
GARÍFUNA: THE BIRTH AND RISE OF AN IDENTITY THROUGH CONTACT 

LANGUAGE AND CONTACT CULTURE 

 

 

A Dissertation 

presented to 

the Faculty of the Graduate School 

at the University of Missouri 

 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 
 

By 

MICHELLE ANN FORBES 

Dr. Flore Zéphir, Dissertation Supervisor 

 

MAY  2011 

 



© Copyright by Michelle Forbes 2011 

All Rights Reserved 



The undersigned, appointed by the Dean of the Graduate School, 

have examined the Dissertation entitled 

GARÍFUNA: THE BIRTH AND RISE OF AN IDENTITY THROUGH CONTACT 

LANGUAGE AND CONTACT CULTURE 

 

Presented by Michelle Ann Forbes 

A candidate for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy 

And hereby certify that, in their opinion, it is worthy of acceptance. 

 

 

 

Professor Flore Zéphir 

 

 

Professor Emeritus Edward Mullen 

 

 

Professor Rangira Gallimore 

 

 

Professor Erick Blandón 

 

 

Professor Robert Baum 



ii 

 

Acknowledgements 

United States 

My most sincere thanks to the organizations that realized the importance of this study and 

whose funds supported me so that I could complete this dissertation project.  Obtaining 

the Fulbright scholarship enabled me to live in Guatemala and include the voices of the 

modern Garífuna.  The University of Missouri Chancellor‟s Dissertation Completion 

Fellowship allowed me to take a year off from teaching to concentrate solely on 

producing the best work possible.  

 

First, foremost and above all else, I thank my family who was there for me in every stage 

and in every word of this dissertation.  Dad and Mom (Donald Floyd and Norma Joy 

Forbes) always had much more faith in my abilities than I did and constantly reminded 

me to keep strong and keep writing through the most difficult moments.  My brother 

Marc, who would send me flowers and teddy bears along the journey to keep up my 

spirits will always be one of the most special people in the world to me.  To my sister 

Monique (“You there?”) was there for me wherever I was in the world to listen, give 

advice, encouragement, and even a sentence when I was stuck for words! And my brother 

Michael (“we got a cool Black guy”), the first PhD in the family – thanks little brother for 

setting the first example!  My favorite Aunt, Beryl Elaine Lodge-Harriott and my Uncle 

Bozie (Neville Lloyd Lodge) were there for me anytime I just felt like talking on the 

phone about nothing at all.  I also extend many thanks to family in Jamaica, Canada, and 

England for always wishing me the best. I could not have asked for a more superior 

support system than my family.  

 

At the University of Missouri, I thank Flore Zéphir who is not only the best academic 

mentor on the planet, but who was my “big sister” when I needed her. Flore was the giant 

on whose shoulders I stood to complete this work and although she had a large role to 

play in the editing and clarification of its structure, any misinterpretations or mistakes are 

purely mine alone.  A great thanks is owed to the faculty who agreed to be on my 

dissertation committee: Ed Mullen, Jr., Rangira “Bea” Gallimore, Erick Blandón, and 

Robert Baum whose comments on this dissertation at my defense were extremely helpful.  

I would be remiss if I did not mention Kelly Maynard, who sparked my interest in contact 

linguistic studies, and Marvin Lewis, who in my first semester at Mizzou encouraged me 

to continue to study linguistics and to apply this knowledge to Garífuna studies. 

 

The final two months of writing were the most difficult – literally speaking if you know 

how I work in my office.  There were some very special people who constantly came by 

my office to make sure that I wasn‟t having a breakdown or going crazy and for that I am 

very grateful: Mamadou Badiane, Tomaz Cunningham, Matthew Dye, Enrique Muruato 

and Nancy Molavi.  Wendy McBurney and Carlos Mendez were incredible sources of 

strength when I needed to walk away from my desk and vent, take tea and scones, or 

even eat at El Maguey.  Thank you Pam Myers, Mary Harris and Marcia Reeves for 



iii 

 

tolerating my nonsense talk and wild eyes when I would leave my office after hours of 

reading and writing. And Delores Fisher, thank you so much for your kindness and 

patience when I had my Inter Library Loan books out too long.  To Mizzou colleagues 

whose continued support was greatly appreciated: Linda Keown, José Carreño, Antoine 

Matondo, María Taub, Hilda Fennell, Monica Marcos Llinas, Ann Menshouse 

Samarasekera, Dena Faith, Maritza Navarro, Jenny Zelaya, Nicole Price, Tyra Lewis, 

Michelle Anderson, Michel Man and Lorena Medrano.  To Francisco Lopez Delgado 

who meant the world to me, you were taken away from this earth much too soon.  Rest in 

peace, pilluelo.  

 

Guatemala City 

Antes que nada le quiero dar las gracias a Andrés Álvarez Castañeda, Director del 

Departamento de Antropología y Sociología de la Universidad del Valle de Guatemala. 

Andrés se dio cuenta de la importancia de esta obra y me apoyó con el Departamento del 

Estado de los Estados Unidos para que pudiera ir a hacer los estudios en Guatemala.  

También a Bani Uziel López Álvarez del Instituto de Educación Básica y Diversificada 

por Cooperativa Cabricán.  Me siento orgullosa de haber sido la primera persona de color 

para visitar la escuela (pues y el pueblo también), muchas gracias por invitarme.  Cómo 

olvidar a Nery Rámos Pérez quien se prestó a ayudarme a buscar en dónde vivir en la 

ciudad capital y la bondad de su esposa que siempre me llamaba a ver si iba bien. 

También a Lic. Fernando “el guanaco” Gonzalez quien me ayudó a buscar en dónde vivir 

en Livingston durante una época de calor insoportable.  Yo hubiera estado totalmente 

perdida sin la ayuda de ellos.  Del Archivo General de Centro América, agradezco mucho 

la ayuda de Raul Kroell y de Jorge Castellanos por su paciencia conmigo todos los días.  

Marvin Gómez, donde hay vida, hay esperanza. Nunca dejaré de amarte.   

 

Livingston  

Labuga, yin lubéi nasubudirie Tomas Sánchez furumieti weyasu kai buri dîsi irumu guen 

le, ligia meha araudüahabei iñeñe Garifuna lau sun héchun Garinagu nun, ligia tima 

numadabei. Giarati hamuga abürüdü aba güarüdia lau le nafurenderubei lumaguein. 

Haniemeti lidaragunina Tomas Labuga, afanrienhati lida igundani le nasugurubei lidan 

nibagari, iñaguwa kai numada uguñe weyu, owembu seremein lun Juan Carlos Sánchez, 

luagu laraini, ídahati lida ligirunina lun nabürüha luagu Marco Sanchez Diáz le 

abeichubali Labuga. Inebetiña Garinagu ha lubaña niridagunia, adugatiña saragu nuwagu 

de le naganobei Labuga irumu biama milu nefu (2009): Román Ávila, Berta Engleton, 

Richy Martínez, Kevin Flores, Mariano Gotay, Fermin Arzú, Blanca Álvarez. Memegiñe 

owembu seremein hun sun Garinagu ha aurenchubalin habenari nuba, idaragualumutina 

saruga ya ubauwagu. Nasierubei Marco “Nekis” Bonilla abulieida hadagiñe Garinagu 

Labugana ha aganubaña Los Angeles, iñurahalumuti nuwani luagu labürüha nu lau 

gangamuru lumagiñe nasubudiruni lidan furumiati hati. Ayahen sun Garinagu lida nisami 

lau abürühanei le, agurabatina lun harebisirunei Áhari.  



iv 

 

 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................. ii 

List of Figures .................................................................................................................... ix 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................... x 

Chapter One ........................................................................................................................ 1 

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1 

The Origins of the Garífunas: Tripartite Cultural Structure........................................... 2 

Garífuna identity ....................................................................................................... 6 

Methodology ............................................................................................................. 8 

Challenges for the researcher .................................................................................. 11 

Historical accounts and archival records ................................................................. 13 

Linguistic problems ................................................................................................. 13 

Livingston: A Garífuna community ............................................................................. 15 

Explanation of terms .................................................................................................... 17 

Arawak language family ......................................................................................... 19 

Carib language terminology .................................................................................... 21 

Brief explanation of the chapters ................................................................................. 23 

Chapter Two...................................................................................................................... 26 

Proto-Garífuna (1492-1635) as a Foundation for the Garífuna Language ................... 26 

History of the Garífuna Language ........................................................................... 41 

The Creation of Proto-Garífuna Language .............................................................. 44 

Arawak linguistic history ...................................................................................... 44 



v 

 

Carib and “Island Carib” linguistic history ........................................................... 53 

The beginnings of the „Carib Invasion‟ Theory ........................................................... 57 

Archaeological evidence that supports the „Carib Invasion‟ ....................................... 58 

An alternative to the „Carib Invasion‟ Theory ............................................................. 60 

External influences in Proto-Garífuna language .......................................................... 63 

African influence in proto-Garífuna ........................................................................ 65 

Linguistic categorization of the “men‟s version”......................................................... 67 

Linguistic categorization of proto-Garífuna language ................................................. 69 

Chapter Three.................................................................................................................... 75 

African Influence in an Indigenous Culture:  Early Garífuna (1635-1797) - Middle 

Garífuna Language (1797-1985) .................................................................................. 75 

African entry into the Caribbean: Three sides of the story .......................................... 78 

Early Garífuna language .............................................................................................. 87 

The emergence of an African society ...................................................................... 90 

Late Early Garífuna ...................................................................................................... 98 

Middle Garífuna (1797-1985) .................................................................................... 106 

Guatemala‟s Underground Railroad and the Mico Mountain Maroon Society .... 108 

The “negros franceses” arrive in the Kingdom of Guatemala............................... 114 

Garífuna identity through cultural contact ............................................................ 118 

Linguistic considerations during the Middle Period ............................................. 121 

Chapter Four ................................................................................................................... 126 



vi 

 

Modern Vernacular Garífuna Language (1985-present) and a Community Biography 

of Livingston, Guatemala ........................................................................................... 126 

The Garífunas in Livingston history .......................................................................... 132 

Marco Sánchez Díaz ....................................................................................................... 136 

Contemporary Livingston .......................................................................................... 142 

Discussion of fieldwork, July – December 2009 .................................................. 148 

Survey results of university students in Guatemala City ...................................... 150 

Survey results of friends and family of university students in Guatemala City .... 153 

Results of field research in Livingston....................................................................... 157 

Introduction and methodology .............................................................................. 157 

Purpose .................................................................................................................. 160 

Results of Garífuna Interviews................................................................................... 165 

Children ................................................................................................................. 165 

Adults .................................................................................................................... 168 

Section I: General facts ....................................................................................... 168 

Section II: Language choice among Garífuna adults in Livingston ................... 171 

Section III: Feelings toward language maintenance, other Garífuna dialects and 

Spanish-speaking ability ..................................................................................... 175 

Section IV: Issues of race and discrimination..................................................... 180 

Chapter Five .................................................................................................................... 186 

The Future of the Garífuna Language in Guatemala ................................................. 186 

A brief history of Garífuna language planning .......................................................... 192 



vii 

 

The 1996 Peace Treaty recognizes Garífunas ....................................................... 194 

Bilingual education for Garífunas ......................................................................... 195 

Grass roots language planning case studies ............................................................... 197 

Micro-level language planning in Livingston ............................................................ 203 

Prestige and status planning for Garífuna language in Livingston ....................... 204 

Corpus planning .................................................................................................... 207 

Acquisition planning ............................................................................................. 209 

Foreseeable problems in language planning ......................................................... 210 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 212 

Summary .................................................................................................................... 212 

Interpretation of findings............................................................................................ 218 

Suggestions for future research .................................................................................. 221 

Appendix ......................................................................................................................... 223 

A. Map of the Caribbean ............................................................................................ 223 

B. Google Trends of the term “Garífuna” .................................................................. 224 

C. Proto Garífuna homeland ...................................................................................... 225 

D. Document 1776: Slaves in Guatemala .................................................................. 226 

E. Document 1761: Sale of slaves from Jamaica to Guatemala ................................ 227 

F. Document 1796: Correspondence regarding Juan Francisco ................................ 228 

G. Document 1796: List of Haitians arriving in Honduras ........................................ 233 

H. Document 1803: Some Garínagu refuse to go to Nicaragua ................................. 237 

I. Maps of Guatemala, Izabal .................................................................................... 238 



viii 

 

J. Map of Livingston, Izabal, Guatemala .................................................................. 239 

K. Antonio Sánchez Nuñez account of Marco Sánchez Díaz .................................... 240 

L. Survey of Garífunas Livingston ............................................................................ 242 

M. Survey of Garífuna knowledge among University students in Guatemala City ... 250 

N. Certificate of appreciation ..................................................................................... 251 

O. Distribution of bilingual textbooks, 2006-2009 Guatemala .................................. 252 

Vita .................................................................................................................................. 253 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................... 254 

 

 



ix 

 

List of Figures 

Figure Page 

1. Triangle of Garífuna Identity .......................................................................................... 6 

2. Steps and techniques used in historical research ............................................................ 9 

3. African influence in native St. Vincentian speech before 1665 .................................... 66 

4. Marco Sánchez Díaz genealogical tree ....................................................................... 139 

5. Joshua Fishman‟s Graded Intergenerational Scale for Threatened Languages .......... 190 

  

file:///E:/USBMICHELLE/Dissertation/RESEARCH.docx%23_Toc292353395


x 

 

Abstract 

GARÍFUNA: THE BIRTH AND RISE OF AN IDENTITY THROUGH CONTACT 

LANGUAGE AND CONTACT CULTURE 

 

Michelle Ann Forbes 

Dr. Flore Zéphir, Dissertation Supervisor 

 

Garífuna is the language of the Garífuna people, African descendants who live 

mostly on the Atlantic coast of Belize, Guatemala and Honduras (including some 

communities in the United States).  Labeled linguistically as an Arawak language, 

Garífuna also displays influences from other languages as a result of a series of language 

contact events beginning around the 16
th

 or 17
th

 century in the Lesser Antillean islands of 

the Caribbean.  The purpose of this dissertation is to discuss the linguistic origins of the 

Garífuna language and give a chronological account of its history to modern times.  

