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ABSTRACT

LEXICAL VARIATION IN DISCOURSE: SOCIO-RACIAL TERMS AND IDENTITY
IN AN AFROMEXICAN COMMUNITY

By

Chege John Githiora

This work is an interpretive analysis of discourse focusing on situated lexical meanings in
interactional settings and within other genres. The dissertation focuses on a set of socio-
racial terms — indio, blanco, negro and moreno — used in a rural, Afromexican
community as tags of social identity. Conversational data show how members of this
speech community use socio-racial terms as “footing” devices (Goffman 1981c) to align
and re-align themselves with speaker or addressee according to their interactive goals.
Using Gumperz's (1982) notion of situated inference, I illustrate a relationship between
lexical itemswhich are part of the surface structures of language, their use in discourse
and, what they reveal of the social identity of their users. While these local meanings
appear to be informed by a social context confined to this particular speech community
they can also be linked to the wider domains of mainstream talk. I use naturally occuring
data collected during fieldwork in this speech community, and, popular literature
materials to highlight the differences between mainstream and local communicative
functions of these terms, and to link local concepts of "race" to Mexico's national

discourse about race and identity.
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INTRODUCTION

1.0. Objectives

This work is primarily a study of lexical variation in discourse. It is an
interpretive analysis of discourse focusing on situated lexical meanings obtained from
interactional settings and within other genres. My aim is to investigate the relationship
between lexical items in surface structures of a language, their context and the social
identity of their users. For this purpose I chose a set of socio-racial terms used in a rural
Mexican community known as San Nicol4s Tolentino’. I selected this site The selection
of these terms was based on their salience, frequency and social value as markers of
regional dialect and ethnic identification (Labov 1972a:8). In this dissertation I discuss
how these terms are used in the speech of San Nicolas in certain ways that create contexts
or “generate presuppositions in terms of which the content of what is said is decoded”
(Gumperz 1982a:98). Conversational data will also show how members of this speech
community use socio-racial terms as “footing” devices (Goffman 1981c) to align and re-
align themselves according to their interactive goals. These contextual meanings are
informed by a social context confined to members of this particular speech community
but I also correlate those meanings to the wider domains of mainstream talk.

The community or pueblo of San Nicolas is located in the Mexican state of
Guerrero, in a region known as the Costa Chica which lies near the shores of the Pacific
Ocean in the southeastern part of the country (see Map 3.1). Like several other

populations in the area, most people of San Nicolas are historically of partial or whole

! The full name of the pueblo is San Nicolés Tolentino, but I will use the abbreviated form, San Nicolas, or
SN, henceforth.



African ancestry, or Afromexicans. The Spanish dialect spoken by Afromexicans is
typical of the regional costerio dialectwhich is characterized by a distinctive phonology
and vocabulary.

Some of the communities in this part of Mexico emerged as maroon settlements
or havens for Africans fleeing slavery (Beltrdn 1958). This name is derived from Spanish
cimarrén, which referred to established communities of Africans who had escaped from
slavery to live in remote areas. In many cases, the survival of these communities
depended on alliances with local native populations, although conflict occurred where
native communities felt, rightly, usurped from their territory by Afromexicans. A degree
of geographic isolation was a necessary aspect of their survival, and this contributed to a
significantly greater retention of some African and native cultural and linguistic
characteristics. Maroon communities were found throughout the centuries prior to the
abolition of slavery in every part of the Spanish Americas and Caribbean. The most
prominent example of this phenomenon in Mexico was the case of Yanga, described in
section 2.3 in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. Other communities of Afromexicans
originated from colonial slave plantations and cattle ranches or haciendas.

The Costa Chica region and in the inland mountainous Costa Grande areas
witnessed a lesser Spanish Colonial presence compared to other regions of Mexico such
as Veracruz on the Gulf Coast, where other important communities of Afromexicans are
found. This relatively limited colonial impact was the result of several factors — the
physical inaccessibility of the area, a lack of extensive plantation or mineral industry, its
distance from points of mineral and other wealth exported to Spain (such as the port of

Veracruz), and a tradition of active resistance to colonialism and slavery through maroon



activity. In one of the classic studies on Afromexico, the well-known scholar, Dr.

Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran, noted that:

The nucleus of negros that may still be considered as such [negros] in Mexico today are
principally derived from cimarrones who reacted against slavery and maintained their
freedom thanks to a violent and aggressive ethos created within their culture making
them to be feared individuals ...(Beltran 1958:12)*

One consequence of the physical isolation and economic history of the Costa
Chica region is that the Afromexicans, and other ethnolinguistic groups of the Pacific

region, have retained many elements of local culture and traditions.

