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THE MAYA HIEROGLYPH HOAX IN THE USA: 
PHONETICISM AND LOUNSBURY'S "ON DERIVATION 

AND READING OF THE 'BEN-ICH' PREFIX" 

James B. PoRTER 
Universidad de California 

As the focus of civilization shifts from production to information, is­
sues affecting the dissemination and quality of that information be­
come increasingly important. This is true regardless of the content of 
that information, be it military, political, religious, economic or -as 
in the present instance- merely academic. The increasing facility 
with which the computer generates information is no guarentor of in­
creasing quality or integrity, in fact dishonest or useless information is 
often generated with greater alacrity than true or usefull information. 
Such is also the case with an institutionalized hoax, in which a small 
clique propagates a false or misleading viewpoint and suppresses dis­
senting views which may (or may not) be more cogent. In the United 
States such a clique organizes conferences and operates publications, 
confusing students and censoring dissidents to produce profits for the 
leaders and perks for the followers of a particular method of interpret­
ing Maya hieroglyphic writing. 

The hieroglyphic writing of the Maya Indians of Mexico and Cen­
tral America challenges scholars today, as it has since the puzzling 
script was first brought to broad public attention by John Stephens, the 
U.S. ambassador to the ephemeral Confederation of Central American 
States (Stephens, 1841, 1843). The subsequent 150 years have wit­
nessed myriad claims to the solution of this fascinating puzzle, with 
the number and blodness of these claims increasing in recent years 
(Knorosov, 1953, 1967; Kelley, 1976; Lounsbury, 1973; Schele, 1982; 
Fox, 1983; Justeson and Campbell, 1984; Schele and Miller, 1986; 
Bricker, 1986; Houston, 1988, 1989; Stuart and Houston, 1989, et 
alii). 
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