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1.0
Introduction: Sipakapense and it’s place within Mayan

1.1
The language and its speakers

Sipakapense is a Mayan language spoken in and around the municipio of Sipacapa in the mountains of the western highlands of Guatemala.  Sipakapense is part of the K’ichean branch of Eastern Mayan. Sipakapense shares numerous characteristics with other K’ichean languages but has also undergone an extensive period of contact with speakers of Mam (a Mayan language of the Mamean branch). Partially because of this contact, Sipakapense is quite distinct from previously described K’ichean languages. A preliminary mutual intelligibility test concluded that “El hablante Sipakapense es el grupo que menos entiende o comprende los otras idiomas de la misma familia” (The Sipakapense speakers are the group that understands other languages of the same family the least) (Cuz Mucú 1993: 95 my translation). This may be partially due to the fact that Sipakapense speakers have less contact with speakers of other K’ichean languages. However, it does suggest that Sipakapense is quite different from other languages in the same family (see 1.5 below for a discussion on the status of Sipakapense as an independent language).

Like all Mayan languages, Sipakapense is ergative, marking ergative and absolutive case within the verbal complex. Sipakapense differs from other K’ichean languages in that its primary word order is VSO, although like other K’ichean languages (England 1981) Sipakapense allows both VSO and VOS with certain combinations of definite and indefinite subjects and objects. Although the phonemic inventory of Sipakapense is identical to that of K’ichee’, the phonology of Sipakapense is quite different, allowing for clusters of up to six consecutive consonants.

Sipakapense is the primary language in all but two of the twelve aldeas surrounding the municipio of Sipacapa
. Mam is also spoken in the outlying areas of the municipio. The amount of Mam spoken has increased as more Mames have begun to move into land previously occupied by Sipakapenses. In 1994, the population of the Sipacapa municipio was 13,586 (Zacinto 1995). Adjusting for speakers of Mam and monolingual speakers of Spanish, the number of Sipakapense speakers should be somewhere near 10,000. Tzian’s (1994:51) adjusted numbers of speakers of Mayan languages lists Sipakapense as having 6,730 speakers. Tzian’s calculation is much higher than the official government number of 3,558 Sipakapense speakers in 1993 (Tzian 1994:40). Given the population of the municipio and the high percentage of Sipakapense speakers in the majority of the area, however, even Tzian’s number seems quite low.

Geographically, Sipacapa is situated about 4,800 feet above sea level in the northeast corner of the San Marcos department, about 20 km southwest of Huehuetenango (see map below). The Sipakapense area is surrounded by Mam speakers except for the eastern border of the municipio which borders on an area that is now primarily Spanish speaking (but has been historically K’ichee’ speaking). Sipacapa is a vacant center type municipio (Tax 1937) in that the vast majority of the population resides in the countryside near the milpas. People generally travel into the town center during the week to work or tend to business. The weekly Sipacapa market is on Friday, after which almost everyone returns to the countryside, leaving the town center virtually vacant for the weekend, except for people who may enter town to attend church.

Map 1: Location of Sipacapa in Guatemala

Residents of the municipio primarily work in milpa agriculture, growing corn and beans for their own families. As in much of the highlands, the amount of corn is usually not enough to provide for a family for an entire year. Thus, many residents travel to the coast during the coffee-picking season (January and February) to work on fincas (coffee plantations) to help support their families. In addition, some residents of Sipacapa weave woolen blankets and make rope to earn extra money. Traditional weaving of traje (traditional Maya clothing) is rare in Sipacapa. Men no longer wear traditional clothing and women almost always buy their skirts and huipils at the market. Thus, the traditional patterns for Sipacapa traje are almost never seen. The government system is typical for highland Guatemala, with a dual system of government officials (auxiliares) and church officials (catequistas). There are no traditional Mayan priests (aj q’iij) in Sipacapa.

