define 

xiibilchôuup as ólesbianô (257), and marimacho can take on this connotation as well. The 

townspeopleôs nickname for and reaction to the protagonist suggest that although Maya society 

has a term for hybrid gender, practicing the behaviors it describes is considered socially deviant.  

On the other hand, the narrator never questions the protagonistôs identification as a 

woman, and gender categories remain stable. The narrator never describes the protagonist as a 

male, but rather as a woman who is like a male. This configuration is possible because for 

Martínez Huchim, the category ówomanô is more expansive than its conception in the portrayed 

community. Unlike the townspeopleôs perspective, the definition of ówomanô that the tsikbal puts 

forth encompasses Xsaataj ·olôs behavior both before and after her change. The narrator 

                                                           
108 The entry is óxiblil chôuplalô in the ortography of the Diccionario.  
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constructs her as a woman by means of the feminine morpheme X- that precedes her nickname 

(X)saataj óol and the simile in the exposition that compares her with a specifically female ruler 

(x-ajau / reina). She never cuts her hair, foreshadowing her later identification as an Xtáabay 

figure. Butlerôs views illuminate Xsaataj ·olôs changes, as the critic provides grounds for 

rejecting assumptions that identities are stable: ñwhat grounds the presumption that identities are 

self-identical, persisting through time as the same, unified and internally coherent? More 

importantly, how do these assumptions inform the discourses on ógender identityô?ò (22). This 

line of questioning, in the case of Xsaataj óol, opens room to normalize changes in identity and 

to identify discord between the protagonistôs conception of her own identity and townspeopleôs 

attribution of her craziness. The text insinuates that the protagonistsô outward transformation 

occurs because her despair upon being betrayed is so overwhelming that she is no longer subject 

to the regulatory practices of the cultural matrix. 

The omniscient narrator offers a definitive glimpse into the protagonistôs identity and 

supports the model of Maya womanhood that the protagonist embodies. This narrative technique 

is similar to how Castillo Tzecôs narrator in Ix-tsôakyaj / La yerbatera guides readers to affirm 

Maya perspectives on coloniality, as I discuss in Chapter 2. Mart²nez Huchimôs narrator 

confirms that the protagonist excels above other women in cultivating plants in her solar, which 

is typical work for the Maya woman (Hanks Referential 112). In fact, despite the protagonistôs 

masculine dress and manner, the narrator shows that she performs womenôs tasks better than 

women who exclusively follow behaviors that Maya culture recognizes as feminine. For 

instance, the narrator describes reactions to the gardenia plant only the protagonist can grow:    

U kiôiboôokil u looloôolbeô ku beetiku naatsôal p®epenoôob y®etel u yikôel kaab, 

bey xan tsôunuôunoôob. Le ·olaleô ku chôaôa pôektaôal tumen u l§akô koôoleloôob 
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maôatech u kuxtal u pakôal looloôob. Tul§akaloôob jeôel bix le xkoôoleloô ku 

n²ichôkunkubaôob. (48) 

Su aroma cautivaba mariposas, abejas y colibríes, y provocaba la envidia de amas 

de casa que no conseguían que les viviera aquella planta. (105) 

Beyond womenôs jealousy, the above passage reinforces the protagonistôs womanhood by 

linking her with feminine motifs like flowers, floral scents, butterflies, bees,109 and 

hummingbirds, which evoke honey, sweetness, pollen, nourishment, and new life. Furthermore, 

the protagonist attracts theses living beings into the tamed sphere of the Maya patio, which 

Hanks affirms is the Maya womanôs space, as opposed to the outside terrain, which is the Maya 

manôs space (Referential 111-12). The narrative voice mentions that her patio features both wild 

and domesticated plants. By extrapolating her patio as representative of the living space of the 

whole Maya community, I read this mention as an assertion that there is room for diversity in 

Maya social space.110  

All genders and ages comment on the characterôs identity and behaviors, which suggests 

that all social demographics have a vested interest in womenôs conformity to gender norms. It 

also points to the fear that results from womenôs nonconformity, which, in its most extreme 

form, is demonstrated in Maya culture through Xtáabay tales. The narratorôs identification of 

women gossipers also evokes social pressure among women. However, the narrator condemns 

gossipers through such labels as, ñle m§akoôob bey ku beetikoôob tul§akal baôal tu beeleò [people 

                                                           
109 In my experience, beekeeping is an exclusively male activity in Yucatan. However, because the bees are drawn 

into the Maya womanôs space by a planted flower, I interpret this mention as a feminine motif. 
110 Humorously, the protagonistôs social outsider perspective reveals the arbitrary nature of socially decided gender 

norms. From the protagonistôs perspective, ñku yilik le yuum kôiinoô bey junt¼ul xnuuk koôoleleô tumen u tsôaamaj u 

chowak nookôò (47). / ñve²a que el cura, a su vez, parec²a una se¶orona enfundado en su h§bito sacerdotalò (105). 

This view, which challenges gender norms by comparing male priestsô robes to womenôs clothing, gestures to the 

arbitrary nature of gender norms and questions the logic of their social enforcement.  
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who act as if they do everything correctly] (48) / ñmojigatosò (105). The narrator also combats 

town perceptions when the protagonist herself rejects othersô beliefs about her. Although 

townspeople do not know how to respond to her religious devotion to a poster of El Santo, the 

Mexican lucha libre wrestler whom she calls óSantoô and worships as a saint, the protagonist 

takes the posterôs survival of a domestic fire as proof of the wrestlerôs protecting power. She 

celebrates by shouting to listeners:    

ï¡Jumpô®el milagro, jumpô®el milagro, maô eel in Santoiô! ïku yaôalik yaôab u 

t®enel tiô m§axoôob binoôob u yiloôob t§an u yawatï. ¡Tsôoôok a wilikeôex, tsôoôok 

a wilikeôex, tsôoôokoleô teôexeô ka waôalikeôex xSaataj ·olen. (50) 

ï¡Es un milagro, es un milagro, no se quemó mi Santo! ïdecía una y otra vez a los 

vecinos que acudieron al oir sus gritosï. ¡Ya lo ven, ya lo ven, y ustedes que 

piensan que estoy loca! (107)   

In the Spanish text, the protagonist rejects the townôs claim that she is crazy (ñlocaò). However, 

in the maaya text, she rejects her very nickname through the passageôs final clause [You all just 

saw! You just saw! After that, you all say Iôm Xsaataj ·ol]. By discrediting her nickname itself, 

the maaya text offers a stronger rebuttal of townspeopleôs ideas about her, because it challenges 

the manner in which townspeople know her and speak about her.  

Associations of the protagonist with Xtáabay motifs demythify and humanize both 

feminine figures by portraying the protagonistôs kind and gentle nature. For example, the 

protagonist sits under the shade of a yaôaxcheô or ceiba tree to heal one of the butterflies that the 

children attempted to kill. Although she occupies a space where Xtáabay is said to wait for her 

prey, she is engaged in healing rather than kidnapping. The anecdote demonstrates that the non-

normative protagonist is more compassionate than the butterfly-killing children and the 
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hypocritical townspeople who outwardly comply with socially accepted behaviors (45-46, 103-

04). The protagonistôs nature recalls oral versions of Xt§abay as the kind but unchaste xkôeban. 

The protagonistôs butterfly healing creates even more sympathy for her character considering 

Preussô assertion that maaya-language oral tradition punishes individuals who kill butterflies 

(460). 

The episode with the most explicit Xt§abay comparison reveals how the communityôs 

gaze constructs the protagonist as an object of the townspeopleôs desire. Because the episode 

portrays the communityôs taboo desires, the narrator makes the glimpse into this scene possible. 

The narrator asserts that the protagonistôs afternoon custom in the dry season, bathing outdoors 

and drying her naked body under the sun, is a spectacle that the townspeople do not miss. As the 

protagonist undresses, revealing her naked body and long hair, an Xtáabay reference reinforces 

the protagonistôs feminine essence underneath her masculine trappings: ñKu luôsik u pô·ok y®etel 

ku ch·olik u tsoôotsel u pool, ku n§akaltak tu pool u p²ix, bey junt¼ul kiôichpam xt§abayeôò (48) / 

ñSe quita el sombrero y, cual xtabay, se suelta el cabello, que le llega hasta las rodillasò (106). 

The Xtáabay intertextuality suggests the protagonist is a tantalizing woman, which confronts the 

townôs rejection of her gender performance. The narration confirms townspeopleôs attraction for 

her unique custom and her naked body: ñMixm§ak ku pô§atal mun chaôanò (49). / ñNadie pierde 

la funci·nò (106). Their simultaneous attraction to the protagonist and gossip about her 

difference exposes townspeopleôs contradictory reactions to the protagonist. Like Ceh Moo, 

Martínez Huchim uses hair to identify her protagonist as an Xtáabay figure. While Xsaataj óol 

generally wears a sombrero that covers her hair, the bathing scene reveals that under her outer 

garments, Xsaataj óol simultaneously uses the tôuuch, the mestizaôs traditional hairstyle (49). As 

the protagonist takes out her tôuuch and lets her hair down, Martínez Huchim reinforces her 
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characterôs feminine and Maya identity. In this way, the narrator affirms the mestiza identity as 

an essence that outward appearance does not change, which challenges current usage of the term. 

In fact, the textôs modfication of the mestizaôs appearance argues for flexibility in Maya 

definitions of femininity and womanhood.  

Calling the scene a spectacle (ñchaôanilò in maaya) reinforces the townspeopleôs desire in 

the Xtáabay bathing scene. Yucatec Maya anthropologist Genner Llanes Ortiz compares the 

Maya concept of chaôanil to the notion of óperformanceô in a bilingual essay: 

U kô§at u yaôal jun pô®el meyaj tukultaôab tiaôal u tsôaik kiô·oltsil ichil bix u 

p®eksik u w²inklil m§ak, w§a ichil u p®etsôil kôaay w§a ikôil tôaan ku yaôalik tu 

t§anil m§ak. M§akeô ku p§ajtal u chaôantik u y·okôostal kô®ekôen pool, pay 

wakax, baltsôam, televisi·n y®etel pel²culas. (29) 

Se refiere a una actividad concebida para producir deleite, agrado, o bien, un 

fuerte sentimiento (kiô·oltsil), a través de la acción de sus intérpretes, del sonido 

del canto, o de la palabra recitada en público. Dicho en español yucateco, la gente 

puede ñgustar deò eventos como la danza de ñla cabeza de cochinoò, la corrida de 

toros, el teatro, la televisión o el cine. (29) 

Chaôanil, then, describes cultural productions meant to delight spectators. This configuration 

constructs the Xtáabay protagonist as an unsuspecting performer and the townspeople as 

spectators. Definitions of the transitive verb root chaôant- as ñbehold, view, look on, enjoyò 

(Bricker et. al. 64) emphasize that chaôan is not just watching but enjoying through watching.  