...these remnants of our Black colonial population today are found in both coasts [of
Mexico]...those of the Pacific coast have remained in isolation which they are coming out
of only now as modern means of communication are recently being established (ibid).

The effects of this history are well reflected in the language, attitudes and social relations
of Afromexicans today. The relative isolation of San Nicolas from mainstream Mexico as
a result of its spatial location, the historical background and personal contacts I
established during a period of cultural immersion in the communuity are the chief reasons
why I selected this community as the principal site of investigation.
1.1. Socio-Racial Terms

I define these terms — negro, indio, blanco, and moreno — as “‘socio-racial
terms” because they are linguistic expressions of the social construct of “race” used for

self and other identification in San Nicolas. The term "social race" is used because "these

groups or categories Wbiologically defined in all American societies,
although the terms by which they are labelled may have originally referred to biological

characteristics ...such terms as "negro"”, "blanco" etc do not have genetic meaning"

2 All translations of passages or other material quoted in this dissertation are mine except where otherwise
indicated.



(Wagley 1965). I selected these particular terms for study because they are ubiquitous in
the ordinary speech of speakers of San Nicolas dialect. Also they are used in structured
ways that reveal insights not only into speech in that community but also into the local
population's ongoing construction of their identity in the local and even national setting.

{The lexicon is an ideal place to enter the study of language and social identity, as
it often has a better recorded history than, for example, phonology or syntax, and is
constantly being (re) created by its speakers according to changes in that societyj
Speakers are much more able to isolate, and reflect upon, particular lexical items than
upon phenomenon of grammar. For example, informants can readily remember or
identify older words or those that have fallen out of use in their dialect. Words used to
label social groups constantly surface in contexts of ordinary language practices,
manifesting an underlying subconscious knowlcdge.(Words do not simply reflect a taken
for granted world; they also help constitute such a world by defining relations among
speaker, hearer, referents and social activities.j

Lexical choice provides an index to background cultural understandings that

provide covert but nevertheless critical knowledge about how to make inferences about
what is meant in an utterancc.{_Lexical choice also has a symbolic function that provides
an index to the social identities and relationships being constructed during face to face
interactio:ﬂSocio-racial terms in Mexico and elsewhere are rooted in a specific socio-
cultural and historical setting which I will examine in detail in this dissertation, because it
is an important component of the context of the language practice and interpretive

conventions I am studying.
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The lexicon is the repository of vast accumulations of local meanings and
experience which it then preserves and transmits to the following generations. Words that
have unique meanings provide insights into the cognitive values resulting from historical
processes which then inform the “communicative grammar” of a speech community. In
their analysis of how reality is socially constructed, Berger and Luckman (1966) argue
that language “is capable not only of constructing symbols that are highly abstracted from
everyday experience, but also of bringing back” those symbols and presenting them as
objectively real elements in everyday life. In this manner, symbolism becomes an
essential part of the reality of everyday life and apprehension of reality. The chief
“symbols” of language reside in the lexicon, “which is constructed to express concepts of
the speakers’ social reality” (Berger & Luckman, 1966: 35).

For instance, my earliest work in the area revealed that the term negro is used as a
symbol of local identity and functions as a compendium of local history in San Nicolas;
at the same time, negro remains a stigmatized term in the non-local, national setting.
Such “symbolic” uses of socio-racial terms reveal interesting things about their use in
creating contextual meanings. The lexicon is therefore an important point of departure for
the language and society interface, a site where the expression of social identity is (re)
created, overtly or in subtle, discourse-specific ways.

The question of how groups of people are referred to and how these should be
treated in Mexico’s national discourse is an ongoing debate which I hope to contribute to in
a meaningful way through the study of language practices in a minority community of the
country. Traditionally modern Mexico has focused only on the European and Indian “roots”

of their nationality. However, the ideology of mestizaje defined in these two terms



(European and Native) alone is untenable as more of the African dimension is understood

and accepted by Mexicans today. Issues of Mexican national identity remain prominent and

unresolved in national debate. In 1989, for example, the Mexican government established a

program Nuestra Tercera Raiz (“Our Third Root”) under the Direccion General de

Culturas Populares (General Directory of Popular Culture). This move was prompted in

part by the intervention of a group of scholars of African presence in Mexico or

“Afromexicanistas.” The objectives of this program were to investigate and sensitize the

nation about the forgotten “third root,” that is, the African component of Mexican

nationhood, through research, publication and cultural events.

