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The story of the Taíno people 
has been historically told 
from the narrative perspective 
of the dominant colonial 
viewpoint, which has been 
continuously employed as a 
tool to reinforce the idea of 
the Taíno community’s 
“extinction” or nonexistence. 
This paper outlines the role of 
the Taíno people as a key 
element within Caribbean 
indigeneity and demonstrates 
the central ways in which 
Taíno culture has been 
reinterpreted and carried 
forward in modernity. To this 
end, it assesses the lasting 
impact of language within the 
cultural landscape of Taíno 
nationhood.
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,Q�RUGHU�WR�H[SORUH�WKH�RYHUDUFKLQJ�SURFHVV�
RI�7DtQR�UHYLYDO�LQ�%RULNpQ��,�DGGUHVV�WKH�
IROORZLQJ�UHVHDUFK�TXHVWLRQ��KRZ�KDYH�
DWWHPSWV�RI�ODQJXDJH�UHFODPDWLRQ�VKDSHG�
7DtQR�FXOWXUH�ZLWKLQ�-tEDUR�%RULFXD�
JURXSV�LQ�3XHUWR�5LFR"�,�DUJXH�WKDW�HIIRUWV�
WR�UHFODLP�WKH�7DtQR�ODQJXDJH�KDYH�VKDSHG�
LQGLJHQRXV�FXOWXUH�LQ�WZR�PDLQ�ZD\V������
WKH�HIIRUWV�UHSUHVHQW�D�FULWLFDO�HIIRUW�WR�
SODFH�WUDQVORFDO�DQG�LQGLJHQRXV�YRLFHV�DW�
WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��E\�VKLIWLQJ�
WKH�GHEDWH�EH\RQG�³DXWKHQWLF´�RU�³OHJLWL�
PDWH´�GHILQLWLRQV�RI�FXOWXUH��DQG�����WKH\�
GHPRQVWUDWH�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�WR�WUDQVIRUP�DQG�
GHFRORQL]H�WKH�ILHOG�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�VWXGLHV�
E\�TXHVWLRQLQJ�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�RI�WKH�7DtQR�
SHRSOH�DV�³HUDVHG´�RU�³H[WLQFW´�ILJXUHV�

Discoveries and Movements Created 
Through Language: The Taíno 
Case-Study
,Q�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�+LVSDQLF�&DULEEHDQ��
VFKRODUV�KDYH�DQDO\]HG�LQGLJHQHLW\�LQ�
%RULNpQ�WKURXJK�DUFKDHRORJLFDO�VWXGLHV���
DV�ZHOO�DV�WKURXJK�SROLWLFV��DQG�P\WKRORJ\���
+RZHYHU��7DtQR�DQG�-tEDUR�%RULFXD�JURXSV�
LQ�3XHUWR�5LFR�KDYH�DSSURDFKHG�WKH�LVVXH�
RI�FXOWXUH�IURP�DQ�HQWLUHO\�GLVWLQFW�YLHZ�
SRLQW�DOWRJHWKHU��7KH\�KDYH�VRXJKW�WR�
UHFRQVWUXFW�WKH�7DtQR�ODQJXDJH��LQ�DQ�HIIRUW�
WR�UHGLVFRYHU�DQRWKHU�FXOWXUDO�IDFHW�RI�WKHLU�
LGHQWLW\�DQG�DGG�WR�H[LVWLQJ�HIIRUWV�WRZDUGV�
7DtQR�UHYLYDO��7KH�WDVN�RI�ODQJXDJH�
UHFODPDWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�ODUJHO\�PHW�ZLWK�
VNHSWLFLVP�E\�OLQJXLVWLF�VFKRODUV��JLYHQ�
WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�IHZ�UHFRUGV�IURP�ZKLFK�WR�
UHGHYHORS�WKH�OLQJXLVWLF�FRGH���

'HVSLWH�WKH�FKDOOHQJHV�LQYROYHG��VRPH�
LQGLJHQRXV�JURXSV��VXFK�DV�WKH�0RYLPLHQ�
WR�,QGtJHQD�-tEDUR�%RULFXD��0,-%���KDYH�
IRFXVHG�WKHLU�HIIRUWV�RQ�D�ORQJ�WHUP�
FRPSDUDWLYH�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�7DtQR�
YRFDEXODU\�DQG�SURQXQFLDWLRQ���2WKHU�
JURXSV��VXFK�DV�WKH�*XDND�.X�DQG�WKH�
/LJD�*XDNtD�7DtQD��.p��KDYH�LQVWHDG�
VRXJKW�WR�SRSXODUL]H�DQG�FRQVROLGDWH�
VSHFLILF�WHUPV�RI�7DtQR�YRFDEXODU\�LQ�WKHLU�
HYHU\GD\�VSHHFK��DV�ZHOO�DV�GHYHORS�FOHDU�
ZULWLQJ�V\VWHPV�PHDQW�WR�HQFRGH�VXFK�
7DtQR�WHUPV��7KH�GHEDWH�DURXQG�VXFK�
HIIRUWV�WR�UHYLYH�WKH�7DtQR�ODQJXDJH�KDV�
UDLVHG�TXHVWLRQV�RQ�ZKDW�WHUPV�DQG�
H[SUHVVLRQV�VKRXOG�EH�FDWHJRUL]HG�DV�SDUW�
RI�7DtQR�ODQJXDJH��DV�ZHOO�DV�ZKR�VKRXOG�
KROG�WKH�DXWKRULW\�WR�PDNH�VXFK�GHFLVLRQV��
7KH�*HQHUDO�&RXQFLO�RI�7DtQR��*&7���
KRZHYHU��KDV�PDGH�D�YHU\�FOHDU�DUJXPHQW��
DQ\WKLQJ�VDLG�LQ�DQ\�ODQJXDJH�E\�D�
7DtQR�%RULFXD�SHUVRQ�FDQ�EH�GHILQHG�DQG�
YLHZHG�DV�7DtQR�%RULFXD��

([WHQVLYH�UHVHDUFK�KDV�EHHQ�GHYHORSHG�RQ�
WKH�LPSDFW�RI�7DtQR�%RULFXD�DFWLYLVP�RQ�
UDFLDOL]LQJ�UHJLPHV�DQG�RQ�QDWLRQDOLVW�
SURMHFWV�WKURXJKRXW�3XHUWR�5LFR¶V�KLVWRU\��
+RZHYHU��WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�OHVV�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�
GHILQLQJ�IDFWRUV�LQYROYHG�LQ�LGHQWLI\LQJ�
RQHVHOI�DV�SDUW�RI�DQ�HQWKQRUDFLDO�JURXS�
WKDW�LV��LQFRUUHFWO\��FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�
QRQH[LVWHQW��)HOLFLDQR�6DQWRV�KLJKOLJKWV�LQ�
KHU�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�RQH�RI�WKH�GULYLQJ�
UHDVRQV�WKDW�PRWLYDWH�7DtQR�%RULFXD�
DFWLYLVWV�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�SURMHFWV�RI�ODQJXDJH�
UHYLYDO�LV�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�H[SDQG�WKHLU�
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cultural understanding or connection to 
ancestors, as well as to develop the 
knowledge and information set required to 
gain recognition from the government and 
reclaim rights to sacred grounds.

Although many Boricua groups regard the 
project of language revival to be a critical 
step in mobilizing activism and culture, 
the Taíno case-study presents a unique set 
of challenges. Scholars estimate that Taíno 
was spoken as a native or mother-tongue 
language in Puerto Rico sometime around 
the 16th century.  As such, there are 
limited linguistic resources and data from 
which to draw when analyzing attempts to 
reclaim the Taíno language. Furthermore, 
unlike other minority languages such as 
Wôpanâak  and Manx,  there are no bible 
translations, vocabulary databases, or legal 
documentation that could assist scholars in 
the reconstruction project. Currently, the 
recorded documents that display vocabu-
lary from the Taíno language are scarce, 
but there are certain records that have been 
utilized in the process. For instance, there 
are sections transcribed in Taíno in the 
early journals and chronicles from expedi-
tions to the Americas. Since Taíno was an 
Arawakan language, as evidenced by 
linguistic research, other related Arawakan 
languages have also been utilized to 
reconstruct pronunciation and phoneme 
aspects of the language. 