There is evidence to suggest that there were not two separate languages spoken on St. 

Vincent (Arawak and Carib) but rather one shared language (Arawak) alongside a Carib 

pidgin that was spoken only by the men when engaging in trade with South American 

mainlanders.  Central to this dissertation is the application of theories in contact 

linguistics to explain how it was possible that a group of Africans could have experienced 

a complete assimilation, in language and in culture, to the Native Indian inhabitants of St. 

Vincent.  Finally the voices of the modern Garífunas of Livingston, Guatemala are 

included in sections on the current status of Garífuna language and plans for language 

planning and revitalization. 
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Chapter One  

Introduction 

The racial constitution of Central America was altered forever with the arrival of 

European colonizers.  From Native American stock, socio-ethnic categories such as 

Mestizo and Ladino emerged in the 16th century.  Particularly in Guatemala, „Ladino‟ 

and „Mestizo‟ are used to describe those individuals who have a mixed Indigenous and 

European heritage, however, the term „Ladino‟ goes a step further by indicating that the 

individual does not wear the typical Indigenous clothes and does not speak an Indigenous 

language; only Spanish.  The presence of Indigenous peoples living in Central America is 

extensively recognized and accepted. The same cannot be stated for Afro-descendants in 

Central America, whose presence can be compared to snowfall in Guatemala (Corado 

2009).  It has happened, it does exist, but one tends not to believe it until it can be 

witnessed with one‟s own eyes.  The following study is a linguistic chronology of one 

such group of Blacks in Central America, the Garífunas
1
.  
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The Origins of the Garífunas: Tripartite Cultural Structure  

Upon seeing entire communities of Black people in northern Central America 

whose physical appearance does not seem to reveal inter-ethnic racial mixing but rather 

displays striking resemblances to Blacks from Africa, the sense of wonderment as to the 

origins of this captivating ethnic group and its language cannot be shaken.  It has been 

documented that Blacks from Africa accompanied the initial exploratory missions into 

Guatemala with Pedro de Alvarado in 1523 (Guatemala and García Granados 1934:300).  

The majority of these Africans managed to sustain a living in the general region of their 

ancestors after the abolition of slavery, eventually mixing with the indigenous and 

Spanish groups, but as will be shown in Chapter Three, many escaped to the heavily 

forested areas close to the coastlines and would ultimately have a cultural influence on 

ethnic groups who settled in the same areas.  These Blacks and their descendants were 

responsible for the slave labor that built the town of Antigua – at one time the third 

richest city in all of Latin America after Mexico City and Lima, and currently the 

country‟s most-visited tourist destination.  These facts, omitted from grade-school history 

books, are conspicuously absent during the course of a popular, American-guided 

walking tour through the town‟s lush churches and astonishing ruins.   

Entirely unrelated to these Blacks are the Black Caribs, or Garífunas, who arrived 

in Guatemala about three hundred years later in 1802.  The Garífunas are only in the 21
st
 

century finally starting to gain recognition in their own country, as national television 

portrays them with white-toothed grins in commercials advertising Caribbean-style 

tourism and exotic culture on the country‟s Atlantic coast.  Still, most grade-school 

teachers outside Garífuna territory are not sufficiently trained to offer even superficial 
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answers to their students‟ queries about the Garífunas‟ or the earlier Blacks‟ origins; 

often confusing the groups and assuming them to be one in the same (as will be shown in 

Chapter Four). 

The language spoken by the Garífunas proves equally perplexing to even the 

Garífuna themselves.  During my most recent trip to Guatemala in 2009, I was corrected 

by an older Garífuna who sternly informed me that Garífuna was not a language at all, 

but a dialect.  Another Garífuna, a young man in his 30s, lamented that Garífuna youths 

should be outspokenly proud that they are the only African-descent group in the New 

World to have held on to their full African ancestral language.  Yet another man, an older 

Garífuna from Honduras, explained that Garífuna was a hodge-podge of many different 

languages, including Italian and the African language “Bambu.”
2
  The Guatemalan 

government seems just as mystified, officially recognizing Garífuna language as having 

“… raíces africanas pero con influencia inglesa, francés, q‟eqchi‟ y castellana.”
3
  

(Instituto Estadistica Nacional Guatemala 2009:42).   

Linguists who have analyzed Garífuna grammar agree that Garífuna is an Arawak 

language that has borrowed heavily from contact with other languages, yet an all-

encompassing category in which to place this seemingly atypical language (pidgin, 

creole, bilingual mixed language) has not been proposed.  Furthermore, although it is 

well-documented that African-descent groups had been in Central America for hundreds 

of years before the arrival of the Garífuna, most scholars tend to treat these two groups 

separately, supposing that one group has nothing to do with the other.  Did the two 

groups ever come into contact with one another?  Why does the Garífuna culture seem 

curiously more Caribbean than their indigenous heritage would suggest they be? The 
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present study seeks to rectify this observed dearth of research on Garífuna by providing a 

chronological linguistic explanation of Garífuna language, as well as accounting for the 

Garífuna‟s strong inclination towards an Afro-Caribbean culture. 

Blacks who inhabit Central America typically originate from one of three groups: 

(1) descendants of African slaves, (2) descendants of Blacks who were brought in from 

the Caribbean after the abolition of slavery to work on cash crops such as banana and 

coffee, and (3) the Black Carib or Garífuna, whose cultural and linguistic traditions are 

traced back to Africa and the indigenous peoples of the Lesser Antilles in the Caribbean.  

There is a lack of sufficient information about African-descendant groups in Central 

America compared to the voluminous amount of historical data on North American 

slavery. The justification for this deficiency may be valid, but two of the main reasons are 

the tendency of Latin American countries to deny that they have Black populations and 

the small (by comparison) total number of slaves before abolition.  Of the three 

aforementioned groups, African slaves constituted the least populous group of Blacks in 

Central America.  Although Black Africans customarily accompanied Spaniards on ships 

bound for the New World as servants or slaves, the enslavement of Africans in Central 

America did not reach the proportions seen in North America and Brazil.
4
 

Through contact with Spanish, Mestizo and Indigenous descent groups within 

different areas of Central America, African-descent groups were acculturated and left to 

flourish in distinct manners.  Nicaragua experienced two waves of African arrivals before 

the Garífuna migrated to its shores. Indeed, in 1641 African slaves began their escape 

exodus from their English masters on nearby Providence Island, and then in 1710 

Africans were abandoned on the Mosquito Coast when the crew of their slaving ship 
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mutinied (Holm 1983:97).  The descendants of those Africans and the Native Central 

Americans are legally considered – by themselves and by other Nicaraguans – an 

indigenous group, known as “Miskitu” or “Miskito”  (Ortiz 1984:261; Mollett 2006).
5
  

For the most part, Afro-Panamanians are descendants of Blacks who came voluntarily 

from the Caribbean to work on the construction of the Panama Canal in the early 20
th

 

century (Conniff 1983:16-17).  Afro-Costa Ricans, many of whom are descendant of 

Black migrant workers from Jamaica, arrived to work in the booming banana industry in 

the late nineteenth century (Echeverri-Gent 1992:277).  Although El Salvador did not 

appear to have even small populations of Blacks in its early history, most likely due to 

the lack of an Atlantic coast and therefore limited access to slaving ports, they must have 

feared a migration of Blacks because a law against Blacks entering the country was 

imposed in 1930 by then president General Maximiliano Hernandez Martinez.   

Distinct from surrounding indigenous groups by their African phenotype and 

Caribbean traditions, and similar through an acquired Central American culture and the 

alternating use of Spanish and a native language, Garífuna people stand out as being the 

only group of the African diaspora whose unified culture spans multiple political 

boundaries.  Out of all the African-descendant groups living in Central America, the 

Garífuna is the only progenitor of the African diaspora to have maintained full use of 

their ancestral language for everyday use.
6
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Garífuna identity 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

The triangle, the strongest geometric figure in the universe, represents the resilient 

tri-lateral composition of Garífuna identity as well as the tri-fold structure of the present 

study. The first task is to provide a comprehensive description in chronological fashion of 

the linguistic, social and historical factors that contributed to the creation of what I call 

Modern Vernacular Garífuna (MVG) language.  Garífuna is a young language in that its 

genesis can be marked at generally around the 16
th

 century, when documents begin to 

attest to a growing African population on St. Vincent and their intermingling with the 

native Indians of this island (see map, Appendix A).  As will be shown in Chapter Three, 

there are three schools of thought that attempt to explain the Garífunas‟ origins.  

Whatever the case may be, this momentous unification of Africans and Native Caribbean 

Indians stands as the one of many events of dramatic language contact situations that 

would later result in the development of one the most historically interesting and unique 

languages in all of Central America.  At each stage of the language‟s development, 

remarkable and often violent events are revealed, each of which are analyzed and all of 

which contribute to the formation and complexity of the Garífuna language.   

Modern Vernacular Garífuna 

language created through contact 

with other languages Garífuna culture created through 

contact with other cultures 

Fervent maintenance of language and 

culture 
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The second purpose of the study is to discuss the source(s) of Afro-Caribbean 

cultural features readily recognized in Garífuna identity.  One would expect that the 

Garífuna, having lived among the indigenous Caribbeans for over one-hundred years, 

should have maintained at least some identifiable cultural traits that can be reasonably 

compared to Arawak and/or Carib culture.  However, according to Nancie Gonzalez, 

noted Garífuna scholar, very little of the Garífunas‟ acquired indigenous characteristics 

remain intact; some have changed and some things have disappeared.
7
  Gonzalez has 

illustrated this position (Gonzalez 1969:118) with a description of the West Indian culture 

traits found in contemporary Garífuna culture.  However, the present study offers a more 

in-depth account of origin and migration patterns of Afro-descendant groups living in 

Central America before the arrival of the Garífuna, and the resulting consequence of the 

culture contact.  

Finally, the third dimension of the Garífuna identity triangle focuses on a 

discussion of contemporary Garífuna identity as it is expressed and struggles to survive in 

one particular village in Guatemala: Livingston.  Owing to a research grant provided by 

the Fulbright foundation, I was able to live in Guatemala for one full year (2009), where I 

spent part of the year living among the Garífuna in Livingston.  There, I was able to 

speak to hundreds of Garífunas about their views on language and culture, and the 

maintenance and future of both.  Most Garífunas in Livingston live in abject poverty and 

rely on relatives living in the United States to send them money just to survive.  For those 

Garífunas who do not enjoy this luxury, the day to day struggle to obtain the most basic 

necessities is an atrocity, especially in the face of a growing Ladino and Indigenous 

population who continue to move into the area to establish businesses (hotels, gift shops, 
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restaurants) targeted toward tourists who are clearly in Livingston to experience Garífuna 

culture.  Even though the majority of these businesses refuse to hire Garífunas – accusing 

Blacks of being lazy, unmotivated and untrustworthy – the Garífunas‟ resolve to stay in 

Livingston and maintain cultural practices stands as a testament to their unwavering 

belief in the survival of their people as an ethnic group.  Living in Livingston, I was able 

to participate in Garífuna dance classes, take language lessons, observe special 

celebrations as well as form and maintain close relationships with leaders who have a 

deep and spiritual awareness of the Garífuna reality.  As I spent months walking from 

house to house requesting interviews and being enthusiastically received, gathering 

informally with friends while engaged in a combination of relaxed camaraderie and astute 

participant observation, I collected a great deal of data on Garífuna identity which is 

discussed throughout this work. 

As a whole, it is my hope to make significant contributions to the areas of 

language contact and African diaspora studies by striving to arrive at a theory that can be 

used to describe the genesis of the Garífuna language, and by presenting empirical 

evidence to account for the Garífuna‟s enculturation of African traits through contact 

with African and Afro-Caribbean cultures. 

Methodology 

The qualitative research method is used for the purpose of this work.  This 

research model, as described by Borg and Gall (1989:385), aims to gain an understanding 

of the complexities of a problem by conducting research in a natural setting. This method 

recognizes that field research is a primary component of data collection so that a holistic 
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Defining a problem for historical research

Searching for historical sources

Summarize and evaluate historical sources

Present pertinent facts within an interpretive 
framework

and humanistic examination can be fully achieved. Although the entire study is based on 

grounded theory, theories that develop from the data, a combination of research 

approaches are applied to each of the three components of Garífuna identity. 

