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DETAILED DESCRIPTION

1. Context

1. 1 Lacandones

Totaling fewer than seven hundred men, women and children, the Lacandones are the descendants of Yucatec and Itzaj Maya fugitives who fled the Yucatan and the Guatemala Petén in the 17th and 18th centuries. Since then, they have been living in the lowland tropical forest covering the southeastern state of Chiapas, Mexico. There they developed an extensive knowledge of their natural world, which they incorporated into their spiritual beliefs, mythology and folklore, and perfected a highly productive and ecologically sound system of swidden agriculture (Marion 1991, Nations and Nigh 1980). 


The Lacandones constitute two groups, which are identified according to their geographic location: the northern Lacandones are located northwest of the Usumacinta River, close to the Mayan ruins of Palenque, in Chiapas, and the southern Lacandones are located southeast of the northern Lacandon territory, close to the ruins of Bonampak. 


Lacandon is a Yucatecan (Maya) language, and is genetically affiliated to Yucatec, Itzaj and Mopan. It is far closer than its sister languages to the original Classic Maya, since the Lacandones were not subjected to centuries of political, cultural, religious, or linguistic domination by the Colonial Spaniards or the Mexican State. Spanish influence is limited to isolated terms, which have been incorporated into an otherwise pure Peninsular Maya system. Lacandon is divided into northern and southern mutually intelligible varieties. Each group, however, considers the other's speech to be deficient, and at times, unintelligible. Other Mayan languages spoken in adjacent areas include Tzeltal, Chol and Tojolabal. 

 The Lacandones were once regarded as “the flowers of Chiapas” and were never discouraged from speaking their own language; however, parents regard proficiency in Spanish as a mandatory requirement for achieving success in Mexican society. Spanish is the language of communication with neighboring communities, government officials, and foreigners. Spanish is used in spheres of commerce and trade, administration and bureaucracy, tourism, and education.


All Lacandones acquire Lacandon as their first language. But most children are fluent in Spanish by the age of five. Lacandon is used in daily exchanges among Lacandones. But Spanish is becoming a common alternative, and many adult males, under the age of 60, address their young children in Spanish.


Television, radio, and other media are delivered in Spanish, and less commonly, in English. Lacandon traditional religion has been replaced by Christianity and services are conducted in Spanish. The New Testament was translated into the southern Lacandon dialect by the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) in the 1970s, yet it is not in use in the northern Lacandon community of Naha’.

1.3 Urgency for documentation
According to Chan K’in Viejo, the end of the world is nigh – 2008, to be exact. “Indeed, a new world will be created from the ashes of the old,” he says, “but this time, the Lacandones will not be part of it.” This may sound like an old man’s lament, but deforestation and colonization are have already eradicated species and their habitats, eliminating many of the traditional Lacandon contexts for learning and disseminating traditional wisdom. 
Cook and Carlson found that children were unable to identify many species or recall the traditional stories associated with forest plants and creatures. Current research found differences between Lacandon children’s conceptualization of their environment and that of their grandparents (Ross 2002), and that this shift in this conceptualization reflects “the cognitive consequences of diminished contact with nature” (Medin and Atran 2004:960). Today, most young Lacandon men have abandoned traditional slash and burn agriculture, opting for modern methods that destroy soil fertility (Levy and Golicher 2004:497). This shift in traditional agricultural system is not only replacing the way Lacandones interact with their environment; it is destroying a cultural complex that integrates the natural and the supernatural realms (McGee 1997:189). Important knowledge that could save the forest is being lost, and unless something is done about preserving this knowledge, both traditional Lacandon culture and the forest will be gone.
1.4 Previous Research
Despite the current research and the presence of numerous conservation and development agencies in the Selva Lacandona (e.g., INI, UNAM, Conservational International), neither the participation of the Lacandones nor their traditional ecological knowledge appears to have been integrated into conservation and management plans. Conceivably, this is due in part, to the lack of comprehensive research on Lacandon ethnobotanical and ethnozoological knowledge, and in part to the fact that what research does exist is scattered throughout disparate journals.  