Projects of language reconstruction, when 
devised with the intention of contempo-
rary use, often become the podium for 
longstanding cultural debates between a 
variety of social actors. To this end, the 
reclamation of language and culture can be 
understood not only as an emblem of the 
associated group’s resilience and visibility, 
but also as a pathway to pragmatic realms 
such as government recognition or the 
reacquisition of sacred sites and land.  
However, although groups such as the 
GKT have indeed demonstrated a more 
pragmatic facet to Taíno language recla-
mation efforts, it is different from other 
linguistic revival cases in that its main 
purpose is not contemporary use. Felicia-
no-Santos highlights that Taíno language 
practices are not anchored in any set of 
expectations of what Taíno should look or 
sound like. This is because while some 
Taíno/Boricua individuals do draw their 
conception of the language to the ways 
their ancestors spoke, others do not 
necessarily hold that same objective. For 
some individuals, speaking Taíno is not 
about sounding or speaking in the same 
way as their ancestors, but instead about 
reconnecting to their conception of 
nationhood and of what it means to be 
Taíno. As such, scholars note that 
language reclamation efforts are more 
concerned with progress and connections 
than they are with accuracy. Here, activists 
are shown to raise several critical debates 
on the question of Taínoness and on how 
to effectively create markers of continuity 
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WR�ZKLFK�LQGLJHQRXV�PHPEHUV�FDQ�FXOWXU-
DOO\�FRQQHFW�DQG�HPEUDFH��7KH�PRYHPHQW�
HQWDLOV��IRU�LQVWDQFH�TXHVWLRQV�RQ�ZKDW�
FRXQWV�DV�D�7DtQR�%RULFXD�ODQJXDJH��ZKLFK�
OLQJXLVWLF�FRGHV�WR�DVVHVV��ZKR�KDV�WKH�
DXWKRULW\�WR�PDNH�GHFLVLRQV�RQ�RUWKRJUD-
SK\��DQG�RQ�ZKDW�ODQJXDJH�YDULHWLHV�DUH�
LQFOXGHG��

7KHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�GLVWLQFW�DSSURDFKHV�WR�
ODQJXDJH�UHFODPDWLRQ�LQ�%RULNpQ��7KH�
*XDND�.X��*.��DQG�/LJD�*XDNtD�7DtQD��
.p��/*7.��FRPPXQLWLHV��IRU�LQVWDQFH��
KDYH�DFWLYHO\�VHDUFKHG�DQG�UHVHDUFKHG�
7DtQR�ZRUGV�ZLWK�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�DGGLQJ�
WKHP�WR�FRPPRQ�VSHHFK��WKXV�VXEVWLWXWLQJ�
HYHU\GD\�6SDQLVK�ZRUGV�ZKHUHYHU�SRVVL-
EOH��)RU�FRPPXQLW\�PHPEHUV��WKLV�KDV�
EHHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�D�ZD\�WR�UHFRQQHFW�ZLWK�
WKHLU�URRWV��UHLQVHUW�7DtQR�WHUPV�LQWR�WKHLU�
YRFDEXODU\��DQG�WR�VKLIW�DZD\�IURP�WKH�
(XURSHDQ�RU�6SDQLVK�OLQJXLVWLF�QRUPV��
7KHVH�JURXSV¶�DFWLRQV�UHIOHFW�ZKDW�VFKRODUV�
ZRXOG�GHVLJQDWH�DV�DQ�³HQDFWLYH´�ODQJXDJH�
DSSURDFK���ZKHUH�7DtQR�WHUPV�DUH�VKRZQ�WR�
KROG�D�UHJHQHUDWLYH�DQG�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�
HIIHFW�RQ�KRZ�*.�DQG�/*7.�PHPEHUV�
SHUFHLYH�WKHLU�FRPPXQLWLHV�DQG�VXUURXQG-
LQJV��

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�ODQJXDJH�
UHYLYDO�SURMHFWV�WKDW�VHHN�WR�UHVWUXFWXUH�WKH�
RYHUDUFKLQJ�IUDPHZRUN�DURXQG�7DtQR�
ODQJXDJH��7KH�0RYLPLHQWR�,QGtJHQD�
-tEDUR�%RULFXD��0,-%��LV�D�JURXS�WKDW�
FODLPV�WKDW�WKH�ODQJXDJHV�VSRNHQ�E\�
-LEDUR�%RULFXD�JURXSV�KROG�0D\DQ�URRWV��
$V�VXFK��FRPPXQLW\�PHPEHUV�GUDZ�
LQIOXHQFH�IURP�<XFDWHF�0D\D�PRUSKRORJ\�

PRUSKRORJ\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHVKDSH�DQG�
UHDVVHVV�FRPPRQO\�NQRZQ�LQGLJHQRXV�
ZRUGV��7KHVH�ZRUGV�KDYH�W\SLFDOO\�EHHQ�
DSSURSULDWHG�E\�WKH�6SDQLVK�YRFDEXODU\��
WKHUHIRUH��WKH�HPSOR\PHQW�RI�VXFK�WHUPV�
ZLWKLQ�DQ�LQGLJHQRXV�FRQWH[W��LQ�D�SURMHFW�
WKDW�VHHNV�WR�UHVWUXFWXUH�LQGLJHQRXV�
SKRQHPHV�DQG�ZRUGV��LV�DOVR�VHHQ�DV�D�
UHFODPDWLRQ�HIIRUW�LQ�DQG�RI�LWVHOI��

7KH�7DtQR�1DWLRQ��71��LV�DQRWKHU�FULWLFDO�
JURXS�ZLWKLQ�ODQJXDJH�UHFODPDWLRQ�HIIRUWV�
LQ�%RULNpQ��6LQFH�WKH�����V��WKH\�KDYH�
VRXJKW�WR�HPSOR\�HIIRUWV�WR�UHFRQVWUXFW�
7DtQR�YRFDEXODU\�EDVHG�RQ�ZRUGV�IURP�
$UDZDNDQ�ODQJXDJHV�WKDW�DUH�VWLOO�VSRNHQ���
7DtQR�1DWLRQ¶V�HIIRUWV�DUH�D�NH\�GHPRQ-
VWUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�YDOXH�WKDW�UHFRQQHFWLRQ�DQG�
UHFODPDWLRQ�KROGV�ZLWKLQ�OLQJXLVWLF�
SURMHFWV��7KHLU�DSSURDFK�LV�ODUJHO\�QRW�
FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�DFFXUDF\��EXW�LQVWHDG�ZLWK�
QDWLRQKRRG�DQG�FXOWXUH��7DtQR�1DWLRQ¶V�
OLQJXLVWLF�SURMHFW�GRHV�QRW�FODLP�WR�SURYLGH�
DQ�DFFXUDWH�RU�XQLYHUVDO�WDNH�RQ�KRZ�7DtQR�
ODQJXDJH�ZDV�VWUXFWXUHG��QRU�GRHV�LW�DLP�WR�
UHFRQVWUXFW�WKH�ODQJXDJH�DV�LW�ZDV�VSRNHQ�
LQ�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\��)RU�WKH�7DtQR�1DWLRQ�
FRPPXQLW\��ODQJXDJH�UHFODPDWLRQ�LV�QRW�DQ�
HQGHDYRU�WR�UHFRQVROLGDWH�WKH�OLQJXLVWLF�
UHDOLWLHV�RI�WKH�SDVW��EXW�LQVWHDG�WR�SURYLGH�
SDWKZD\V�IRU�LWV�PHPEHUV�WR�UHFRQQHFW�
ZLWK�HPEOHPV�RI�WKHLU�WUDGLWLRQV��

%RWK�WKH�7DtQR�1DWLRQ�DQG�WKH�0RYLPLHQ-
WR�,QGtJHQD�-tEDUR�%RULFXD��0,-%��FRQVRO-
LGDWH�D�FRPSDUDWLYH�DVVHVVPHQW�RQ�7DtQR�
YRFDEXODU\��GUDZLQJ�IURP�D�SKLORORJLFDO�
DSSURDFK��7KH\�VWULYH�WR�GHYHORS�D�UHIHUHQ-
WLDO�YLHZSRLQW�WKDW�HQXQFLDWHV�7DtQR�
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visibility and reinforces its presence, 
creating a link between self-identification 
and language. This process is critical 
because it allows the Taíno community to 
shift the framework of what it means to be 
Taíno, and provides a pathway towards 
self-determination where community 
members obtain the space needed to 
develop their own decision making and 
their own self-identification. Ultimately, 
language reclamation is seen as one of the 
avenues available to shift the balance of 
power towards minority groups and to 
allow them the voices and spaces needed 
to deconstruct the colonial narrative of the 
Taíno community as “extinct”.  

If we apply this same conception to the 
language reclamation efforts of the 
General Council of Taíno (GCT) group, 
another key connection between self-de-
termination and language comes to the 
forefront. The GCT has continuously 
criticized the formal or “textbook” format 
of the Taíno language reconstruction 
project, due to their belief that speaking 
Taíno is a spiritual manner. It is important 
to note that the GCT is not against 
language reclamation efforts – instead, 
they argue towards a linguistic project that 
does not necessarily define orthographical 
or phonetic norms, and instead redefines 
the language within the context of culture. 
As such, their argument has shifted the 
debate on language reclamation from the 
realm of structure towards the sphere of 
cultural reconnection. Here, they highlight 
the importance of language as a defining 
element of ideas, expression, and motives, 

rather than a normative structure. Within 
the GCT framework, each indigenous 
group has the voice to define what falls 
under the umbrella of their language. 

Conclusion
Manuel Forte posits that indigenous 
identities in the Caribbean region are 
constantly being reproduced, rather than 
“invented”.  If we apply his argument to 
the case of Taínos in Puerto Rico, how one 
expresses Taíno culture in 2020 will not be 
the same as in 1492. The Taíno case-study 
of language reclamation demonstrates that 
how one expresses indigeneity is relation-
al, and that the pathways utilized by 
communities to connect to the land and 
culture are constantly shifting. While the 
dominant colonial discourse is that Taíno 
people are extinct, various communities in 
Borikén prove otherwise. Oral societies 
convey and document their culture and 
histories in a range of different ways, such 
as songs, crafts, dances, instruments, and 
constructions.  Although language recla-
mation efforts pose various challenges - 
especially in terms of accessing documen-
tation and debates around different defini-
tions of nationhood – it also brings 
forward a critical step in reshaping the 
construction of what it means to be Taíno.

The experiences lived by communities 
such as the Guaka-Ku (GK), the Liga 
Guakía Taína- Ké (LGTK), the Movimien-
to Indígena Jíbaro Boricua (MIJB), as well 
as several others, provide critical insights 
on the intricate accomplishments and 
challenges of language reclamation efforts 
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LQ�%RULNpQ��%\�HPSOR\LQJ�WKH�YRFDEXODU\�
DQG�H[SUHVVLRQV�RI�WKHLU�FXOWXUH��WKH�7DtQR�
SHRSOH�FRQWLQXH�WR�VKDUH�WKHLU�FRQQHFWLRQ�
WR�QDWLRQKRRG�DQG�WUDGLWLRQ�WKURXJK�
YDULRXV�WRROV��$V�VXFK��WKURXJK�WKH�HIIRUWV�
RI�WKHLU�FRPPXQLW\��ODQJXDJH�PD\�FRQWLQ-
XH�WR�EH�D�FULWLFDO�SDWKZD\�ZLWK�ZKLFK�WR�
UHFODLP�WKHLU�QDUUDWLYH��DQG�WR�WHOO�WKHLU�
VWRU\��7R�WKLV�HQG��0DQXHO�&DVWHOOV�ZULWHV��
³WKH�YLOODJH�LV�QRW�OHIW�EHKLQG��LW�LV�WUDQV-
SRUWHG�ZLWK�LWV�FRPPXQDO�WLHV´��18
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