1.2. Background to Socio-Racial Terms in Mexico.

{ Language practices such as lexical resources (including terms of address) used to

identify self or others and have always played a central role in defining Mexican society and

in defining social relations among Mexicans./A wide range of socio-racial terms is used in

Mexico today, even outside the Afromexican communities, and the race-based lexicon is

abundant in the language. Consider the following occurrences obtained from various

Present-day sources and the context of their utterance:

[

pinche negro feo = ‘stupid ugly nigger’ (insult reported by a San Nicolan)
oye guera! = ‘hey blonde (fem.)! (call for attention to a passerby in
Veracruz)

trabajar como negro para vivir como blanco = ‘to work like a black to live
like a white’ (popular Mexican proverb)

pobre indito! = ‘poor little indian!’ (statement bymestizo housekeeper in
Mexico City) ,

al negro le gusta el baile = ‘the black likes to dance’ (popular Mexican
saying)

el blanco tiene sangre fria = ‘the white has cold blood’ (statement by San
Nicolas narrator)
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Throughout the history of Mexico’s conquest and subsequent colonization by the Spanish,

socio-t"acial terms have been used to assign hierarchical social status to the people of the

country. As intermarriage between Europeans — mainly Spanish (blancos) — and Africans
(negros) and Native Mexicans (indios) increased, socio-racial terms correspondingly
diversified and gained greater significance as race-based stratification of the society became
more pronounced. Officially “races” were abolished with Mexico’s independence in 1817,
but thhe preeminence of social “race” in defining social relations continued. Quite naturally,
Mexican language reflected, and continues to reflect, these social relations. Individuals, or
groups of them, were generally referred to in terms of their social “race,” as the following
examples from 17"-19* century archives show:

a) Aifio 1598, Vol. 176. Exp. 6, F.4 “case against Baltazar, negro slave for
Blasphemy.

b)  Afio 1608 Vol. 283 Exp. 26 F. 186: ‘““case against negros cimarrones,
Veracruz

<) Afio 1650 Vol. 454 Exp. 14., F.39: “case against Juan de Morgan, mulata of
Oaxaca, slave of Diego Arratia...for attempting to flee her master”

d) Afio 1785 Vol. 1673 No. 38: “indios de tlapiches de Ayotla”
At the height of colonial administration in Mexico, a small but powerful elite group
OCcupied the highest rung of the socio-racial hierarchy — the blancos, theoretically
People of pure European lineage, the architects and primary beneficiaries of the sistema
de castas. Mestizos (a mix of blanco and indio), and castizos (mestizo and blanco)
enjoyeq greater privileges than the ‘castas’ (those of any degree of African ancestry),
a'hhollgh their possibility of social mobility largely depended on individual cultural
Orientation. For example, the union of a blanco and a royal indio would result in a

Mestizo whose cultural orientation was European. Such an individual would very likely

Maximize the privileges offered to that group, such as opportunities for formal education,



skilled training or priesthood. An individual of similar racial origins (i.e. union of a

blanco male and an indio woman) could also decide or be banished to live in an indio

community or republica, and thus be culturally indio with all the associations of that
group- Such facts underline the claim that “race” is a social construction and not
necessarily a biological fact. In figure 1.1 I attempt to capture some of the dynamics
invol ving social race in Mexico during the 16" -19* century. Arrows are directional,
indicating parental origins of a given individual or group, and the resulting “race.” They
also indicate down or upward mobility along the ladder of social “race.” For example, a
blanco and negro created a mulato, while a mulato and blanco union resulted in a
moris co, a social race that was slightly higher up on the social hierarchy than the mulato
(parent), but far lower than the blanco parent of the same union. Those individuals
located in the shaded area were the castas, people with negro lineage. An array of terms
fell under this category to accommodate the resultant range of racial mixtures involving
an African bloodline; mulatos, moriscos, zambos, prietos, pardos, jarochos, and several
others which were descriptions of convenience. Such other-identifying terms as “no-te-
entiendo” (“I-don’t-understand-you”) fell out of use and will not be part of this study.
The texrmm moreno does not appear with great frequency in early colonial archives
although we know that it probably derives from moro, the term was used in Spain to
describe non-christians of north African origin in pre-columbian times. All members of
€astas shared the feature [+African]. I illustrate in the diagram below (Figure 1.1.), the

dynamjcs of social race in colonial Mexico.



