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ABSTRACT

Diaspora Linguistics:

Mixtec as a Heritage Language among Na Sajvi Multilinguals in California

by

Simon L. Peters

Increasingly, speakers of minoritized languages around the world are becoming uprooted
due to economic pressures, political forces, and environmental destabilization. As
communities leave their traditional homelands, they often experience accelerated language
shift. Although youth are in a critical position to further transmit their languages to future
generations, the roles of youth are often overlooked in language documentation and
revitalization. This often has to do with ideologies that privilege monolingual practices and
view the linguistic differences of heritage language speakers as incomplete or incorrect.
Such ideologies circulate not only among language users, but among language researchers as
well. Community-based language work that centers multilingual youth can support
outcomes aligned with community goals of language maintenance. This dissertation brings
together tools and perspectives from language documentation, sociocultural linguistics,
applied linguistics, heritage language research, language ecology, and translanguaging
approaches to multilingualism in an effort to support the language maintenance goals of

diasporic Nuu Savi (Mixtec) community partners within a community-centered framework



of collaborative language work. The approach, which I term diaspora linguistics, centers
multilingual youth in order to holistically understand language structure, variation, ideology,
and sociolinguistic context, and to produce applied research outcomes, in Indigenous
diaspora settings. The context for this dissertation is a longstanding linguistic research
collaboration between members of the UCSB Department of Linguistics and affiliates of a
community non-profit organization that serves the Indigenous Mesoamerican immigrant
community in Ventura and Santa Barbara counties in California’s Central Coast region. In
particular, this dissertation focuses on nine individuals from an extended family, all of
whom speak a Tu’un Savi (Mixtec language) variety from the municipality of San Martin
Peras in Oaxaca, Mexico, which is the plurality variety on the Central Coast.

I use multiple methods, including an interview-based survey, a questionnaire, and two
narrative elicitation tasks, to gain insight into speakers’ linguistic practices and language
attitudes. First, drawing from a recent large community language survey, I provide
demographic information about the broader community and the local language situation.
Responses from the survey shed light on community members’ ethnolinguistic identities and
highlight the importance of language maintenance to a majority of respondents. The surveys
reveal several ideologies about multilingualism: an assumption that young people do not
speak Tu’un Savi; or, if they do, that they speak differently or deficiently due to an ideology
that prioritizes monolingual-like linguistic performance. Then, using responses to a family
language questionnaire, I connect ideologies about multilingualism and speakerhood to
individual family members’ linguistic experiences and migration histories. The analysis
shows that participants who experienced monolingual language development have a

coordinate bilingual profile and are less likely to acknowledge the Tu’un Savi proficiencies
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of younger people, while those who experienced bilingual language development at an early
age have a compound bilingual profile and are more likely to recognize Tu’un Savi as a
language of young multilinguals. Against this ideological backdrop, I analyze variation in
loanword usage across generations of the same family using semi-structured narrative
elicitation tasks. The results show that loanword usage is a shared but largely idiosyncratic
practice that is inversely correlated with age. The example of a jar in the elicitation materials
highlights the range of reference strategies used by participants. Youth may hesitate or avoid
using a loanword when a native word is not known; young adults creatively apply a range of
native lexical items to the referent, and adults unproblematically use loanwords, even in
contexts of verbal art characterized by stylistic repetition. The dissertation closes with the
description of a hypothetical lesson plan for multilingual youth that draws from the data and
analyses of preceding chapters to support the linguistic practices and ethnolinguistic
identities of multilingual youth. As a whole, the dissertation aims to address the varied and
multiple empirical and applied issues intertwined in language work in Indigenous diaspora
contexts, while facilitating the centering of collaborator and community goals in the research

agenda rather than the goals of the academic researcher.
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CHAPTER 1
Toward a diaspora linguistics: Community-centered collaborative

language maintenance work in Indigenous diaspora settings

This chapter lays out my theoretical and methodological proposal for engaging in
community-based language work with Indigenous communities in diaspora, based on my
experiences and collaborations with Nuu Savi (Mixtec) community members in California,
from my position as an academic researcher in a linguistics graduate program. I argue for an
approach that integrates aspects of language documentation, sociocultural linguistics, applied
linguistics, heritage language research, language ecology, and translanguaging approaches to
multilingualism, and which includes multilingual youth in language work. Such a holistic and
interdisciplinary approach helps, I maintain, to address the varied and multiple empirical and
applied issues intertwined in language work in Indigenous diaspora contexts, while
facilitating the centering of collaborator and community goals in the research agenda rather
than the goals of the academic researcher (e.g., Auderset et al. 2021).

This project is urgent given the need to address the specific conditions of language use in
diaspora. Contemporary large-scale human migration is driven by devastatingly
commonplace pressures. In the current global context, political, economic, and climate crises
uproot communities around the world who migrate in search of safety from physical
violence, poverty, famine, and climate crisis-induced “natural” disasters. Although this
dissertation specifically addresses one diaspora community in a U.S. transnational context,
the U.S. is not the only destination for refugees, asylum seekers, and im/migrants. Current

mass migrations are a global phenomenon and are projected to increase as the environmental,



social, and political impacts of climate change reveal themselves with increasing intensity
over the coming decades, further destabilizing governments and food systems (e.g.,
McAuliffe & Khadria 2019).

While language contact and change are well-studied in linguistics, their outcomes and the
social contexts that beget them in diaspora contexts remain understudied. This gap involves
not only the present and projected ubiquity of multilingual diaspora contexts, but also the
types of languages that this research has tended to address. This dissertation investigates the
relationship between social context, ideology, and language practice across generations of an
extended family in a multilingual Indigenous diaspora. Within this multilingual community,
several Indigenous Mesoamerican languages are spoken, including numerous varieties of
Tu’un Savi (Mixtec language), as well as English and Spanish. The Native language spoken
by the extended family at the center of this dissertation is the Tu’un Savi variety associated
with the municipality of San Martin Peras in Oaxaca, Mexico, which I refer to by the
endonym Tu’un Sajvi (Chapter 2).

