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Many small birds are not considered important enough to have names of their
own. These are lumped into broad, vague categories that may or may not resemble
international scientific taxa.

These groupings are of two kinds. First, there are some genuine categories
that are well-bounded, well-recognized, and correspond loosely to international
taxonomic units. An example is provided by flycatchers of the Linnaean family
Tyrannidae. These are divided into three groups in Maya: takay “large yellow-
bellied flycatchers,” juiiro “large flycatchers that have a loud call that sounds like
juiiro,” and yaj “small flycatchers.” These groups are seen as related, as is proved
by the fact that juiiro (a rather exotic term) can be lumped with either takay or
yaj. It is explicitly recognized that these groups are diverse. Felix Medina Tzuc,
for instance, pointed out to me the only pair of Piratic Flycatchers that we saw in
our many months of co-work, and explained: “That takay is taking over the nest
of those orioles.” It was, indeed, doing that, but not so obviously that Don Felix
could observe it on the spot; he relied on his knowledge of the bird. The Piratic
Flycatcher (Legatus leucophaius) is a rare bird in Yucatan, and only a person with a
great deal of field knowledge would realize that it is a special sort of yellow-bel-
lied flycatcher that takes over the nests of other birds rather than building its own.
It does not have a special name in Yucatec Maya, but it is recognized nonetheless.

To some extent, there is a “focus and extension” semantics here. Takay most
commonly refers to the Couch’s Kingbird (Tyrannus couchii). Yaj has a definite
focus: the small Myiarchus flycatchers. These birds have a miserably mournful-
sounding call, like a child whimpering “yaj!” (“pain!” or “Thurt!”). No other small
flycatchers call like this, so the name qualifies as an extension. Another type of
broad category is much vaguer. “Little brown birds” are all vaguely lumped as
yankotij, a name which properly belongs to the Tropical House Wren. (This is
clear from its literal translation: “The one under the wall.” Only Tropical House
Wrens forage and nest in the stonewalls of the Maya house compounds.) “Little
yellow birds” are all vaguely lumped as chinchinbakal, a name that has no gener-
ally agreed focal referent. It covers goldfinches, warblers, small yellow-marked
tanagers, and much more.

Several other names can be extended ad hoc. The ones that can be extended
are known and constantly used to label some unknown bird. Other names are
never extended. Unknown medium-sized red birds, such as migrant red tanagers,
are lumped as chakts’its’i (“the red bird that says ts’its’i”)—a name that properly
belongs to the Northern Cardinal (Richmondena cardinalis). By contrast, sojlin “ant-
tanager” is not normally extended; if it is used for anything but an ant-tanager, the
extension is regarded as a mistake. Ts’apim “saltator” (Saltator spp.) is extended to
any medium-sized brownish bird of unknown identity. K’ok” “Clay-colored Robin”
(Turdus grayi) is extended to cover any robin-like bird, such as wintering thrushes
from North America. Pich’ “Melodious Blackbird” (Dives dives) is the name used
for unknown birds that are smallish and black.

A very different type of extension is the use of one common name to cover a
natural group. In these cases, the name contrasts at two levels: (1) in its normal or
proper referential usage, it applies to one species; (2) in its extended usage, it ap-
plies to that species and the natural group it is in. Acommon case is t'uut, properly
the White-fronted Parrot (Amazona albifrons—Dby far the commonest parrot in the
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area). This name is extended to cover all parrots (though not parakeets). In par-
ticular, the Yucatan Parrot (Amazona xantholora), ek’xikin “black ear” in Maya, looks
very much like the White-fronted and often travels with it; the two species are
collectively #'uut to everyone, unless and until the distinctive black earpatch can
be seen. Similarly, woodpeckers can be collectivized under the term k’olonte’ (or
sometimes che’hun); quail under bech’; hawks under i’ or chuy; and a few others
as noted in the Appendix.