Of the few ethnobotanical studies that have been carried out, most are presented as word lists without ethnographic elaboration (see Boremanse 1981, McGee 2004, Tozzer 1907). Baer and Merrifield (1971) provide a list of Lacandon plant and animal species specific to subsistence and material culture. Kashanipour and McGee (2004) provides a list of plants used to treat common illnesses. Most of the scientific botanical research does not include Lacandon folk names or ethnographic information. The only examples where Lacandon traditional ecological knowledge is considered in the scientific ethnobotanical literature is provided in Levy et al. al. (2006) and Levy and Golicher (2004), which focus on the traditional Lacandon fallow enrichment system in the southern Lacandon territory. However, they do not provide the Lacandon names for the species that would help determine the Lacandon system of plant classification. Ross (2002) and Ross et al. (2003) are the first studies that explore how Lacandon children develop biological categorization and reasoning, but they do not explain the ethnobiological classificatory system. Far less research has been conducted on Lacandon ethnozoology, although Bruce (1979) provides the names of some creatures associated with specific dream symbols and prophecies.


A documentation of the language and culture of the northern Lacandones was carried out by Cook and Carlson between 2002 and 2006, under the auspices of the Dokumentation Bedrohter Sprachen (DOBES)/VolkswagenStiftung program. The corpus contains approximately 25 hours of audio-video recordings, 13 hours of transcribed texts, and a trilingual dictionary containing 3000 entries, 600 of which represent Lacandon names for flora and fauna. Although it represents the most comprehensive record of Lacandon ecological folk knowledge, many species need further investigation and ethnological elaboration, and the ways in which Lacandones classify species still need to be determined. 
2. Project Description

2.1 Project Goals and objectives
What is needed now is a comprehensive documentation of the Lacandon traditional ecological knowledge that preserves this knowledge and can be used as a resource for the Lacandon community and as a source of information to guide conservation, land management and restoration efforts in the Selva Lacandona. To this end, the Lacandon ecology project aims to:
· create an ethnobiological inventory that consolidates and expands research on the domains of Lacandon ethno-botanical and -zoological knowledge 

· produce rich data set of audio-recorded and written materials that bear on the cultural significance of the flora and fauna

· develop electronic and printed versions of a dictionary of the flora and fauna, to make the traditional knowledge accessible to the Lacandon community
· produce a number of Lacandon literacy booklets, to kick-start children’s literacy training in the context of learning Lacandon traditional ecological knowledge. 
2.2 Approach and Methods
The documentation will build on Cook and Carlson’s Lacandon Cultural Heritage research, and incorporate data collected by previous researchers. Data collection will combine ethnographic and linguistic approaches applied by Medin and Atran (2004), Berlin et al. (1974), Berlin and Berlin (2005), and Wierzbicka (1984, 1985, and 1996) to reveal the classificatory system. Ethnographic information will be recorded on audio-video tape, transcribed and translated, and linguistically analyzed—morphologically segmented, glossed, and translated into Spanish and English using tools and software developed for language documentation and archiving. Metadata descriptions will be created, to provide details of the recording sessions, such as the context, participants, speech genres, technical information, and access restrictions. This will form the core of the documentation and provide a resource for the development of the dictionary and literacy booklets. 

2.2.1 Documentation of Lacandon classificatory system

Documentation will focus on the species contained in this corpus. Since the majority of the names of these species were provided by only a few Lacandon consultants, these terms will be verified with a number of other members of the community, both males and females of various ages. Lacandon folk names for the flora and fauna will be elicited in formal interviews using open-ended and semi-structured interviewing techniques. The interview structure will have consultants show their preferences and empirical knowledge by ranking or sorting species based on similarity or relative quality to reveal how they classify species, or genera, e.g., woodpecker, trout, maple, according to their Life Form e.g., bird, fish, tree, and to determine their specific and varietals subspecies, e.g., downy woodpecker, rainbow trout, Japanese maple. 