Of central importance to this project is the community goal of language maintenance. To
address this issue, I combine theoretical and methodological tools from multiple subfields of
linguistics (e.g., Mclvor 2020) to examine the ways in which ideologies about
multilingualism and speakerhood as well as translanguaging practices or avoidance vary
across different generations of the family that is the focus of this research. The aims of this
work are to demonstrate how the Tu’un Savi spoken by multilingual youth differs from more
monolingual varieties (Flores Farfan 2013) in the diaspora; to draw connections between this
variation and community language ideologies as well as individual sociolinguistic factors

such as age and migration experience; and to highlight how the multilingual capacities of



youth in particular can support community language programming initiatives and
multilingual development.

As I discuss in Chapter 2, the previous Tu’un Savi language work I have been involved in
with community collaborators can be categorized under the umbrella of language
documentation and description. While a deep understanding of linguistic structure is a
helpful foundation for applications such as orthography development and pedagogy,
documentation is not in and of itself revitalization (Grenoble 2011; Fitzgerald 2017; Leonard
2018). The mere existence of a documentary record is not sufficient for revitalization; rather,
documentary linguistic knowledge must be applied to revitalization efforts. Documentary
research must therefore be conducted in conjunction with the perspectives, frameworks,
insights, questions, and analyses of other subfields that offer avenues for application of
research to language reclamation. This approach broadens the research program and makes
the data and findings more readily applicable to language work. Fortunately, research
methods and perspectives have expanded from a focus solely on grammatical analysis and
have moved away from the assumption that such research is primary while language
maintenance work is secondary. The recent sustained critique of colonizing practices in the
discipline of Linguistics and especially the subfield of language documentation (Leonard
2017) has made it imperative to examine the ideologies, research agendas, and research
relationships that drive the field. Engaging in language work that is not simply ethical but
also decolonial requires interdisciplinary perspectives in order to support community-
centered culturally sustaining language work.

In what follows in this chapter, I propose a new framework, diaspora linguistics, for

supporting the language maintenance efforts of Indigenous diasporic communities, and



especially youth. I then discuss the subfields and bodies of work that the present project
draws from. Throughout, I highlight the theoretical and methodological interventions that I
seek to make as the field of linguistics becomes increasingly committed to community-based

linguistic partnerships with Indigenous diaspora communities.

1.1 Diaspora Linguistics

I use the term diaspora linguistics to collectively refer to, and epistemologically and
methodologically combine, strands of research that are largely housed in different linguistic
subfields and language-related disciplines. The motivation to bring these approaches together
stems from the local context of the Nuu Savi diaspora in California where my own and
others’ ongoing research collaboration with community members seeks to address
community language maintenance goals (e.g., Mclvor 2020). The term diaspora linguistics
has previously been used by Canagarajah and Silberstein (2012) in reference to the linguistic
study of identity construction through multilingual performance and interaction in diaspora
contexts. It has also been used by Bodomo to describe the documentation of linguistic
repertoires among African immigrants in Europe (Bodomo p.c.) and in Guangzhou, China
(Bodomo 2018: 69). Adachi (2021: 1) traces the academic history of the related term
diaspora language and defines it broadly as a language spoken by “a group of people
scattered around to different places in the world but having (or feeling that they have) a
shared common ancestry.” Though not always framed in these terms, the study of diaspora
languages is long standing in linguistics and includes multilingualism and diglossia in
immigrant/diaspora communities, as well as language contact and change, including so-

called contact languages such as World Englishes and creole languages.



I identify five strands of research in the area of language and diaspora, although it is not
always possible to fully disentangle these strands from one another, and some of the research
occupies multiple categories. The first, which bears the monikers “diaspora and language” or
“migration and language,” pertains primarily to linguistic-anthropological accounts of
identity formation (e.g., Rosa 2014, 2015; Marquez Reiter & Martin Rojo 2014; Canagarajah
2012; Eisenlohr 2006). The second investigates the sociolinguistics of
bilingualism/multilingualism, language shift, and language vitality both in local Indigenous
and in immigrant language contexts (e.g., Weinreich 1974[1953]; Fishman 1991), as well as
in contexts that combine the two, as seen in Indigenous Mesoamerican language
communities in California (Pérez Baez 2012, 2013, 2014; Perry 2009; Moran-Lanier 2021).
The third deals with heritage language studies, encompassing structure, acquisition,
development, and pedagogy (e.g., Benmamoun et al. 2013; Montrul 2008, 2016). A fourth
related category is work in the field of education that focuses on immigrant students,
especially those of Indigenous backgrounds (e.g., Perez & Vasquez 2024; Baquedano-Lopez
2021; Baquedano-Lopez & Gong 2022; Machado-Casas 2009; Machado-Casas & Flores
2011; Velasco 2010). A fifth strand, community-centered language work, has been emerging
over the last decade or more. Much of this work is couched in a concern over language shift
and linguistic diversity and thus is not entirely independent of the second strand. Ken Hale is
credited with spurring Americanist documentary linguists and typologists to become engaged
in language revitalization efforts when he issued an urgent call for linguists to dedicate
themselves to addressing language endangerment (Hale et al. 1992). With the increasing
ubiquity of Indigenous speech communities in diaspora in the US, efforts under the umbrella

of language documentation and conservation have begun to focus on these communities.



Sociocultural linguists and documentary linguists have begun engaging in partnerships with
diaspora communities to conduct language documentation research and community action
projects to mobilize the benefits of linguistic knowledge in society. One such example is the
work of the Endangered Language Alliance, based in New York City, which began doing
community outreach and mapping the linguistic diversity of the city (Perlin et al. 2021). The
increased attention to language work in such contexts is exemplified by the satellite
symposium held at the 2019 Linguistic Society of America Summer Institute on linguistic
research and language documentation with diaspora communities from the Caribbean, East
Asia, Mesoamerica, the Middle East, and North and Sub-Saharan Africa who live in the US.
For example, an ongoing language documentation and linguistic justice project is being
carried out in Boise, Idaho with recently resettled Somali-Bantu and Afghan refugees who
speak Chizigula (East Bantu) (Soelberg et al. 2016) and Dari (Western Iranian) (Delsooz &
Temkin Martinez 2023), respectively. This dissertation is similarly embedded within a large,
multiyear, multifaceted collaboration between academic linguists at UC Santa Barbara and
community linguists, language activists, and medical interpreters affiliated with UCSB’s
community partner, the non-profit Mixteco/Indigena Community Organizing Project
(MICOP) based in the California Central Coast cities of Oxnard (Ventura County) and Santa
Maria (Santa Barbara County).