This stylized stage of the chaôanil is set through feminine motifs of butterflies, floral 

scents, and birdsongs, along with a perceived manipulation of time, to form a magical realist 

episode:  
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Le kôiinoô bey maô tun y§alkabeô, k§ajal t¼un jumpô®el chaôanil: u xiknal 

p®epenoôob tu y·okôol bey xan ku yuôubaôal u kiôibokil le looloôobeô. Xsaataj 

·oleô ku xuuxub chaamb®el, baôax ku saôatal ichil u jatsôutsil kôaay chô²ichoôob 

mix oj®elaôan tuôux u taaloôobiô. (48-49) 

Como si el día no transcurriera, la mujer, jícara tras jícara, se echa encima el agua 

fresca. Así inicia una fiesta: el revolotear de mariposas en torno suyo y el perfume 

embriagador de flores. óDivagaci·nô emite un silbido tenue que se camufla con el 

canto sinfónico de las aves que vienen de quién sabe dónde. (106) 

Around Mart²nez Huchimôs protagonist-actress, butterflies and floral scents set the stage with a 

pleasant ambiance. The protagonistôs humming, mixed with birdsongs, is the musical score.111 

Mart²nez Huchimôs narrator expresses the presence of these motifs matter-of-factly, 

incorporating their stylization into a vision of reality in magical realist treatment. Just as Faris 

notes that magical realism has often been used as a tool of resistance (83), Mart²nez Huchimôs 

ñXsaataj ·olò112 upholds a new model for womanhood by humanizing a protagonist marginalized 

in her Maya society and creating space for her non-normative gender performance in the 

category ówomanô.113  

                                                           
111 While Llanes Ortiz glosses chaôanil as ófiestaô or óespect§culoô (30) and Mart²nez Huchimôs Spanish-language 

text uses ñfiestaò. However, ópartyô or ófestivitiesô are not one-to-one translations of chaôanil, because ópartyô can 

but does not necessarily involve a viewed spectacle.  
112 Faris asserts, ñRegardless of their specific political agendas, magical realist texts are often written in the context 

of cultural crises, almost as if their magic is invoked when recourse to other, rational, methods have failedò (83). 
113 Critics question magical realismôs power to challenge colonization when its relationship with indigenous 

worldviews can be problematic. Magical realist texts often assume a non-native perspective that treats indigenous 

worldviews as magical (169). However, as a Maya-authored text, ñXsaataj ·olò does not conflate Maya beliefs with 

magic. Rather, the portrayal of the constant presence of butterflies around the protagonist is a stylistic decision, not 

typical of Maya representations or understandings of butterflies. Preuss notes that in oral tradition, butterflies 

announce the presence of deceased loved ones and must be protected (455, 460). Ceh Moo illustrates this popular 

wisdom surrounding butterflies in her tsikbal ñChan sak peepenoôobò / ñMaripositas blancasò in Kôaaltaleô ku 

xijkunsik u jel puksiôikaloôob / El alcohol tambi®n rompe otros corazones (2013). In the story, a husband welcomes 

his deceased wife in butterfly form for a visit each October during Janal Pixan, the Yucatecan version of Day of the 

Dead. While Mart²nez Huchimôs frequent mention of butterflies near the protagonist differs from such conceptions, 
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The chaôanil bathing scene even evokes desire surrounding the protagonistôs brand of 

womanhood, especially when read through the lens of Llanes Ortizôs essay and Ceh Mooôs ñJun 

tuul aj kalanò / ñChaper·n de alcurniaò. When read together, these texts demonstrate how 

moving bodies can be interpreted as examples of chaôan inscribed with desire. The examples of 

chaôanil in the Llanes Ortiz fragment above include ñbix u p®eksik u w²inklil m§akò [how people 

move their bodies]. His rendering in Spanish, ñla acción de sus int®rpretesò, describes bodily 

movement in public artistic performance. However, Ceh Mooôs text shows that the concept also 

encapsulates private spectacles and sexual desire. She uses the transitive verb form ku chaôantik 

to describe the vendor husband observing his wife: ñku chaôantik bix u bin u pekskubaj le x 

koôoleloôò (61). / ñescrutaba los movimientos sensuales de la damaò (69). The maaya passage 

reads, óhe enjoyed watching how that woman was moving (herself).ô In a bilingual reading, male 

desire permeates this instance of chaôanil, as the husband delightedly views (ñku chaôantikò) the 

wifeôs sensuality (ñmovimientos sensualesò). As in Ceh Mooôs use of ku chaôantik, desire cannot 

be separated from how Martínez Huchim uses chaôanil in ñXsaataj ·olò. Even as the 

townspeople are attracted to the protagonistôs naked body, they disguise their interest by 

engaging in gender- and age-appropriate quotidian tasks while they draw near the scene. The 

men cut wood, the women wash, and the children climb tress or hide behind walls (49/106). As 

they wish to keep their observation hidden from their neighbors, the text suggests townspeoplesô 

perceptions that their voyeurism indulges in taboo desires. In this way, the text insinuates that 

townspeopleôs social rejection of the protagonist hides their non-normative desires. 

The townspeopleôs attraction to the protagonistôs naked body suggests what Yolanda 

Martínez San-Miguel calls ñdeseo pol²fomoò. Thinking within a heterosexual matrix, it is 

                                                           
the positive ambiance her butterflies create around the protagonist aligns their portrayal with their revered presence 

in Maya oral tradition.  
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impossible to categorize the collective voyeurism, as Mart²nez Huchimôs Xt§abay character 

attracts not just heterosexual men but rather all genders and all ages. For the townspeople, the 

protagonist lies outside the bounds of what is ñculturally intelligibleò in Butlerôs terms (39), and 

she is considered a ñXsaataj ·olò because of this. Butler argues, ñThe cultural matrix through 

which gender identity has become intelligible requires that certain kinds of óidentitiesô cannot 

óexistôò (23-24). However, Martínez Huchim makes an identity that is unintelligible in the town 

exist through her literature. While the townspeople are keepers of gender normativity in their 

treatment of the protagonistôs difference, the chaôanil shows the cracks in the heteronormative 

dominant culture. Like Mart²nez Huchimôs configuration of the rift between the protagonistôs 

mestiza identity underneath her masculine appearance, townspeople also have hidden desires 

repressed in their normative performance of gender and sexuality. When the protagonist tucks 

her hair back into the tôuuch style and covers it with her sombrero, the narration cuts to another 

episode, signaling the end of the time-stopping spectacle of this dry-season gender ritual. 

Simultaneousy, it marks the end of a rare glimpse into the townspeopleôs intimacy with an 

ostracized woman before the appearance-based social status quo is restored in town.  

Like Villegasô ñIx ch®elò and Ceh Mooôs ñEvenciaò, Mart²nez Huchimôs text includes a 

motif of a young girl who symbolizes Maya womenôs possible futures. Young Mercedes is the 

only character who observes and perceives the protagonist instead of gossiping about her. 

Whereas other children flee from Xsaataj óol, Mercedes remains hidden to watch the older 

woman: ñchan Mercedeseô maô biniô, pô§at mix tun p®ekiô, ch®en t§an u yilik le xkoôoleloôò (46) 

/ ñla pequena Mercedes no huye; se ha quedado quieta mirando atentamenteò (104). She 

scrutinizes the protagonist from a close vantage point, even noting the thickness of the 

protagonistôs lips. The girl observes that Xsaataj óol resembles her own grandmother Benigna 
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(46, 104), which further humanizes and individualizes the protagonist. The girl watches the 

protagonist until the very end of the tsikbal, when her grandmother calls her home.  

Similar to the other authorsô motifs of the young female, Mercedesô identity as a young 

Maya girl suggests that her vantage point symbolizes a young generation of women who learn 

about gender in society as they observe social interactions. As Mercedesô behavior differs from 

her peersô, her character points to an alternative path in society. Mercedes offers a model of 

observation and perception, finding similarity in difference, and empathizing with others. In 

contrast with other townspeople who clamour to voice their opinions about the protagonist, 

Mercedesô character only thinks and never speaks. In this way, ñXsaataj oolò / ñDivagaci·nò 

teaches that characters are more than their mythical proportions in oral tales. Mercedes 

exemplifies how to ñseeò a character instead of allowing dominant narratives to be definitive 

conclusions on an individual.    

At the end of the tsikbal, symbolic framing creates parallelism with the stylized 

exposition as Mercedes looks on. Whereas the tsikbal mostly narrates afternoon events, the 

endingôs evening time of day symbolizes the protagonistôs approach to the end of life at 

nighttime. The protagonistôs image mixes with the clouds as she climbs the Western hill, the 

location of the setting sun.  

 It is clear that social forces will continue to challenge Mercedesô perspective on the 

protagonist when her grandmother Benigna calls her inside in the final lines. The grandmother 

warns that there are kôanm¼uyal clouds and that kôankôubul jaô, a rain that harms growing things 

including children, is about to fall (51, 108, 122). While Benigna perceives these omens in the 

sky, the fact that Xsaataj óol has become part of the sunset horizon associates her character with 

the omens. Benigna perceives these clouds, and therefore Xsaataj óol, as a threat to her 
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granddaughter. The tsikbal is open-ended, as the text is silent on how Mercedes will respond: 

will she heed her grandmotherôs warnings, which symbolize assuming the townôs perspectives, 

or will her observations of Xsaataj óol help her create a different opinion on the protagonist?  

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have discussed how male-authored works portray the Maya woman as a 

mestiza in a signifier of Maya cultural revalorization in a Spanish-dominant hegemonic context. 

