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Introduction
Mexico is a nation of many languages, a tapestry woven from Nahuatl and dozens of
other Indigenous tongues that have sounded across mountains, valleys, and markets
for centuries. These languages carry poetry, botanical knowledge, legal customs, and
spiritual frameworks; they also register histories of encounter, survival, and creativity.
This book traces how Indigenous languages—especially Nahuatl—have endured,
changed, and been renewed, asking what language means for identity, community
rights, and the future of a multilingual nation.

The story begins before conquest, when Nahuatl served as a lingua franca alongside
vibrant regional languages. With colonization came new pressures and possibilities:
interpreters navigated fraught encounters; colonial officials issued edicts about which
languages belonged in courts and parishes; and missionaries composed grammars
and dictionaries that were at once tools of evangelization and landmarks in the history
of linguistics. These early “artes” and vocabularies preserved voices and genres, but
they also reframed Indigenous knowledge within European categories, shaping how
languages would be seen and standardized long after.

As the republic emerged, language became a battleground for nation-making. Policies
labeled some tongues as “dialects,” marking them for eradication or assimilation in
the name of progress. Schools, radio programs, and rural campaigns brought Spanish
to new corners of the country, yet communities responded with resilience, maintaining
local speech practices, borrowing and innovating, and creating new varieties in cities
and across migration routes. The result is not a simple decline but a complex map of
shift, maintenance, and revival, in which speakers exercise agency amid structural
constraints.

In recent decades, constitutional reforms and international norms have reframed
languages as collective rights and public goods. Community media, intercultural
universities, and grassroots academies have emerged as centers of revitalization. At
the same time, debates over orthography, standardization, and what counts as
“authentic” speech reveal that language planning is never merely technical—it is
political and intimate, tied to belonging, territory, and representation. This book treats
these debates with care, centering the expertise of speakers and the sovereignty of
communities.

Because language vitality depends on practice, not just policy, this book offers
practical guidance for educators and activists designing and sustaining bilingual
programs. Drawing on classroom experience and community collaboration, we outline
strategies for translanguaging pedagogy, curriculum development rooted in local
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knowledge, assessment that values multilingual repertoires, and teacher formation
that bridges linguistic research with everyday teaching realities. We also explore how
archives, mobile apps, and emerging AI tools can serve community goals when
governed by ethical agreements on data ownership and consent.

Methodologically, the chapters weave together close readings of missionary grammars
and legal documents with contemporary sociolinguistic studies, oral histories, and
case studies from Nahuatl-speaking regions and other language communities. Rather
than treating languages as static codes, we follow speakers across markets, rituals,
chat groups, and classrooms, tracing how words move and meanings travel. The aim is
to show how linguistic change is inseparable from social change—and how
revitalization is most durable when it grows from community priorities.

Finally, this book is written in the spirit of accompaniment. It does not speak for
communities; it listens with them. By pairing historical analysis with actionable
frameworks, we hope to support ongoing movements for linguistic justice in Mexico.
The chapters that follow invite readers—scholars, teachers, organizers, and new
speakers alike—to imagine and build a future in which Nahuatl and other Indigenous
languages are not only studied or preserved, but lived, loved, and used in every
domain of public life.
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CHAPTER ONE: Before the Arrival: Landscapes of
Language in Ancient Mesoamerica
Before the ships of Cortés ever grazed the shores of what would become Veracruz, the
land now known as Mexico was a vibrant, shifting mosaic of languages, each a
testament to centuries, even millennia, of human ingenuity, migration, and cultural
exchange. This was not a monolithic linguistic landscape but a dynamic tapestry
woven from hundreds of distinct tongues, each with its own history, its own poetics,
and its own way of understanding the cosmos. Imagine, if you will, traveling across
this ancient land, not just through different ecosystems—from arid deserts to steamy
jungles, high plateaus to coastal plains—but also through an ever-changing
soundscape of human communication.