A range of variables was taken into account in order to ensure the accuracy of the 

results.  Chapters Two and Three cover linguistic and cultural contact with various ethnic 

groups, and make use of steps and techniques of the historical research model as outlined 

by Barzun and Graff (1985) and Borg and Gall (1989).  Figure 2 indicates the method‟s 

approach in a linear fashion: 

 

Chapter Four, which deals with contemporary Garífuna identity in Livingston, 

Guatemala, utilizes the ethnographic model.  Borg and Gall (391) explain that in order to 

be a complete participant in participant observation, one must become a full member of 

the group while being careful not to display, in an obvious manner, his or her identity as a 

researcher to the group being observed.  In my case, informants were aware that I was 

conducting a study; however, by not toting a notebook and tape-recorder to all social 

activities and solemn celebrations, I was able to become a near complete participant, 

Figure 2 
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keeping a low-profile to my observational activities.  Since I did not arrive in Livingston 

with a concrete theory of modern Garífuna identity, my research reflects that I did not 

limit myself to a particular hypothesis or purposely ignore data that would refute the 

thesis; I approached the issue with an open mind.  I was able to observe Garífunas in 

almost all aspects of normal daily life: shopping, dining, worshipping, partying, domino 

games, soccer matches, study sessions, hair salons, street fights, and the like; all of which 

provided important linguistic and cultural data.  All data are taken into consideration to 

arrive at a multi-layered and broad theoretical framework, maintaining a far distance 

from one singular point of view.   

During the course of field work, I conducted surveys that turned into interviews; 

participant observations served to corroborate the survey/interview findings.  The surveys 

were designed to gauge Garífuna speakers‟ attitudes toward their language, their opinions 

on its current status, and whether they believe that their language will survive the 

generations.  The questionnaire (Appendix A) allowed for open-ended conversation and 

opened the door for individual interviews; some interviews were completed in as little as 

eight minutes and a few lasted over an hour.  In some cases, I include the full quote of 

some of the more interesting informants; some Garífunas expressed unyielding pride in 

their Garífuna identity and one Garífuna woman in particular expressed profound rage 

and hatred against her own people. Many of the interviews were tape-recorded but there 

were instances where some informants preferred not to be recorded; in those cases I 

wrote down their responses by hand.   
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Challenges for the researcher 

Different sets of challenges presented themselves in the course of conducting field 

work during the interviews as well as during archival research.  In both cases I relied on 

spoken and written words for my data.  Examining the history of a culture and language 

requires that I analyze historical accounts, counting on their veracity.  In addition, in 

interviewing Garífuna people, I also had to assume what they told me would be true; 

especially in the cases in which I did not have participant observation to support a 

particular claim.  Here is an illustrative example: Quite a few Garífunas remarked that 

they no longer visit the capital, Guatemala City, except in the case of absolute necessity, 

because the racial discrimination they face by their own countrymen is overwhelming.  

Many Garífunas often used the exact same words and to inform me that Ladinos and 

Indigenes alike would approach and rub their finger on a Garífuna‟s arm “a ver si se 

manchaba el dedo.”
 8

  As a person of color, this did not happen to me while living in the 

capital over a period of several months (nor had it happened during previous visits to 

Guatemala in 1993 and 2001), but this type of anguished remark makes the unpleasant 

side of the Garífuna reality abundantly palpable.   

Another set of problems I faced during the interviewing phase of my research 

were unintentionally inaccurate and/or incomplete answers.  The interviews with each 

Garífuna took place in various venues.  Most of the time I walked from house to house, 

but sometimes the interview took place sitting down on a bench outside the Catholic 

church, in the bleachers overlooking the basketball-turned-soccer court, diners, on the 

wharf, in a pub, or on the street curb.  It was always my intention to interview the subject 

alone, but sometimes this was not possible and I had to settle for a crowd of two to eight 
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people. Often, someone in the crowd had already been interviewed and he or she would 

delight in supplying me with more of their two cents worth. This naturally influenced 

subjects‟ answers to agree with the vociferous onlooker.  Conversely, when I wanted to 

interview a Garífuna after successfully having interviewed his or her friend or family 

member in the first interviewee‟s presence, often the second person would be too shy or 

intimidated to be interviewed for fear that their answers may not be “good enough.”   

Finally, another source of possible inaccurate or incomplete answers can be 

attributed to efforts to try to impress the interviewer.  Before each interview session, I 

read a short introduction in which I described who I was and provided information about 

the research I was conducting in Livingston.  This introduction, along with my 

identification card from the Universidad del Valle de Guatemala, which I was advised to 

wear so that people would understand that I was a researcher and not a tourist, seemed to 

make some Garífunas a little uneasy at first, during the first couple of months of my stay 

in Livingston.  Perhaps it was because they saw me as being in a position of authority.  I 

never felt that the Garífunas wanted to be disingenuous with me, but I did feel that in an 

effort to please me, some would state what they perceived to be the “right” answer or 

would seem to hide disturbing realities such as violent crime and extreme discrimination 

and poverty in Livingston.  The Garífunas seemed very concerned to provide a positive 

image of themselves and their community.  To overcome this problem, I enlisted the help 

of a Garífuna leader as a native ally, in an attempt to establish trust within the 

community.   
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Historical accounts and archival records 

Reviewing historical accounts of the Garífuna was not too far removed from 

similar problems described above, in particular that of inaccurate information as a result 

of past hidden (or blatant) agendas on the part of colonial powers.  In the mid-18
th

 

century while the British fiercely battled with the Garífunas (then referred to as Black 

Caribs) for control of St. Vincent, texts were published that testified to the Black Caribs‟ 

savageness and violent nature. Authors wanted their findings to reveal the Black Caribs‟ 

bellicose nature as justification for the British crown extracting them from the island. 

Archival documents, although mainly for record keeping and supposedly free of biased 

opinions, may not have been always accurate.  For example, at a time when slave owners 

paid a federal tax that corresponded to the number of slaves they owned, many would 

often falsify their numbers, counting on the fact that they and their slaves resided in 

remote valleys, far removed from the prying eyes of government officials. 

Linguistic problems 

In previous descriptions of Garífuna language, two problems have perplexed 

researchers: (1) to what extent have African language and culture influenced Garífuna 

and (2) whether Garífuna is a language with various sources, or whether it can be traced 

back to a single parent language.  

In an attempt to address the issue of African influence, the late professor Douglas 

Taylor (1951), a linguist specializing in Native Caribbean languages, compared an earlier 

researcher‟s word list) from a different dialect of Island Carib (the term popularly applied 

to the name of the language from which Garífuna evolved) with his own word list of the 

Garífunas of Belize (later reproduced in Suazo (1991:5). Taylor determined that the 
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Garífuna language, the language that was spoken by the Black people on St. Vincent, was 

the same language spoken by the region‟s indigenous inhabitants, but with African 

phonetic influence.  Taylor‟s lexical studies on Garífuna core vocabulary and on the 

vocabularies of several different semantic fields reveal that aside from words borrowed 

from English, Spanish and French, loanwords are quite rare.  To date, only two words 

were found to be not of Arawak, Carib or European origin, mutu (person) and pinda 

(peanut), which have Bantu language origins (50). At this point it is reasonable to 

question whether the African evidence is complete.  Clearly an exhaustive lexical 

analysis has not been done on the entire Garífuna language and given that there was 

contact with Africans from other regions besides those that speak Bantu once the 

Garífunas were in Central America, the possibility exists that many more words of 

African origin could be found. It is important to note that mutu is an extremely important 

root in the Bantu language upon words such as humanity and human are built.  There 

have been claims that pinda (derived from Congo mpinda) for „peanut‟ has also been 

found in archaic Suriname and Jamaican Creoles (Paiewonsky 1989:158; Monteith and 

Richards 2002:96). Nevertheless, the possibility that Garífuna might be a wholly African 

language with borrowings from indigenous American and/or Romance languages is put 

to rest in the face of Taylor‟s overwhelming evidence: phonological and lexical data 

comparisons reveal an unquestionable relationship between Garífuna and Lokono, 

another living language from the Arawak branch. To date, no such correspondence has 

been demonstrated between Garífuna and any African language.   

Placing Garífuna language within its rightful linguistic category is critical in order 

to establish a point of departure from which further, more technical discussions about its 
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structure can emerge.  Especially by lay persons and the Garífunas themselves, Garífuna 

is often loosely referred to as a mixed language, a patois, a creole, or sometimes not 

assigned to any category at all.  Furthermore, it is important to identify the criteria for 

each of the linguistic terms used in the literature; different linguists may have different 

working definitions of „mixed language,‟ for example.  The critical question is to 

determine whether a traditional linguistic classification can be applied to Garífuna, or can 

it be that the uniqueness of this language defies traditional linguistic categories, thus 

requiring new ones?  The present work tackles this thorny issue.   

Livingston: A Garífuna community 

Gordon (2005:8) estimates that as of 1991, there were less than 130,000 Garífuna 

living in Central America along the 400 mile stretch of the Atlantic coast. The majority of 

Garífuna settlements are in Honduras (43 settlements), with six settlements in Belize, two 

in Nicaragua and two in Guatemala: Livingston and Puerto Barrios. The Garífunas in 

Nicaragua no longer speak the Garífuna language (Escure 2004; Grinevald 2007:73), 

although they still identify themselves as Garífuna.  I selected the town of Livingston, in 

Guatemala to carry out this project.  Livingston has a population of a little less than 

50,000 inhabitants; 48% Q‟eqchi‟, 42% Ladino, 9% Garífuna and 1% Hindu (Instituto 

Nacional de Estadística 2003). The town is accessible only by water transport from 

Puerto Barrios, an important Guatemalan port which itself has a fairly large population of 

Garífunas.  Livingston occupies an area of around 764 square miles (Gonzalez and 

Castillo 2004); a small niche carved into the rainforest at the mouth of the Gulf of 

Honduras.  Livingston is somewhat isolated, so it presents itself as a speech community 
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unique from that of Garífuna communities in Belize, Honduras and Nicaragua.  Although 

water travel between the Livingston and the mainland is relatively economical and 

simple, Livingston fosters a stronger sense of Garífuna identity than Puerto Barrios, 

preserving important cultural features that may have been lost in other Garífuna 

communities.  Young Garífunas in Puerto Barrios, according to interviews, delight in 

boasting to their Livingston cousins that their parents never taught them Garífuna 

language.  Many Garífunas in Puerto Barrios feel that Livingston is a Garífuna relic, 

dedicating too much time, effort and money to old Garífuna ceremonies and traditions. 

In 2002, there were 3,564 Garífunas in all of Guatemala who reported that they 

spoke Garífuna; of this number 2,302 reported themselves as bilingual (Instituto Nacional 

de Estadística 2003).
9
  According to the statistics, this leaves about 1,300 individuals as 

monolingual speakers of Garífuna in Guatemala.  In the course of my interviews, I met 

with a handful of elderly Garífunas who although seemed to understand Spanish, required 

a Garífuna-to-Spanish translator for the interview.
10

 I was informed by many people that 

there were a few (less than ten) very elderly Garífunas who did not speak Spanish, but 

because of their frail condition, I was not able to visit with them personally.  In this sense 

I would challenge the accuracy of the census which maintains over one thousand 

monolingual Garífuna speakers in Guatemala.  

It is not uncommon for Garífunas to travel about between the outlying Garífuna 

communities in neighboring Belize and Honduras, and there are many Belizean and 

Honduran Garífunas who have made their home in Livingston.  Many Belizean Garífunas 

enjoy spending time at the main dock to welcome and assist English-speaking tourists 

find hotel accommodations and night-club activities.  Honduran Garífunas blend in with 
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their Guatemalan Garífuna brothers and sisters, not making too much of a commotion 

about their original nationality.  Interracial dating and marriage between Livingston‟s 

four ethnic groups (Indigenous, Ladino, Garífuna and Hindu) are not rare and it is 

increasingly more common to see non-Garífunas living in neighborhoods which were at 

one time one-hundred percent Garífuna.  For example, in the neighborhood where I 

resided during my stay in Livingston, I met a young Ladino man who lived alone in a 

house across the street and who not only spoke fluent Garífuna but was quite adept at 

playing traditional drums in an all-Garífuna band.  I was told by neighbors that he was 

raised by Garífunas since he was a baby and feels much more at ease among Garífunas 

than Ladinos. Livingston, a tight-knit community where everyone actually does know 

everyone, served as an ideal location for this study on contemporary Garífuna reality.  As 

one young man in Livingston told me, toda la gente de Livingston como si estamos en la 

misma casa (“Everyone in Livingston, it‟s as if we‟re all living in the same house.”).
11

 

Explanation of terms 

Research of Native American languages has spanned centuries and consequently 

differing theoretical points of view have been advanced.  Moreover, linguists often use 

different terms to refer to the same language and/or language family.  Below, I provide a 

clarification of the terms and an explanation of how they are used in this work.   

There are two main perspectives from which a study of a language‟s history can 

be approached.  The first one determines if the language‟s components originated from 

one proto-language and if these components were subject to normal contact-induced 

change (word borrowings, phonetic variation, etc.) along its evolution. The second 
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contends that the language‟s components cannot be traced back to a single parent.  The 

components come from different languages that are not genetically affiliated; they have 

converged because the speech communities were close to each other in proximity.  In the 

first case, we can conclude that a language can be traced back to one language parent 

(monogenesis theory).  In the second, there would have been various source languages 

involved (polygenesis theory).  

In the entire western hemisphere, the languages of the Americas can be grouped 

into many Sprachbünde,
12

 or linguistic areas.  These areas contain languages that, 

although they may have been radically different from one another in their linguistic 

features at one time, have become more similar to one another due to geographic 

proximity. Defining the limitations and borders of ancient Sprachbünde has always been 

a controversial issue for linguists; perhaps because hypothetical macro-language groups 

in the Americas may never be fully proven. In the mid-1950s Joseph Greenberg proposed 

that all of America‟s indigenous languages are related
13

 (with the exception of Eskimo-

Aleut and Na-Dené in the uppermost region of Canada) and that they be classified as 

Amerind languages. However this theory has met with considerable opposition from the 

linguistic community (Trask 1996:387).  Ruhlen wholeheartedly supports an Amerind 

classification of families, citing Greenberg‟s evidence as positively “overwhelming” and 

one that will have many more followers once the field can be sufficiently analyzed.  In 

Ethnologue, an online and written publication that classifies languages of the world, 

Gordon (2005) prefers to bow out of debates concerning such remote comparisons, 

suggesting that an Amerind classification “focuses more on a language tree‟s roots than 

its branches.”  Although I subscribe to a more conservative position and consider the 
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Americas to be a conglomerate of independent Sprachbünde, „Amerind‟ seems to be an 

efficient term to refer to all of the languages of the American continent as a single unit.  