Leirana Alcocer demonstrates that such celebration of Maya tradition is a dominant mode in 

maaya-language literature, as I discussed in Chapter 2.114 In contrast, womenôs portrayals resist a 

singular Maya feminine identity and expand the identities available to women in Maya 

communities. As women writers question Maya cultural norms but male writers mostly do not, it 

suggests that male writers have primarily sought to empower their culture as a whole. Women 

authors likewise participate in cultural revitalization, yet their texts are critical of Maya traditions 

that create gender inequality and hinder womenôs well-being, suggesting a respect for Maya 

culture while advocating for certain customs to change. Judgesô comments demonstrate that Ceh 

Mooôs socially engaged perspective on gender, which offers a distinct perspective from 

dominant idyllic portrayals of indigenous cultures, was the determining factor in her reception in 

2014 of the Premio Nezahualcóyotl de Literatura en Lenguas Mexicanas for her novel Chen 

tumen chô¼upen / S·lo por ser mujer.115  

                                                           
114 She writes, ñLos poemas actuales, y la creaci·n literaria en general, van acompa¶ados de una fuerte ideolog²a que 

busca demostrar la vigencia de la cultura maya, trazar una línea continua desde lo prehispánico hasta la actualidad, 

reivindicando la tradici·nò (Conjurando 47).  
115 A Secretaría de Cultura article relates a quotation from the panel of judges, who state that Ceh Mooôs novel Chen 

tumeen chô¼upen / S·lo por ser mujer  

se sitúa en el contexto actual, saliendo del leitmotiv, flor y canto y/o madre tierra, para hablar de la 

violencia de género y cómo se vive este fenómeno en las comunidades indígenas de Yucatán. La 

protagonista de la novela es una mujer que rompe con los parámetros de conducta establecidos 

para la mujer en la sociedad maya contempor§nea (ñMarisolò).  
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Despite current social realities as womenôs works portray them, the repeating motif of the 

young girl in these texts is suggestive of future possibilities for women in Maya communities.116 

While Villegas positions the baby girl in a way that suggests she will continue his work and 

create cultural continuity, Ceh Moo and Martínez Huchim position the girls in their tsikbaloôob 

as disruptive and privy to new ways of thinking about Maya women.117  

  

                                                           
116 In this chapter, I analyze the motif of a young girl as a symbol of womenôs futures. However, writers also provide 

portraits of young boys. Both Ceh Moo and Martínez Huchim depict grandmothers who raise their grandsons. See 

ñX Ma Cleofasò / ñCleofas. La ancianaò in Ceh Mooôs Tabita and ñU chiich Tusitò / ñLa abuela de óTusitôò in 

Mart²nez Huchimôs U yóol xkaambal jaw xíiw. Carrillo Can features a son protagonist in ñĆakôabil ch§akò / ñLluvia 

nocturnaò and a young boy in ñBolonò / ñNueveò in Kuxaôan tôaan. S§nchez Chanôs protagonist in ñTomoxchiôò is a 

young male. 
117 While I did not discuss Isaac Carrillo Canôs novel U y·okôotiloôob §akôab. Danzas de la noche, the young female 

protagonist discovers she is an orphan and therefore looks to her past to reconstruct her identity. She continues 

disrupting tradition as one of the dancers in her biological fatherôs town who choreographs didactic public dance 

routines using lessons she learns from her mother in dreams.  
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Chapter 4. ñKaôapô®el meyaj yaan tiôò118 [They have two tasks]: Writer-Translators and 

the Status of maayatôaan in Bilingual Writing  

Translation into Spanish and bilingual publication are a norm for writers who publish in a 

language spoken by approximately 800,000 people (ñProgramaò) and read by an even smaller 

demographic, given the dominance of Spanish-language education in Mexico. With 759,000 

speakers, maayatôaan ranks as the Mexican indigenous language with the second largest 

demographic of speakers after Nahuatl language families (1,376,000 speakers) and before 

Mixtec and Zapotec language families (a little over 400,000 speakers each), according to INALI 

statistics published in 2009 (ñProgramaò 17).119 Bilingualism is more prevalent among maaya 

speakers than among other sociolinguistic groups in the country (Burns ñHumorò 399). 

Considering these factors, Rosado Avil®s and Ortega Arango go so far as to say: ñ[E]l escritor 

maya yucateco, a diferencia del escritor de carrera dentro del gran circuito literario occidental, 

nace no sólo como creador-recopilador, sino que además tiene que ejercer la función de 

traductor: ser escritor maya es ser traductor al espa¶olò (123). Maaya-language writer Feliciano 

Sánchez Chan has also expressed this idea, according to an article in Kôiintsil, the monolingual 

maaya-language section of the newspaper La Jornada Maya. The newspaper reports his 

comments at the 2016 Feria International de la Literatura Yucatán (Filey) in Mérida about 

maaya-language writers:  

                                                           
118 From Sánchez Chan, Sasil. While the maaya phrase uses a grammatically singular possessor of the two tasks 

(ñtiôò versus the pluralñtiôoôobò) to speak in general terms about maaya-language writers, my translation uses ñtheyò 

to adhere to English-language norms that discuss generalities through plural subjects. 
119 Maayatôaan embodies one linguistic variant, and all speakers are mutually intelligible to each other despite 

regional differences. The other categories of comparison are language families that encompass multiple linguistic 

variants (18-19). While this dissertation focuses on maaya speakers in Mexico, maayatôaan is spoken in parts of 

Belize. It should also be recognized, as I discuss in Chapter 5, that maaya speakers participate in processes of 

national and international migration.  
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tu s¼utukil u tôaan aj tsô²ib S§nchez Chaneô, tu jetsôaj tuukuloôob yoôolal baôax ku 

yúuchul y®etel maaya tôs²iboôob [sic], letiôe tu yaôalajeô ku yantal kaôapô®el meyaj 

tiô m§ax beetik tumen maô ch®en tsô²ib u kaôajoôobiô, l§ayliô ku yantal u sutkoôob 

ich k§astelan tôaan baôax ku tsô²ibtikoôob. (S§nchez Chan, S.).  

[During the writer Sánchez Chanôs presentation, he laid out thoughts about what 

is going on with maaya-language writers. He said that they have two jobs because 

they donôt just write to get started, they still have to translate what they write into 

Spanish.] 

The assumption that maaya-language authors must both write [tsô²ib] and translate [sut tôaan 

(turn language)] seems innocent enough. In fact, writers who work in maayatôaan do not live 

monolingual lives, perhaps making a bilingual form of writing a better representation of authorsô 

experience and regional realities than a monolingual text could be. However, this chapter 

questions expectations of bilingual production in the case of indigenous-language writers and 

explores if bilingual publications hinder or encourage Maya cultural and language revitalization 

when they simultaneously offer readers an indigenous- and a corresponding dominant-language 

text.   

There is awareness in translation studies of a need to question the motives of translation 

projects. As Maria Tymoczko points out, ñStudies of translation are increasingly alert to the 

circumstances under which books are chosen for translation and translations are publishedò 

(ñPost-colonialò 31). In an analysis of the English-language translation industry, Lawrence 

Venuti identifies what he calls an ñethnocentric violenceò in contemporary translation practice 

and commerce (The Translatorôs 20). He asserts that the translation industry reinforces the 

hegemony of the English-speaking world, as English-speaking countries produce few 
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translations from other languages, while translations, usually from English, form a higher 

percentage of total publications in other markets (9-17). This asymmetry means that readers from 

other languages have more access to English-language works than English-language readers 

have to works from other languages. Additionally, for Venuti, contemporary stylistic norms for 

English in translation, which valorize fluency and a naturalness of expression, result in ñan 

ethnocentric reduction of the foreign text to target-language cultural valuesò (20). According to 

these norms, the goal is for the translator to become invisible and for the translation to replace 

the original (1-2). In Venutiôs view, this ñdomesticatingò translation obscures the context and 

worldview that inspires and permeates the original text (20). Venutiôs discussion is a reminder to 

question instances of translation and ways of translating instead of accepting them at face value. 

While the case of maaya-language literature does not always involve an English-language 

market, Venutiôs remarks demonstrate translationôs possibilities of reinforcing or resisting 

linguistic and cultural hierarchies even as activists in and beyond Yucatan seek to revalorize 

maayatôaan amid such hierarchies.   

The fact that almost all contemporary literary publications by maaya-language writers are 

bilingual maayatôaan-Spanish editions merits attention when not all publications become 

translated and there is uneven cultural transmission oftentimes embedded in the production and 

distribution of translations. In my experience, it is more likely that a work will be maaya-

Spanish-English trilingual or even multilingual than monolingual maaya.120 Pragmatic factors 

                                                           
120 For a trilingual maaya-Spanish-English edition, see the anthologies edited by Carlos Montemayor and Donald 

Frischmann: Words of the True Peoples: Anthology of Contemporary Mexican Indigenous-Language Writers / 

Palabras de los seres verdaderos: Antología de escritores actuales en lenguas indígenas de México (2004), and U 

t¼umben kôaayiloôob x-yaôaxcheô: Los nuevos cantos de la ceiba / The New Songs of the Ceiba (2009). For a 

trilingual childrenôs book, see Tsíimin tuunich, jWáay miis y®etel Aluxoôob / El caballo de piedra, El jw§ay gato y 

Los aluxes / The Horse of Stone, The jWáay-Cat, and The Aluxes (2015) compiled by Martínez Huchim. A 

multilingual text is Adivinanzas Mayas Yucatecas. Naôat le baôala paalen: óAdivina esta cosa ninioô (2006-07), 

which features Yucatec Maya riddles compiled by Briceño Chel and published in Spanish, maayatôaan, English, 

Tzotzil, and French. Relating to monolingual maaya publication, Lepe Lira reports that writers in literary workshops 
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certainly compel bilingual and multilingual publication of maaya-language works. Maayatôaan 

has much fewer readers than Spanish. When I asked the poet Wildernain Villegas in 2014 if he 

hoped readers would read both versions of his bilingual poetry collections, he did not respond 

with aspirations but rather stated realities he is well aware of: ñS® de antemano que va a haber 

más lectores en español y menos lectores en maya. Lo tengo presente. Es un hecho que no 

podemos negar. Porque, lo van a leer en maya en la península, pero lo van a leer en español en el 

país y en otros lugaresò. He went on to specify that readers of the maaya poems will mostly be 

university educated or other maaya-language writers (Personal Interview). Felipe Castillo Tzec 

expressed similar sentiments in a conversation with me in 2015; he suggested that bilingual 

editions are necessary for attracting readers even as he expressed his aspirations to increase the 

number of maaya-language readers as maaya-language education improves (Personal Interview). 

At this moment, however, translating maaya texts into Spanish becomes necessary, as Rosado 

Avilés and Ortega Arango suggest, to reach a reading public beyond the Yucatan Peninsula or 

even from the peninsula when there are more speakers than readers of the language.  

Another pragmatic reason, however, for the prevalence of bilingual publication is that 

most print publishing opportunities for maaya-language writers in Mexico are State-sponsored 

competitions or grants for creative writing that dictate what type of texts will be published and in 

what format.121 Notably, multiple literary competitions require indigenous-language writers to 

                                                           
in the state of Quintana Roo have insisted upon monolingual maaya-language publication of their work through the 

Dirección General de Culturas Populares de Quintana Roo. She quotes their statement, ñsi quieres saber qu® dicen 

nuestros poemas, narraciones y cantos, aprende la lengua mayaò (110). I do not have access to their works for this 

project. 
121 Beyond dictating bilingual submission, literary contests can predetermine the genres Indigenous-language 

authors work in. For example, FONCA submission guidelines for the category ñLetras en lenguas ind²genasò specify 

the following genres: crónica y relato histórico, cuento y novela, ensayo creativo, poesía, dramaturgia, and guión 

radiofónico (ñFondoò 4). Having specified genres encourages writers who seek avenues for funding and publication 

to write in these modes, even if they are not the common genres for their languages. While it is essentialist to limit 

Indigenous-language writers to traditional cultural genres, it is also notable that most categories relating to oral 

tradition are non-existent. The radio script offers one such opportunity, but Spanish-language competitors have 



Salinas 183 

 

submit bilingual manuscripts with corresponding texts in writersô mother tongues and Spanish. 