In the traditional extractive researcher-focused perspective that still continues in some
linguistic research, diaspora communities present a convenient “site” for conducting
linguistic research and procuring data that would otherwise require “fieldwork.” This
perspective is problematic because it positions the community as Other and relies on research

paradigms that prioritize the researcher’s agenda and treats potential partners and



collaborators as mere data sources without concern for their own motives and goals.
Moreover, there is still some pushback to conducting linguistic research with speakers
outside of their homelands due to purist ideologies of authenticity within the discipline (cf.
Henderson 2015), and this discourse may continue to be encountered in informal
conversation about “authentic” fieldwork experiences. It is beginning to be recognized that it
is disrespectful and dehumanizing to treat someone’s home, whether discursively or
practically, as an excursion in “roughing it” in a remote, exotic, or dangerous place.
Furthermore, the ideological positioning of self and other in traditional fieldwork-oriented
approaches presents obstacles to ethical, equitable research with outcomes that are useful to
the community. From a community-centered perspective (Bax et al. in press), such
partnerships are an opportunity for linguistics to serve linguistically and otherwise
marginalized communities, upon which the field has historically disproportionately relied for
data, typically without just compensation or credit and under spurious ethical conditions. It is
in this vein of community-centered language work, sharing knowledge and resources in a
framework of relational accountability to support community language reclamation and
maintenance efforts, that this dissertation seeks to conduct its inquiry. This is central to the
approach that I call diaspora linguistics.

I turn next to approaches that inform diaspora linguistics, particularly heritage language

research, translanguaging, and research on language ecologies.

1.2 Heritage language research and Indigenous language maintenance
Heritage language frameworks have been used to address a range of minority language

issues in immigrant contexts, including language shift (Fishman 1991), heritage language



acquisition (Montrul 2016), heritage language development (Montrul & Polinsky 2019), and
heritage language pedagogy (Brinton et al. 2017). Due to this breadth, the field seems
promising for shedding light on language shift and language maintenance in a Nuu Savi
diaspora context, particularly regarding how the multilingual children of immigrants use
language and how to incorporate this information into efforts to teach the language and
strengthen its vitality—that is, how to expand the domains in which Tu’un Savi is used and
the ages of the people who use it. However, there are important differences between typical
heritage language contexts and the Nuu Savi diaspora context. For one, in the typical heritage
language situation described by researchers, the country of origin has a robust speaker
population and the language has secure status as the language of government, education, and
print and digital media. Heritage languages are often languages of global commerce and
politics. In the language vitality scale developed by Fishman (1991) and expanded by Lewis
and Simons (2010), strong footing in these domains garners the “safest” ranking.

Moreover, heritage language research has drawbacks for Indigenous language
maintenance due to the emphasis on error and divergence in some of this work, which in turn
stems from ideologies of linguistic purism and a monolingual standard (Silverstein 1996;
Zentella 2007). Heritage speakers are often described as early bilinguals who, despite being
native speakers, undergo attrition of their grammatical system, resulting in linguistic patterns
that differ from those of speakers who are thought to represent a more “pure” native
monolingual standard or baseline (cf. Pascual y Cabo & Rothman 2012; Bayram et al. 2019).
A great preoccupation of heritage language research is the heterogeneity of the language
produced by heritage speakers and explaining why their language structures differ so greatly

from their input (i.e., a monolingual model). In this work, there is little acknowledgement of



the variation that inherently exists across even monolingual speech communities and even
within the individual, phenomena which are well known thanks to spoken language corpora
that show that monolingual native speakers also produce nonstandard forms and speech
errors (Wiese et al. 2022).

It is not the focus on difference per se but the attribution of difference to what are cast as
non-normative language acquisition and development conditions that give rise to strong
currents of deficit perspectives throughout heritage language research. As I discuss in more
detail in Chapter 3, the field’s normative expectations of bilingual proficiency are
encapsulated by the designation “coordinate bilingual” (Valdés & Figueroa 1994; Cook
2016) in contemporary taxonomies of multilinguals. The coordinate bilingual in heritage
language research can be traced back to Weinreich’s (1974[1953]) proposition that “ideal
bilinguals” possess two distinct linguistic systems that they never mix. Deviations from
“ideal bilingual” behavior is treated as a problem that many heritage language frameworks
seek to correct or remedy. A large body of research on language mixing and code-switching
practices demonstrates, however, that such practices are not only not harmful, but are normal
and empirically expected (Bullock & Toribio 2009).

Critiques of heritage language research reflect these concerns. Some researchers have
expressed frustration with the field’s a priori categorization of individuals as either native
speakers or heritage speakers. This distinction implies that one group performs linguistically
in line with monolingual standards, while the other does not. The problematization of this
dichotomy has resulted in more widespread recognition that heritage speakers can also be
native speakers (Rothman & Treffers-Dallers 2014) and the creation of more precise and

empirically based speaker types (Ortega 2020). Furthermore, Tsehaye et al. (2021)



problematize the traditional restricted application of the native speaker label to monolinguals
because monolinguals also exhibit considerable diversity in their production patterns. The
researchers propose several factors that more precisely characterize speakers in meaningful
ways, and which facilitate transparent and replicable research: bilingualism, proficiency,

exposure, and dominance.