Hofling and Tesuctin (1997), in their dictionary of Itzaj Maya (which is very
close to Yucatec), treat these generalized terms as higher-level taxa that might be
called “folk families.” Thus, they treat ixt'ut (=t'uut) as a general term for parrots,
with the several folk generics (including t"uut in its more restricted sense) grouped
under it. Yucatec does exactly the same. The Itzaj use ixpaloomaj (the Spanish
word paloma, Mayanized) for pigeons and doves; Yucatec has a similar way of
labeling pigeons by extending the term ukum. Hofling and Tesuctin (1997) also
introduce a range of gender and environment categories that seem to cross-cut
rather than structure the Maya general purpose taxonomy. This is problematic for
the comparative nomenclaturist. In particular, their separation of tame and wild
birds under totally different headings is certainly not the Yucatec pattern. How-
ever, in general, Hofling and Tesuctin's Itzaj classification is very close to Yucatec,
though their lumping of blackbirds and anis seems definitely not a Yucatec view,
and their lumping of quails and tinamous in a “covert category” of “ground birds”
(1997:76-77) seems rather ad hoc.

Atran'’s excellent work on the Itzaj (1999) has gone into a different realm: cat-
egories psychologically real to his specific consultants, as shown by tests in the
field. These categories include “fish-eating water birds,...edible fruit-eating ground
birds,...edible fruit-eating tree birds,...inedible flesh-eating birds, ...inedible fruit-
eating birds,” and “inedible blood-sucking birds [i.e., vampire bats]” (Atran
1999:172-174). None of these have emerged as categories from any work done by
me or others in Yucatec. It is notable that the category of “edible fruit-eating ground
birds” has a very different composition from Hofling and Tesuctin’s similar cat-
egory, though the same people were talking about the same general set of birds.
Similarly, “inedible flesh-eating birds” includes groups that Hofling and Tesuctin
and the Chunhuhub Yucatec both separate into a “hawk” group and an “owl”
group. The other assemblages found by Atran are even larger and less well de-
fined, and nothing like them emerges from Hofling and Tesuctin’s data or from
mine; they appear to be categories arrived at by testing for psychological similar-
ity, and are certainly not part of a linguistic taxonomy.

Hunn (1977) treats Tzeltal bird names similarly, recognizing “groups” that
are, de facto, folk families—natural groupings as recognized by the Tzeltal, but
not named as formally as the folk genera are. These, again, are similar to Yucatec
and to Itzaj (Hofling and Tesuctin 1997), but also include several other sets that he
calls “complexes. Most of these are the same, or much the same, as Yucatec (hawks,
vultures, doves...). Others include montane Chiapas species outside the knowl-
edge of Yucatec observers. However, some groupings psychologically real to the
Tzeltal would seem exceedingly far-fetched to the Yucatec, e.g. the link of squirrel
cuckoos with quail (Hunn 1977:153-5) or of trogons and motmots (Hunn 1977:169-
170). Hunn found the wide groups of waterbirds and black birds that Hofling and
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Tesuctin found and that seem nonexistent for the Yucatec (except in so far as the
latter use the general descriptive term ch’ich’ ha’, “water bird"—without any im-
plication of real relationship).

Such groups blend into the “covert categories” of Berlin and his students. [ am
very loath to invoke covert categories without proof that the people in question
really do think that a group is a real category. I think that wider-than-generic cat-
egories are clearly shown by extension of terms, if reliable and predictable—not
purely ad hoc like the extensions of ts’apim and chakts’its’i. But one must work
constantly in the field, with consultants, to make these distinctions, and even then
they could be challenged. I have done it in the appended table, but I have done it
with great care—only when a group is explicitly and reliably named by an ex-
tended term, and I have independent interview data suggesting that the group is
seen as a natural one. The extension of terms like t'uut and k’olonte’ does most
certainly show that the Maya recognize the parrots and the woodpeckers as natu-
ral categories. The extensions are thus of considerable interest.

All this reveals a pattern (the Yucatec one is very similar to the Itzaj one de-
scribed by Atran 1999). Big, obvious, or useful birds have their own names, which,
though “folk generics,” correspond with the species of Latin taxonomy. Small,
rare, or unobtrusive birds are referred to by names that are also “folk generics,”
but that do really correspond to genera or even families. Very small, insignificant
birds are simply lumped with the most convenient and well-known small bird of
the same color.

Consider the guild of woodpeckers and trunk foragers:

The area’s five common species of woodpeckers are abundant, obtrusive, noisy,
confiding, and impossible to miss. They are parceled out under three names (two
almost identical species being lumped as kolonte’, and two as che’hun; either is
sometimes extended to cover woodpeckers in general).