BLANCO

Figure 1.1. Socio-Racial Categories and Hierarchy: Mexico 19* Century

‘Although blancos and indios group lie outside the shaded ‘castas’ area of the
diagram on what may appear to be equal footing, there were great differences in their social
status. While blancos occupied the highest level in the social hierarchy, many indios were
excluded from the mainstream society for a number of different reasons. One was the

Tecognition of a relative “autonomy” as long as they remained confined to their republicas,

Which were “

" regions assigned to indi Mexicans by the Church-State

(Bel‘l'ﬂn 1992:25). These provided no tangible economic or political benefits for the



indios and were in fact set up to facilitate evangelization. To the extent that they were
designed to marginalize native Mexican groups based on a false belief in “separate
development,” these entities compare well to the “Indian reservations” in the United
States or “bantustans” of South Africa during the era of apartheid. In the case of
Mexic O, republicas served to insulate some native Mexican communities from
mainstxeam colonial society. This helped those affected to retain their language and
culture to a greater degree than in other communities.
1.2.1. Contemporary Treatments of Socio-racial Terms in Mexico

It has been argued that Afromexicans prefer to be referred to as morenos ‘‘because
negro is regarded as too strongly laden with negative connotations” (e.g. Beltran 1958:xxi).
But this is an outsider view based on an assumption that negro and moreno are synonymous.
It is also assumed that the feature [+negro], which I used above to define castas, “translated
as moreno, a euphemistic term to refer to Afromestizos” (Love 1971:256). It is consistent
with the history of socio-racial terms in Mexico that the “euphemism” would have been
quite an appropriate lexical innovation reflecting the changing face of Mexican society.
Paralle] to sucha development would be the emergence of the largest socio-racial group,
“mestizos,” whose ideological viewpoint (“‘mestizaje’) remains the dominant one in
Mexico.

However, several observations that argue against this are evident from the language
data  obuained in the course of this research. First, terms such as jarocho, prieto as well as
Morerno and negro did not completely fall out of use since they continue to be used even
today. ¢ is therefore not quite the case that moreno replaced all the afromestizo

sub"alegories.I_Second, negro is used as a term of self identity by Afromexicans referring to

10



themselves as an in-group (“insiders™) in homogenous settings, but moreno is not used in
V  this way. Negro is also used positively as an assertion of the recognition of an affiliation
with a distinct social grou;ﬂExprcssions like “aquf somos puros negros” (here we are all
[very mmany] Blacks), or “la raza de nosostros es negra” (our race is Black) are interspersed
in recordings of conversations with Afromexicans in San Nicols, El Pitahayo,
Cuajimnicuilapa, and other Afromexican communities. Overall, the most common terms used
in Sam Nicolans on a daily basis are negro, indio, blanco, and moreno. The existence of a
lexical register that codifies the complex racial mixture of Mexico is not restricted to the
Costa Chica, but it appears to be most prevalent in Afromexican communities, where the
salience of use is evident, whether in unmonitored discourse or in structured interviews.
The euphemism theory therefore does not account for all these uses of moreno in Mexico
but it does demonstrate that euphemism is a process restricted to external group relations
while the internal relations remain dynamic. The same applies in the case of the term nigger
and how it is used by Blacks and Whites in the USA, respectively.

In addition, literature on the subject shows the presence of a regional awareness of
Physical differences. Angela Gilliam (1976) found in the town of Pinotepa Nacional in the
Costa Chica of Oaxaca a set of terms describing those differences. She reported the
foll()"Ving terms (with her own glosses): igualado (Indian or black who tries to pass as white,
to be €qual), morena limpia (woman of dark skin with white physiognomy and straight
hair), &liera sucia (“dirty brunette,” a white woman who has some black features and loose
Curly hair), chanda (curly hair), acotejado (man of dark skin who relates only to women of
lighter skin), chango vestido (*‘dressed up monkey” or black man who dresses in expensive

ck’theS), labio volteado (‘turned over lip” or person with big lips), medio lavadito (‘half-
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washed”), mulato fuego (pink or red lipped mulatto) and mulato tizén (charcoal colored
mulatto).