Arawak language family 

Linguists are not any more in unanimous agreement on the boundaries of smaller 

Native American Sprachbünde than on the names of larger macro-families.  In his 

attempt to classify the Arawak languages, Adam (1890; as quoted in Key 1979:69) used 

the term Maipure.  Historical linguist Lyle Campbell uses the terms Maipurean and 

Arawak synonymously to designate sixty-five indigenous languages in South America 

(1999:164).  Gordon lists Arawakan as one of many macro-families of languages in the 

Americas and refers to Maipuran as a sub-class of families under the Arawakan heading.  

Trask prefers to lump all of the languages of South and Central America into one group 

he labels Carib (1996:193).  The World Atlas of Language Structures (Haspelmath 2005) 

follows the 14th edition of Ethnologue (Grimes, Grimes and Summer Institute of 

Linguistics 2000) and lists Arawakan as a major language family with over thirty 

languages in this group; there is no mention of Maipuran as a macro language family.  By 

far the most detailed account for this group of languages is Terrence Kaufman‟s section 

on Meso-American and South American languages in the Atlas of The World‟s 

Languages (Asher and Moseley 2007). Although quite thorough, Kaufman seems to have 

gone against conventional and well-known spellings of language names to offer his own 

phonological spellings.  For example, the Maipurean language often known as Guajiro in 

the literature is Wahiro in this text, and he goes so far as to put the diacritic accent on 

Arawákan to prevent possible mispronunciations.  However eccentric his spellings may 
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be, the information is well-defined and copious.  Consequently, in my work, I utilize 

Kaufman‟s designations (but not his spellings) for language family names.   

In the Caribbean region (which includes parts of northern South America) at the 

time of conquest, Kaufman recognizes Maipurean as one of the large macro-families he 

calls “Stock” or “Family.”  He defends his use of Maipurean as the name of the largest 

family instead of using Arawakan: 

This name [Arawakan] is the one normally applied to what here is called 

Maipurean.  Maipurean used to be thought to be a major subgroup of 

Arawakan, but all living Arawakan languages, at least, seem to need to be 

subgrouped with languages already found within Maipurean as commonly 

defined.  The sorting out of the labels Maipurean and Arawakan will have 

to wait until a more sophisticated classification of the languages in 

question than is possible at the present state of comparative studies. 

 

One of the branches of the Maipurean stock is Maritime, which has three 

language sub-classes, Aruán, Wapishana, and Ta-Maipurean sub-branch. The Ta-

Maipurean sub-branch has four language families, Taino, Wahiro, Arawak and Inyeri.  

Arawak was spoken in present-day Guyana, Suriname and the French Guyanas at the 

time of the conquest, and for the Arawaks who banded together to travel into the Lesser 

Antilles, Kaufman designates a splinter language family called Inyeri.   

Unfortunately, Douglas Taylor, specialist in Caribbean linguistics, has a slightly 

different definition for some of the same terms.  According to Taylor, Inyeri is not 

limited to the language spoken by the Arawaks who traveled into the Lesser Antilles.  For 

Taylor, Inyeri also refers to the new language created once Arawak has come into heavy 

contact with and takes on features of Carib language and therefore for him, Inyeri and 

Island Carib are the same language (1977:14).  Kaufman suggests (and Fernando 2002:39 
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agrees) that the terminology „Island Carib‟ is a misnomer, one that leads the reader to 

believe that the language is solely Carib or Carib-dominant.  To avoid confusion, this 

work follows Kaufman and refers to the language of the Arawak before Carib contact as 

Inyeri.  

Carib language terminology 

The term Carib is often used in the literature to designate the name of the 

language as well as the name of the indigenous group with whom the Arawaks converged 

in the Lesser Antilles to create a new language and culture.  Kaufman posits that Kariban 

was a macro-family of twenty-seven languages spoken in eastern Venezuela, Guyana, 

Suriname, French Guyanas, northern Brazil and parts of Colombia at the time of 

conquest. Within this group, the speakers of Kari‟nya lived at the mouth of the Orinoco 

River in north-eastern Venezuela, just below the island of Trinidad.  The Kari‟nya 

speaking Carib Indians traveled into the Lesser Antilles and once the culture and 

languages of the Kari‟nya speaking Kariban and the Arawak speaking Inyeri converged, 

Kaufman calls this language Kalíphona (Asher and Moseley 2007) (and not “Island 

Carib”).
14

  The /h/ is intended to designate an aspirated /p/ and not an /f/ sound, so from 

this point the culture and language is referred to as „Kalípona.‟  

When talking about the Carib language, Taylor refers to the group of people who 

came into the Caribbean as „Carib‟ and the language they spoke is „Karina.‟  When 

speaking specifically of the indigenous of Dominica, Taylor refers to them as „Galibi.‟  

This is not his own designation; missionary Raymond Breton who lived on Dominica for 
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many years was told by the native inhabitants that their ancestors were „Galibi‟ from 

mainland South America (Breton 1666).  

A Garífuna is a person of African descent whose ancestry can be traced to the 

Lesser Antillean island of St. Vincent.  He or she may or may not have the bloodline of 

the native St. Vincentians. Through various displacements in history, Garífunas can be 

found all over the Caribbean and Central America as well as in the United States.  In 

addition, native populations in the Caribbean might have intermingled with Africans on 

other islands, such as Dominica.  The present work, however, follows the largest group of 

Garífuna as they lived on St. Vincent and experienced a shared language and culture, 

were subsequently banished to Roatán, and eventually settled in Central America.  As the 

Garífunas who never left St. Vincent and/or Roatán were not subject to the same culture 

and language contacts as their sisters and brothers who settled along the coast of Belize, 

Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua, they are not included in this particular study.  The 

term Garífuna in the present study applies to those Garífuna living in Central America. 

The Garífuna are also known as Black Carib.  The term Black Carib or charaïbes 

noirs was applied by the early French settlers of St. Vincent in order to distinguish them 

from the Yellow Caribs (the Kalípona), the original inhabitants of the island. When 

Belize, which has a sizeable Garífuna population, earned its independence from England 

in 1891, the Black Caribs were officially recognized as „Garífuna‟ as a sign of respect 

(Escure 2004:4).  The present study refers to present day Garífuna language as Modern 

Vernacular Garífuna or MVG.  
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Brief explanation of the chapters 

Chapter Two traces the early linguistic history of the Garífunas, focusing on the 

series of language contact situations that contributed to the creation of proto-Garífuna.  

The chronology of Garífuna language begins with their pre-Columbian ancestors, the 

Arawaks and the Caribs, to their modern day situation in Central America.  Information 

for this section was gathered from primary source material from the earliest explorers and 

settlers to St. Vincent, documents that may only be found within archival information in 

Guatemala City, Guatemala, and the published work of other researchers of Garífuna 

language. This chapter is divided into two sub-sections; (1) how Garífuna language is 

currently regarded by anthropologists and linguists, and (2) a chronological linguistic 

history of Garífuna language that concludes just before the arrival of the Africans.  

Chapter Three follows a similar historical trajectory as Chapter Two, except here 

the focus is on non-Garífuna African descendant groups in Guatemala.  In the mid-17
th

 

century at the time Africans were congregating in St. Vincent, slavery was alive and 

thriving in Guatemala.  Chapter Three begins with a linguistic history that describes Early 

Garífuna Language as it developed on the island of St. Vincent.  The setting then moves 

to Central America, and accounts for over 20,000 Blacks in Guatemala who first began to 

arrive almost three centuries before the Garífunas. Late Afro-descendant arrivals to 

Guatemala, such as Jamaicans and Haitians shipped in to these regions under various 

pretexts, are also discussed in full.  Except for Gonzalez, previous Garífuna scholarship 

has not included a study of these Afro-descendant groups, perhaps because the lack of 

information about slavery in Guatemala or because it is assumed that their presence was 

confined to the innermost regions of the country.  Archival records demonstrate that 
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Afro-Caribbeans, as well as escaped African slaves, were documented to have lived on 

the coastal regions where the Garífunas now live, a tri-nation region referred to by 

Garífunas as the “Garífuna Nation.”  This information provides documentary proof for 

the Garífunas‟ propensity towards a Caribbean, as opposed to an indigenous, culture.   

Chapter Four continues the line of inquiry begun in Chapter Two and Three, with 

Garífuna languages diverging into three distinct dialects (Belizean, Guatemalan, and 

Honduran). In the first part of this chapter, the culture and Garífuna dialect of Livingston, 

Guatemala, is explored.  Here I discuss the data collected while conducting field work in 

Livingston: the survey/interviews and participant observations.  This chapter provides a 

snap-shot of Livingston life in 2009; the attitudes of towards language choice including 

issues and discrimination. 

The final chapter of the dissertation contains a discussion of language planning 

and language revitalization as it pertains to the Garífunas in Livingston.  Although there 

are individual Garífunas who demonstrate pride in their language and have enacted well-

meaning plans towards the survival of their language, this does not always translate into 

viable language planning efforts.  Finally, this chapter contains a summary of the 

research questions I set out to answer at the onset of this project.  In brief, I provide 

theories based on the data presented in this study, such as „Who are the Garífuna, where 

do they come from, how did they acquire a Native American language, why do they seem 

so “Caribbean,” and „how can their language best be classified?‟ 
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1
 Although the grammatically correct plural of Garífuna is Garinagu, I chose to use the term Garífunas in 

this study, for ease of reading. 
2
 The first two comments were tape-recorded interviews. The third was uttered by a Garífuna artisan in 

response to a Guatemalan tourist who asked the artisan to tell him about Garífuna language.  
3
 “…African roots but with English, French, Q‟eqchi and Spanish influences.” 

4
 King Charles V was petitioned in 1527 to allow the importation of African slaves on a large scale basis to 

Central America in 1527, in answer to the increasing problem of the Native Indians‟ mortality rate.  

Although the petition was granted, the venture was never carried out due to “market conditions”.  Africans 

entered Central America gradually; the most active slaving ports being in Honduras (due to its close 

proximity to the slaving ports of the Caribbean) and Nicaragua (due to its connection to Mexico and the 

recently “discovered” Peru) William L. Sherman, Forced Native Labor in Sixteenth-Century Central 

America (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1979) 42..  
5
 The International Labor Organization Convention 169 on the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples was 

convened to protect certain rights of indigenous and tribal peoples.  This is ratified by only 18 countries 

(not including the US) including 13 Latin American countries. One of the rights given to tribal and 

indigenous peoples is the right to self-identification (Article 1). The Afro-Nicaraguan group chose to be 

identified as indigenous International Labour Organisation, Convention Concerning Indigenous and Tribal 

Peoples in Independent Countries (Ilo No. 169), 72 Ilo Official Bull. 59, Entered into Force Sept. 5, 1991., 

1989, University of Minnesota Human Rights Library, Available: 

http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/instree/r1citp.htm, January 4 2008. 
6
 The Miskito of Nicaragua speak a native (and moribund) language called Miskitu, of the 

Misumalpan family.  Gordon Raymond G. Gordon, Jr. (ed.), Ethnologue: Languages of the World, 

Fifteenth Edition, 2005, SIL International, December 22 2007. describes it as a trade language (now 

reserved for use in only certain domains).  
7
 Personal correspondence (email) with Nancie Gonzalez, March 2009. 

8
 “To see if the color rubbed off.” 

9
  1,295 as bilingual with Spanish, 983 as bilingual with a Maya language, 9 as bilingual with Xinca (a non-

Maya indigenous language) and 15 as bilingual with “other,” most likely English Instituto Nacional de 

Estadísticas, Xi Censo Nacional De Población Y Vi De Habitación, 2008, Available: 

http://www.ine.gob.gt/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=75:censo2002&catid=42:demogr

afiaypoblacion&Itemid=64, March 28 2008.. 
10

 A Spanish-Garífuna translator was never a problem; an elderly Garífuna rarely lives alone.  There was 

always a relative in the house or within shouting distance of an interview session. 
11

 Oscar Morales, 20, taxi-driver 
12

 Plural of Sprachbund. 
13

 Fifth International Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences in 1956 Merritt Ruhlen, A 

Guide to the World's Languages (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1987) 220.. 
14

 Kalíphona (and Garífuna) get their names from a Kariban word something like /karipona/, which is the 

self-name for the Karibans.  It was imposed on the Inyeris by their conquerors, Kariban men who 

eventually learned the Inyeri language, while keeping a sizeable vocabulary of Kariban origin for use 

among men. 
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Chapter Two 

Proto-Garífuna (1492-1635) as a Foundation for the Garífuna 

Language 

This chapter aims to contribute to the emerging field of language contact research. 

Numerous linguists have supplied this discipline with linguistic data from language 

contact situations around the world in the hope of developing an all-encompassing theory 

can be discovered to explain at least most of the empirical data.  Within the exclusive 

group of Garífuna scholars, all seem to stop short of categorizing Garífuna beyond the 

parameters of a language contact phenomenon (pidgin, creole, mixed language, bi- or 

multi-lingual language), perhaps preferring to wait until a satisfactory linguistic 

description can be acknowledged. To accomplish this, the present study reconstructs the 

Garífuna language from its origins in South America, taking into consideration the 

numerous language contact situations that came together to produce Modern Vernacular 

Garífuna.  