Pehaps the most prestigious such competition is the national Premio Nezahualcóyotl de 

Literatura en Lenguas Mexicanas (ñPremio 14Áò). As a contest only available to indigenous-

language writers, it offers an important avenue for increasing the visbility of contemporary talent 

and perspectives from indigenous peoples, who are often excluded in many ways from national 

conversations. Another national competition, sponsored by the Fondo Nacional para la Cultura y 

las Artes (FONCA), provides Jóvenes Creadores awards for Mexican writers and artists ages 18-

34. The competition features the categories ñLetrasò and ñLetras en lenguas ind²genasò, with the 

former for monolingual Spanish submissions and the latter requiring bilingual indigenous-

language/Spanish manuscripts (ñJ·venesò). Multiple maaya-language writers, including Carrillo 

Can, Ceh Moo, Cuevas Cob, Noh Tzec, Sánchez Chan, and Villegas, have participated in these 

contests and funded and published their work through their favorable outcomes. Bilingual 

requirements at the national level likely result from practical considerations. Writers from eight 

different indigenous languages have won the Premio Nezahualcóyotl since its inception in 1993 

(ñDedicanò),122 and it is quite probable that writers from additional languages have submitted 

manuscripts. Unless the evaluating panel members can read all the languages of submission, it is 

impossible to compare the indigenous-language texts on their own terms. Therefore, the 

dominant-language texts become a tool to evaluate literature in multilingual competitions. Once 

                                                           
additional categories available to them in audiovisual genres like film scripts (ñFondoò 4). The narrower scope of 

the Premio Nezahualcóyotl has even more potential to dictate genres. Held every two years since the year 2000, 

each competition focuses on one of three alternating genres: poetry, short stories, and novels (ñPremio 

Nezahualcóyotlò Enciclopedia). For example, the 2014 contest accepted submissions of novels and graphic novels, 

in which visual artists and textile artists could participate (ñPremio 13Áò), and the 2016 contest focused on oral 

poetry (ñPremio 14Áò). While it appears that the competition concept of genre is somewhat fluid, as demonstrated by 

the inclusion of graphic novel and textile arts in the 2014 narrative category and the focus on oral poetry as opposed 

to other types of poetry in 2016, theater and essay are noticeably absent. Additionally, the featured genre in each 

competition could curb other types of creativity if it influences writers to work in the genre of the approaching 

competition in order to have an opportunity to publish.  
122 Three maaya-language writers have won the award: Villegas (2008), Carrillo Can (2010), and Ceh Moo (2014). 
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a winner is chosen, Spanish serves to promote commercial interests, making works marketable to 

a broader audience. 

One national award competition, the UADY-sponsored Juegos Literarios Nacionales 

Universitarios, does more to disrupt linguistic hierarchies in Yucatan as it awards maaya-

language authors based on the merit of their maaya-language creative work alone. The standing 

category ñNarrativa en lengua mayaò does not require bilingual submission. Still, the contest 

requires eventual translation, as according to submission guidelines, ñel trabajo en lengua maya 

premiado, deber§ ser traducido de inmediato al espa¶ol para su publicaci·nò (ñConvocatoriasò). 

These terms do not specify that the winning writer must complete the translation, so this award 

does not foment a bilingual writing process in the same way that the Premio Nezahualcóyotl and 

the FONCA grants do. Compared to national awards open to multiple indigenous languages, the 

Juegos Literarios judging panel reviews manuscripts only in maayatôaan and can therefore 

feasibly base award decisions on the indigenous-language text. As such, the competition better 

affirms the communicative and literary value of maayatôaan and foments a specifically maaya-

language literature during the creative process. However, the ultimate obligation of bilingual 

publication produces the same result as other national competitions, reproducing expectations of 

bilingualism for writers but not readers.123  

Despite practical considerations that to some degree necessitate bilingual publications, 

writers and scholars must consider their effects on the local and global status of maayatôaan and 

ongoing language revitalization efforts. Sánchez Chan expressed concerns during the 2016 Filey 

                                                           
123 All of these literary competitions separate out categories for Indigenous-language literature, rather than 

considering all literary submissions in the same category, which also raise questions. Having separate Indigenous-

language categories ensures a winner from an underrepresented population and creates space for authors to express 

distinct cultural underpinnings and work within Indigenous-language genres and canons. However, it simultaneously 

ensures that Indigenous-language literary creation will always be seen as tangential to dominant-language literary 

canons, not a norm that can exert influence on dominant-language writers.  
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in Mérida that the expectation of bilingualism for indigenous-language authors does not 

encourage quality maaya-language writing, according to Kôiintsil. In a summary of the writerôs 

comments, the newspaper states: ñ[U] yaôabil le ketlamoôob ku j·okôsaloôob tiaôal maaya 

tsô²iboôobeô, ku t§anilkunsikoôob k§astelan tôaan, kex tumen u maayailiô maô jach maôaloôob 

yanikiôò (Sánchez Chan, S.). [In many competitions they come out with for maaya-language 

writers, Spanish puts them ahead, even though their maaya is not very good]. His comments 

demonstrate that the practical effects of bilingual publishing at best result in promoting a 

bilingual creative process more than an indigenous-language literature in its own right. At worst, 

as Sánchez Chan has also expressed elsewhere, they result in encouraging writers to tend to their 

Spanish-language texts more than their indigenous-language texts as the avenue to literary 

success.124 From a revitalization perspective, the competitionsô contributions to furthering 

indigenous languages are therefore ambivalent.  

While Spanish ensures wider access to maaya-language literature, it also reproduces the 

hegemony of the Spanish language over maaya and other indigenous languages. Even the 

national Premio Nezahuacóyotl contest, which honors the ongoing contributions of indigenous 

Mexico and provides indigenous authors a means of publication, depends upon a transplanted, 

colonial language as its lingua franca. If the Spanish text is the one a majority of readers will 

access, the practical result is that the indigenous-language texts are relegated to a role of 

legitimizing authorsô indigenous identities, defining eligibility, and functioning as an aesthetic 

complement instead of communicating meaning.125 This situation is reminiscent of the lack of 

                                                           
124 Of the Premio Nezahualcóyotl, he states, ñlo seguro es que le leer§n en la lengua franca, pues la institución 

convocante no le va a poder poner jurados que hablen cada una de las lenguas de los concursantes. Lo anterior se 

traduce entonces en que varios de los concursantes, procuran ñpulirò con sumo cuidado sus textos en castellano y 

descuidan gravemente sus textos en lengua propiaò (ñEscrituraò 171). 
125 Alternatively, the competitionôs linguistic focus, as advertised in the name Premio Nacional de Literaturas en 

Lenguas Mexicanas, obscures the fact that monolingual Spanish texts can express an Indigenous perspective and 

that linguistic hegemonies in educational and social spheres mean that many individuals of Indigenous heritage no 
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change in speakersô access to their languages despite the 2003 Ley General de Derechos 

Lingüísticos de los Pueblos Indígenas, which articulates the Mexican Stateôs commitment to a 

plurilingual, pluricultural identity and promise to promote indigenous languages.126 While the 

law guarantees indigenous peoplesô rights to use their languages in the public sphere, Worley 

asserts that the law ñperhaps further entrenches the status of Spanish as a hegemonic language as 

in practice it normalizes both non-indigenous monolingualism and indigenous bilingualismò 

(ñM§seualò 7).  

Readers of these bilingual texts have the option to access only the maaya text, only the 

Spanish text, or both. However, Worley offers a reminder that when approaching bilingual texts, 

ñany reading done in monolingual isolation remains by definition incompleteò (ñMáseualò 16). 

In his analysis of poems from Waldemar Noh Tzecôs bilingual collection Noj Bálam / El grande 

jaguar (1998), Worley concludes that the maaya poems feature a rebellious indigenous poetic 

voice, whereas the Spanish-language poetic voice acquiesces to Mexicoôs socio-cultural status 

quo (12). Within this bilingual dynamic, which Worley calls ñm§seual excluidoò/ñindio 

permitidoò, he defines the acquiescent Spanish-language text as an example of ñneoliberal 

translationò:     

                                                           
longer speak their ancestorsô languages. The competition title also claims indigenous tongues as Mexican. While 

contemporary indigenous peoples oftentimes consider themselves simultaneously Mexican and indigenous (see my 

discussion of Pat Boy Rap Maya in Chapter 5), these languages also predate the Mexican nation, rendering the 

nameôs implications anachronistic at best and neo-colonial at worst. 
126 Article 3 of the 2003 Ley General de Derechos Lingüísticos de los Pueblos Indígenas demonstrates that Mexico 

conceives of itself as a plurilingual and pluricultural country on an ideological level: ñLas lenguas ind²genas son 

parte integrante del patrimonio cultural y lingüístico nacional. La pluralidad de lenguas indígenas es una de las 

principales expresiones de la composición pluricultural de la Nación Mexicanaò. Article 4 adds that indigenous 

languages and Spanish ñtienen la misma validezò, and Article 5 promises, ñEl Estado . . . reconocer§, proteger§ y 

promover§ la preservaci·n, desarrollo y uso de las lenguas ind²genas nacionalesò (Estados Unidos Mexicanos). 

Multiple scholars have shown the lawôs stated commitments to be lip service. See Güémez Pineda, Herrera Alcocer 

and Canché Xool; Pech Dzib (29-30); Worley ñM§seualò (1-2). 
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[N]eoliberal translation allows for the production and presentation of indigenous-

language texts so long as these are reduced, almost by definition, to being a 

symbolic supplement to Spanish texts that are actually read. Through this process, 

moments of irreconcilable otherness are translated into the terms and structures of 

the neoliberal multicultural nation-state, thereby reaffirming that nation-stateôs 

norms and values. In this sense, the Spanish-language works are not translations 

per se so much as they are original productions that rearticulate potentially 

troubling indigenous subjectivities. (2) 

Although monolingual Spanish-language readers experience the reappropriation of the ñindioò 

insult into a positive term of identity, they are not privy to the ñm§seualò identity touted in the 

maaya poem. A historical label used by Caste War rebels, ñm§seualò expresses a challenge to 

social and cultural hierarchies (ñM§seualò).  