1.3 Translanguaging and language ecology

Heritage speakers do not silo the linguistic input from different codes, demonstrating
what some heritage language research refers to as “interference” or “imperfect learning.” By
contrast, a translanguaging approach to multilingualism, which has emerged from the field of
education, argues that linguistic resources do not comprise distinct systems but are part of an
integrated web of linguistic resources (Garcia & Li 2015). In this perspective, the expectation
from traditional heritage language research that multilingual speakers should perform in a
single language at a time and conform to a monolingual standard in each is neither realistic
nor desirable. Instead, translanguaging practices are viewed as valid and beneficial (Garcia &
Leiva 2014). Incorporating this perspective into language work involves first acknowledging
the multiple languages and contexts of learning and usage that speakers experience. This is
precisely what Grenoble (2011, 2013) advocates when she argues that researchers should
document language ecologies rather than specific language varieties that are imagined as
“pure.” Similarly, Childs et al. (2014) describe the sociolinguistic documentation of
multilingual contexts not only as a means to understand language choice but also as a way to
address researchers’ methodological bias steeped in Western language ideologies. Divorced

from its actual complex and multilingual context, in such ideologies the language is
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constructed as what it would be like if it were an independent linguistic system with no other
influences, i.e. if all speakers were monolingual and had no contact or influence from any
other language. These purist ideologies are scarcely reflected in real-world linguistic
practice, particularly among Indigenous people who have experienced the subjugation of
their languages and pressure to adopt colonial languages. Even before conquest, Indigenous
languages have been in contact with one another (see Chapter 4). In other words,
monolingualism is not only a rarity (Romaine 1995), but it is often imagined. This is
especially true when it comes to language documentation and heritage language studies,
where an imaginary pure monolingual system is the standard for comparison. Such a goal is
self-defeating, lowering morale and generating linguistic insecurity among younger speakers,
the only segment of the community that can reverse language shift, and it does so by labeling
natural speech forms as errors.

A language ecology perspective has great potential to yield insightful research that can
support language maintenance. For example, language acquisition may be a much longer
process than linguists usually imagine, extending far beyond the so-called critical period and
in some cases being a lifelong process. Camacho-Rios (2022) has found that differences in
morphological elaboration between younger South Bolivian Quechua speakers in urban
settings compared to elder monolingual speakers in rural settings may not be due to language
shift and change, but may instead have more to do with the time it takes to acquire the speech
style used by elders, as more experienced users of the language. Another example comes
from the Guringji Kriol speech community in Australia, where young people’s high-
frequency use of English may suggest that they are undergoing language shift. However,

Sloan et al. (2022) show that as people age, they in fact shift to using more Kriol. Thus, a
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speaker’s stylistic repertoire as well as their language choice can change over their lifetime,
depending on local sociocultural norms, ideologies, and practices.

These insights can be combined with heritage language approaches in order to study
linguistic structure among multilingual youth without comparing them against a “pure”
language model that they have “imperfectly acquired.” To assess proficiency and
speakerhood against a predetermined checklist of linguistic features to be acquired misses out
on the dynamic language practices of speech communities as well as variation and innovation
in language structure.

I argue here for combining elements of all of the aforementioned research approaches—
language documentation and revitalization, heritage language research, translanguaging, and
language ecologies—into language work that aims to document language structure and
facilitate Indigenous communities’ language maintenance efforts in diaspora. Each piece is
necessary but not sufficient to achieve the goal of language maintenance. One simple way to
move towards this integrated approach is to include multilingual youth in language work.
Rather than operating within ideologies of the monolingual standard and linguistic purism,
researchers should embrace the speech of multilingual youth as a natural part of language
variation. Currently, such variation does not receive significant attention in language
documentation, although some researchers advocate for greater focus on this issue (see
Grenoble 2013; Childs et al. 2014; Mansfield & Stanford 2017). By including multilingual
youth in research, linguists are more likely to treat multilingual usage as a fluid, complex,
and rich linguistic repertoire, challenge ideals of monolingual behavior and
compartmentalized monoglossic multilingualism (Rosa & Flores 2017). Embracing everyday

multilingualism and understanding the social and linguistic processes that underlie it can
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yield insights of the sort that both sociocultural and documentary linguists are interested in.
Moreover, this approach valorizes those practices, an important part of supporting youth to
maintain their languages and experience linguistic pride (e.g., Bucholtz et al. 2014). Such
efforts are particularly important when linguists work in Indigenous diaspora settings
because of the factors that distinguish their language situations from other immigrant

communities.

1.4 Indigenous Diaspora

I use the term Indigenous diaspora context to encapsulate the social, political, and
linguistic facets that characterize the heritage language situation for Nuu Savi communities in
California and the U.S. at large. In addition to conveniently referring to the set of
circumstances that comprise the context for this work, the term also distinguishes the Nuu
Savi diaspora context from the typical immigration-based heritage language situation
described above. The differences between these contexts motivate the theoretical and
methodological approach taken in this work, which is required to achieve community
language maintenance and planning goals. Furthermore, distinguishing the heritage language
situation of Indigenous migrant and refugee communities may serve as a useful starting point
for addressing the sociolinguistic experiences and language goals of similar communities,
which are already well established in the U.S. and will likely become more prevalent. The
distinction facilitates comparison across groups whose experiences differ from the “typical”
heritage language experience in similar ways. The term Indigenous diaspora context also
brings to the forefront several additional issues related to language shift that are not at play in

the typical heritage language context. The basic situation is essentially the same in both
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immigration and Indigenous diaspora contexts: in the host country the home language is
minoritized and there is pressure to shift to the dominant language(s) of the surrounding
society, exacerbated by separation from the homeland where the language is most robust and
whose speech community is usually considered to be the most vibrant. However, in addition
to these two primary characteristics of the immigrant language situation, in the Indigenous
diaspora setting, and particularly in the Nuu Savi case, the Indigenous language is not only
minoritized in the new country but it may also be largely unrecognized (e.g., Campbell-
Montalvo 2023). Additional factors that shape the language situation in Indigenous diaspora
contexts include language shift in the community of origin (e.g., Yoshioka 2010), large-scale
migration from the community of origin (Edinger 1985; Varese & Escéarcega 2004; Stephen
2007; Lopez 2016), high diversification of the language group with numerous varieties
spoken in close proximity in the diaspora community (Reyes Basurto et al. 2021), and a
dearth of documentation on the majority of the languages.