Linguistics has played a major role in the cultural preservation movement that arose among the Maya during and after the civil war (1968-1995) in Guatemala. (see for example Garzon et al. 1998, Fischer and Brown 1996, and England 1998). Through meeting the members of Oxlajuuj Keej Maya’ Ajtz’iib’ at the Texas Maya Meetings in 1992, I became aware of the language preservation movement in Guatemala.  In order to try and promote Maya unity and to facilitate language planning and preservation efforts, some Maya have argued that, where possible, language planners should work to merge languages that are similar enough to be considered dialects of the same language. For example, Benito Perez (1992) has argued that Poqomam and Poqomchi’, traditionally considered two independent languages, should be merged into a single language Poqom. Similarly, Sis Iboy and Lopéz Ixcoy (1992) have argued that Achi (currently considered a separate language by the Academy) should be treated as a dialect of K’ichee’. In addition to reducing the amount of work needed in language planning and bilingual education, merging dialects into languages also promotes pan-Maya unity by reducing the number of distinct linguistic communities. In this context, Sakapulteko and Sipakapense (both K’ichean languages) have posed difficulties for language planners. Both of these languages have few speakers compared to the other languages of K’ichean proper (K’ichee’, Kaqchikel and Tz’utujil). For example, Tzian (1994: 51) estimates 43,439 speakers of Sakapulteko and 6,118 speakers of Sipakapense compared to 1,896,007 for K’ichee’, 1,032,128 speakers of Kaqchikel, and 160,907 speakers of Tz’utujil. In addition, the population of Sacapulas is divided between speakers of Sakapulteko and speakers of K’ichee’. Because both languages are spoken in Sacapulas, Sakapulteko speakers are generally able to understand K’ichee’. For example, in Cuz Mucú’s (1993) mutual intelligibility study, speakers of Sakapulteko were able to understand 89% of spoken K’ichee’. Because Sakapulteko speakers understand K’ichee’ and because the population of Sakapulteko speakers is so small compared to K’ichee’, some language planners suggest that Sakapulteko should be treated as a dialect of K’ichee’ (see DuBois 1981 for arguments on the status of Sakapulteko as an independent language. Similarly, many language planners feel that Sipakapense should be treated as a dialect of K’ichee’. However, Sipakapense has not been previously described. Without even a basic description, it would be impossible to determine Sipakapense’s status as an independent language or as a dialect of K’ichee’. I chose to work on Sipakapense in the hopes that my research would provide the information necessary to debate and decide whether or not Sipakapense could be considered a dialect of K’ichee’. It is hoped that this grammar will provide Mayanists and language activists with sufficient background on Sipakapense to decide the question. For arguments relevant to the status of Sipakapense as a distinct language, see 1.3 below.

Fieldwork for this grammar was conducted from September 1994 to July 1995 in Sipacapa. The project was overseen by the local comunidad lin güística, which provided use of their facilities and assisted me a great deal throughout my stay in Sipacapa. The primary linguistic consultants for this fieldwork were Delfino Felipe Tema Bautista and Vicent López Bámaca. Both speakers were in their late twenties and were active in the linguistic projects of the local branch of the Academy of Mayan Languages of Guatemala. The two speakers are from different dialects, Tres Cruces (Tema) and Chual (López). These two dialects basically represent the basic southern (Tres Cruces) and northern (Chual) distinction in Sipakapense dialects. In addition to elicitations from the speakers, tape texts of conversations and narratives from speakers of various dialects were collected and analyzed. Sample texts are included at the end of this grammar. 

1.2 Previous research on Sipakapense

Sipakapense (or Sipacapa) was first reported in Kaufman (1976a) who listed it (along with Sakapulteko and Teko) as one of three previously unreported Mayan languages. Other than Kaufman’s initial report, little research has been done on Sipakapense. Robertson (1980) reports some brief fieldwork on Sipakapense and three texts (listed as K’ichee’ texts from Sipacapa) were translated and analyzed by Hoiland and published by the Summer Institute of Linguistics (Townsend 1980). Campbell (1977) presents a few examples in his study of the history of the K’ichean family, but because Campbell treats Sipakapense as a dialect of K’ichee’, he does not fully investigate or report on the language. Before Kaufman’s report, it had been assumed that the language of Sipacapa was Mam. After Kaufman’s report, many linguists and language planners have followed Campbell in assuming Sipakapense a dialect of K’ichee’. However, one early Spanish visitor to Sipacapa, Pedro Cortes y Larraz, listed the language as Kaqchikel. Writing about the parish of Tejutla, he wrote “En esta parroquía se hablan dos idiomas, el general es el mam y en el pueblo de Cipacapa el kacchiquel” In this parish two languages are spoken, the most general is Mam and in the town of Sipacapa (they speak) Kaqchikel. ([1775] 1958, v.2:143, quoted in DuBois 1981:47). Also, a native of Sacapulas in a sixteenth century document includes “la lengua [de] Sipacapa” in an extensive list of languages of Guatemala (DuBois 1981: 49), thus treating it as a distinct language that is neither K’ichee’ nor Kaqchikel.