Woodcreepers, though equally diverse in the area, are much less common,
less easy to observe, and dull in color. They have only one name, tatak’ che’, cor-
responding exactly with the Linnaean family Dendrocolaptidae.

Small trunk-foraging birds (such as the Plain Xenops, Xenops minutus) are rare
and obscure. They have no names at all, but, when noticed, are lumped under the
garbage-can category created by extension of yankotij.

Similarly, all game birds have their own names, but various non-eaten birds of
equal size and obviousness are lumped into broad categories. Hawks are lumped
into form-classes: each group with a distinctive flight profile, or appearance in
flight, has its own name. This causes some interesting debates about e.g. the posi-
tion of the White-tailed Kite (Elanus leucurus), which has pointed wings like a falcon
and thus could be a k’eenk’eenbak’, but is large and heavy-bodied and pale like an
ii’ (focally the Gray Hawk, Buteo nitidus) and thus could be in that category. Maya
discussions of such issues while away many a sleepy hour, and remind the visit-
ing ethnographer of debates among ornithological taxonomists.

One significant observation is that none of the wintering birds from North
America is named. Though Yucatan is vitally important as a major wintering ground
for many midcontinent species, with Chunhuhub alone playing host to thousands
of birds, not one has a Yucatec Maya name. (One, the Indigo Bunting Passerina
cyanea, has the Spanish name azulejo. In other areas of the Peninsula, migrant war-
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blers are collectively referred to by the onomatopoeic word £sip, but I have not
heard this word used by Chunhuhub Maya.) Instead, the migrants are the major
beneficiaries of the loose extension of words like yankotij and chaktsi’tsi’.

In short, nature has joints, but society sometimes sees every reason not to rec-
ognize them. When birds are useful or too obvious to ignore, they get their own
names, which cover exactly the same space as a Linnaean species. To the degree
that birds are useless and otherwise nonsalient, they are lumped into progres-
sively wider and vaguer categories. Most of these categories correspond to the
larger Linnaean taxonomic units: genus, family. Then, as terms are extended out
to birds that are not only insignificant but do not even breed in Maayab (“Maya
land”), the terms cease to have any relation to Linnaean categories. Instead, they
lump birds roughly by size and color. (As a matter of fact, the same was true of
early European taxonomy, and Linnaeus himself did some broad lumping.) How-
ever, all of them have a focal exemplar that is a real, well-recognized Linnaean
species or tightly-knit group. The only exception is the catchall term chinchinbakal.

In other words, almost all Maya taxa, when not loosely extended, correspond
exactly with Linnaean taxa—at the species level, if the bird is salient; otherwise at
the genus level (but only if the genus is tightly knit, with all local species similar)
or at the family level. The less salient the birds, the more wide the Linnaean group
that equates to the labeled group in Yucatec. Some families (hawks, flycatchers)
are parceled out in ways not like those of international ornithology, but the parcel-
ing does make a great deal of sense in terms of the realities of Chunhuhub. They
accurately label natural-seeming groups, united by appearance and voice—even
when they cut across Linnaean taxa (as they sometimes do—but only in marginal
extensions of the terms).

One concludes that classification is a social construction, but one that must
take account of real natural differences if it is to be of any use at all (cf. Atran 1990;
Berlin 1992; and literature reviewed therein). Since the Maya and contemporary
international biologists are both trying to find useful labels that represent some
sort of external reality, there are many similarities in the two systems. Since the
uses in question are not the same, there are also differences—largely at the level of
“lumping.” The Maya lump species that are unimportant to them. The biologists
find all species equally important—at least in the Class Aves. However, biologists
too lump things they do not find salient. I am told by colleagues that the few
thousand recognized species of nematodes could probably be split into hundreds
of thousands (if not millions) of species, if nematode taxonomy were as developed
as avian taxonomy. Thus, one does not expect, and does not find, quite so good a
fit as one would expect from some of the work of Boster (1987; Boster, Berlin and
O'Neill 1986; Boster and d’Andrade 1989) or of Atran’s earlier theorizing. Maya
extension of terms fits well with Boster’s findings that broad visual similarities
serve as primary markers of relationship, and also with Boster’s observation that
Native American peoples are prone to name birds from their vocalizations. This
affects classification; flycatchers, for instance, are broken down as much by vocal-
ization as by appearance. The Maya also consider behavior and habitat in making
identifications and classifications. The term pujuy, for instance, is extended to birds
that act like the focal pujuy.
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MAYA BIRD USE

Knowledge of the uses of birds is straightforward, but not without interest in
the present connection. The most important use is as food. In addition to domestic
fowl (chickens, ducks and turkeys), several wild species are hunted—especially
quail, tinamous, chachalacas (bach, Ortalis vetula), and the very few larger game
birds still found in the area. Wild birds are also kept as pets, especially parrots,
parakeets, doves and pigeons, and-rarely now—Ilarge game birds.