Whereas bilingual texts in two dominant languages, such as Spanish-English bilingual 

editions of Nerudaôs or Vallejoôs poetry, presuppose a reader who either understands both 

languages or is a student of language who seeks to better understand the original text through 

translation. In the same way, bilingual indigenous-language editions can be seen as an invitation 

to radically rethink linguistic and cultural hegemonies through bilingual consumption. As Cecilia 

Enjuto Rangel asserts of Cuevas Cobôs poetry, 

El formato bilingüe de los poemarios de Cuevas Cob retan al lector a leer los 

poemas en sus dos versiones, en maya y castellano. En muchos sentidos, esto 

representa un valioso aporte cultural a la literatura latinoamericana actual, no sólo 

porque reivindica la riqueza cultural de los pueblos indígenas y recuerda que 

América Latina es un espacio multilingüe, multirracial y multicultural, sino 
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también porque nos invita a pensar en el maya y en el castellano poéticamente 

como parte de un mismo espacio, de una misma página. (279-80) 

This passage can be read as a call to scholars. The existence of indigenous-language literary 

works advocates for creating more space within the literary discipline for studying texts in lesser 

studied languages. 

My wish here is certainly not to diminish the achievements of writers in their mother 

tongues or to suggest that multilingual competitions evaluated in colonial languages are lesser 

gains for maayatôaan. Rather, I wish to analyze how the ñrequired bilingualismò in various 

competitions for indigenous-language authors ideologically situates these indigenous languages 

in national cultural projects. I believe that assumptions and policies that essentially mandate an 

entire literary corpus to exist in translation must be critically interrogated. What is at stake in 

translation for indigenous authors? Does translation or self-translation involve a negotiation that 

widens the reading public so that maaya-language works can take a place in wider literary 

canons? Or does the act of translating to a dominant language negate the importance of the 

minoritized language and render it invisible? Do means of production heavily influenced by 

literary contests support indigenous literatures or undermine them when works are evaluated in 

Spanish and/or published bilingually?  

I take the stance that the act of translation to Spanish itself does not revalorize or obscure 

maayatôaan, but rather that authorsô translation strategies bring more or less awareness of 

maayatôaan to the Spanish-language reading experience.127 I believe authors most effectively 

                                                           
127 While I do not discuss this aspect at length in this project, publication format can also affect Spanish-language 

readersô awareness of the maaya half of bilingual editions. Works that divide editions into a maaya collection and a 

Spanish collection, such as is the case with Villegasô U kôaay chôiôibal / El canto de la estirpe poetry collection, 

Mart²nez Huchimôs original works, and most of Ceh Mooôs novels, better gesture towards how the maaya and 

Spanish texts can stand alone, as they often necessarily depend on different linguistic and cultural mechanisms. The 

format of other texts, such as some of Ceh Mooôs short story collections, alternate between maaya and their 

corresponding Spanish texts. However, publications such as Carrillo Canôs short novel U y·okôotiloôob §akôab / 
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resist current hierarchies through their Spanish-language composition, which, in addition to 

having a larger readership, provides writers the greatest opportunity to represent Maya 

perspectives to a non-Maya readership.128 As indigenous writers face the obligation of self-

translation, translation becomes a personal decision for how to mediate their culture with readers 

foreign to it. As Tymoczko asserts of Post-colonial writing when comparing it to translation, 

ñsome texts make more severe demands on the audience, requiring the audience to conform to 

the beliefs, customs, language and literary formalism of the source culture, while other works 

conform more to the dominant audienceôs cultural, linguistic and literary expectationsò (ñPost-

colonialò 29-30).  

Theories of translation help recognize that authorsô two versions are not mere copies or 

replicas of each other. Instead, they are each autonomous texts in which even so-called 

equivalencies can enact different chains of signifiers in each cultural and linguistic code. 

Thinking about the ócultural turnô in translation studies, in which translation is not just 

considered to be a linguistic activity but the navigation of distinct cultural systems that come into 

contact, is important as I consider how maaya-Spanish bilingual writers negotiate the distinct 

world perspectives embodied in each of their languages, along with the norms, assumptions, and 

expectations of their multiple readerships in two different languages. When writers must work 

                                                           
Danzas de la noche and the poetry selections in the Kuxaôan tôaan anthology position the maaya and Spanish texts 

beside each other, which provides a constant reminder of the textsô bilingual nature and invites readers to engage 

with the maaya poems as they are able. This could take the form of visual means ï how the works use space on the 

page, visual comparison of the maaya and Spanish texts, or observation in the maaya text of patterns, repetition, 

orthographic differences, or Spanish loan words. It could also be through audio means ï reading the text aloud or 

listening to a recording if one is available. While any reader of any bilingual edition can engage with the indigenous-

language text, certain publication formats facilitate this reading practice. Even so, publishing houses often determine 

these formats beyond writersô control. For example, although the standard format for Premio Nezahualcóyotl 

publications when Villegas won the 2008 award separated the maaya collection from the Spanish one, Villegas 

prefers an anthology format (Personal Interview). 
128 I state this with the caveats that not all Spanish-language readers will be non-Maya and that not all maaya-

language readers will be Maya. 
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within systematic bilingualism, my analysis of their self-translation practices can provide insight 

into writer agency in subverting the system from within it. My scholarly interest in translation as 

resistance arises because most Maya writers are also maaya-language educators, cultural 

promotors, or linguistic activists who seek to strengthen the visibility and prestige of their 

language in a Spanish-dominant context, as I discuss in Chapter 1.  

In this chapter, I analyze how five authors represent maayatôaan and the cultural 

underpinnings of their maaya texts for a non-maaya literate129 readership, including ways in 

which the same author can demonstrate different translation strategies within their own corpus. 

In Friedrich Schleiermacherôs terms, do these bilingual author-translators move the author to the 

reader by adapting texts to Spanish-language literary norms and culture? Or does the translator 

move the reader to the author and adapt Spanish-language conventions to norms for Maya 

language, cultural underpinnings, and narrative canons? When the maaya and Spanish languages 

differ to such a large extent,130 what translation strategies do authors take to render 

óuntranslatableô Maya linguistic features and cultural aspects in Spanish? My methodology is 

informed by theories of translation and self-translation, interviews with maaya-language authors, 

and knowledge of maaya linguistics. Authorsô maaya texts are integral to my approach as I 

identify moments when maaya texts condition Spanish texts. 

                                                           
129 I use the term ñnon-maaya-literateò as a way of pushing back against assumptions that Ligorred identifies: 

ñen la Pen²nsula de Yucat§n, el identificar analfabetismo con monoling¿ismo maya sigue siendo una inclinación 

cultural perversa de transparente espíritu colonial, sobre todo si tomamos en cuenta la rica y milenaria tradición 

literaria maya (escritura jeroglífica, textos coloniales, y materiales modernos ïorales y escritos--, é)ò (Mayas y 

coloniales 138-39). My use of the term displaces Spanish-language literacy as the default for deeming an individual 

to be literate and seeks to normalize ideas of maaya-language as an equal literacy. While I use this term specifically 

as a way to discuss reading literacy, in other contexts it could encompass the importance of Maya oral literacies. 
130 Some seminal ways in which maayatôaan differs from Spanish include the use of aspects instead of tenses to 

situate actions in time, the lack of the copular ñto beò verb, and an agglutinating morphology. Maayatôaan also 

requires verbs to be conjugating differently when used transitively or intransitively, the use of numerical classifiers, 

and situating mentioned nouns in a spatial relationship to the speaker. Phonetically, maayatôaan is characterized by 

high and low tones and glottal stops. These linguistic differences are compounded by the differing cultural 

perspectives embedded in each language.  
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Besides authorsô bilingual writing strategies, I consider reading practices to be a factor in 

determining a workôs potential for resisting linguistic hierarchies. Given the multiple reading 

options available in a bilingual text, reader response theories help me consider readersô role in 

constituting a text, as Wolfgang Iser conceptualizes (1524). Stanley Fishôs concept of 

ñinterpretive communitiesò challenged me to articulate in more nuanced ways the multiple 

Spanish-language readerships these texts could have (1988-92). Some readerships will find Maya 

literature more familiar than others. Spanish-speaking Yucatecans who share in a regional 

identity based on Maya heritage will most likely have a different experience with the text than 

either other indigenous Spanish speakers or an international Spanish-speaking population. 

Additionally, students of the Spanish language with reading proficiency can come from many 

backgrounds. Readersô backgrounds will influence their reading of Maya culture and aesthetics 

in varied ways.   

 

Is Translation an Innocent Process? 

Theories that recognize translation as a highly complicated and ideologically laden 

process question the grounds upon which critics and even maaya-language writers themselves 

can consider translation to be necessary for maaya-language writers. As Susan Bassnett and 

Harish Trivedi affirm: 

translation does not happen in a vacuum, but in a continuum; it is not an isolated 

act, it is part of an ongoing process of intercultural transfer. Moreover, translation 

is a highly manipulative activity that involves all kinds of stages in that process of 

transfer across linguistic and cultural boundaries. Translation is not an innocent, 

transparent activity but is highly charged with significance at every stage; it 
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rarely, if ever, involves a relationship of equality between texts, authors or 

systems. (2) 

Their definition of translation as intercultural transfer is meaningful for the context of Yucatan, 

as authors respond to at least two cultures in their bilingual texts because of the multiplicity of 

cultures and languages in contact on the peninsula. Their characterization of the translation 

process as manipulative provokes questions about how maaya-language writers, who determine 

the composition of both literary texts, negotiate these unequal hierarchies for both local and 

foreign readerships.  

To counter the unequal hierarchies involved in translationôs cultural and linguistic 

exchange, Venuti calls for a method of ñforeignizingò translation that preserves the original 

textsô foreign culture for readers in another language:  

Foreignizing translation signifies the difference of the foreign text, yet only by 

disrupting cultural codes that prevail in the target language. In its effort to do right 

abroad, this translation method must do wrong at home, deviating enough from 

native norms to stage an alien reading experienceðchoosing to translate a foreign 

text excluded by literary canons, for instance, or using a marginal discourse to 

translate it. (The Translatorôs 20)  

Based on this definition, the mere fact that maaya-language authors work and publish in a lesser 

studied language involves foreignizing translation, as it increases the visibility of an original text 

that is less likely to be studied within current organizations of literary studies. However, in this 

chapter, I analyze additional foreignizing strategies that writers use to disrupt linguistic 

hierarchies that privilege Spanish and to draw readersô attention to the presence of the maaya 

texts. 