The sheer diversity was staggering, far exceeding anything found in Europe at the
time. While most of Europe spoke Indo-European languages, albeit with significant
variations, Mesoamerica was home to numerous distinct language families, many with
no discernible genetic relationship to one another. Each major geographical region
often harbored several such families, and within each family, numerous branches and
individual languages flourished. This linguistic richness was a direct reflection of the
region's complex pre-Columbian history, characterized by successive waves of
migration, the rise and fall of powerful city-states, and extensive trade networks that
crisscrossed the continent.

One of the oldest and most enduring linguistic presences in Mesoamerica was the Oto-
Manguean family, a vast and ancient grouping that includes languages like Zapotec,
Mixtec, Otomí, and Mazatec. These languages, spoken across wide swathes of Oaxaca,
Guerrero, Puebla, and Hidalgo, represent deep historical roots, with some scholars
tracing their origins back thousands of years. The Zapotec-speaking civilizations of
Monte Albán, for instance, were constructing monumental cities and developing
sophisticated writing systems centuries before the common era, leaving behind
inscriptions that hint at the complex linguistic environment of their time.

The Classic Maya civilization, flourishing in the lowlands of what is now southern
Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras, presented another major linguistic bloc.
While often referred to simply as "Maya," this was never a single language but a family
of closely related languages, including Yucatec, K'iche', Tzotzil, and many others. Each
had its own distinct phonology, grammar, and vocabulary, yet all shared a common
intellectual heritage, most famously expressed through the intricate hieroglyphic
writing system that adorned their temples, stelae, and codices. Deciphering these
ancient texts has revealed not only the historical narratives of Maya kings and queens
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but also glimpses into their rich cosmology, astronomical observations, and poetic
traditions.

Further to the west, in the Basin of Mexico and beyond, the Uto-Aztecan language
family held sway. This incredibly widespread family extends from the Great Basin of
North America all the way down to Central America, encompassing languages as
diverse as Hopi, Comanche, and, most famously in Mesoamerica, Nahuatl. The
ancestral speakers of Nahuatl, often associated with the migration of groups from the
northern deserts into the central highlands, brought with them a language that would
eventually become the lingua franca of empires.

Before the Mexica (Aztec) Empire rose to prominence, numerous other Uto-Aztecan
groups, such as the Toltecs and the Tlaxcalans, spoke various forms of Nahuatl. It’s
important to remember that "Nahuatl" itself was not a monolithic entity even then.
There were, and still are, numerous dialects and regional variations, often mutually
intelligible but sometimes distinct enough to be considered separate languages. These
linguistic differences often reflected political and cultural boundaries, though trade
and intermarriage also fostered a degree of linguistic convergence in certain areas.

The linguistic diversity wasn't confined to these major families. Other significant
language groups included the Totonacan languages, spoken along the Gulf Coast, and
the Mixe-Zoquean languages, found in parts of Oaxaca and Chiapas, which some
scholars believe were the languages of the Olmecs, Mesoamerica's "mother culture."
The Tarascan (Purépecha) language of Michoacán, a linguistic isolate with no clear
genetic ties to any other known language family, stands as a testament to the
profound antiquity and independent development of many speech communities in the
region. Each of these linguistic groups, regardless of its size or geographical spread,
contributed to the overall intellectual and cultural vibrancy of ancient Mesoamerica.

Trade played an enormous role in shaping this linguistic landscape. Merchants, known
as pochteca in Nahuatl-speaking areas, traveled vast distances, carrying goods like
obsidian, jade, cacao, and exotic feathers from one corner of Mesoamerica to another.
Along with their wares, they carried words, phrases, and linguistic innovations. Pidgin
languages and lingua francas undoubtedly emerged in major trading centers, allowing
speakers of different tongues to communicate and conduct business. Nahuatl,
especially in its later imperial phase, became one of the most important of these
lingua francas, facilitating communication across diverse ethnic and linguistic
boundaries.