For many Indigenous peoples, language shift is not a new phenomenon that comes with
recent migration, but has long been a force that accompanied colonization. For the Nuu Savi
and other Indigenous groups in Mexico, their languages have already been under conditions
of minoritization in Mexico and pressure to shift to Spanish. This pressure persists in the
U.S., but is coupled with additional pressure to yield to English. Relatedly, large-scale
migration from the community of origin means that the languages’ stronghold, the homeland
where the language is most widely and robustly used, is weakened in its status. The home
community may still be the place where the language is most used by young people and
where specific knowledge domains and registers and speech styles persist, but the audience

for acquiring those forms, styles, and knowledge is greatly reduced as is transmission
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throughout the transnational community. Together, phenomena of language shift in the
community of origin and widespread migration from the community of origin contrast with
the typical heritage language situation where the language in the home country is safely
robust. Most immigrants encounter some language shift pressures, but Indigenous people in
diaspora experience these pressures in a particularly intensified way and on multiple fronts.

What is more, the high degree of diversification within the Tu’un Savi language groups
(Smith Stark 1995; Kaufman 2006) introduces additional pressures to shift in the diaspora
and poses challenges for language maintenance efforts. With this diversification comes
varying degrees of mutual intelligibility among the varieties (Egland 1983, but see Auderset
et al. 2023 on the limitations of intelligibility as a metric of structural similarity/difference).
As a result, other languages (e.g., Spanish, English, or a locally dominant Tu’un Savi variety)
may be favored for intervarietal communication when available. In language maintenance
and literacy efforts, it is not clear which variety to study and teach or how to accommodate
multiple disparate varieties (but see Bax et al. in press). Furthermore, this rich multilingual
and multivarietal context can make it difficult to identify the source of individual differences
in speech—particularly, for the purposes of this dissertation, among youth. Such differences
may be attributable to exposure to more than one variety in the home or at work or to general
language shift processes such as analogy to other forms or paradigm leveling.

Because the majority of the Tu’un Savi languages are undocumented or
underdocumented, little is known about the differences across varieties. Often when
community members are asked about the differences between certain varieties, they report
that much of the difference lies in the “tono,” regardless of whether it is a variety they can

readily understand, understand somewhat or with difficulty, or not at all. “Tono” is
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ambiguous and can mean many different things. The fact that Tu’un Savi languages are tonal
is a well-known and salient fact about the languages to their speakers. Taken at face value,
these comments could indicate either that the varieties in question have the same tone
inventories but differ in the lexical tones of cognate forms or that the tone inventories
fundamentally differ. There may also be numerous morphosyntactic differences that can
impede understanding. The lack of descriptive accounts of intervarietal differences, even
among closely related and highly mutually intelligible varieties, can only be addressed with
the time-intensive documentation work, which must be balanced with the outcome-focused
work of attending to the language needs of the community and in particular heritage language
speakers and learners.

One remedy to this conundrum is to include such speakers in language documentation
work and approach both goals in tandem. Traditional language documentation ignores
multilingual youth and the critical role that their involvement plays in language maintenance.
At the same time, only focusing on heritage language assessment and pedagogy may miss
broad documentation and description, which runs the risk of alienating young people and
others with some linguistic insecurity from their heritage language. In this situation,
multilingual speakers lack a foundation from which to explain and valorize their rich range of
linguistic forms—many of which may be incorrectly identified as “errors” or “innovations”
but are in fact based in established speech forms in their community. As I demonstrate in the
following chapters of this dissertation, a diaspora linguistics approach that combines these
different frameworks in a unified perspective that centers multilingual youth is essential to
supporting community language maintenance goals in the Indigenous diasporic context of

Tu’un Savi speakers on California’s Central Coast.
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1.5 Conclusion

In this chapter I have outlined the theoretical disalignment that emerges when siloed
approaches to language work are applied to a community language context that requires all of
them. I have argued that the specific context of the Nuu Savi diaspora community I
collaborate with demands a methodological rethinking of researcher-led language work and a
more integrated approach that combines multiple linguistic tools and perspectives to
holistically address community goals for their language. I have laid out a theoretical and
methodological proposal for such an approach, which integrates aspects of language
documentation, sociocultural linguistics, applied linguistics, heritage language research,
language ecology, and translanguaging approaches to multilingualism, and that includes
multilingual youth in language work.

In Chapter 2 I delve more fully into the ethnographic context in which this work emerges.
I introduce the Nuu Savi people and situate their languages within their geographic location
and genetic affiliation, including the language variet(ies) centered in this project, and I
summarize Nuu Savi diasporic migration and the language situation in the U.S. I illustrate the
local diasporic community demographics and language situation with data from a recent
community language survey carried out in Ventura and Santa Barbara counties. Finally, I
narrate my trajectory of involvement in collaborative work with community language
workers and describe my attempts to conduct research in an ethical and reciprocal way.

In Chapter 3, I present an ethnographic linguistic profile of each of 9 family members
who participated in the study based on their responses to a questionnaire on their language

and migration histories. The chapter examines some prominent language ideologies
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circulating in the community both about multilingual speakers and about how speakerhood is
assigned, and it links these ideologies to differences in participants’ individual language and
migration histories. It also analyzes the variable attribution of speakerhood by family
members to the same individuals as well as individuals’ differing reports of language use
patterns, arguing that multilinguals are more likely to recognize others' language abilities that
do not conform to monolingual standards.

Chapter 4 is a qualitative study of variation in the use and avoidance of loanwords in
semi-structured narrative elicitation tasks in the same extended family introduced in Chapter
3. It examines the range of strategies that younger multilingual participants use to avoid
loanwords and/or display their reluctance to use loanwords. I link these strategies across
speakers both to the ideologies of language purism and linguistic deficiency that circulate in
the community and to the perceived formality and monolingual expectations of the narrative
elicitation tasks. I draw on examples of two phenomena from the narratives that may provide
a basis for valorizing the linguistic practices of multilingual youth and supporting their
linguistic self-determination: 1) the unproblematic use of loanwords by monolingual speakers
from the adult generation in conjunction with a traditional and valued speech style, which
highlights a disjunction between ideology and practice and reveals that loanwords do not
necessarily render speech inauthentic; and 2) loanword avoidance strategies, especially the
use of relative clauses, which highlight young people’s proficiency with language structure,
sensitivity to social and ideological factors, and adept linguistic maneuvering to navigate and
manage such pressures.