That these terms codify social relations in Mexico is fairly evident in discourse
situati ons. Data from interviews and participant observations will make it obvious that
situated inferences are critical in understanding interactional meanings of these socio-racial
terms. Consider one more example of how these terms define the context of such situations.
An A fromexican woman (‘“‘morena’) who self-identifies as “negra” during interviews with

me (Aarxk skinned, curly hair and more somatically African) goes to a Mexico City market,
and a »77zestizo market woman calls out to her *“giiera!” This is as near an open insult as can
be to the Afromexican, but it is “harmless humor” according to the mestizo. Another
example is the uses of indio which, uttered in most parts of Mexico, may evoke pride and
respect, or it may be derisive to the referent.

What then are the social or situated meanings of these terms in an Afromexican
community such as San Nicolas? How are the terms used in interpersonal communication
(e.g. not 1 be “offensive,” to evoke pride or claim affiliation with a distinct racial group,
€tC.)? What do Afromexicans themselves prefer to be called (in local and non local settings),
and what do such designations reflect of their self- and other-constructed identity? These are
the questions I address in this dissertation by analyzing language data from a sociolinguistic
Perspective.

1.3. Driscourse Structure and Genres
The structure of discourse and even such details of form as phonological variants

have been seen to encode and therefore reveal the history, attitudes, social class, and

Status of a community (e.g. Labov 1966a; 1972a; Trudgill 1974; LaFerriere 1982;
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Gumperz 1982). I will use the results of this study to demonstrate how lexical variation
can contribute to an understanding of the structure of a speech community and how such

findings could shed light on sub-group characteristics. This study focuses on the
variation of socio-racial terms only, but to do this it is necessary to enter into a broader
analy sis of the San Nicolas dialect of Spanish. I will examine select areas of the use of
langu a ge in different social contexts and the functional value of linguistic features
associated with them, in the spirit of Hymes’ (1974) idea of an “ethnography of
commnunication.” Of course my attention to the ‘linguistic features’ within these genres is
on socio-racial terms.

Genres serve to contextualize speech in important ways, and larger social
processes are invoked during such speech events. Chapter five of this dissertation
pPresents analyses of genres typical of San Nicolas speech. These provide a broader social
and historical context that underlies socio-racial terms. They include narratives — arrival
myths and legends — and oral art forms: corridos, songs (ballads) which are composed
locally and sung to tell of memorable events or persons in the community's history, and
Versos of the traditional type which are composed and memorized by individuals who
then recite them during special occasions. There is a second type of versos known as
controversias, of which I obtained data that illustrates but was not sufficient for analysis.
These are verbal duels similar to versos in form and content, but are created
SPontaneously during a retada or challenge session.

1 examine the structure of available data, describe the content, and analyze the
Social fynction before drawing my conclusions. Of course, the chief purpose is to study

the €mbedding of the targeted socio-racial terms in these genres.
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1.4. Contributions
This dissertation will make a contribution to sociolinguistics by providing a

principled analysis of socio-racial terms which illustrate the relationship between
language and context. By specifically examining the interrelated structural, functional
and 1in guistic properties of the terms negro, indio, moreno, and blanco, 1 demonstrate
important group characteristics of Afromexicans and the nature of internal social
relati oms as inferenced from interactive speech data. This investigation will contribute to
the unnderstanding of how socio-racial terms are evoked in speech to create “participatory
framewwvorks.” I think that this may explain, for example, when and why a participant
refers to self or others as negro or moreno and to what extent such factors as setting,
power or solidarity (Brown and Gilman 1960) are involved in lexical choice. It will
become apparent that these socio-racial terms are linguistic tools used to project fluid
social identities among this particular group of Afromexicans.

My dissertation will also directly contribute to the understanding of race or ethnic
based terminology and its social significance within the particular socio-cultural context
of Mexico. From an Afromexican (insider) perspective, it becomes apparent that serious
deficiencies occur when Standard Mexican understandings of race or ethnic-based terms
are applied in this community because there is lack of shared interpretive conventions,
the result of differences of socio-cultural background. I will also use data from popular
literature 1o illustrate this gap and to show that these understandings are sometimes used
in the reproduction of racism in everyday talk at the national level. The analysis will

contribute to an understanding of discourse about race and ethnicity within the complex
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sociolinguistic context of Latin America. Beyond that, the findings will highlight
elements of racism existing in certain language practices of Mexico today.

Diaspora studies have contributed a great deal to modern social scientific study,

and they continue to produce important findings about socio-historical processes, cultural
adaptation, and the formation of New World societies. My dissertation will add to this
volume of research by contributing a case study of a relatively unknown branch of the
African Diaspora in the Americas: Afromexicans.

Finally, this dissertation work provides a data base of a unique regional dialect of
Spanish which is changing rapidly as Afromexican communities become less isolated.
My transcriptions and audio recordings will be available for use in future studies.

