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GOING NATIVE: THE ANTHROPOLOGIST AS ADVOCATE

by Robert M. Langhlin

Chiapas, Mexico for almost thirty years, I decided to
become an advocacy anthropologist and helped create
the Tzotzil-Tzeltal cultural cooperative Sna Jtz'ibajom, The
House of the Writer, in San Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas.

In 1989 after studying the Tzotzil Maya culture of

The House of the Writer cooperative has pub-
lished many bilingual books, hosted national and interna-
tional conferences, and provides courses in native literacy.
[ts Teatro Lo’1l Maxil, Monkey Business Theatre, is world-
renowned. [ have translated into English a dozen of their
plays, written in Spanish, which revive ancient beliefs and
confront current social, economic, and political issues
(Laughlin, 2008). These plays were not purely Tzotzil-Tzeltal
because often I participated in crafting their texts and set-
tings (see website listed on page 9).

The House of the Writer was and is a unique or-
ganization for the State of Chiapas and perhaps for all of
Mexico in that it was founded, administeted, and staffed
by Indians. One ladino (mestizo) member of the group
aided (and still aids) in organizing trips, contacting govern-
ment institutions for financial aid, and helping in various
ways to carry out the group’s mission. In recognition of
my role in helping to found the cooperative, I was awarded

the State of Chiapas Science Prize in 2002.

I first came to Chiapas as a member of Evon Z.
Vogt’s Harvard Chiapas Project. All project members were
required to learn the Mayan language spoken in the town
under investigation. In my case it was the Tzotzil language
with the dialect used in the town of San Lorenzo Zinacantan.

I resolved to immerse myself in Zinacantan’s cul-
ture, adopting their clothing and following, as best I could,
their way of life. This was a great challenge, for at that time
the importance of virtually any dialogue was strictly mea-
sured by the quantity and quality, i.e. strength, of the poxor
cane liquor that was offered and shared by two people.
Many a night of fieldwork ended with me in an inebriated
state!

My original focus was on folk tales (Laughlin 1977)
and dreams (Laughlin 1976). I made a large collection of
each in Tzotzil, along with my English translations. The next
task — compiling a dictionary of the language spoken in
Zinacantan — took 14 years as it was done before comput-
ers were used for this type of work. This dictionary, The
Great Tzot3il Dictionary of San Lorenzo Zinacantan, when
published in 1975, received Senator William Proxmire’s
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versions of tales I earlier recorded in Zinacantan, while
others are particular to San Felipe.

Hence I have come full circle, still working with
folktales as I did in my early days as an anthropologist, but
also working in collaboration with the Maya who have
enriched my life is so many ways. Ihave tried to give back
to this extraordinary culture by working with its people to
help them support and transmit their traditions and lan-
guage, while they also adapt to modern life. Anthropol-
ogy has changed in many ways since I first entered the field
in the 1960s. Perhaps my work as an advocacy anthro-
pologist not only reflects the growing acceptance of such
work within the discipline, but may even push the disci-
pline to further change in these new directions.
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