Finally, the conclusion summarizes the previous chapters and unites them under a

research program that combines approaches from multiple linguistic subfields in order to
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holistically work toward community language maintenance goals while supporting
multilingual youth in their linguistic self-determination. This chapter illustrates the approach
by sketching a hypothetical lesson plan that could be used in language maintenance efforts

with Na Savi youth.
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CHAPTER 2

Nuu Savi communities and Tu'un Savi languages

This chapter provides background on Nuu Savi communities in Mexico and the US, with
a focus on migration patterns, multilingualism, and social issues affecting language shift and
maintenance. It presents basic classification and details about the language family and
identifies the focal varieties of the dissertation, locating them both geographically and
sociolinguistically. I also present new demographic data on the Santa Barbara/Ventura
County Nuu Savi community from a recent community language survey carried out by the
collaborative research team, Mexican Indigenous Languages Promotion and Advocacy
(MILPA) (Bax et al. in press). Lastly, I detail my positionality within this work, including
my history of involvement in joint projects and the relationality (Galla 2021; Leonard 2021)
between myself and community linguist research collaborators and other community
members.

This ethnographic background and my role as researcher provide context for the
development of this project and the analyses contained in the following chapters. In the
previous chapter I limited my description of the local language situation to those aspects that
motivate the theoretical and methodological approach of diaspora linguistics. In this chapter I
provide a more detailed depiction of Nuu Savi communities and the Tu’un Savi language
family, including the reasons for and trajectories of community members’ transnational
migration, the community in the California diaspora, and the diasporic language situation. I
then discuss the local context in which this work takes place, namely Ventura and Santa

Barbara Counties, drawing on findings from a recent community language survey carried out
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by members of the MILPA collective. I give particular attention to the variety of Tu’un Savi
that is the focus of this dissertation, Tu’un Sajvi, which originates in the Mexican
municipality of San Martin Peras and is the variety spoken by the members of the diasporic

community with whom I carried out my research.

2.1 Nuu Savi ‘el pueblo mixteco’

The term Nuu Savi ‘el pueblo mixteco’ (the collective term for the Mixtec people or the
Mixtec community) refers to the Indigenous ethnolinguistic and cultural group whose
homeland is a region of southern Mexico known as La Mixteca, which encompasses a swath
of western Oaxaca and parts of the states of Guerrero and Puebla (Figure 2.1). The members
of this group speak one of the many varieties of Tu’un Savi, a highly diverse group of
languages in the Mixtecan branch of Eastern Otomanguean (§2.2.1). Speakers’ identity as Na
Savi (an individual Mixtec person or Mixtec people) is not only based on linguistic
relatedness but also on shared cultural practices and common history. For example, all Na
Savi groups have an endonym based on cognates with ‘rain’, which Josserand (1983)

reconstructs for proto-Mixtec as *sawi’ (INALI 2009).
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Figure 2.1. La Mixteca region of Mexico (source: Aguilar Sanchez 2020: 24).

The Mixteca region is in the northwestern portion of the state of Oaxaca (Figure 2.2);
however, the traditional territory of La Mixteca crosses over state lines and includes portions
of the states of Puebla to the north and Guerrero to the west as well as settlements along the
Oaxacan coast (Figure 2.1). The district of Juxtlahuaca is in the southwestern portion of the
Mixteca region and contains the municipality of San Martin Peras, which borders the state of

Guerrero (Figure 2.3).
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Figure 2.2. Map of the state of Oaxaca with region and district levels of political
organization (inset: location of Oaxaca within Mexico). The Juxtlahuaca district lies within
the Mixteca region. (Source: Wikipedia 2010a).

Figure 2.3. Map of the district of Juxtlahuaca and the municipal levels of political
organization. San Martin Peras is in the northwestern corner and borders the state of
Guerrero. (Source: Wikipedia 2010b).
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2.2 The Tu’un Savi languages

Tu’un Savi is a general endonym used to refer to Mixtec languages collectively and
individually (e.g., Julian Caballero 1999; Guadalupe Joaquina 2014; INALI 2022). I reserve
the term to designate the Mixtec language family and the Mixtec languages broadly, without
variety-specific tonal diacritics. When referring to a specific variety, I use its endonym, often
qualified with the name of the town or municipality with which it is associated. When I was
unable to confirm a variety’s endonym, I refer to it as the Tu’un Savi variety of the specific
town in which it is spoken.

Some varieties have two competing endonyms. This is the case for those spoken in the
municipality of San Martin Peras. The varieties of San Martin Peras are colloquially referred
to as 7w 'un Ntd 'vi by speakers, as are several other varieties with which the MILPA project
works, using variety-specific cognate forms. Although this is the name most widely used and
recognized by speakers of the language, including elders and monolingual individuals, Na
Savi intellectuals and activists have been popularizing alternate endonyms based on fu ‘un
savi, which some community members have adopted to refer to their individual varieties with
the corresponding tones and phonology of their variety-specific cognate forms. In the variety
of San Martin Peras, this is rendered as Tu ‘un Sajvi.

The first word of the language names Tu 'un Nta'vi and Tu 'un Sajvi, tu’un, in this case
means ‘language’, but it can also refer to ‘word’, ‘story’, or ‘speech’. Although ntd vi is
arguably the most recognizable name for the language to the majority of its users, the word

has multiple interpretations, some of them negative. In reference to the language, ntd 'vi may

! The orthography used here differs from the IPA as follows: v =[], kuV = [K"V], r = [r],
tsiV=[ts'V], ch = [tJ], x=[J], 7= [n], y= [j], "= [?],/ = [h], Vn = nasal vowel, V = high tone, V =
mid tone, V = low tone, V = rising tone, V = falling tone, ‘-° = clitic boundary.
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be translated as ‘humble’ or ‘common’, both in the sense of widespread, everyday, and
shared. The term may also be used to refer to an everyday speech style, as opposed to the
ornate registers used in formal and ritual speech (Nieves 2012) and positions of authority
within the cargo system of civil self-governance in speakers’ communities of origin (DeWalt
1975). More generally, however, nta 'vi means ‘poverty’ and is also used as an attributive
adjective meaning ‘poor’. With the rising social and political activism against anti-
Indigenous discrimination on the part of Na Savi people in the US, nta vi is increasingly seen
as problematic for its potential to reinforce ideologies of Indigenous languages as deficient,
mere “dialectos” as opposed to fully fledged systematic and rule-governed linguistic systems,
and as the supposed reason for economic poverty (Perez & Vasquez 2024: 11). Thus, in an
effort to valorize Indigenous languages and combat racist and colonial ideologies linking
Indigenous languages to harmful stereotypes about Indigenous people, Na Savi intellectuals
and activists have been promoting endonyms with savi ‘rain’, which occurs in endonyms for
the Mixtec people and homeland.