The conditions under which language contact between Native Mexicans, Africans
and Europeans took place in this corner of the New World should become visible in the
Ccourse of the study, whose findings will not only serve to illuminate the linguistic
Consequences of Afrohispanic encounters in the New world, but also add to the
COomparative knowledge base for African biaspora linguistic and cultural adaptation in
the Americas. These findings will be useful contributions to the theoretical debate on
langllage contact and loss, ethnic or regional identity, and may shed further light on the
Process of creolization.

1.4.1. Data Collection

All of the informants in this study identified themselves as negro or moreno and
Were quite willing to provide biographical and other personal data. This was important in
Order (o eliminate the possibilities of using outsider categories to identify potential

DO rmants. I tried to conduct group interviews, however small the number of participants, in
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order to encourage conversation, different opinions or controversy about social racial terms,
and to achieve the maximum possible level of "normal" conversation that would
approximate unmonitored discourse. The topic itself appeared to be one which, like Labov's
“Danger of Death” (1972), triggered lively, natural interaction. These interviews were
conducted in San Nicolas and El Pitahayo, the two sister villages and my principal research
sites. However, I also collected data in several other Afromexican communities in
Guerrero’s Costa Chica, such as in Playa Ventura on the north coast near the port of
Acapulco, and in Pueblo Nuevo, south past the border into Oaxaca State’. In total I have
approximately 700 minutes of usable conversational data and interviews on audiotape and

120 minutes on videot small

da to illustrate some points.

Transcriptions follow standard practice in discourse analysis, and the conventions I
have used are those summarized in Shiffrin (1994). For example CAPS indicate emphasis
and ([) indicates the start of overlapping talk and (]) indicates where it ends. CH is an
abbreviation for Chege, the present researcher, and it is used in all subsequent transcriptions.
The full inventory is in the appendix section of this dissertation. None of the informants’
real names are used in order to ensure confidentiality as promised to them and in accordance
With University regulations regarding human subjects (UCHRS).

All translations of original data are mine, and I take full responsibility for their
acc1-ll'm':y or faultiness. I opted for literal translations or even morpheme-by-morpheme
ansiation of Spanish to English in order to retain as much as possible some idiomatic
Senises expressed in the original Spanish especially since the cultural distance between

\

3
MActual sites where I obtained interviews or field notes in Guerrero/Oaxaca are: Playa Ventura,
arquelia, San Nicolas, El Pitahayo, Maldonado, El Faro, Cuajinicuilapa, Pueblo Nuevo.
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American English and Mexican Spanish is sufficiently small. This approach to translation
permits the reader more insights into the nuances of the Spanish dialect of Afromexicans by
highlighting structural differences and commonalities that exist between the

grammatical focus, etc.).

The reader also needs to note some features of the Spanish languaggfwhich are
pertinent to this analysis. For instance, Spanish normally indicates grammatical person
through verbal inflection. In one of the sentences in the conversation below, for example, it
is implicit that the speaker is also the referent of ‘tengo sesenta y tres anos’ (I have (am)
sixty three years (0ld”) since overt personal pronouns are not required in Spanish except for
specific communicative reasons such as emphasis. Likewise, the honorific address term (e.g.
usted) is implicit in the use of third person by CH in line 4 to refer to RC with whom he is
carrying out the conversation:

RC: tengo SESENTA Y TRES

I have SIXTY AND THREE
CH: tiene escolaridad?
have (you (usted)) schooling?
RC: primaria, primaria nada mas-
elementary, elementary only-
The 17V (tu / usted in Spanish) distinction discussed in chapter 2 is relevant in such cases as
this because pronouns contain important clues about speaker-hearer relationships. As an
Outsider and interviewer, for example, I used the honorific pronoun (usted) nearly all the
Hme ] conversed with those senior to me in age. Also, those who used the honorific pronoun

'O address me in the beginning sometimes gradually switched to the familiar (fx), reflecting

changes in our relationship.