1.3
Sipakapense and the dialect question

The people of Sipacapa do not feel that they are speakers of K’ichee’ (primarily because they do not understand K’ichee’). Within Sipacapa it is generally felt that any move to make Sipakapense a dialect of K’ichee’ would be detrimental to the local community. Such a merger would probably lead to a program of Spanish/K’ichee’ bilingual education in Sipacapa. For speakers of Sipakapense, this would lead to a situation where children would enter schools taught in two languages, both of which are unintelligible to Sipakapense-speaking children
. Another argument against treating Sipakapense as a dialect of K’ichee’ is that the two languages are quite distinct from each other (more distinct than Kaqchikel and Tz’utujil). For example, the word order in Sipakapense is primarily VSO for sentences that would be VOS in all other K’ichean languages. Thus, a K’ichee’ sentence meaning “Mary saw John” would be interpreted as “John saw Mary” by speakers of Sipakapense. Also, because of extensive vowel dropping and borrowings from Mam, much of the Sipakapense vocabulary differs a great deal from other K’ichean languages. In a study of mutual intelligibility between Mayan languages of particular families, Cuz Mucú found that Sipakapense was the least intelligible for speakers of other K’ichean languages. The highest amounts of intelligibility for Sipakapense were found when the language was compared with Tz’utujil and K’ichee’ and even the intelligibility with these languages is only at 33%. The full results of Cuz Mucú’s study are shown below.

	Lang. of listener
	Language of speaker and level of mutual intelligibility in %
	ave-rage

	
	K’ichee’
	Kaqchik
	Achi
	Sakapult
	Sipak
	Tz’ut
	

	K’ichee’
	--
	67%
	67%
	78%
	17%
	25%
	58.8

	Kaqchik
	84%
	--
	33%
	50%
	25%
	33%
	44.8

	Achi
	72%
	17%
	--
	12%
	25%
	20%
	29.2

	Sakapult
	89%
	25%
	22%
	--
	33%
	25%
	38.8

	Sipakap
	33%
	25%
	25%
	17%
	--
	33%
	26.6

	Tz’utujil
	75%
	67%
	17%
	25%
	33%
	--
	43.4

	average
	70.4%
	40.2%
	32.8%
	36.4%
	27%
	27%
	39


Table 1: Mutual intelligibility among speakers

and listeners of different K’ichean languages

(after Cuz Mucú 1993)

1.4
Sipakapense and the K’ichean family

In his description of Sakapulteko, DuBois (1981) argues for the status of Sipakapense and Sakapulteko as independent languages more closely related to Kaqchikel and Tz’utujil than to K’ichee’. DuBois argues for a Kaqchikelan branch of the K’ichean family which includes Kaqchikel, Tz’utujil, Sakapulteko and Sipakapense. The relationship between Sakapulteko and Sipakapense was recognized by Kaufman in his first report on the language (1976a). Although 
Campbell (1977) treats Sipakapense and Sakapulteko as dialects of K’ichee’, he does note that Sipakapense and Sakapulteko share many of the same characteristics, including the use of the past perfect participle +maj, the positional versive suffix +b’, the 3 person possessive +r, and a sound change from proto-Mayan *h to y. What Campbell does not note, however, is that all but one of these shared features (the use of +maj as the past perfect participle) are also shared by Kaqchikel and Tz’utujil. These shared featutres are the basis of DuBois’ (1981) Kaqchikelan subgrouping, which places Sipakapense and Sakapulteko closer to Kaqchikel and Tz’utujil than to K’ichee’. The most telling evidence for the Kaqchikelan subgrouping is perhaps the shared sound change from *h to y. The table below shows examples of reflexes of proto-K’ichean *h.

	K’ichee’
	Kaqchikel
	Tz’utujil
	Sakapulteko
	Sipakapense
	gloss

	b’aah
	b’aay
	b’aay
	b’aay
	b’aay
	gopher

	ha
	ya
	ya
	ya
	ya
	water

	nahb’eeh
	nab’eey
	nahb’eey
	nab’eey
	naab’eey
	first

	tooh
	tooy
	tooy
	tooy
	tooy
	mouse


Table 2: Proto-K’ichean *h > y in Kaqchikelan

Accepting DuBois’ Kaqchikelan hypothesis, the position of Sipakapense in Eastern Mayan is as shown in the tree below:
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Figure 1: Genetic relationships in Eastern Mayan

This tree follows Kaufman (1974) with revisions from DuBois (1981). It should be noted that Robertson (1992, 123) argues for a different classification for Mamean, suggesting that Awakateko is closer to Mam and Teko than to Ixil. As Robertson's claim is based solely on the structures of the verbal complex in these languages, I have retained Kaufman's classification for the time being. Also, there are arguments for classifying K'ichee' and Achi as a single language (Sis Iboy and López Ixcoy 1992). Similarly it has been argued that Poqomchi and Poqomam be classified as a single language (Benito Perez 1992).