The choice of endonym is therefore complex. On the one hand, using endonyms like
Tu’un Ntd'vi may be more recognizable to some speakers. Those who are unfamiliar with the
movement to embrace Tu ‘un Savi-based cognate forms as endonyms for all varieties may not
recognize that research or materials labeled 7% 'un Sajvi are about their variety and are
intended for their use. On the other hand, 7u 'un Savi-based cognate endonyms may instill in
Na Savi people, particularly transnational youth, a sense of pride in their Indigenous identity,
culture, and language. Tu 'un Savi-based endonyms are the usual name in a number of
varieties, and cognates with savi also form part of the endonym for the ethnic and cultural

group (i.e., Nuu Savi). Thus, the shift toward variety-specific instantiations of Tu un Savi as
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an endonym may be seen as part of the process of pan-Mixtec identity formation and civic
organizing that have been ongoing for several decades as well as part of broader advocacy
for Indigenous pride in the United States. At the same time, it is important to point out that
common translations in academic writing of Nuu Savi and Tu un Savi as ‘people of the rain’
and ‘language of the rain’ respectively risk reinforcing romanticized and exoticized
stereotypes of Indigenous people as mystical, close to nature, and confined to an ancient
historic past. In colonial and pre-colonial Tu’un Savi writings, savi (dzahui) referred to a rain
deity or the place of the rain god (Terraciano 2001), which is obscured by the moniker
“people of the rain.” Despite these complexities, I use 7u 'un Sajvi to refer to the specific
varieties of San Martin Peras that are the focus of this dissertation. Although my co-authors
and I have previously used 7u 'un Nta’vi elsewhere (e.g., Peters 2018; Peters & Mendoza
2020; Peters et al. in preparation), I follow the lead of my community collaborators in
determining how to refer to and represent their language, since names are dynamic, personal,

political, and in this case, in flux.

2.2.1 Tw’un Savi genealogy, subgrouping, and structure

The Tu’un Savi languages have been described as a language complex (Kaufman 2006)
with considerable linguistic diversity (Jiménez Moreno 1962). Attempts at characterizing this
diversity range from estimates of as many as 200 distinct varieties (Smith Stark 1995) to 81
varieties (INALI 2009) to 52 languages with dialect distinctions and varying degrees of
mutual intelligibility (Egland 1983; Eberhard et al. 2024). With respect to the internal
relations of the language family, Josserand (1983) classifies the varieties of 120 towns into

12 primary dialect groups, which have been largely confirmed with some small differences
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by Auderset et al. (2023). Little is known about the relationships among varieties within
these 12 groups (Campbell 2017a). The Tu’un Savi languages, together with Cuicatec and
Triqui, make up the Mixtecan subgroup in the eastern branch of the broader Otomanguean

family (Rensch 1976; Campbell 2017b), as illustrated in Figure 2.4.
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Figure 2.4. Otomanguean language family, with the Mixtec group circled in red (source:
Campbell 2017b: 3, based on Kaufmann 1988).

The sheer diversity of the language family and the dearth of research on it has
unfortunately resulted in the mischaracterization of ‘Mixtec’ as a single language, albeit with
the inevitable variation and “dialectal” differences linguists expect in any language. It is
critical to understand that Tu’un Savi is a language family (Campbell 2017b: 5), akin to
Germanic or Sinitic, and that structural differences and variability in mutual intelligibility

(e.g., Padgett 2017) greatly impact the language situation in the diaspora where speakers of
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distinct varieties encounter one another. This situation is compounded by the dearth of
research across the family.

The basic order of constituents in Tu’un Savi languages is VS/VAO. Verbs inflect for
aspect-mood, but not tense, and display a large number of inflectional classes in some
varieties (Palancar et al. 2016; Peters et al. in preparation). A substantial amount of the
inflectional load is borne by grammatical tone, for which Tu’un Savi languages are well
known. Grammatical tone also plays a role in adjectival derivation, negation (Palancar et al.
2016: 115), and, to a lesser degree, marking of transitivity on verbs (Campbell et al. in
preparation). Inventories and distributions of lexical tones vary widely across varieties (e.g.,
Peters 2018; Castillo Garcia 2007) and are organized around a basic bimoraic constituent
known as a couplet (Pike 1948; Longacre 1957). So robust is tone throughout the structure of
the languages that it has been reconstructed for proto-Mixtec (Diirr 1987; Auderset 2024;

Swanton & Mendoza Ruiz 2021).

2.2.2 The Tu’un Sajvi variety/varieties of San Martin Peras Municipality

The variety of Tu’un Savi that is the focus of this dissertation can loosely be defined as
that of the municipality of San Martin Peras in Oaxaca. In Ventura and Santa Barbara
counties, the varieties of at least 60 towns are spoken, representing 27 municipalities and 6 of
Josserand’s (1983) subgroups (Bax et al. in press); in this region of California, the varieties
of San Martin Peras municipality constitute the plurality. The variety is roughly aligned with
the boundaries of the municipality; the language of each town and locality has not yet been
investigated, but reportedly they are mutually intelligible and speakers communicate easily