Birds for food are usually shot with shotguns or rifles. (Maya hunters wingshoot
quail with ancient .22s, a feat that would awe any Anglo-American shooter.) How-
ever, small birds, and all birds wanted as pets, are caught with traps and snares.
Most common is a simple box trap, usually used by boys to get pets. Small birds
are baited in, and the boy pulls a string that removes a twig holding up a small
box. It falls over the birds. This is sometimes used more seriously, to get quail for
food. Nooses, snares, and sticky materials are occasionally used to catch small
birds. Sometimes a batea is staged: a hunt in which men form a long line and beat
the bush for game. Birds, however, are not successfully hunted this way, since
they fly off.

Birds are occasionally used as indicators of time or the like. For instance, the
Bright-rumped Attila (Attila spadiceus—one of the juiiro flycatchers) is sometimes
called the pak’sak’al, “plant-the-brushfield,” because it sings loudly at the time of
year when a farmer should be doing that. The noise of feeding birds can attract
one to wild fruit. Last of all, some birds, especially parrots, parakeets, and jays, are
often pests of the milpa fields. They must be controlled by scaring them away,
and—in desperate cases—Dby traps, slingshots, and guns. The Maya of Chunhuhub
love and cherish birds, and will not kill a pest bird unless its depredations become
devastating.

To this extent, knowledge is highly pragmatic. Social construction enters the
picture to the extent that only the larger and tastier birds are defined as edible; no
one would eat a hawk, toucan, or other large but non-choice species unless hun-
ger was serious.

However, a different kind of knowledge exists. Many birds are associated with
various sorts of dark powers. These fall into two categories: Ominous birds and
birds used in magic.

Ominous birds are the nocturnal species, considered unlucky through both
indigenous Mexico and traditional Spain. The Barn Owl (xooch’, Tyto alba) is par-
ticularly feared; its loud and hideous shriek presages death. Even the common
little pujuy (nightjar or pauraque, Nyctidromus albicollis) is worrisome. When it
calls and jumps up after insects, it presages death. Since hundreds of pujuy call
and jump all night, every night, in Chunhuhub, one would expect many deaths—
and, sure enough, every day, several people die in Mexico. Since any death,
anywhere, counts as a “hit,” the predictive value of the pujuy is confirmed. Some
Maya also believe the loud, wild call of the peppershrike (ch’uyin, Cyclarhis
gujanensis) is ominous.

Chunhuhub seems not to have imaginary birds, but other areas of the Yucatan's
Maya world have reported such animals. From Chan Kom, the most intensively
ethnographized community in the peninsula, we hear of the purple taankas par-
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have seen the xfabay (the demon woman). However, it is admitted that one usu-
ally sees the xtabay only after consumption of a large amount of alcohol. This is
traditionally thought to be because she finds drunkards particularly vulnerable to
her evil charms, but skeptical Maya are quite aware of the obvious alternative
explanation.

In short, there is a realm, marked off in Maya thought, in which social con-
struction has really run far beyond any observable or verifiable reality. This is a
realm in which love, death, and fear are paramount. There are countless anthropo-
logical theories of magic, and it would be tedious and irrelevant to catalog them
here. Suffice it to say that almost all agree that, in these areas, human fears and
desires press irresistibly hard against the boundaries of observable reality. It is by
no means clear if any culture, including the culture of professional psychologists
and doctors, has any solution to the problems of ruling love and predicting death.
This does not stop most people from believing they can “have dominion over Judg-
ment Day” (as the traditional blues line has it), or at least over love. Exploring
these issues is outside the realm of this paper.