Salinas 193 

 

 

Self-Translation and/or Bilingual Writing  

As the majority of writers in maayatôaan practice self-translation, what does self-

translation involve and how is the act of self-translation different from the work of a translator in 

the traditional sense? Gustavo P®rez Firmat asserts that the translatorôs constant task of seeking 

equivalency in two languages becomes more difficult during self-translation: ñThe temptation to 

tinker, to amend, to get it right or righter the second time around, will tend to alienate the self-

translated work from its original. The revisions may improve the original, may damage it, or may 

produce a version so unlike it that comparison is all but impossible. But only rarely will the two 

versions coincideò (108). P®rez Firmat contends that this difference in translation can also occur 

because the emotional ties that the writer has with each language are untranslatable (14). In a 

2015 interview, maaya-language writer Ceh Moo, who has been bilingual for as long as she 

remembers, explains, ñuna característica principal entre los dos idiomas para mí es el enlace 

emocional y cosmogónico que me llevaría a ser primero maya y despu®s hispanohablanteò. 

Given such emotional considerations, the self-translator may deviate from the impartiality the 

translator normally seeks, leading P®rez Firmat to declare: ñNo translation is more treacherous 

than self-translationò (14). The large grammatical, lexical and phonetic differences between 

maayatôaan and Spanish surely facilitate the experimental freedom in translation feared by Pérez 

Firmat, as it is impossible for maaya and Spanish texts to produce exactly the same effect.  

As maaya-language authors write both texts in their bilingual publications, I follow 

Liliana Ruth Reierstein and Vera Elisabeth Gerling, who dispense with binaries that prioritize the 

source text and consider the translation an unfaithful copy. They assert that their 2008 edited 

volume on third-party translation considers both texts ñcomo un espacio de procesos creativos, 
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que implica circulación de poder y que puede tanto reforzar las estructuras establecidas como 

subvertirlasò (11-12). As maaya-language authors fashion both texts, ideas of a first, definitive 

text to which a secondary, derivative text must demonstrate faithfulness do not adequately 

explain the dynamics. Bilingual writing processes blur distances between source and translated 

texts and beg the question if such processes should be called ótranslationô or óself-translationô at 

all. As bilingual authors represent their cultural perspectives to potential readers from inside and 

outside their cultural context, does self-translation or bilingual writing offer maaya-language 

authors a unique opportunity to equalize the power hierarchies that structure traditional third-

party translation? Do authors aspire to contribute to the revitalization of their mother tongue or 

do they have more personal goals for their work? How do authors on the peninsula practice self-

translation?  

For Ceh Moo, translation is an integral and necessary part of her creative process. In 

2015, she declared, ñpara m², la creaci·n es biling¿e. Tienen que estar las dos partes para hablar 

de este temaò (Personal Interview). Her creative process, which she describes as the composition 

of the maaya source text followed by a corresponding Spanish translated text, approximates 

traditional translation. Unlike Pérez Firmat, Ceh Moo views self-translation as a methodology 

that is more faithful to the source text than third-party translation: ñHe pensado que si otra 

persona me tradujera el texto, necesitaría mucho tiempo conmigo. Para saber cómo lo pensé, 

cómo lo sentí, cómo lo vislumbré, y acercarse a ese mensaje tan fiel. . . . Para traducir, no confío 

en el contenido exteriorò (Interview). Ceh Mooôs view of translation, then, is one in which the 

job of the translator is to recover and represent the original authorôs intent rather than interpret 

the original text.131 As she explained to me in an interview, she prefers to translate herself 

                                                           
131 Ceh Mooôs approach is similar to the one recommended by Yves Bonnefoy, who writes: ñWe should in fact come 

to see what motivates the poem; to relive the act which both gave rise to it and remains enmeshed in it; and released 
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because, unlike a third party, she knows the impulses and inspirations that beget the maaya work 

and can therefore reproduce them in her Spanish text: ñCuando termino una obra, la dejo reposar 

para dejarla de amar, y traduzco ya al español. Y me doy cuenta realmente de los detalles . . . me 

acuerdo todavía de las emociones, de cuando lo creas, cuando lloras por un personaje, cuando lo 

matas, y revives las emociones de amor con ellos y lo vuelves a plasmar en esta obra y entonces 

das la obra de traducci·nò (Personal Interview). Additionally, Ceh Moo suggests that her 

professional experiences as a cultural promoter and translator uniquely prepare her to create the 

best translation: ñAdem§s de que tengo la promoci·n, traducci·n e interpretaci·n en lenguas 

originarias, me siento capaz de hacerloò (Interview). Speaking of maaya and Spanish in her 

bilingual creation, she asserts: ñambos se pueden mezclar en cualquiera de los contenidosò and 

ñlos puedo manejar muy bien dentro del mismo libroò (Interview). Ceh Mooôs statements 

demonstrate her belief that she is the ideal author of both texts in her bilingual editions.   

The poet Villegas shares Ceh Mooôs embrace of bilingual writing, but his creative 

method strays further from the schemas normally involved in translation. For Villegas, self-

translation provides a creative advantage that helps him improve both texts. What he calls 

ñtextos h²bridosò originate from this creative process, as he described in an interview in 2014:  

Un texto te lleva a otro texto y el otro texto te lleva a otro texto. Puedo escribir un 

poema en maya y que al momento de releerlo y de traducirlo al español, regreso al 

texto en maya y le aumento cosas. Porque al momento de traducirlo en español, 

de repente, surgen otras cosas que se pueden agregar. Y, pues, es mi texto, lo 

                                                           
from that fixed form, which is merely its trace, the first intention and intuition (let us say a yearning, an obsession, 

something universal) can be tried out anew in the other languageò (188). In his method, translators draw on their 

own experiences that are similar to the ones portrayed and reconstruct the poem through the sensations felt (188-89).  
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puedo hacer. Es la ventaja. Y también hay ejercicios creativos en español, que, al 

momento de verlos desde una óptica maya, crecen. (Personal Interview) 

Given this creative method, the poet charaterizes his work not as poetry in translation but as 

bilingual poetry: ñCreo que hago poes²a biling¿e. Es lo que puedo concluir. Sí, poesía maya. 

Pero no puedo decir que es una poes²aé Si dijera que es una poesía solo maya, no estaría 

diciendo lo que sucede en el proceso. Yo creo que lo que sucede en el proceso es que da como 

resultado una poes²a que se nutre de los dos idiomas, tanto del espa¶ol como del mayaò 

(Personal Interview). Villegasô creative process is less about self-translation, which presupposes 

the existence of a source text and a translated text, and more about bilingual creation, as both 

texts occupy each of these positions at different moments in the process.  

Whereas the previous authorsô bilingual practices result in even separation of maaya- and 

Spanish-language texts, Mart²nez Huchimôs method and work appreciate speakersô oral maaya 

expression, which demonstrates maaya and Spanish intermixing on both the lexical and syntactic 

levels, giving rise to the speakersô name for the variant as xeôekô maaya [mixture].132 She told me 

over Facebook Messenger in 2017 that her first drafts are a mixture of both languages. During 

her creative process, she separates the mixture into a mostly maaya text and a mostly Spanish 

text.133 As her bilingual texts demonstrate speakersô hybrid linguistic patterns, her work reveals 

the ideal of linguistic purity that underlies separate maaya- and Spanish-language literary texts. 

Martínez Huchim instead creates a realistic portrayal of the mixed linguistic expression of 

quotidian life on the Peninsula, just as U.S. Latinx writers have insisted upon valuing Spanglish 

                                                           
132 In fact, in my experience, Yucatecan humor and bombas, which are popular picaresque rhymes, often operate 

through code-switching from Spanish into maaya. 
133 Mart²nez Huchim writes, ñLa primera versi·n de un cuento es una mezcolanza, un (xeekô). Entonces hago una 

versión maya y otra en espa¶ol yucateco. A veces primero sale la versi·n completa al espa¶ol, otras veces al mayaò. 
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as representative of their hybrid identity. This hybridity is much more apparent in her Spanish-

language texts, whereas her maaya texts use minimal Spanish-language loans. 

 Whereas the previous writersô processes incorporate bilingualism as an essential part of 

creation, Carrillo Can and Sánchez Chan view translation to Spanish as a tedious obligatory 

addendum, prioritizing maaya-language creation instead. Sánchez Chan decries the effects of 

monolingual Spanish-language evaluation of bilingual works, and his methods in literary 

workshops emphasize maaya creative possibilities and eschewing Spanish influence in maaya 

(ñEscrituraò 171, 181). With a similar perspective, Carrillo Can looked forward to a future with a 

stable readership for maaya texts, at which time, he asserted, ñno será necesario hacer ninguna 

traducción al español, sometiendo al texto a la ya conocida tortura, pues a falta de expresiones, 

se recurre a las mutilaciones o a las frases frías, imprecisas y lejanas de su verdadero 

significadoò (ñPerspectivaò 157). His description of the torture of translation lays bare his 

emotional closeness to maaya and distance from Spanish, an affective bond that scholars often 

discuss as a factor that influences the self-translation process (Klosty Beaujour, Cordingley). 

Carrillo Canôs distinct relationships with each of his languages make expressing Maya 

perspectives in Spanish a painful process for him. He views metaphor as part of the nature of 

Maya, and asserts, ñel maya que es una lengua metafórica no puede ser traducida de manera 

literal como normalmente sucedeò (ñPerspectivaò 163). During translation, Carrillo Can 

recommends: ñpensar en maya para hacer los textos en maya y pensar en espa¶ol para hacer los 

textos en español ya sea al momento de crear o de traducirò (164). Unlike P®rez Firmatôs 

disapproval of difference in self-translated texts, Carrillo Can advocates for difference to 
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demonstrate integrity to each textôs unique cultural and linguistic underpinnings. His comments 

gesture toward the astounding skill involved in authorsô literary doubling of texts.134  

In the remaining sections, I examine specific textual examples and analyze the extent to 

which bilingual authorsô Spanish texts provide readers with glimpses of Maya realities and 

maaya language use, thereby disrupting the linguistic and cultural dominance of the Spanish 

language and global dominant cultures on the Yucatan Peninsula. In my trajectory, I move from 

least resistant Spanish-language texts to most resistant. 

 

Author Stance: Fluid Translation  

Ceh Mooôs bilingual writing tends to facilitate Spanish-language readersô experience with 

the text. While her body of work is large and varied, this occurs on one hand because she aligns 

part of her work with larger Latin American and European literary traditions or writes about 

universal themes with minimal references to a Yucatecan context or Maya cosmology. On the 

other hand, in part of her work that highlights a Yucatecan regional perspective, the narrative 

voice explains references to Maya cosmology for readers. While her self-translation strategies 

vary according to the perspective embedded in the specific work, the audience she seems to 

appeal to is one unfamiliar with Maya culture. This may be explained by her aspirations; Ceh 

Moo told me in 2015 that she seeks international renown and her dream is winning the Nobel 

Prize in literature (Personal Interview). 