with one another (Mendoza et al. 2023) despite some (morpho)phonological and lexical
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differences among the varieties that have been investigated so far. Therefore, I use the term
variety to refer to the speech associated with specific towns as well as in broader reference to
the linguistic varieties associated with the municipality generally. At least in the diaspora,
speakers tend to identify themselves and their language in association with the municipality
rather than their specific hometown. For example, speakers refer to the “Peras” variety.
Additionally, it is not uncommon for an individual's parents to come from two different
towns and thus have a repertoire including forms from both varieties. As a result, attributing
a person’s speech to the variety of a single town is not always a straightforward task. For
example, there is idiolectal variation between si~sa for the causative auxiliary prefix and
xii~xaa for the adverbial ‘already’. This variation may be the result of contact between
closely related varieties of San Martin Peras or between more distantly related varieties now
in contact in the diaspora (Herndndez Martinez et al. 2021). Hence, while there are
documented differences between varieties spoken in individual towns within San Martin
Peras, the boundaries between them are sociolinguistically porous (Mendoza et al. 2023) and
do not prevent speakers from conceiving of a higher-level grouping associated with the
municipality. Alternatively, the differences between Peras varieties may not always be salient
or discernible enough to distinguish by individuals from outside of the municipality, whether
Na Savi or non-Indigenous. Similarly, it may be a matter of convenience to identify oneself
with a single municipality rather than providing a detailed family history. Indeed, practices of
village-level exogamy occur in the Mixteca as well as throughout Mesoamerica and may
simply not be noteworthy.

The speech varieties that are the focus of this research belong to individuals from the

towns of Kajva Ntsidd (Piedra Azul) and Nama (Paredon) within the municipality of San
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Martin Peras (see Figure 2.3 above). The participants have lived a large portion of their lives
in California, but maintain their linguistic and cultural practices as well as their connections
to their hometowns and families in Oaxaca. Most of them have spent time in both Kajva
Ntsiad and Nama but identify more strongly with one or the other. Some morpholexical

differences between these two varieties are shown in Table 2.1.

Nama Kajva Ntsida
‘fox’ ntsikuii chikuii
‘scorpion’ tsiso’ma s0’ma

Table 2.1. Lexical pairs from the towns of Nama and Kajva Ntsia4 in the municipality of
San Martin Peras.

As shown in the table, the varieties of the two towns differ in the form of the fossilized
prefix used to compose the word for ‘fox’. Moreover, for ‘scorpion’, the Nama variety forms
the word with a fossilized animal classifier plus a stem that is cognate with the word for ‘tail’
in other varieties (Josserand 1983), while in the Kajva Ntsiaa variety the unmarked root is
used. Despite meaning ‘tail’ in other varieties, the form so ‘'ma/so 'ma in each of these words
is not polysemous with ‘tail’ in either Nama or Kajva Ntsia4. Instead, they both use the form
nto’o for ‘tail’. All of the prefix, classifier, and root elements shown in Table 2.1 exist in
both varieties but have lexicalized differently in each. These lexical differences are minor
enough so as not to impede intelligibility. Furthermore, the recognizability and similarity
between variants may facilitate the frequent use of both forms in the idiolects of those who
have familiarity with both varieties. For example, someone with one parent from each town
may draw from both variant speech forms and may not readily know which town associated

with which form. Additionally, variation in the lexical tone pattern for certain words may
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vary by age group rather than geographically, such as the word for ‘tuber yam’, which has a
MM tone pattern, 7ia ‘'mi, among younger people but is pronounced 7ia 'mi, with a MR tone
pattern, by older people.

Almost everyone in both Kajvd Ntsidd and Nama speaks Tu’un Sajvi, and around a third
of the population are monolingual Tu’un Sajvi speakers. According to the most recent
Mexican census, 2020, the municipality of San Martin Peras has a total population of 12,436
individuals and is comprised of 60 towns and localities (INEGI 2020a).? Of the population 3
years of age and older (11,616 individuals), 96.7% speak an Indigenous language (i.e., T un
Sajvi), with 37% of those reported to be monolingual (i.e., not to speak Spanish). The census
reports that Kajva Ntsida has a population of 91 individuals. Of these, 88 are 3 years of age
and above, and all of them speak an Indigenous language. Thirty-three percent (29
individuals) are monolingual (INEGI 2020a). Nama has a population of 237, of whom 218
are 3 years of age and older and 215 speak an Indigenous language. Monolinguals account
for 38.1% of this group (82 individuals). This level of detail is not available for the

communities in California, for a variety of reasons discussed in the following section.

2.3 Nuu Savi migration and diaspora

Beyond San Martin Peras, Tt un Sajvi speakers also live in diaspora communities
throughout Mexico and California (Hernandez Martinez et al. 2021). Transnational migration
along the Ruta Mixteca (Varese & Escarcega 2004) has facilitated the formation of semi-

permanent communities around industrial agriculture centers in Northwestern Mexico,

2 This figure for the number of localities excludes those consisting of one and two dwellings.
Indirectly, it can be inferred that they account for an additional 4 or 5 localities.
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California, and Oregon. For Nuu Savi people from San Martin Peras, the route commonly
includes several locations around Sinaloa, Baja California, and California, where
employment has expanded from primarily seasonal agricultural work into professional and
academic spaces as well. Nuu Savi presence in California stems at least as far back as the
U.S government’s 1942-1964 Bracero Program (Fox & Rivera-Salgado 2004; Stephen 2007),
but the transnational “Oaxacalifornia” communities (Kearney 1995, 2000; Varese and
Escarcega 2004: 18, n. 4) emerged largely through the forced migration triggered when
economic factors (Edinger 1985), land privatization, and the North American Free Trade
Agreement dispossessed Mexico’s rural Indigenous populations of their land and livelihood
(Lopez 2016). The 2020 Mexican Census reports that the municipality of San Martin Peras
has the third highest population of foreign-born residents in the state of Oaxaca (INEGI
2020b: 37), behind only the state capital and another multiethnic regional magnet city,
Huajuapan de Ledn. This is a testament not only to the centrality of San Martin Peras to the
Nuu Savi diaspora but also to the continued transnational nature of the community living and
working along the Ruta Mixteca.

As noted above, exact population counts are not known for the diaspora communities
outside of their homelands. Because the Mexican census does not report respondents’
Indigenous language by name, even within Mexico the number of Na Savi living and
working in diaspora communities along the Ruta Mixteca is difficult to discern with
certainty. Similarly, although since 2000 the U.S. census has included response options that
can identify Indigenous people of Latin America (Huizar Murillo & Cerda 2004), migrant

workers are considered a “hard-to-count” population (Uni