There is no explicit body of theory holding Maya bird knowledge together,
but one could, with Gonzalez (1998), formulate assumptions. First, it is assumed
that birds that look alike and sound alike are natural categories. If the birds are
essentially identical, they must be in one category, and if lumped they are lumped
with similar birds. No Maya, and probably no one on earth, would classify king-
birds, horned owls and cormorants in one group opposed to another group made
up of small flycatchers, barn owls and grebes. Social construction does not work
that way. Second, there is an assumption that all things are potentially useful for
filling material needs, and that all things large enough to be interesting should be
explored for their value in these areas. This assumption has led to the accumula-
tion of a great deal of lore about birds as food and as pets, and how to obtain them.
Third, there is an assumption that love, harm, and some kinds of fate can be con-
trolled by use of secretos, and that birds are useful in this enterprise. Certain birds
are earmarked for the tasks of magic.

DISCUSSION

Culturally standardized, traditional knowledge is, by definition, 100% socially
constructed. However, as Marx said of history: “Men make their own history, but
they do not make it just as they please”(Marx 1986:277). Observed external reality
provides constraints that cannot always be ignored. One cannot indefinitely be-
lieve in the safety of consuming deadly poisons, or walking off cliffs. Even if an
individual did so believe, a culture would not encode the belief. Experience to the
contrary would be too commonly observed.

The Yucatec Maya live as subsistence farmers in a harsh environment. They
survive only through having a literally encyclopedic knowledge of soil, water,
useful plants and animals, and useful farming techniques. Unlike academics at
prestigious universities, they do not have the luxury of believing anything they
wish or of dismissing the real world. Instead, they must constantly interact with
nonhuman reality. They walk a razor edge; the least mistake, the least failure to
invoke the correct strategy, can mean death.
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Accurate knowledge does matter. Chunhuhub residents tell that some years
ago, two young Dutch hikers got lost in the woods near Chunhuhub. They died of
thirst in the waterless bush. The forest where they died was festooned with wild
grapevines (saya ak’, Vitis spp.). Every experienced Maya knows these grape-
vines, and knows that they store water, containing up to a cup or more of clear,
pure water per linear meter of vine. The reason why this knowledge is so wide-
spread is grimly obvious from the fate of the unknowing Dutch youths.

The more one knows about farming and about baalche’ (“things of the trees’
wild animals), the better one lives. The forest provides, for those that truly know it
well, a good living, and even a few luxuries such as pet birds. Moreover, the Maya
yield to none in their enjoyment of the wild birds. They love the songs and color as
much as medieval European poets seem to have done. Enjoyment, too, leads to
knowledge and to its social construction. Many a Maya bird taxon appears to be
widely recognized simply because the birds in question are so amusing, or beauti-
ful, or delightful. This, too, is a use of nature, and a socially constructed one; but it
requires the existence of the birds, and the potential to enjoy them.

Interaction with nonhuman lives should not surprise those who believe in
“the social construction of reality” (Berger and Luckmann 1967). After all, social
construction can only arise from people interacting and discussing. It cannot exist
unless people actually do see and respond to an external reality—the reality of the
others they meet and the communication transactions they experience in dealing
with those others. If people are interacting with each other and learning from that,
it seems hard to deny that people interact with birds also, and learn something of
the avian world.

So ecological knowledge, like other knowledge, arises from practice (Nyerges
1997). It arises from interaction between people who are interacting with the non-
human world. It is phenomenological, but a phenomenology based on sensory
experience (Abram 1996).

When “nature fights back,” refusing to let people ignore it, society can con-
struct knowledge only within strict limits. If people want to use birds, the need for
an adequate classification system is strongly felt. This is a place where Nature
really has joints, if not always clear and obvious ones. People need to “carve Na-
ture at the joints” if they are to deal effectively with birds and communicate
effectively about them. As a result, classification systems from around the world
look somewhat alike. On the other hand, society and history play a role in deter-
mining which birds are used, which are held salient, which are ignored. Social
construction determines which are recognized as species, and which are lumped
into broad vague categories.

Berlin (1992) has demonstrated the similarity of classification systems around
the world, and the similarity of many systems to modern scientific taxonomy. This
he ascribes to a tendency of humans to perceive certain sorts of discontinuities
and continuities in nature. It is perhaps more accurate to say that people perceive
all sorts of things, but interact with humans and with other lives so much that
everyone, eventually, tends to realize that some differences matter and some do
not. The differences between different quail species are real, and matter to the
Maya. The differences between small flycatcher species are equally real to a biolo-
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