17



141

v

'

ey



1.4.2. Plan of Work
I have laid out the aims and objectives of the dissertation in Chapter 1 and
Chapter 2] present the conceptual framework and methodological assumptions that
underlie my analysis of socio-racial terms in Chapter 4. Chapter 3 is dedicated to a broad
ethnography of Afromexicans: who they are, where they are located and the significance
of their status as part of a larger global African Diaspora formation. The information in
Chapter 3 is the result of my own research using many primary or secondary sources in
Mexico, but some ideas in the discussion therein are obtained from my work with the
A frican Diaspora Research Project (ADRP) at Michigan State University (MSU).
\/f‘ollowing a general introduction in that section, I examine the role of slavery, conditions
of slawvery, and the idiosyncrasies of Spanish colonialism especially as these conditions
Pertain to naming practices and the racial hierarchy that formed the basis of the socio-
racial terms used today in Mexico. Chapter 3 also contains a very brief overview of
Published research on Afromexicans, and it is dominated by one scholar, Dr. Gonzalo
A guirre Beltran (1908-1995). It also contains a section with my notes from research in
Mexico’s National Archives (Archivos Generales de la Nacion or AGN). Chapter 3 is
therefore not so linguistic in nature, but it is important because it spells out a crucial
COmponent of the context of the present study, the “background to presuppositions
infOl‘med by historical forces” as Gumperz (1982a:13) puts it. I also consider Chapter 3
A4S an important statement of some basic facts about a New World society that remains
relah'vely unknown among scholars and general public. Chapter 4 contains the main
ANalysis of the data where I examine more deeply the occurrence of the terms and

COntextual meanings through inferences. I then juxtapose those meanings to those
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obtained from popular literature data in Chapter 5 where I also focus on socio-racial
terms within other genres, looking at some Afromexican arrival myths and legends. I then
look at an oral art form, versos, and two examples of another genre — corridos. Chapter
6 is a summary and conclusion
In terms of a contribution to the understanding of world cultures, a general idea
that is present in my paper is to “say something significant and revealing... about key
words of a given culture (Wierzbicka 1997:55).” I have chosen discourse analysis, a sub-
area oOf linguistics integrating scholarship from other disciplines such as anthropology and

sociology because it promises to be most productive in realizing the stated objectives.
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Chapter 2

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR AN ANALYSIS OF SOCIO-RACIAL TERMS

2.0. Methods of Analysis

In this chapter I discuss the conceptual framework that informs my discussion of
the symbolic uses of socio-racial terms in San Nicolas, and their context defining
properties, but first I will also introduce the methods I have used to analyse the data I
collected in field work.

I analyze conversational data in Chapter Four, and in Chapter Five I look at other
genres of speech — versos, corridos and narratives. These four areas of discourse
practice represent several distinct and important areas of language use in the speech
community. First I do a structural analysis of narratives and corridos, using Labov’s
(1972a) ‘narrative structure’ model, before looking at the embedding of socio-racial
terms in those two genres.

In keeping with the aim of sociolinguistic investigation, I made every effort to
Obtain and use ‘naturally’ occurring language samples. This type of sociolinguistic data is
best described as "mixed-genre" because samples are not generally confined to one form
Of speech alone; these interviews represent "hybrid" speech events (Schiffrin 1994), part
InStitutional talk, part conversation. It is generally difficult to find "pure” forms of talk
typical of one single genre. For example, in a conversational interview, a verso may be
insel‘ted while another may be embedded in a narrative. Social structures may also
impose on "ordinary" conversation. Since the main objective is to obtain insights about
SOcia] structures based on evidence from surface features of language, such "mixing"

Causes no impediments to the analysis.
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In Chapters Four and Five, I first look at the distribution and use of the socio-racial
terms in the data, paying particular attention to their patterning with personal pronouns
and reference groups in general (e.g. "nosotros (we)...negros" or "ellos (they)...indios").
These correlations provide rich insights about conversational content as demonstrated by,
among others, Miilhdusler & Harré (1990). I then apply a method used by Preston (1993)
to tabulate anaphoric elements* which may be overt pronouns, referring expressions,
implicit pronominal references of inflected Spanish verbs, or other elliptical references. I
look at each socio-racial term individually, using the same method. For clarity and
convenience, I analyze and tabulate the results of genres separately in Chapter Five.
Chapter 4 carries the weight of my intersubjective analysis of conversations. I use the
notion of 'footing' or "the alignments we take up to ourselves and the others present as
expressed in the way we manage the production or reception of an utterance” (Goffman
1981 :128). The psychological alignments represent social personae adopted by speakers
during the particular conversational interaction. For example, a speaker may, at different
Points of the same conversation, express his or her position as a "moreno” or a "negro" or
a "mexican." Such shifts in psychological stance are best revealed by lexical choices
made by speaker/addressee (e.g. personal pronouns) or, in this case, socio-racial terms.
Gumperz's notions of situated inference in interpersonal communication is valuable
O my method in that it contributes to an understanding of what is contained by a
"colltcxt“ which provides presuppositions necessary in an effective conversational
exchange. A basic assumption in both Goffman's and Gumperz's approaches to features