A discussion of contact-induced change is relevant to this work because I intend 

to demonstrate not only how Modern Vernacular Garífuna should be linguistically 

categorized (isolate, pidgin, creole, bilingual mixed language, contact-induced language) 

but the methods used to arrive at this conclusion.  A healthy corpus of technical grammar 

analysis at Garífuna‟s earliest stages is not available for this language, but that which is 

available is utilized to support the research findings.  In other words, linguistic and social 

influences are based on careful methods that historical linguists employ to sufficiently 

describe a language.  
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It is not a reasonable endeavor to search for a single theory to describe what 

happens when two or more languages come into contact.  Contact linguistics, a multi-

disciplinary field which includes research in the creation of pidgins and creoles, dialect 

contact, code-switching, language shift and language maintenance, lacks a 

comprehensive framework to account for the infinite phenomena that can occur when 

languages mingle.  All languages have been influenced by one or more languages to 

some degree and although the news media is always eager to report on the latest-

discovered stone-age tribe whose culture and language has resisted language and culture 

contact for centuries, no evidence has even supported a claim of this type (Thomason 

2001:8). Even if a speech community was somehow isolated from external influences due 

to some force of nature or by conscious decision, a language still continues to live and 

change, its speakers extending semantic properties and dropping perceived archaic lexical 

items in place of new ones (for example), never arriving at a “finished product.”  This 

means that new data to explain linguistic occurrences in a language contact situation soon 

becomes outdated and the investigation to account for the new data begins.  A researcher 

may devise a set of rules, such as parameters that measure intensity and duration of 

contact and the social status of each speech group which would approximate the 

description of the outcome of a contact language, but then the speakers‟ attitudes toward 

the secondary language in the speech community could nullify any conjecture. In other 

words, a single theory to account for language change would be difficult to achieve 

because social factors will trump linguistic factors in language change every time 

(Thomason 2008:52). 
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However, by contributing data from a large variety of living contact languages 

and explaining the unique circumstances surrounding their formation (including 

archeological data for which there is no recorded history to support findings), similarities 

and patterns can be recognized and connections can be established.  It is possible to 

extract parallels from many languages and establish a prototype that describes a particular 

language outcome; from this point new linguistic data is analyzed to determine how close 

it comes to resembling the prototype.  

The present study follows Winford‟s objective as closely as possible: to move 

away from the fragmentation of disciplines within the field of contact linguistics toward a 

more unified front (2007).  While recognizing that it is often necessary, Winford asserts 

that scholars seem to assume a territorial approach to their field of study (Historical 

Linguistics, Contact Linguistics, Creole Linguistics and so on), developing definitions 

and concepts in their area of expertise that conflict with definitions that their colleagues 

have long established.  One of the most important calls-to-action he suggests is the 

necessity for consistent terminology, therefore, as much as possible, this work adheres to 

the definitions proposed for the study of contact languages as explained by Sarah 

Thomason (2001; 2003).  Thomason herself admits that her definitions are not 

universally accepted; however I find them to be the most concrete and well-suited for the 

present study.   

„Language contact‟ occurs with the use of two or more languages in the same 

place at the same time (Thomason 2001:1).  This definition does not seem to generate as 

much controversy as does the one(s) for a „contact language.‟  Thomason contends that a 

contact language is one that arises in any particular contact situation.  This definition 
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seems to be less restrictive than Weinreich‟s, who stipulates that two or more languages 

are in contact provided they are used alternately by the same speaker (1953:1).  His 

definition rules out the creation of pidgins and creoles which, according to Thomason, 

does not require neither bilingualism or multilingualism in each other‟s language 

(2001:158).  Also along the same line falls the characterization of „contact induced 

change‟ for which Thomason‟s explanation is amply sufficient: “a particular linguistic 

change is caused at least in part by language (or dialect) contact if it would have been less 

likely to occur outside a particular contact situation” (Thomason 2007:42).  In the case of 

Modern Vernacular Garífuna, this means that unless it can be demonstrated that a change 

in linguistic structure happened naturally, internally within the language, any structural 

differences within the language that differ from Proto-Garífuna can be attributed to 

contact with (an)other language(s).  An admittedly broad explanation, Thomason has 

been challenged on the reference to “a particular linguistic change.”  Thomason‟s critics 

(see Thomason 2008) dispute her theory that there are absolutely no linguistic constraints 

on the number or kinds of features that can be transferred from one language to another.  

However Thomason attributes this to a misunderstanding of her arguments and 

furthermore, offers satisfactory explanations for why social factors always supersede 

linguistic factors as predictors of language-induced change.  

The types of languages that result from contact situations has been typologically 

classified into three categories e.g. by Thomason (2001:60): A contact-induced language, 

a language of extreme mixture (pidgins, creoles, bilingual mixed languages), and the 

route to language death.  It is important to make clear the definition of „mixed language,‟ 

since this term would appear to have many meanings even among linguists themselves as 
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a catch-all term for those languages who seem to have been strongly influenced by a 

variety of linguistic sources.  This section explains the definitions of the following types 

of mixed languages with the aim of demonstrating how the Garífuna language may or 

may not correspond to these traditional explanations. 

Under the heading of mixed languages fall bilingual mixed languages, pidgins and 

creoles.  Thomason defines a bilingual mixed language as one whose grammatical 

subsystem cannot be traced back to a single parent language.  This definition is also a 

criterion for describing pidgins and creoles.  It is created when (only) two languages 

come into contact, and the result is an almost even split in linguistic features.  For 

example, it includes a language that has the grammar from one language and the lexicon 

from the other, or the nouns from one language and the verbs from another.  However, 

whereas pidgins and creoles do not require that the speech community be bilingual, 

bilingual mixed languages require at least asymmetrical bilingualism (2001:197).  The 

confounding question belying bilingual mixed languages is not so much how they are 

created but why.  In situations involving the creation of pidgins and creoles, speakers are 

not bilingual and thus must create a lingua franca, based on elements of both languages, 

in order to communicate.  But if the speech community is bilingual in each other‟s 

language, why would speakers need a third language? 

Thomason‟s response to this is a deliberate decision on the part of speakers of 

both languages: the desire to create a third language either as a marker of a new ethnic 

group or the need, on the part of one of the groups, to cling to the last fibers of a 

language, purposely resisting shift to the dominant language (2001:205).  The notion that 

a single person or speech community can deliberately change the shape of a language is a 
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controversial one, a view not conventionally shared by historical linguists who have 

traditionally relied on the Comparative Method to account for language change.  

Anderson (2005:172) insists that no single person holds the power to change language, 

but whereas Labov (1994:598) recognizes that language behavior can indeed be subject 

to mindful manipulation, he sees little influence on the long-range development of 

language structure.  Thomason disagrees; her justification for the end result of one 

individual‟s choice to bring about language change compares to the Chaos Theory, which 

states that small differences in the initial condition of a dynamic system may produce 

large variations in the long-term behavior of a system.  According to Thomason, “the 

question of linguistic possibility of change… is settled as soon as a single speaker 

produces a single instance of the change at a single time” (1997).  

The theory of deliberate decision as it relates to the Garífuna language is a critical 

one as it is demonstrated that some Garífunas are actively engaged in language planning 

to prevent shift to the dominant language in their respective countries.  If the Garífunas 

feel that it is acceptable to allow elements of Spanish (or English) to infiltrate their 

language, then this bilingual mixture is what their offspring acquires as a native language.  

Nevertheless, the present study looks at the Garífuna language as it exists at the present 

moment, and it is necessary to consider the possibility of all mixed-language variations, 

including creoles and pidgins.  

Until Alleyne‟s groundbreaking work (1971), it was believed that creolization 

was merely a stop on the chronological scale from pidgin to full-fledged language.  

Although linguists now treat pidgins and creoles as separate entities with a distinct life 

cycle, the literature on pidgins and creoles tends to be discussed in tandem.  In both 
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cases, bilingualism or multilingualism is not a requirement in the formation of pidgins 

and creoles; the only necessary requirement seems to be that two groups who do not 

share a common language feel the need to communicate.  The ideal pidgin and creole 

normally draw their vocabulary from the lexifier language and derive their grammar from 

both source languages.  Function and structure are the characteristics that draw the line 

between pidgins and creoles:  since pidgins have a specialized function, for example, two 

speech communities that converge from time to time to engage in commerce, a pidgin 

does not normally expand beyond the realm of a trade language and thus is not given the 

chance to expand its linguistic structure.  The two groups in question conserve in their 

native languages, reserving the pidgin for when they come in contact with the other 

group.  On the other hand, a creole is the native language of a speech community which 

implies that its linguistic structure has attained a complex composition.  

The above review explains the ideal mixed languages: the bilingual mixed 

language, pidgin and creole, already in process; definitions that do not generate too much 

debate in the broadest sense.  The controversy lies in their genesis; this clarification, to 

the extent possible, is critical as I compare the formation of Garífuna language to the 

development of a prototypical mixed language.  While it can be confirmed that pidgins 

and creoles arise out of a need to create a common language between groups that do not 

share one, Thomason warns not to assume that speakers of pidgins and creoles create a 

lingua franca simply because they have too little access to the other language to learn it 

properly. Following the notion of deliberate change in language, sometimes speakers 

consciously decide that they do not want to learn the dominant language or it is possible 
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that they are purposely prevented from doing so by the dominant language‟s speakers 

(2001:161).  

In the strictest terms, creolization is what happens as a pre-pidgin jargon extends 

to multiple domains and becomes the groups‟ native language.  Although Mufwene 

himself subscribes to a more global theory that takes into account various hypotheses of 

creole genesis, he explains the three leading theories of creole genesis: substratum, 

superstratum and universalist (2002).  The substratum hypothesis describes the local, or 

substratum language as a highly influential factor in the creation of the creole.  

Proponents of this view include Keesing (1988) Alleyne (1971) and Holm (1988).  

Another advocate of this theory, LeFebvre, has demonstrated substratum influence 

through relexification not only in creole genesis but in the formation of mixed languages 

as well (1998:17-19). 

Poplack, an advocate of the superstratum theory, claims that it is not the standard 

version of a lexifier language that bears its influence on the local (substratum) language, 

but a non-standard variety of the intrusive language.  For example, she has shown (1999) 

that African American Vernacular English shares several features with the non-standard 

varieties of English.  Finally, the Universalist theory is headed by Bickerton, who 

employs child language acquisition in his hypothesis to show that children manipulate 

Universal Grammar in order to formulate their own creole until they have figured out the 

lexifier language for themselves.  Both Mufwene and Thomason agree that a creole 

cannot be judged a creole simply by using a checklist of features because there are no 

features that are exclusive to creoles (Mufwene 2000:65).  However, for the purposes of 

this paper, a Mufwene-type approach is utilized, one that portends a collective approach 
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to the aforementioned theories, that the substratum and superstratum may converge and 

prevail upon each other (2002:6) in the creation of creoles.   

In the above studies, numerous mixed languages such as Haitian Creole, 

Papiamentu, Media Lengua and Jamaican Creole have been analyzed and given their 

rightful position within bilingual mixed-language and creole research.  This is not true for 

Garífuna language, due in part because it has not yet been determined what type of 

language it is.  The language variations‟ parameters being defined, we can now move to 

what the Garífuna scholars say about the Garífuna language in particular.   

When researching the Garífuna and their language, there are three sources from 

which one can glean information: the Internet, published texts and the Garífunas 

themselves.  A cursory survey of the internet information, however, is lacking in reliable 

information.  For example, Google
™

, one of the world‟s most popular internet search 

engines, keeps track of how many times a word or phrase has been entered into a search 

query.  Google
™

 also monitors in which parts of the world are these terms and phrases 

most often searched (see Appendix B).  From early 2007 to date, interest in the search 

term “Garífuna” shows spikes after the death of the popular Garífuna singer in New 

York, Andy Palacio, and after news stories about the Garífunas have been broadcast on 

National Public Radio or published in a highly-circulated newspaper such as the New 

York Times. Curiously, of the top ten regions of the world in which people have searched 

for the term “Garífuna,” the United States ranks sixth.
1
  A search of the phrase “Garífuna 

language” yields 23,600 hits,
2
 the first entry being Wikipedia, an encyclopedia site in 

which any user can enter and modify information.  Wikipedia is enormously popular with 

the casual Internet surfer who often trusts the information on this site as authority.  
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Unfortunately, the information found on the page for “Garífuna language” on this date 

explains the language solely from the perspective of the Honduran dialect, which is 

explained further on in this paper.  Back on the Google
™

 search page, the websites listed 

beneath Wikipedia for “Garífuna language” are at the top of the list because they are they 

have received the most Internet visitors to their page, meaning, that a person searching 

for information is much more likely to rely on the information found on the first page of 

the Google
™

 search than the fifth or twentieth page, for example.  One of these top 

websites
3
 mistakenly claims that in all of Central America it is only in Hopkins, Belize 

where children continue to learn the Garífuna language.  Another website, one that prides 

itself on being the “ultimate provider of Garífuna language information” misleads the 

information seeker in stating that Garífuna language is a derivation of several African 

languages, including Yoruba, Swahili and Bantu.
4
  The above websites have not gone as 

far as to posit a linguistic classification, however two have: one website calls Garífuna a 

“French-based creole,”
 5

 and the Internet journal, Issues in Caribbean Amerindian 

Studies, states that the Garífuna speak a “creole language.”
 6

 

It has already been mentioned that the Garífuna themselves have differing 

opinions on the origins and classification of their own language. However, there are some 

Garífunas who have published noteworthy linguistic and anthropological research.  