In addition to non-verbal sorting tests and interviews, we will apply linguistic tests. Linguistic evidence reveals different aspects of conceptual organization, and is especially useful in exposing “hierarchical ranking of living kinds” (Atran 1990:57 in Wierzbicka 1992:4). Linguistic evidence includes ways of referring (e.g., Look at that plant/animal!), grammatical congruity (e.g., three pigs vs. *three livestocks), morphological structure (e.g., blue spruce vs. tulip tree), collocations and metaphorical transfers (e.g., social butterfly, breed like rabbits), and lexical structure (e.g., Siamese/Siamese cat vs. dog/ *spaniel dog)” (Wierzbicka 1992:1).

As well as documenting how Lacandones categorize their natural world, we will record their descriptions of species and their uses, and the characteristics that Lacandones use to identify them. Following Berlin and Berlin (2005), we will document medicinal plants, and include an inventory of body parts, illnesses, and methods of preparing plant materials. 

2.2.2 Documenting cultural data

The second objective is to record an adequate sample of communicative events and cultural activities relating to Lacandon ecological knowledge. These will include a variety of narratives, songs, magical spells, descriptions, and procedures for the preparation and use of plants and animals. Wherever possible, recording will occur in natural settings. Elders will be requested to contribute the bulk of the content, since they are the repositories of Lacandon tradition. Other Lacandones who have demonstrated expertise and knowledge in certain areas will also be asked to contribute. 

The recordings will be converted into audio WAV (MP3) files and video MPEG1 (MPEG2/4) files, then transcribed and translated with the help of Lacandon consultants. The transcriptions will be linguistically analyzed and translated into Spanish and English. The texts will be linked to their corresponding recordings and synchronized.  
Metadata descriptions will be created for each recorded session, providing the details of the speech event, the participants involved, the context of the recording, the place of recording, and access rights. 
2.2.2.1 Technical details. 
Equipment:
· Sony DCR-TRV950 camcorder. 
· MicroTrack 24/96 mobile digital audio recorder. 

· Dell Inspiron 700 laptop computer.


Computer software:

· Transcriber will be used to segment, label and transcribe speech.
· Shoe Box 5 will be used to build the dictionary, and analyze and interlinearize the transcriptions. (Roman (ASCII) characters will be used in transcription, glossing and translation.)
· The Econv program will be used to convert data created in Transcriber to Shoe Box and ELAN.

· The IMDI Editor and IMDI Browser, developed at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, will be used to create and browse metadata descriptions.

2.2.3. Dictionary

The documentation will be used as a resource for the creation of an electronic dictionary of the flora and fauna. Each dictionary entry will be headed by the Lacandon folk generic name, followed by the scientific name, Spanish and English folk names, a description of the species, its uses and cultural domain, its biotic associates, i.e., plants and animals that have an affect on the species, the names of the Lacandon consultants who provided the information, the life form to which the species belongs, and its specific and varietal subspecies. These fields of information will be hyper-linked to relevant recordings, analyzed texts, metadata, images, and ethnographic information. The information will be entered in the Lacandon language, to preserve the original interpretation of the language consultant. Spanish and English translations will follow. 


A printed version of the dictionary will be generated from the electronic version and re-formatted to appeal to the interests of the Lacandones. It will be structured like a field guide, with reverse Lacandon/Spanish/English/Latin indices, photographs, illustrations, maps, an appendix containing transcribed texts and references to their corresponding recordings. A copy of the dictionary will be printed and left with the community at the end of each field session, while the completed dictionary will be deposited with the community at the end of the project. 
2.2.4 Pedagogical materials 

A third important objective of the project is to enable the Lacandones to document and disseminate their traditional ecological knowledge. This will entail developing their literacy skills in their own language, since much traditional knowledge is encoded in the indigenous language, and therefore needs to be transcribed to preserve the original meanings, which may otherwise be lost or obscured in translation.