of language is that performance in not based on individual psychology (including

\

4
CUSGG in a non-technical sense to designate that linguistic element whose application within the
Onversation can be co-referenced to the term under examination.
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temporary emotions) but rather on social rules deriving from the interpersonal contexts
that provide presuppositions for decoding meaning, at both conscious and unconscious
levels.
One discovery I make in subsequent analysis is that at least one of the socio-racial
terms — negro — fits this type of analytical framework very well. It not only triggers
presuppositions by its use in speech, but also evokes (or even creates) contexts. To
capture the dynamic, interactional meanings of this term, I apply my own notion of
foregrounding (Figure 4.1. and 4.2.) which best captures the senses that emerge from the
study of those contextual meanings and which are ultimately linked to the interactional
goals of the conversations. Those figures are simply diagrammatic representations of
those presuppositions gleaned from my analysis of San Nicolan discourse — a list of
attributes which speakers/hearers associate with the term and which they then insert in
the comnversation as cues. It needs mention that this a very different notion from the type
of 'foregrounding' described by Hopper (1979) which has to do with information content
Oof clauses in narratives. 'Foregrounded' clauses, according to Hopper, are exemplified by
One which, among a number of other properties, carries the narrative forward, and
CoOntains the new information; backgrounded clauses are unsequenced (temporally) and
are descriptive of the setting of the events of the narrative.
2.1. Language and Context
Studies such as Duranti (1995) have shown that the use of a special set of words
©Ff a dialect cannot simply be predicted on the basis of addressee or referent. They must
also be related to the kind of activity and the kinds of social relationships and social

Personae that the lexical items are used to activate. In other words, linguistic choices are
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shown to be both passively context defined and actively context defining while the status
and rank distinctions they presuppose are constituted in the constant struggle to reassert,
manipulate or challenge the existing social order.

Duranti shows that these characteristics make it possible to understand the

Sam oan honorific terms he studied. Respectful words recognize the addressee's high
status and hence suggest virtual immunity from imposition. By providing “deference” to
the addressee (or to a third party), they can be employed to diffuse potentially face
threatening acts such as requests and denials.

The notion of “respect” (fa‘aaloalo), for Samoans, is not only linked to
“‘politeness” but also to “tradition” and hence to culturally specific obligations such as the
dignified controlled behavior expected from high-status individuals. In this view,
respectful words are activated not only to defer to another's authority but also to coerce,
Or to oblige the recipient(s) or target(s) of the speech act to behave according to the
€Xpectations dictated, through tradition, to the social persona indexed by the honorific
term. Duranti proposed an alternative parallel function of these honorifics — a function
that is shown to be frequent in the recorded interactions and consistent with Samoan
beliefs. The evoking of a particular context through lexical choice can be seen not
DecCessarily as a politeness strategy, but as an instrument of power which sets the tone for
What can be said, done, and understood by the participants. I will now revisit an
Observation made in section 1.2.1 about how the context evoked by the use of the socio-
Tacial ierm “giliera” in addressing a “morena” created a ground where lexical choice was

the jinstrument for expressing a power dynamic among the participants of the speech

Sven:.
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Conversation 2A

1 CH: bueno, que te digan “negro,”’que, que cosas,
well, that they call you “negro”what, what things
2 Tere: bueno, que por ejemplo que te diga NEGRO con
well, that for example they call you NEGRO with

3 desprecio o NEGRO por el COLOR o NEGRO porque
distaste or NEGRO because of COLOR or NEGRO because
4 muy feo, no se..porque decia una vieja que decia
very ugly, I do not know, because used to say an old woman
5 “pues aqui somos negros pero bonitos!”

”
!

“well here we are negros but beautiful
6 ALL: heh heh heh!
7 SA: pero, este tambien, porque uno, uno yo voy
But ,well also, because one, one, I went

8 al mercado y que me dicen “guera!” me enoja TAnto
to market and they call me “guera!” I get SO mad

9 porque se, que este, es por desprecio, es por
because its, that well, its looking down, its

10 gracia, porque mejor que me digan negra..

to make fun, because better they call me negra..

The speech event (a type which we understand is recurrent) took place in a public
settng (market) and involved non-solidary participants (strangers) of different social
identities defined in terms of their ‘racial’ appearance. The term giiera wa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>