Salvador Suazo, a Garífuna from Honduras, in Conversemos en garífuna (1991) has used 

a descriptive approach in his grammar book although he states that this text is intended 

for prescriptive use in the classroom or self-learning. Suazo offers numerous lists of 

tenses, parts of speech, vocabulary lists by theme and useful phrases, with Spanish to 

Garífuna glosses.  He also presents a very brief history of Garífuna language in which 
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Douglas MacRae Taylor is cited twice (however it is clear that except for the Garífuna 

translations, most, if not all, of the information in the book is a rephrasal of Taylor‟s 

work) but there is no bibliography, nor are there foot notes or endnotes by which to 

reference the citations.  Justin Flores, another Honduran Garífuna, has also published 

many books on Garífuna history, including a Spanish to Garífuna dictionary.  In Flores‟s 

chronicles, The Garífuna Story: Now and Then, many specific dates and facts are 

mentioned yet there are no citations or a bibliography. In all likelihood this text is based 

on oral history; according to the Garífuna World Travel Guide, Flores relied on the 

stories handed down from his father (Avila 2008:13).  More significant works researched 

and authored by Garífunas include those by Joseph Palacio and Roy Cayetano, both from 

Belize.   

Sebastian Cayetano published Garífuna History, Language and Culture (1993) in 

which he seems to rephrase previous Garífunists‟ historical research, and includes 

Garífuna recipes as well as samples of Garífuna literature such as poems and songs.  This 

text is not frequently cited nor referred to in scholarly publications about the Garífunas; 

however, it is written in English at a level that is easily accessible to all readers.  This is a 

double-edged sword since between the lines of cited, sound investigations, by Taylor and 

Hadel, for example, Cayetano makes many unsubstantiated claims.  For example, he 

comments on the creation of Garífuna language in the wake of Carib men marrying 

Arawak women on St. Vincent: 

In due course the Carib-Arawak offspring evolved a spoken language with 

two versions: the female Arawak version, and male Carib version, each 

distinct yet mutually understandable by both (1993:19). 
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The notion that the male and female language was created due to this alleged 

event seems to be a pervasive belief among the Garífunas, but a close reading of Taylor‟s 

research reveals that both sexes spoke the same language and that the men additionally 

had access to a trade jargon used to communicate with Caribs on the mainland.  In 

another example, Cayetano states that the  

Garífuna African ancestry can be traced back to the region of West Africa, 

to the Yoruba, Ibo, and Ashanti tribes specifically [italics are mine], in 

Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra Leone, to mention only a few (32).   

 

Indeed, in 1981 the results of mtDNA tests on some Garífunas in Livingston 

revealed a 75% African component (Crawford 1981)
7
 and more recent work in this area 

shows that Carib and Yoruba mtDNA haplotypes are present in the Garífuna of Belize 

(Monsalve and Hagelberg 1997), but further research is needed in order to place Garífuna 

origins specifically in any region of Africa. 

Joseph Orlando Palacio, a University of California trained anthropologist, has 

published many scholarly books and articles on Garífuna culture since 1975.  While 

Palacio‟s texts are anthropological in nature, those of Roy Cayetano, trained in linguistics 

at the University of Michigan, have a stronger linguistic focus.  Palacio‟s edited text 

stands as a seminal work for anyone interested in Garífuna studies: The Garífuna: a 

Nation Across Borders (2005).  This collection of essays, which includes Roy and 

Marion Cayetano‟s essay on how Garífuna language and heritage gained the recognition 

of “Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity” by the United Nations 

Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization (2005) offers a well-rounded and in-

depth investigation into the Garífuna heritage, family structure, gender roles and music.  
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While Palacio recognizes the authority of the methodology that historians and 

anthropologists utilize to explain Garífuna ethnographies, especially in light of an 

unwritten history, he argues that not enough has been done to link his people‟s oral 

tradition to the research findings.  Because Garífuna history is comparatively young, 

Palacio demonstrates that oral tradition is not only instrumental for filling in research 

holes but credible, as many of his informants‟ stories correspond to what scientific 

research has taken years to uncover.   

Roy Cayetano is especially well-known among educated Garífunas for spear-

heading the goal for a standardized Garífuna spelling system.  In Towards a Common 

Orthography, written when Cayetano was a Pearson Fellow at the Ontario Institute for 

Studies in Education in Toronto, Canada, he criticizes three scholars of Garífuna 

linguistics, Douglas Taylor, Richard Hadel (Jesuit priest and anthropologist) and the 

Summer Institute of Linguistics for using their vast breadth of linguistic knowledge to 

author and publish scholarly literature about the language directed towards their research 

peers, while not bearing in mind that the speakers of the language would have liked to 

have access to this information as well.  Cayetano has also recognized that because of a 

lack of standardized writing system, those who attempt to write Garífuna – from 

researchers to the Garífuna themselves – each practically devises their own spelling for 

Garífuna words, based on their own pronunciation.  Nevertheless, Cayetano does an 

excellent job of having intensely researched what he refers to as “the three traditions” 

(Taylor, Summer Institute of Linguistics and Hadel) in order to arrive at a proposal for 

standardized Garífuna spelling.  It will be noted, however, that although Cayetano is a 

trained linguist and strives for a prescriptive spelling system, he has not attempted to 
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assign a linguistic category to Garífuna, preferring to explore the current applications of 

Garífuna scholarship and the benefits it can provide for his people.   

Cayetano is not the only Garífunist who has shied away from categorizing 

Garífuna language as a specific type.  Genevieve Escure, an American linguist who 

speaks Garífuna, has written extensively on Garífuna formal linguistics.  In “Garífuna in 

Belize and Honduras,” Escure argues that modern Garífuna is experiencing attrition 

through contact with English and Spanish (in their respective countries) and is, in fact, a 

language “spoken fluently – in one form or another – only by those over 50 years of age” 

(2004:61).  Escure does not specifically classify Garífuna as a creole, pidgin or a mixed 

language, but does recognize that Garífuna continues to develop, i.e., taking on the 

morphological traits of contact languages, in a manner that is akin to creolization.   

Douglas Taylor is probably the most well-known of Garífuna ethnographers. 

Taylor first researched Island Carib language in Dominica in 1930, just twelve years after 

the last native speaker, Ma Gustave, had died, but he was still able to locate other, older 

Dominicans who spoke it as children (1977:24).  Later, Taylor spent a year (1947-48) in 

Belize for anthropological field research of Garífuna culture and language.  In the product 

of this field research, The Black Caribs of British Honduras, Taylor refers to Garífuna 

language as a dialect of Island Carib, and later he refers to it as an “Arawakan language” 

(1954:28) but just a few years later, in “On the Affiliation of „Island Carib,‟” Taylor at 

first seems to question the Arawakan genetic relationship, stating that the “Arawakan 

affiliation of Island Carib . . . has not ever, so far as I know, been demonstrated in any 

convincing way” (1957:297).  Taylor argues that although the lexical similarities to 

Arawakan are obvious, he quotes Swadesh when he states that “In establishing a genetic 
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relationship, either structure or lexicon may be used as the first clue, but both must be 

involved in the final proof.”  In the article Taylor compares Island Carib to Lokono, a 

living Arawak language spoken in northeastern South America, a language he refers to as 

“True Arawak.”  Through comparing the intricate system of affixes (plural, personal, 

negative), he succeeds in demonstrating an undeniable historical relationship between the 

two, ultimately stating that they share a parent language.  

Taylor is probably most known for his extensive research on the dialectal division 

in Garífuna men‟s and women‟s language.  Taylor builds on the work of Raymond 

Breton, a French missionary who lived among and worked towards evangelizing the 

Carib Indians of Dominica and Guadeloupe for a number of years.  His most well-studied 

publication is a French-Island Carib dictionary (Breton et al. 1666) which includes not 

only dictionary entries but ethnographic notes about his island hosts.  As will be fully 

explained, Taylor contends that what Breton perceived as one Carib language whose 

female and male speakers happened to express themselves using different words, was 

actually an Arawak language.  Both men and women spoke this Arawak language; the 

men used additional Carib lexemes and grammatical morphemes that supplant their 

Arawak counterparts. Taylor has analyzed the men‟s version of the Carib lexical items 

and morphemes in great detail (Taylor 1977; Taylor and Hoff 1980) and concludes that 

that the men‟s version of Island Carib must have begun as a pidgin on the mainland.  

With the Carib migration to the Caribbean islands, this pidgin began to take on Arawak 

elements (Taylor and Hoff 1980:311) but never fully decreolized and leveled itself to the 

Arawak language because the Caribs continued to maintain trade contacts with the 

mainland for which they used this pidgin.   
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The above linguists are not the only ones who have written about the Garífunas 

and their language, but they represent the exclusive group of Garífunists who have 

dedicated a large portion of their professional careers to the research and publication of 

almost the salient aspects of Garífuna culture.  It is my intention to demonstrate that 

although these linguists have written extensively and offer a highly regarded amount of 

information on specific linguistic features, Garífuna language is in need of a broad and 

complete chronological linguistic history so that a linguistic classification can be 

assigned.  

History of the Garífuna Language 

In the past, the goal of historical research had been to compile as many 

unquestionable and objective facts as possible in order to publish multi-volume texts on 

broad topics such as history of the Eastern Europe or on the Civil War (Carr 2002:14).  In 

this section, as I piece together the complete history of the Garífuna language, my work 

reflects the current trend in historical research methods, which is to systematically 

approach the data in order to answer questions about a past phenomenon (Gall, Gall and 

Borg 2003:514). This approach recognizes that although a researcher may come upon 

historical records, documents and personal interviews that may be interpreted as 

questionable or partial, it is still possible, through careful analysis and multiple sources of 

evidence, to come to a conclusion on what indeed did happen.   

The first step in historical research is to define the problem to be investigated.  

This chapter seeks to fill in the gaps of Garífuna social history which has traditionally 

lacked sufficient historical linguistic explanations in order to fully explain the 
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composition of modern vernacular Garífuna language.  Most basic accounts of Garífuna 

history begin on the island of St. Vincent with the arrival of the Africans, but I believe it 

is important to recount the history from an earlier point because there are linguistic 

features currently in use by the Garífuna today that are believed to have begun on the 

South American mainland.  I approach this task, therefore, with a linguistic and 

geographic approach that begins in pre-historic South America with the Kariban and 

Arawak macro language families and ends with the Garífunas‟ arrival in Central America 

in 1797.   

By South America, I‟m referring to Kaufman‟s linguistic model: continental 

South America, lower Central America and the Antilles: i.e., Latin America without 

Mesoamerica (1990:13). As migrations of Indigenes spread into South America from the 

north, these earliest settlers followed the Pacific coast, extending into regions of present 

day Colombia, Ecuador and Peru.  In the ensuing millennia, groups spread out and were 

eventually separated by natural land markers; valleys, rivers, and rain forests.  It is 

uncertain whether these language families had a single parent language at one time; 

research is insufficient.  Kaufman, for example, agrees with Greenberg and Swadesh 

when they claimed that the languages of the Americas (with the exception of Na-Dené 

and Eskimo Aleut) can be lumped into a group called “Amerind,” but he does not cross 

the line to assert that there is one common parent language.  A relationship between 

languages that do not seem to be related is based on what Kaufman calls “informal 

similarities” – Pan-Americanisms – that demonstrate a number of similarities among the 

languages (1990:26).  Dozens of language families have been confirmed by specialists in 
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South American languages, resulting in what J. Alden Mason asserts is the most 

linguistically diverse region on the planet (1950:163).  

Before moving forward to discuss specific Native American groups, an essential 

element of identifying ancient cultures needs to be addressed: is an ethnic group 

considered a cohesive unit because its members share cultural features or are they unified 

because they speak the same language or dialects of the same language?  Johann 

Gottfried Herder attempted to answer this question in 1769 and his response permeated 

theories in anthropology and historical linguistics.
8
  He stated that a group‟s identity is 

based on the sharing of a common culture and that the manifestation of this culture is 

expressed through a common language; in other words: one language = one national 

character.  He says, for example: 

The language of the savage Caribs is virtually divided in two, one for 

women and one for men, and the most common objects – bed, moon, sun, 

bow – are named differently in the two.  What a superfluity of synonyms! 

And yet these same Caribs have only four words for colors, to which they 

must refer to all others.  What paucity! […] And we are to believe that the 

idle inventor of such an outstandingly imperfect language was God? 

(Herder 1966:154-55) 

 

In this essay, Herder goes on to explain, “Since every grammar is only a philosophy of 

language and a method for its use, it follows that, the more primordial a language is, the 

less grammar must there be in it”(159).  This view was strengthened by Daniel Brinton in 

The American Race, which he claims is the “first attempt at a systematic classification on 

the whole American race on the basis of language” (1891:ix).  Brinton suggests that 

where languages are similar, it is due to a shared mental capacity (57), i.e., a group that 

thinks alike and speaks alike, shall be considered an incorporated group. These theories 
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coincided easily with the Neogrammarians‟ popular premise, asserting that a large 

number of cognate words found across languages – even though the languages might not 

readily appear to be related – implies that the languages shared a common proto-

language.  It is not difficult to imagine that when one envisions a shared pre-historic 

language, one imagines that they also shared a common culture.  