Ceh Mooôs short story ñKaaltaleô ku xijkunsik u jel puksiôikôaloôobò / ñEl alcohol 

también rompe otros corazones,ò published in 2013 in the short story collection of the same 

                                                           
134 Similarly, Montemayor declares about maaya-language authors from Yucatan, ñthe writers often use the Spanish 

language not as a neutral vehicle for the translation of a poem or a story but rather as a new space in which to 

continue creating or re-creating their worksò (U t¼umben kôaayiloôob x-yaôaxcheô57-58). 
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name, is an example of her work that appeals to universal sensibilities. Its themes of alcoholism, 

family ties, grief, and loss are not unique to Yucatan or Maya culture. Perhaps because of this 

universality, the Spanish-language ñEl alcoholò largely does not resist linguistic and cultural 

hierarchies on the peninsula. For most Spanish-language readers, the short story will align more 

with European-language literary canons, as the Spanish texts gesture infrequently to their maaya 

counterparts.135 The few region-specific identifiers in the story include a handful of maaya-

language insults, a mention of the Yucatecan mythological figure Xtáabay, and the geographic 

references to Cancun and the protagonistsô fictional hometown of a maaya-derived name. For 

most Spanish-language readers, the town name, Kaltalká [Drinking Town],136 evokes a Maya 

context through recognition that the term is not from Spanish. Only Spanish-language readers 

familiar with maaya will recognize that the town name foregrounds the textôs critique of 

alcoholism and suggests the widespread nature of the vice in town. The protagonist, the alcoholic 

taxi driver Jmoyo, provides the main conduit for evoking the human cost of alcoholism. 

Intercalated stories of three families culminate in a foreshadowed tragedy when the inebriated 

Jmoyo loses control of his taxi in front of a school. The accident kills nine elementary students, 

including the children of two of the families portrayed. While the narrator never explicitly states 

a moral, the short storyôs despiction of tragedy resulting from excessive drinking responds to the 

State of Yucatanôs years-long status as the Mexican state with the highest number of incidences 

of alcohol poisoning (ñEstragosò) 

Beyond the universality of the storyôs theme, the texts in both languages demonstrate 

intertextuality with European-language literary canons familiar to Spanish-language readers. In a 

                                                           
135 The resistance this short story does participate in combats conceptions that minority authors can only represent 

their own communities, because it expresses universal themes that just happen to be set in a Maya context and 

described in maayatôaan. 
136 The town name in the maaya text is Kaaltalkáaj. 
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2015 interview, Ceh Moo told me that her literary influences are Western. While she expressed 

appreciation for the work of other maaya-language writers, she distanced her work from theirs, 

asserting, ñLa mayor influencia que he tenido es de occidente. Si bien la literatura de los 

contempor§neos aqu² en c²rculos mayasé mmmm, ser²a yo demasiado deshonesta decir que no 

me gustan. Sí me gustan los textos. No son influencias para m²ò (Personal Interview). These 

remarks demonstrate Ceh Mooôs desire to be seen in terms of wider canons rather than regional 

or indigenous ones. Widely read, she presented her biggest influences as Niezche and Kafka, and 

also mentioned Latin American authors Rosario Castellanos, Juan Rulfo, Gabriel García 

Márquez, and Mario Vargas Llosa.137 Similarly, Ceh Mooôs ñKaaltaleô ku xijkunsikò / ñEl 

alcoholò does not primarily evoke maaya oral storytelling canons.138 Instead, her short story 

dialogues with contemporary European-language literary traditions as an omniscient narrator 

uses foreshadowing and interweaves simultaneous narratives. Additionally, an ever-increasing 

plethora of women patients who suffer sleep deprivation caused by a recurring dream that the 

sky is raining blood is reminiscent of Garc²a M§rquezô plague of insomnia in Cien años de 

soledad.139 Ceh Mooôs magical realist episode is just one of the multiple unsettling signs that the 

storyôs protagonist, nicknamed El Adivinador, seeks to interpret in his quest to understand the 

future, which ends in tragedy.  

                                                           
137 Indigenous narrative writers she mentioned as influences include Nicolás Huet Bautista, Mario Molina Cruz, and 

Javier Castellanos Martínez (Personal Interview).  
138 I contrast Ceh Mooôs work specifically with oral literature because I consider oral canons and orally transmitted 

customs to be the largest influence in contemporary narrative trends and storytelling continuity across time, given 

the post-Conquest policies that have destroyed, censured, and impeded maaya writing over centuries. Likewise, 

Cocom Pechôs anthology of maaya-language writers, La oralidad en la literatura maya contemporánea (2006), 

insists that oral tradition is the foremost literary influence among contemporary maaya-language writers (Lepe Lira 

Lluvia 119). 
139 Among other authors from wider Latin American literary tradition, Ceh Moo expressed appreciation for García 

Márquez. She said, ñInclusive llegó un momento que me decían que la literatura mía tenía mucha influencia de 

Garc²a M§rquezò (Personal Interview). 
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The short storyôs dialogue demonstrates that Ceh Moo appeals to a wider readership by 

opting for the more widely known Mexican Spanish rather than regional Yucatecan Spanish, 

which creates distance between her maaya and Spanish texts. For example, Ceh Moo translates a 

maaya expletive in Jmoyoôs voice to a Mexican alternative, despite the fact that the maaya 

expletive is in common use even among monolingual Spanish speakers in Yucatan. When Jmoyo 

wakes up after a night out drinking, he exclaims, ñ¡¡Peeel u naô!! le kaaltal oniajkoôò (9) [Peeel u 

naô!! That drunkenness last night]. In literal translation, the maaya expletive refers to the 

motherôs vagina. Ceh Moo translates the phrase to Spanish as a similar, if less explicit, Mexican 

exclamation: ñ¡Ta madre!ò Qu® peda la de anocheò (37). The Spanish-language expletive 

preserves the image of the mother, capturing one of the many Mexican expressions involving the 

mother while eliding the regionally popular maaya expression. The reference to ñpedaò 

[drunkenness] is a Mexican expression common in Yucatan. Another example of how Ceh Moo 

deemphasizes regional markers from Jmoyoôs Spanish-language dialogue occurs when Jmoyo, 

anticipating his wifeôs impending wrath, regrets spending his earnings on alcohol instead of 

paying bills: ñ¡Maare! U jajileô le x koôoleloô jaj u tô§anò (10). [Maare! The truth is that the 

woman is right.] Maare is a common expression in the Yucatecan Spanish dialect, but Ceh Moo 

opts for a Mexican expression: ñ¡Chale! La verdad que la vieja tiene raz·nò (38). Jmoyoôs use of 

the term óla viejaô in reference to his wife reflects how Mexican males often refer informally to 

significant others or women in general. As Jmoyoôs regional expressions disappear in the 

Spanish texts, his Spanish dialogue obscures his Maya identity. 

One of the few moments that ñEl alcoholò does gesture to the corresponding maaya text 

is through the angry wifeôs dialogue with Jmoyo. While Jmoyoôs Spanish-language portrayal 

appeals to a national rather than regional identity, Ceh Moo emphasizes his wife Xmariselaôs 
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Yucatecan and Maya identity by preserving her maaya expletives even in the Spanish text. When 

Xmarisela finds her husband sneaking out of the house to avoid her after his night of 

drunkenness, she reprimands him: ñ¡¡Peeel a naô!!, ¿tuôux ka tukl²k t§an a bin beya?, ¡¡Menkisín 

kaltaj m§ak!!ò (10).140 / ñáP®el a naô! ¿A donde [sic] crees que vas, borracho de mierda?ò (38). 

The different approach toward each character in translation when they articulate the same 

expletive illustrates the gender divide in which women are more likely to be monolingual maaya 

speakers and maintain traditions than the men who often migrate to work in contexts that 

necessitate use of Spanish (Chac·n 98). Similarly, a womanôs exclamations become the vehicle 

for rendering a Maya context from within the Spanish short story.  

 Similarly to Jmoyoôs Spanish-language Mexican manner of expression, Ceh Mooôs self-

translation suggests that she negotiates her bilingual world by adapting ñEl alcoholò to Spanish-

language literary norms over Yucatecan ones. In both texts, foreshadowing and images guide 

readers toward the tragedy. The narrator describes a figurative rope that connects seemingly 

disparate events simultaneously happening in two different contexts, school and taxi: 

Chen jun pô®el chan chowak s¼um maô tu yilaôaleô, tu nupôaj le jum tu b®etaj le 

chan nuukul tuôux ku yaôalal tiô mejen paalal ka ojkoôob xook y®etel le kisbutsô 

y§an u xookil 231 ku taal tu noj k§ajil Cancunoô; layliô tiô le suutuk jeeloô le j 

Mooyoô [sic] boôotaôab ku biis kaôatul m§ak jach kôaôab®et u kôuchloôob tiô noj 

k§aj. La ka tsô·ok u jetsôikoôob u toojol ken u boôotoôob bey xan u xaanileô, tu 

yilajoôob maôalob. D®esde tiô le s¼utuk jeeloô le kuxtaliloô joôopô u nuupôik le 

chan s¼um kun nuupôik le baôax kun yuchloô.  

                                                           
140 [Peeel a naô!! Where do you think youôre going? You damn drunkard!!]. 
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U x¼uliloôob le s¼umoô tak ken maanak kam pô®el u suutukil kôiin ken 

nuupôkoôob. (27). 

[Just one small, long rope that couldnôt be seen connected the sound that the 

small appliance made where it was said to the little children and they went in to 

study, with that car that had the number 231 that came from the city of Cancun; 

still in that moment, Jmoyo was paid to take two men who really needed to arrive 

to the city. When they finished setting the price when they payed also for the trip 

time, it seemed good to them. From that there moment, that life began to connect 

the small rope; it would connect the things that were going to happen. 

The ends of the rope would connect upon the passing of four moments in the 

day.   