The Kaqchikelan languages were most likely separated into Sipakapense-Sakapulteko and Tz’utujil-Kaqchikel by the westward expansion of the K'ichee' (see DuBois 1981: 84-6). This movement would have separated northern Kaqchikelan (Sipakapense-Sakapulteko) from southern Kaqchikelan (Kaqchikel-Tz’utujil). According to Sipakapense oral history (Ambrosio Zacinto 1995), the Sipakapense and Sakapultekos were originally a single people, living in the area of present day Sacapulas, with the Sipakapense occupying Saquil, just to the southeast of Sacapulas. Several hundred years before the conquest, the Sipakapense were forced to leave Saquil because of land disputes and moved into the Mam region to their current home. After fighting a battle against the Mames at what is now Pueblo Viejo, the Sipakapense remained in their current location. Later, during the 14th century, the K'ichee' ruler K'iq'ab' (Q'uik'ab'), moved westward, conquering the Mam capital of Saqulew (Zaculeu).
 During this period, the Sipakapense were surrounded by Mam speakers, but dominated by speakers of K’ichee’. Even after the K'ichee' left the Mam region, the K'ichee' region and the Sipakapense area shared a border up until fairly recently, when this area became primarily Spanish speaking (Cojti et al. 1992). After the conquest, Spanish also began to infiltrate into the Sipacapa area, so that today the vast majority of speakers are bilingual in Spanish and Sipakapense.
1.5 Sipakapense contact with Mam

After splitting off from Sakapulteko, Sipakapense began a period of intense contact with Mam. This contact continues today and is currently increasing due to the influx of Mam speakers into the Sipakapense region. The effect of Sipakapense contact with Mam is a case of language maintenance with moderate to heavy structural borrowing (Thomason and Kaufman 1988), as Mam influences can be found at all levels of Sipakapense grammar.

Sipakapense contains numerous lexical borrowings from Mam which do not occur in Sakapulteko (or any other K'ichean language). Some examples are given in table 3 below, with corresponding examples from Kaqchikel for comparison with K'ichean.

	Sipakapense
	Mam
	gloss


	Kaqchikel

	yol
	yoolat
	to speak, converse
	tzi

	witoon
	witan
	cypress tree
	k'isis

	muu
	muu
	cloud
	suts'

	put
	put
	butterfly (Sip)

moth (Mam)
	mala, palama


Table 3: Some borrowings from Mam into Sipakapense

Contact with Mam has also influenced the phonology of Sipakapense. In Mam, short unstressed vowels are usually dropped before a stressed vowel (cf. England 1983, 43-4). Sipakapense has adopted this process of dropping vowels before stress (which generally falls on the last syllable of a word). Thus, many root vowels drop or surface depending on morphology:

1: 
Sipakapense:
iiím
"corn"

w+ím

"my corn"

1sERG+corn

2:
+ø+in+b'án


t+ø+a+b'n+á
COM+3sABS+1sERG+do

OPT+3sABS+2sERG+do+OPT


"I did it."


"Do it."

Primarily due to differences in morphological structure, vowel dropping in Sipakapense produces series of up to six consecutive consonants (compared with only four in Mam):

3:
Sipakapense: 
tqpo
  


tqsb'a
t+ø+q+po


t+ø+q+sb’a

FUT+3sABS+1pERG+shatter 
FUT+3sABS+1pERG+whack

We are going to shatter it.

We are going to whack him/her/it.
Contact with Mam has also affected Sipakapense syntax. England (1991) has reconstructed Proto-Mayan word order as VOS, with VSO allowed for certain marked objects. The majority of Mamean languages (all but the Cotzal dialect of Ixil) have a fixed VSO word order. The spread of VSO word order in Mamean is part of a local diffusion of a variety of lingusitic features, including a series of retroflex consonants and the use of noun classifiers (England 1992: 45-57).  Although Sipakapense is located in the area of this diffusion, the only of these features found in Sipakapense is the change to VSO word order, which is incomplete (for details on Sipakapense word order, see 4.4 below).

� Spanish is the primary language in Canoj and Quequesiguan.


� Most adult Sipakapense speakers are bilingual in Spanish.


� Carmack 1981, 135-37) discusses this campaign. The original manuscript sources include Recinos 1984 (1957), 140 ff, and the Popul Vuh (e.g. Tedlock 1985, 213-6).


� Mam data from Maldonado et al. 1986.  Kaqchikel from Rodríguez Guaján et al 1990.
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