Twentieth-century linguistics and anthropology would later question the theory of 

one language equals one culture; the new thought was that within a cultural group, many 

languages can be found and vice versa: within a language group, many cultures can be 

identified.  Still, linguists did not seem to completely discard early positions. Clark 

Wissler strongly contended that language and culture “are so distinct as to require very 

different methods of investigation” (1917:280).  However he does admit that there is a 

“tendency for language to correlate in certain ways with the cultural grouping” and cites 

examples from Californian ethnic groups (332). In addition, the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis 

indeed gently implies a language-culture connection when it asserts that one‟s languages 

may influence and inspire an individual‟s cosmovision but language does not construct 

and determine it.  Still, this hypothesis does not aim to assert the possibility of one 

group‟s superiority over another because of a shared language and culture.  Nowadays 

when researchers refer to South American groups, they are so named because of a 

linguistic affiliation and not a shared culture; language is what unifies different cultures.   

The Creation of Proto-Garífuna Language 

Arawak linguistic history 

“From the earliest times they [Arawaks] have borne an excellent character.  Hospitable, peace-loving, quick 

to accept the simpler precepts of Christianity, they have ever offered a strong contrast to their neighbor, the 

cruel and warlike Caribs.”  (Brinton, 1871, p. 1) 
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Upon listening to a conversation in Garífuna for the first time and without prior 

knowledge of its linguistic origins, it is not difficult to speculate if they are in fact 

speaking an African language.  The musicality of nasal sounds and the rhythmic 

intonation pattern of the Garífuna language effortlessly invoke assumptions of an African 

foundation, and many continue to believe this as fact.  Roatán, the island to which the 

Garífuna were exiled in 1797 from their homeland in St. Vincent, has an official travel 

website which states, “The Garífuna tribe speaks their native African language of 

Garífuna and Spanish.”
9
  The Garífuna themselves wondered about the African 

component their language and consulted with Garífuna specialist Nancie Gonzalez for a 

definitive answer.  Her explanation: 

Dear friends, the Garífuna language has been extensively studied by 

linguists, and is basically of the South American Arawak family, with 

numerous words taken from the Carib family, also from South America. It 

has also borrowed heavily from French, English, and Spanish. No more 

than five possible loan words from African languages have ever been 

found, and these are not confirmed… 
10

 

 

The objective of this section is to trace the trajectory of the Arawaks and their 

language from mainland South America into the Caribbean.  Next, I review theories that 

attempt to account for the introduction of Carib components into the Arawak language, as 

well as influence by European languages.  Theories in language contact are utilized to 

comment on the language at this stage, which I call proto-Garífuna.  

After the research problem has been defined, the next step in a historical research 

plan, searching for historical sources, acknowledges that “most reports of historical 

research are secondary sources because the historian rarely is a direct witness to the 



46 

 

events described in the reports” (Gall, Gall and Borg 2003:521). In the case of the 

Garífunas‟ young history, we are fortunate to have a respectable amount of primary 

source material from missionaries, government officials and travelers who were able to 

observe the early Garífuna culture in person.  One of the most important sources we have 

for Kalípona language (mutually intelligible with Proto-Garífuna language) is the 

Dictionnaire françois-caraïbe published in 1666 by Raymond Breton,
11

 a French 

Dominican missionary.  

Breton‟s dictionary is based on the Kalípona dialects of Guadeloupe and 

Dominica, extinct since the 20
th

 century. Father Breton was among one of the first 

Europeans to settle in Guadeloupe (after Christopher Columbus had named this island in 

1493) and spent nearly eighteen years between Guadeloupe and Dominica (1635-1654); 

there were periods when he was the only White face on Dominica for years at a time.  He 

wrote this dictionary, among other publications about the native language, to assist new 

missionaries in their evangelization endeavors in the Caribbean.  However for the 

preliterate Arawakan and Cariban societies, secondary sources – based on linguistic, 

archaeological and anthropological research – is utilized. Unlike the ancient Egyptians 

who left behind a treasure trove of hieroglyphics and the earliest Maya, whose numerous 

glyphs remain intact for contemporary archaeologists to decipher, interpret and devise 

what historian Joan Burstyn calls a “constructed reality” of their lives (1987:168), we are 

fortunate to have unearthed shards of pottery, tools, or other inorganic materials in which 

to study the pre-historic indigenous of South America.   

Mason has asserted (see above) and Kaufman agreed (2007:59) that South 

America is the most linguistically diverse area on the planet.  On the eve of the conquest, 



47 

 

Loukotka (1968:17) estimated 1,492 spoken languages on the continent.  He includes the 

Caribbean as well as the southernmost tip of Florida in this calculation to account for 

Taino migrations, a region which was comprised of language families, isolated languages 

and unclassified languages.  Today, Kaufman estimates 118 stocks in South America; 

over half are language isolates and the remaining are language families that contain at 

least two languages (2007).  Of those language families, Lyle Campbell (1997:179) 

believes that around 350 of the languages are still actively spoken on the continent.  Even 

with all this linguistic activity, there is a surprising lack of evidence of ancient human 

settlement in the upper Amazon basin.  However, this does not mean that early man 

avoided this area.  This could imply that tools, eating vessels or weapons were made of 

wood or some other organic material disintegrated with time or it could mean that early 

settlers moved about frequently, not spending enough time in one area for the soil to 

reveal clues of human existence. However, there is a large corpus of archaeological 

research in Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela and Mesoamerica.  This means that 

Amazonia, although lacking in sufficient human evidence, can be placed within a 

framework of New World cultural development.   

The history of the Arawaks in South America goes back as far as thousands of 

years before Christ.  Although it has been reported that Arawaks (actually the Tainos, an 

Arawak descendant group) communicated with Christopher Columbus in 1492 to tell him 

and his crew about the allegedly bellicose Cariban indigenous clan to the south, the term 

„Arawak‟ did not appear in the literature until the late 1500s with the explorations of the 

Guyanas.  In 1782 Filippo Salvadore Gilij recognized Arawak as an official language 

family but he called it „Maipure‟ after a local language (Noble 1965:1).  As the discipline 
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of Amazonian linguistics grew, so did the number of linguists who classified the 

languages into different groups, extending, limiting and re-drawing linguistic boundaries.  

The line between calling the stock „Maipurean‟ or „Arawakan‟ still seems to be blurry, 

but Kaufman seems to please both camps when he states in Atlas of the Worlds 

Languages, “the Maipurean or Arawakan stock contains more distinct languages than any 

other family in the western hemisphere…”(2007:59).  In 1871 Brinton‟s research 

concluded that Taino be included in the Arawakan family, which is significant as it 

increases the antiquity of the Arawakan family (10).   

Pinpointing the homeland of Proto-Arawak is subject to much speculation and 

controversy. In Proto-Arawakan and its Descendants (1965:107), Noble places the 

macro-family 4,000 to 5,000 years ago the among the tributaries of Ucayali and Madre of 

Dios (modern day Cusco in southeast Peru) and contends that this Proto-Arawakan 

macro-family had split into seven language families around that same time, migrating in 

an eastward direction, along the mountain ranges.  Following Noble‟s 1965 claim, more 

recent research, including that of both Lathrap (1970) and Key (1979), has produced 

evidence to arrive at a more accurate picture of pre-historic South American Indian 

migration patterns.  Lathrap explains that the Arawak, canoe-building peoples who 

sustained root-crop cultivations, would not have followed a mountain chain because the 

soil was not favorable to agriculture.  Furthermore, the rivers along this route, rapid and 

rocky, would have not been conducive to canoes. Instead, Lathrap posits a date of about 

3,000 years ago in Central Amazon, where the Negro and Madeira rivers converge (see 

Appendix C).  From this point, the Proto-Arawak groups, experiencing population 

booms, fanned out to the west (continuing to follow the Amazon River), south (following 
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the Madeira River) and north (following the Negro River to the Orinoco River) 

(1970:75). The group who constitute the objective of this work is the northernmost group 

of Arawaks, those who settled in the village of Saladero at the tip of the Orinoco delta, 

not far from present-day Piacoa, Venezuela.  The term “Inyeri” or “Igneri” (sometimes 

called “Island Arawaks” (Chamberlain 1913:493)) is given to the Arawakan tribes and 

peoples (as well as the language‟s name) who ventured into and settled in the Lesser 

Antilles beginning at around 200 B.C. 

The Caribbean Islands, or West Indies, consist of archipelago of over 7,000 

islands, islets, reefs and cays. It is divided into the Greater Antilles (Cuba, Jamaica, 

Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, islands made up of continental rock) and the Lesser Antilles 

(islands spanning from Antigua and Curacao close to the Colombian and Venezuelan 

borders up to St. Kitts, made up of young volcanic or coral islands). Within the Lesser 

Antilles, the islands are further divided between the Leeward Islands, the Leeward 

Antilles, and Windward Islands. The Windward Islands (Trinidad and Tobago, Grenada 

and the Grenadines, St. Vincent, St. Lucia and Martinique) are the first to be affected by 

the famous Caribbean trade winds, winds that blow from east to west in the tropics, and 

the source of many hurricanes.  

Based on radiocarbon evidence in Haiti dated at 3600 B.C., an approximate date 

of 4000 B.C. has been posited for the first migrations into the Caribbean (specifically the 

Greater Antilles).  However most scholars would agree on a more conservative date of 

2000 B.C, as much more radiocarbon evidence has been dated for around 2500 B.C. 

(Allaire "The Lesser Antilles before Columbus" 1977).  Primitive tools and other 

evidence of a pre-ceramic society found in Haiti, Cuba and the Dominican Republic show 
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striking similarities to those found in the Yucatan peninsula, suggesting an Atlantic-

bound journey from present day Mexico across the Yucatan basin to Cuba (Wilson 

1977:4).  This voyage and subsequent settlement in the Great Antilles is supported by a 

lack of pre-ceramic evidence in the Windward Islands to the south, virtually canceling 

out the possibility of a pre-ceramic migration from South America.  After 500 B.C., 

mainland South America experienced population booms and a north-easterly migration 

into the Windward Islands can be expected. It is not known how or why the first pilgrims 

ventured into the Lesser Antilles – with no evidence of pre-ceramic societies in the 

Lesser Antilles it is very unlikely there had been contact or commerce between these 

islands and the mainland.  It seems more likely that a scouting group left to find other 

lands or that trade winds pushed fishing boats as far as Grenada.  Surely, once on 

Grenada where one island can be seen from the beach of another, migration into the 

archipelago must have been constant and plentiful. 

Although very little is known about pre-ceramic Caribbean cultures, the 

emergence of a particular type of pottery found all over the Caribbean islands and in 

north-eastern Venezuela has allowed researchers to successfully trace migratory patterns 

of indigenous groups into the Caribbean.  Swedish archaeologist Sven Lovén (1935:1-6) 

has identified this pottery as Arawak Inyeri-made.  By following the excavations of an 

abundance of these ceramics which demonstrate a design so well-known that it is 

generally referred to as WOR, (white -on-red) we are able to determine, with relative 

certainty, each of the places in the Caribbean in which the Inyeris settled.  The 

radiocarbon dating on these excavations in the West Indies and Venezuela, have led 

archaeologists to devise four periods to account for pre-ceramic and ceramic culture 
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migration into the Caribbean (Rouse 1953:189).
12

  It was determined that the WOR 

pottery (also called Saladoid pottery) found throughout the Caribbean islands originated 

from Saladero in the Orinoco Delta during the latter half of Period I and the beginning of 

Period II, that is, an entry date into the Caribbean of around 200 B.C. and a climax of 

Saladoid activity around 300 A.D.  The Taino, Arawak inhabitants of the Greater 

Antilles, did not spring from the Inyeri but rather represent a later migration from 

mainland South America.
13

   

As mentioned before, the Arawaks did not leave behind any form of written, 

pictorial or knotted clues to account for their daily lives.  Fortunately, along with 

archaeological records, the field of linguistics also allows for reasonably accurate 

findings when determining the relationship between two remote groups in the past – in 

this case the Arawaks of the Caribbean and those of the mainland South America.  The 

time-depth method assumes that languages change at a steady, uniform rate, and is useful 

not only to prove that a relationship between two groups existed, but to establish a time 

frame in which the two groups have separated from one another.  A variety of approaches 

are employed in the time-depth method, for example, a linguist may take the 

development of agricultural habits into account when explaining the expansion of proto-

language families, such as Proto Indo-European (Renfrew et al. 2000).  Douglas Taylor 

used the time-depth technique of lexical statistics to establish the relationship between the 

pre-historic Caribbeans and the mainland Arawaks.  Lexical statistics involve counting 

the frequency of cognate words that appear in a corpus of interest (Baroni and Evert 

2006).  In Taylor‟s case, he used the Swadesh list, a list of 200 words that are normally 

resistant to borrowing among languages.   
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To execute the time-depth method, Taylor had to decide on which one of three 

sources of the Arawak dialect of the Caribbean he would use to compare with Lokono, or 

what Taylor calls “True Arawak,” a living Arawak language.  Taylor considered the 

Garífuna language, as it was currently spoken in Central America; second, Breton‟s 

dictionary (1666) based in part on the extinct dialect spoken in Dominica, and third, 

another description of the Dominican dialect complied by Joseph Numa Rat (1898).  

Even after carefully weighing the disadvantages of utilizing a written source based on an 

extinct dialect, Taylor discarded the Garífuna dialect, supposing that the addition of the 

African phonetic component made this dialect much more distant, phonetically, from 

Lokono than the Dominican dialect.  Both Morris Swadesh and Douglas Taylor have 

tested and compared the Dominican and Lokono dialects of Arawak using lexical 

statistics; and whereas Swadesh concludes a cognate ratio of 62/146 (Swadesh et al. 