 

Un hilo invisible y largo unió el instante en el cual el timbre de la escuela 

llamaba a los niños a ocupar sus salones de clases con el taxi 231 de Cancún. En 

ese mismo instante El Moyo fue contratado por dos pasajeros que tenían prisa por 

llegar a Ciudad Grande. Después de un breve regateo, tanto precio como tiempo 

les parecieron lo justo a los pasajeros. A partir de ese momento, la mano 

insondable del destino empezó a jalar ese delgado hilo que lo unía. Los extremos 

del hilo se juntarían cuatro horas después. (54) 

In both passages, a thread image symbolizing life or fate intertwines seemingly unrelated 

narrative threads into a shared denouement. Such narrative consciousness of simultaneous but 

different plotlines is not a prevalent feature of maaya oral narrative, and so shows influence of 

other literary traditions.  
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The rope motif offers double interpretive options if viewed through Maya narrative 

tradition and Greek tradition. Spanish-language readers familiar with the Maya area recognize 

the living, growing rope [suum] from oral tradition. This rope, which bleeds when cut and cannot 

be trapped or enclosed in any container,141 is conceptualized as a symbol of Maya vitality that 

points to a foretold day in which Maya people will enjoy renewed freedom on their lands.142 Ceh 

Mooôs account resignifies the symbol of the rope as an umbilical cord for the Maya people. The 

newly joined ends of the rope are a culminating moment. However, whereas this moment in oral 

tradition results in Maya triumph and self-determination, in Ceh Mooôs short story, it defines a 

future of grief and loss. The bleeding rope of oral tradition becomes accident-related bloodshed. 

This is all the worse, because when oral accounts portray an intercultural clash between Maya 

and conqueror, Ceh Mooôs short story portrays an intracultural clash caused by a vice that 

ravages communities from within. Depression upon losing her two daughters even drives a 

                                                           
141 Dzul Pootôs tsikbal ñHapai Kanò (Cuentos mayas vol. 1 47-58) and Mar²a Luisa G·ngora Pachecoôs tsikbal ñU 

suumil kôiôikô Maniò / ñLa soga de sangreò in Montemayorôs La voz profunda anthology (16-19) depict the rope 

similarly. Both depictions of the rope describe its inability to be enclosed, its never-ending length, and its bleeding 

upon being cut. They also both demonstrate political leaders who use the rope to travel across long distances 

quickly. The rope symbolizes Christian morality. In Dzul Pootôs tsikbal, the now-buried rope will function as a type 

of tightrope stretching to the city of Mérida in a Mayanization of judgement day. Corrupt leaders will fall and be 

eaten by a winged serpent, whereas moral ones will arrive to Mérida. Góngora Pachecoôs work frames a tsikbal told 

by Don Emilio Tzab, from Maní, Yucatan, who relates that the rope facilitated travel between the cathedral in Maní 

and the city of M®rida. The account describes the ropeôs importance as the umbilical cord of the Xi¼ chôiôibal 

lineage.  
142 G·ngora Pachechoôs tsikbal ñU suumil kôIôikô Maniò / ñLa soga de sangreò (Montemayor La voz 16-19) explains 

Maya prophesies about the day when the ends of this rope will come together: 

U nojoch m§akiloôob le kaajoôoboô ku yaôalikoôobeô b²in kôuchuk u kôiinil u n¼upôul le suum 

tu kaôteenaô, tuôux kun baôateô x-tôarach yôeetel t·olok; le kôiin jeôelaô yan u yantal baôateôil ichil 

w²inikoôob tiôal u yilik u chôaikoôob baôal u tiôaloôob: 

U chôilabkabiloôon mayaôobeô t§an k-paaôtik ka kôuchuk le kôiinoôob jeôel u yaôalmaj Chilam 

Balam, u J-Kôiinil Maniô kaôachoô. (16, 18) 

Montemayorôs Spanish-language translation is:  

Los viejos pobladores de estos pueblos afirmaron que un día la soga volverá a unirse y encima 

de ella pelearán la lagartija x-tôarach y el camaleón de cresta tóolok; ese día habrá guerra entre los 

hombres para que se vea lo que pertenece a cada quien. 

Nosotros los mayas esperamos ese día proclamado por el Chilam Balam, por el antiguo Gran 

Sacerdote de Man²ò (La voz 19, f. 4).  

Montemayor explicates that Maya tradition teaches that x-tôarach symbolizes the Maya and tóolok symbolizes the 

conquistador, describing Maya beliefs that the symbolic battle foretold for that day will result in Maya peopleôs 

renewed freedom on their lands (La voz 19, n. 4). 
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mother to alcoholism, demonstrating the continuity of the vice. Through these Maya 

intertextualities, Nazario becomes a failed Chilam Balam prophet figure, as he struggles to 

interpret signs to foretell the future. When he cannot prevent the tragedy, he blames himself for 

the deaths. 

While this Maya rope motif is usually evoked as ñsogaò in Spanish, Ceh Moo instead 

utilizes the finer ñhiloò, which perhaps primarily points to a reading through a non-Maya subtext: 

the Fates of Greek mythology. Mythological metaphors of threads as the length of human lives in 

Ceh Mooôs text point to the imminent deaths of the schoolchildren. This intertextuality is clearer 

in the Spanish text, which personifies the idea of fate when a hand pulls on the thread, much like 

the Fates control the threads of mortal lives. Foreshadowing, apparent in the final two sentences 

of the maaya passage and the use of the conditional in the Spanish passage, is not a prevalent 

feature of narrative perspective in maaya oral storytelling.143 This mode is more common in an 

inherited maaya written tradition, including the prophesies in the colonial-era Libros del Chilam 

Balam, which, like foreshadowing, gesture toward the future. Considering this background, Ceh 

Mooôs narrative techniques expand contemporary literary uses of maayatôaan; however, they do 

not challenge a Spanish-language reader who may not realize the innovation in the maaya text. 

Even in a text such as ñChan sak peepenoôobò / ñMaripositas blancasò that depends on a 

regional Maya context, Ceh Moo facilitates the experience for readers unfamiliar with Maya 

cosmology by providing in-text explanations of cultural references. In fact, her narrator explains 

Maya cultural references even in the maaya text, suggesting that the authorôs intended audience 

                                                           
143 Prophesy and references to the future is less common in oral storytelling. In dialogue, characters commonly refer 

to the future, but narrators do not often do so. Dzul Pootôs collected tsikbal ñHapai Kanò in Cuentos mayas (vol. 1) 

(47-58) provides an example of an oral narrative perspective that juxtaposes two anecdotes, one featuring the flying 

serpent and another featuring the rope, and that adopts a prophetic voice. However, I have not found these 

characteristics to be common in compiled oral stories. 
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is foreign to Yucatan in both linguistic readerships. As she told me in a 2015 interview, many 

people who read maayatôaan are not Maya but scholars from outside of the peninsula. Published 

in the same Kaaltaleô ku xijkunsik / El alcohol collection as the previous story I discussed, ñChan 

sak peepenoôobò / ñMaripositas blancasò imitates tropes of orality and depicts a specifically 

Yucatecan context during the time of Janal Pixan¸ the regionôs version of the Day of the Dead. 

The exposition features narrative framing characteristic of oral storytelling such as ñKu 

tsôikbaltaôalò (165) / ñCuentan queò (169) and ñku yaôalal . . . tumeen nojoch m§akoôobò (165) / 

ñlas personas mayores llamanò (169). Besides embodying oral formulae, the latter phrase 

regarding elderly perspectives bases the account in orally transmitted ancestral wisdom in a 

reflection of traditional Maya values.144 While I identify this story as a tsikbal, the work still 

shifts norms for oral tsikbaloôob to a written tsikbal genre. One way this occurs is that the tsikbal 

opens with a second-person question directed to the reader, which breaks from the omniscient 

perspective typical of oral narrative.  

Perhaps because Ceh Moo sets ñChan sak peepenoôobò / ñMaripositas blancasò in the 

context of Yucatan and inherited Maya beliefs and customs, her Spanish text preserves more 

maaya words and concepts than in ñEl alcoholò. Through these features, the Spanish-language 

tsikbalôs composition reminds readers of maayatôaan as a contemporary language more so than 

the previous short story. ñChan sak peepenoôobò / ñMarispositas blancasò constructs the 

protagonists as a traditional couple. The husband Don Maximino Mex works in the kool fields. 

                                                           
144 In her translation of the second narrative phrase I cite, Ceh Moo adopts a standard way of expressing an 

attribution in Spanish instead of opting for its Yucatecan expression, which again exemplifies how she adapts her 

Spanish texts for a wider readership. Her maaya text uses a grammatical structure common to spoken maaya: a verb 

in passive voice (ku yaôalaôal [it is said]) followed by the identification of the agent after a preposition (tumeen 

nojoch m§akoôob [by the elderly]). Her Spanish translation uses an active sentence, although spoken Yucatec 

Spanish features a structure similar to the maaya in which a third-person plural verb precedes the agent after a 

preposition. In this instance, a Yucatecan alternative to the standard ñlas personas mayores llaman peôepenitosò 

(169) could be rendered as óle llaman peôepenitos por las personas mayores.ô 
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The wife Mila Can makes her own tortillas, along with other typical foods, and subscribes to 

traditional beliefs. For example, she believes the orally transmitted wisdom that the white 

butterflies that appear at the end of October for Janal Pixan are spirits of the dead returning to 

spend time with their loved ones. One day during this time of year, white butterflies overwhelm 

the coupleôs house. One flies up Milaôs nose, causing instant unpleasant sensations and her death 

the following day. Many witnesses later observe a white butterfly escape from the dead womanôs 

mouth. Maximino is sure that this butterfly is his wifeôs soul. This loving husband anxiously 

awaits the end of October each year, when he prepares his wifeôs favorite food and recounts his 

year of experiences to the butterfly he recognizes as Mila. The narrator reports that Milaôs story 

is often retold because so many witnessed her unlikely and medically inexplicable death. 

Through this anecdote and direct explanation, the narrator expresses that even if many people do 

not pay attention to elderly peopleôs teachings on butterflies, God has granted the dead 

permission to return in this way, and no one should consider butterfliesô ubiquitous presence to 

be strange. These narrative techniques connect traditional Maya and Christian belief systems.145 

To help readers navigate this culturally specific belief system, Ceh Moo explains beliefs 

in both texts through descriptive appositive clauses. The following passage provides explanation 

of the wifeôs actions when her husband arrives home from the milpa fields: 

Ku jan tsôaik u yoôoch chokoj sak§m tiô, jun pô®el chokoj saô kex tun kôilkabileô 

leloô jun pô®el baôal jach tun kiô tiôal u yicham. (165) 

                                                           
145 The Biblical undertones that Ceh Moo inscribes into the teachings of the elderly in the passage I refer to here 

(167-68 / 171) are even clearer in the Spanish text, which uses language like ñpr®dicas en el desiertoò (171), a John 

the Baptist reference, to describe elderly peopleôs teachings that lack believers. The clear Spanish-language 

intertextuality with Bible stories is not apparent in the same way in the maaya text. However, the mention of 

ñkichkelem y¼umò in the maaya passage still constitutes a reference to the Christian God that connects the Maya 

belief to Christian cosmology (168).  


















































































































































