To kick-start this literacy program, Lacandon children will be encouraged to attend demonstrations, accompany the research team on field trips guided by Lacandon specialists, and to take part in a number of small data collection tasks, such as: drawing and labeling maps; creating a calendar of the seasonal agricultural cycle; and, keeping a diary of their impressions and experiences of what they learn. Their contributions will be incorporated into three full colour literacy booklets. The first will introduce the Lacandon alphabet using the Lacandon orthography, using examples of species to represent each letter, e.g., “a” is for ayim ‘crocodile’). Subsequent booklets will focus on spelling, word formation, and basic sentence structures, drawing on ecological themes and characters in the recorded texts. A mock-up of the booklets will be distributed to the children at the end of each field work period, while professionally published copies will be given to the community at the beginning of the following field sessions.  In the third year, the children will be encouraged to write a short a book with the research team. It is an excellent activity for team building, encouraging the children to work together towards a common goal while developing cooperative group skills. It develops children’s self-confidence in their abilities as writers, while it helps teach the writing process. Participating in this activity will produce a book they all will be proud of and motivated to use. 
2.3 Work Plan/Timeline

The project will cover a three year period. The first year will focus on ethnobotanical knowledge, with an emphasis on traditional agricultural knowledge. The second and third years will focus on ethnozoological knowledge, including the role of animals (and insects) in Lacandon mythology, folklore, and religion. The third year is devoted to checking for errors and omissions, and preparing the printed version of the dictionary for publication.

Six months of each year will be spent recording data in the northern Lacandon community of Naha’. Field trips to the southern territory will be also undertaken to collect information on species that no longer exist in the northern territory. Field work will be scheduled to coincide with the flowering and fruiting of indigenous trees and plants, the Lacandon agricultural cycle, and animal migration patterns. 


During this time, the team will spend one month in San Cristobal de las Casas each year, where they will compile, print, and duplicate the literacy booklets. This time will also be devoted to scanning images into the database, preparing the recordings and texts for synchronization, analyzing the texts, and entering the lexica into the dictionary. The research team and a Lacandon consultant will also visit the herbaria at ECOSUR and the Instituto de Ciencias y Artes Mayas y Zoque (ICAMAZ), the Universidad Intercultural de Chiapas, to identify plant specimens and provide Lacandon names.

The other six months of each year will be spent at the University of Victoria, where Cook and two student assistants will continue to process the recordings, interlinearize the texts, type in notes, and create the metadata descriptions. 
3. Project Outcome

The documentation and will contain at least 25 hours of audio-recordings, 9 hours of which will be fully linguistically analyzed (transcribed, translated, and annotated in detail),  an electronic and printed version of a trilingual ethnobiological dictionary containing at least 500 generic terms (see Berlin 1973), and three literacy booklets and one storybook. 
4. Contribution for the community and scientific knowledge

The project will represent the most comprehensive documentation on Lacandon traditional ecological knowledge. It will contribute to the growing literature on traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). It will fill gaps in Lacandon ethnobotanical research and expand research on Maya traditional ecological knowledge. Above all, it will create a repository of Lacandon traditional wisdom that can serve as resource for the development of teaching materials and as a source of information to guide conservation, land management and restoration efforts in the Selva Lacandona.
5. Collaboration 
5.1 Participation by language community

The community will be engaged in the documentation. They will participate as language consultants and performers, such as singers, story-tellers, and demonstrators. They will be financially compensated for their work, and will be acknowledged for their contribution in the documentation (within the metadata descriptions) and in materials produced for publication, and promotional and teaching materials.

5.2 Academic consultants
Ethnobotanists and anthropologists working in the Selva Lacandona and with the Lacandones will be act as advisors/consultants on this project. They are:

James D. Nations, James D. Nations directs the Center for State of the Parks at the National Parks Conservation Association in Washington, D.C.

Ronald Nigh,  Department of Anthropology, Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social (CIESAS), Chiapas, México
Norbert Otto Ross, Department of Anthropology, Vanderbilt University

6. Training

Training in the use of cameras and audio-video equipment will be provided to interested members of the community. Developing these skills will enable the community to continue to document their cultural heritage and produce materials that they themselves regard as necessary and interesting. Their skills would also be applicable to other types of work they become engaged in, such as assisting conservationists working in the Selva Lacandona and ecotourism. Training Lacandones in transcription methods would benefit this cause, as well as assisting linguists and anthropologists in their research.
7. Archiving 

Materials will be archived at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, The Netherlands, the Endangered Languages Archive (ELAR), and local institutions, such as the Instituto de Ciencias y Artes Mayas y Zoque (ICAMAZ), the Universidad Intercultural de Chiapas.
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