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THE STRUCIURE OF CLASSIFICATION AND RANKING 
IN THREE HIGHLAND MAYAN COMMUNITIES 1 

by Victoria R.EIFLER BRICKER 
Tulane University 

The complementary terms bankilal and ?i¢1inal are applied by the 
people of Zinacancan, Chamula, and Cbenalho to a number of do
mains of their experience: kinship, religious and political social roles, 
physical objects, and natural features of the landscape. The conc.rast 
between btmkilat and ?i¢'inal seems to be fundamental to the thou
ght of the Indians living in the three communities. Here the ·logical 
implications of this contrast will be explored. 

The terms are difficult to define empirically in general terms; 
their meanings seem co be contextually determined. I submit that 
the terms belong to what might be called the ethical language of 
these communities rather than to a natural or empirical language 
and that any empirical definition will fall short the "true" mean
ing of the terms. 

Ethnographic Backgrotmd 

Zinacaocan, Chamula, and Chenalho are neighboring Mayan com
munities situated in highland Chiapas. Mexico, not far from the 
town of San Crist6bal Las Casas. The inhabitants of all three com
munities speak dialects of the Tzotzil language. 

1 The data on which this paper is ba$ed were provided by six informants from 
Zinacantan, five informants from Chamula, and two informants from Cheoalho. The 
fieldwork was supported by NIMH Pre-doctOral Fellowship MH-20,345, the Harvard 
Chiapas Project directed by Professor Evon Z. Vogt, and a grant from the Harvard Gra· 
duate Society. I am deeply grateful to these institutions for their generous support 
which made the research possible. Special thanks go to Dr. Nicholas C. David, who 
suggested the approach I used in obtaining the data for rbis paper. I am also graceful 
for helpful comments and cri.sticism made by Professor Evon Z. Vogt, Dr. Gary H. 
Gossen, and Robert F. Wasserstrom. 
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