Religious and intellectual centers also acted as linguistic melting pots. Pilgrimages to
sacred sites like Teotihuacan, Cholula, and later, Tenochtitlan, brought together
people from various regions, each speaking their own language. While rituals might
have been conducted in a dominant language, the very act of congregating would
have fostered a certain degree of linguistic interaction and mutual understanding. The
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exchange of ideas, technologies, and artistic styles often went hand-in-hand with
linguistic borrowing and diffusion.

The development of sophisticated writing systems further complicates and enriches
our understanding of this pre-Columbian linguistic tapestry. While the Maya
hieroglyphs are perhaps the most famous and fully deciphered, many other
Mesoamerican cultures, including the Zapotecs, Mixtecs, and later the Nahuas,
developed their own forms of writing. These systems, often a combination of
logographic and syllabic elements, were used to record historical events, astronomical
observations, religious doctrines, and dynastic lineages. The very act of writing, and
the scribal traditions that supported it, contributed to the prestige and standardization
of certain languages, particularly within elite circles.

Oral traditions, however, remained the primary vehicle for cultural transmission for the
vast majority of people. Epic poems, myths, historical narratives, ritual speeches, and
everyday conversations all contributed to the living, breathing reality of language in
ancient Mesoamerica. These oral traditions were not static; they evolved over
generations, reflecting new experiences, adapting to changing social conditions, and
incorporating linguistic innovations. The richness and complexity of these oral
literatures, much of which was later transcribed by colonial-era scribes, provide
invaluable insights into the pre-Hispanic worldview.

Consider the role of language in social organization. In many Mesoamerican societies,
political power and social status were intimately linked to linguistic proficiency. Elites
often spoke multiple languages, reflecting their roles in diplomacy, trade, and the
administration of multi-ethnic polities. The ability to speak the language of a powerful
neighbor or a distant trading partner was a valuable skill, conferring both practical
advantages and symbolic prestige. Conversely, the imposition of a dominant language
often accompanied political conquest, though rarely did it lead to the complete
eradication of existing tongues. Instead, a complex pattern of bilingualism and
language shift often emerged, with the conquered language often retaining its vitality
in everyday life and cultural expression.

The physical landscape itself also influenced linguistic development. Geographical
barriers such as mountain ranges and dense jungles could isolate communities,
fostering linguistic divergence and the development of unique dialects or even entirely
new languages. Conversely, fertile valleys and navigable rivers could facilitate contact
and trade, leading to linguistic convergence and the spread of certain language
features across wider areas. The interplay between geography and human movement
created a dynamic and ever-changing linguistic map.

Even within a single linguistic group, variations in speech could signify important
social distinctions. Dialects might indicate a person's region of origin, their social class,
or their lineage. The way a person spoke could convey a wealth of information about
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their identity and their place within the community. This subtle dance of linguistic
variation was an integral part of social interaction, allowing individuals to navigate
complex social hierarchies and express their belonging to particular groups.

The notion of "language families" itself is a construct of modern linguistics, a way to
classify and understand the historical relationships between languages. But to the
ancient Mesoamericans, these distinctions might have been perceived differently. A
speaker of a particular Nahuatl dialect, for instance, might have recognized the speech
of a neighboring group as related but distinct, much like a modern speaker of Spanish
might perceive Portuguese. The concept of a single "language" versus a "dialect" is
often fluid and politically charged, and this was no less true in ancient Mesoamerica,
where linguistic boundaries were often permeable and contested.

Ultimately, the linguistic landscape of ancient Mesoamerica was a testament to the
resilience and adaptability of human communication. It was a world where languages
flourished, interacted, and transformed, reflecting the ebb and flow of empires, the
exchange of ideas, and the everyday lives of countless individuals. It was a world rich
in oral traditions, sophisticated writing systems, and a dizzying array of sounds and
meanings. This was the vibrant, complex linguistic heritage that awaited the arrival of
the Europeans, a heritage that would be irrevocably altered but never entirely
extinguished. The stage was set for a dramatic collision of worlds, and languages
would play a pivotal role in every act of the unfolding drama.
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