1954:362), Taylor‟s calculations led him to a total of 72/154 or 46.75%, which indicates 

a certain relationship between the Native Caribbean dialect and the Arawak spoken on 

mainland South America. Taylor‟s calculations demonstrate a time depth of 18 (as 

compared to Swadesh‟s 21) centuries (Taylor and Rouse 1955:105) of separation. It 

should be noted that the accuracy involving these methods is still quite controversial. 

The mainland pre-historic Arawaks, although they did not leave much else behind 

besides broken bits of pottery, continue to tell us the story of their ethnic group to this 

day, according to at least one researcher.  Fernando Santos-Granero argues that today‟s 

Arawaks – in this case, the Garífunas – have a lot to tell us about the ancient Arawaks‟ 

cultural practices.  Santos-Granero posits a connection between linguistic affiliation and a 

shared cultural matrix, a connection that transcends time (2002:27).  In other words, 
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certain cultural traits among the contemporary Garífunas, i.e. managing to maintain their 

language in the face of a dominant Spanish (or English in Belize) speaking majority, yet 

adopting a primary Afro-Caribbean or Ladino lifestyle is not surprising.  This feature is 

just one of many examples of inherited pre-historic Arawak cultural traits; the ancient 

Arawaks had the very same unique habit of adopting the cultural ethos of another 

language group while retaining their own language.  This and other characteristics found 

in the ancient Arawaks, such as holding regional and macro-regional meetings, putting 

historical significance on natural landmarks that become meeting places, and the ease of 

adopting another group‟s language as a second or third language for the benefit of getting 

along well together have been demonstrated by Santos-Graneros for the Arawak-Pano, 

Arawak-Tukano and Arawak-Carib clusters.  Throughout the dissertation I continue to 

revisit this theory as it becomes apparent that there are numerous traits that modern 

Garífunas seem to have inherited from the pre-historic Arawaks. 

Carib and “Island Carib” linguistic history 

During the course of field research in Livingston, Guatemala (2009), it was clear 

to me that Garífunas proudly adhere to the relations put forth by Garífuna historians 

(Anderson 1938; Duncan 1970; Flores 1979; S. Cayetano 1993; Adams 2002) who 

maintain that their ancestors, Carib warriors, stormed out from mainland South America 

towards a Lesser Antillean coup around 1200AD.  The Carib men, with an almost 

mythical notoriety for being fierce, Arawak-male slaying, Arawak-wife coveting warrior 

cannibals, originated either in the tropical lowlands of the Amazonian basin or in the 

present day French Guyana and Surinam.  At the time the Caribbean islands had been 

occupied by descendants of Arawak Indians who had, by 1200AD, separated into distinct 
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cultures among the islands.  After killing the Arawak men and claiming the women of the 

Lesser Antilles, it is this new coalescence of cultures that is referred to as „Island Carib‟ 

in the literature.  According to Garífuna tradition, this infamous event to place on St. 

Vincent and produced the linguistic gender split in which Carib men would speak to their 

sons in their language, while Arawak women used their vernacular with their daughters.  

The Garífunas have always heralded the mighty Caribs as their most noble and fearless 

ancestors, reserving references about the “timid” and “peaceful” Arawaks to discussions 

about the origins of the “women‟s version” of Garífuna language.  The theory of a Carib 

coup d'état and the succeeding „Island Carib‟ culture has served to validate the reason 

why the Garífuna men had access to Carib lexical and morphological items, of which 

linguistic vestiges are still evident in Modern Vernacular Garífuna.   

One of the challenges in understanding this model or an alternative one is the 

nomenclature in the literature.  The very name Island Carib inclines one to assume that 

the indigenous of the Lesser Antilles were entirely Carib Indians who lived on the 

islands, speaking a Carib language.  During the early colonial era, the term „Carib‟ (or 

„Island Carib‟) was applied liberally to any native Indian who was perceived as “wild” or 

“savage” (Conzemius 1928:184). Peter Martyr (Pietro Martire D‟anghiera), is credited 

with being the first person to introduce the term “Carib” into published literature as a 

proper name for the ethnic group in the first account of the New World (1555); he 

comments that the “Spaniards learned by hearsay that not far from those islands are the 

islands of wild men they call Caribs who feed on human flesh” (D'anghiera, Iacona and 

George 2005:17).  However as these “Island Caribs” themselves informed Raymond 

Breton, they referred to themselves as „Kalípona‟ („Kalinago‟ in the men‟s pidgin), 
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“traductiœn du Caraibe en François, …calínago” (Breton, McKusick and Vérin 1958:1; 

Breton and Platzmann 1900:387).  Breton lived mostly between Guadeloupe and 

Dominica, and published Dictionaire Caraibe-Français (1666) based on the particular 

Kalípona dialect of those islands. To avoid confusion and to strengthen the fact that this 

ethnic group was not Carib, the present study refers to this Lesser Antillean group as 

Kalípona (with reference to Island Carib).  In addition, I use the term „proto-Garífuna‟ to 

refer to the language that was spoken by the Kalípona (Island Carib) exclusively on St. 

Vincent before the Africans acquired this language and made it their own.  

From the very beginning, chroniclers have noted that the men and women of the 

Lesser Antilles have distinct ways of speaking from one another; lay Protestant traveler 

Charles Cesar de Rochefort was probably the first to publish this information (1658) and 

although Raymond Breton and his contemporary Jesuit missionary, Armand de la Paix 

(in Rennard 1929), noted that men and women seem to use different vernaculars, they 

were convinced that the language stemmed from one parent, “la langue caribe” (Taylor 

1956:181).  Douglas Taylor had intensely analyzed Garífuna language and agrees with 

De Goeje‟s (1946:43) position that what Breton perceived as a Carib language was 

actually Arawak, heavily influence by the Carib language (Taylor 1951:41; 1977:26).  

Generations later, this Arawak language would experience clashes with European 

languages, most of which left their linguistic fingerprint in today‟s Garífuna language to 

varying degrees: Spanish, English and especially French.  Taylor‟s analysis of dictionary 

entries and cultural descriptions from Breton‟s publications demonstrates that both 

Kalípona (Island Carib) men and women spoke a single Arawakan language; the lexicon 

of this shared language is roughly 22% Carib. The „men‟s version‟ is so-called because 
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men employed even more Carib lexemes, including additional Carib morphemes (Taylor 

and Hoff 1980:302). Based on Breton‟s notes, Taylor deduces that a complete sentence in 

Carib could not be formulated without employing some Arawak morphemes, and 

suggests that the „men‟s version‟ was in fact not a language at all, but a separate Carib 

pidgin.  This pidgin was used alongside their first language, Arawakan, for use when 

speaking to other Carib men (and to boys after puberty, when they left their mother‟s side 

to learn the father‟s trade) as well as for commerce with mainland Caribs and therefore 

considered prestigious (Taylor and Hoff 1980:308-12).  

 The theory of a Carib invasion has been widely accepted and easily recognized 

for centuries as part of the basis for Kalípona (Island Carib) culture.  Rumors of cutthroat 

Caribs first began during the time of Christopher Columbus, when upon sighting land in 

the Caribbean Sea in 1492; he fully expected to be docking in the shores of Asia.  The 

Caribbean aborigines spoke various yet mutually intelligible dialects of the Arawak 

language even if centuries of living on separate islands had created quite diverse cultural 

groups.  When the Arawak Taino inhabitants of Hispañola informed him through gestures 

to be wary when traversing through the southeastern chain of islands, because, as 

Columbus jotted down, “Toda la gente que hasta hoy he hallado diz que tiene 

grandissimo temor de los Caniba ó Canima”
14

 (Fernández de Navarrete 1825:37), 

Columbus, thinking he was close to India and Asia, was certain he had just been warned 

about the soldiers of the Great Khan Mongolian empire (Hulme and Whitehead 1992:14).  

They further related that these “canibas” frequently raided the northern islands to take 

prisoners, and that they “had but one eye and the faces of dogs” (Davis 1992).  

Unfamiliar with transcribing Taino language, Columbus recorded this term to the best of 
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his ability and it was not long before it took on a new life as a doublet – two words 

derived from the same historical source.  Caribes served to identify the inhabitants of the 

Lesser Antilles and canibal, anthropophagous humans, although at the time one word was 

used for both meanings.  This case of mistaken identity – referring to the Indian groups to 

the south as Caribs – has caused exhaustive frustration for archaeologists and linguists 

who have since then, struggled to reconcile the tangible and linguistic evidence with 

these oral accounts. 

The beginnings of the „Carib Invasion‟ Theory 

The „Carib invasion‟ model especially took root over a century after Columbus‟s 

first encounter with the Tainos, when Breton published an oral account related to him 

directly from his hosts on the island of Dominica in 1666: 

Caribs of South America are called Galíbi.  I have finally learned from 

captains on the island of Dominica that the words Galíbi and Carib were 

names that the Europeans had given them.  (…) The Island Caribs were 

Galíbis from South America who branched off in order to conquer the 

islands. (…) They exterminated all the native inhabitants, but kept the 

women, who have always retained something of their language in order to 

perpetuate the memory of these conquests (Breton, McKusick and Vérin 

1958:1). 

 

Father Breton‟s publication is often misquoted in Garífuna websites
15

 who claim 

the priest composed the dictionary on St. Vincent to specifically describe the African 

influenced Garífuna (as opposed to the Kalípona) language.  Breton not only included 

explanation of Carib origins but the accounts of cannibalism against the Arawak must 

have been especially shocking to Europeans at the time: 

When they are going to eat an Arawak man there is singing, dancing and 

rejoicing.  At the beginning of my stay in Dominica, my host, Captain 
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Baron, had killed and brought back an Arawak from South America.  He 

had a great drinking party and invited anyone who wished to come. He 

gave each woman a part of the Arawak to cook in her own pot so that she 

could eat it with her husband and family who were in the assembly.  This 

they did with great enjoyment during the day.  …as night fell they were 

reeling and their eyes rolled in their heads. They began to sing and dance 

and howled with such fury and hatred that I was completely terrified.  If 

there is anything capable of saddening the Caribs it would be not being 

able to kill an Arawak… (Breton, McKusick and Vérin 1958:13-14). 

 

From this captivating publication, travelogues began to emerge that perpetuated the 

theory of a brutal Carib invasion.  French missionary Jean-Baptiste Du Tertre (1667) and 

Sieur de la Borde (1674), a French lay chronicler, subsequently published accounts of the 

Kalíponas, stating that the Caribs arrived to the Caribbean, killed the Arawak men and 

enslaved the women, which kept the Arawak language alive.  These stories touting the 

same theme were further bolstered by Kalíponas themselves, who when they defended 

themselves and their homeland against the Europeans, were branded as hostiles.  After 

all, supposing that there were wicked warriors in the fertile, possibly gold-laden lands 

will have served as adequate justification for evangelization and colonization of these 

lands and subjection of the Indians.  Indeed, in 1503 Queen Isabella authorized the 

enslavement of any Indian who resisted evangelism (Boucher 1992:16). 

Archaeological evidence that supports the „Carib Invasion‟  

In the 1960s, the oral tradition claims of a Carib invasion were backed by 

archaeological evidence.  Bullen (1965:239) has found reason to correlate Suazey pottery 

with a Carib occupation around the thirteenth century.  Suazey pottery, so named for the 

Savanne Suazey site in Grenada, is notably unsophisticated with thick, rough walls and 

characteristic finger indentations on the rims.  This style of pottery reached its height in 
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1200 A.D., which corresponds to around the time in which Breton‟s Indian hosts claim 

their ancestors had arrived to the Caribbean.  As Suazey pottery is found only in the 

Windward Islands (the southernmost islands of the Lesser Antilles from Martinique to 

Trinidad), the region of the Kalípona Indians, it would seem unproblematic to conclude 

that these crude vessels correspond to barbaric Carib tribes.  Not only do excavations of 

this pottery type coincide with documented locations of Kalípona groups during the early 

colonial period (Davis and Goodwin 1990:40) but Suazoid pottery demonstrates a slight 

Arawak influence, which Bullen and Bullen (1972:166) attribute to the women who 

would take the liberty of adding their own Arawakan touch to the Carib pottery style.  

Suazoid pottery does seem to either disappear or display radical differences from 

subsequent pottery designs around 1450 A.D., which has been credited to the elimination 

or a withdrawal of this group (Boucher 1992:3).  As Carib expansion into the Lesser 

Antilles intensified, these groups may have migrated north en masse into the Greater 

Antilles, converging with the Taino, mere decades before European contact.  With the 

connection of rudimentary Suazey pottery to rough and tumble Carib marauders, the 

theory of a Carib invasion seemed carved in stone. 

The „Carib invasion‟ view survived unchallenged for many years. Taylor stands 

firm that “There is neither reason to doubt that these islands had indeed been conquered 

by Galíbi (i.e., Karina or True Carib) warriors, nor, as yet, any way of dating that event” 

(Taylor 1977:26).  Nevertheless, Taylor speculates that the Caribs must have set sail from 

the mainland around 1100-1200 AD (1977:ix) with the intent on occupying the Lesser 

Antilles.  The reasons for their leaving South America are speculative; there may have 

been ongoing and alluring commerce between the Lesser Antilles and the mainland, or it 
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could be that a faction from the mainland Galíbi simply wanted to break off on their own 

and expand.  The Tainos to the northwest, enjoying a sedentary and comfortable lifestyle 

of horticulture and fishing with an organized political structure, were often the objects of 

raids by the Kalíponas, who lived in small, separate units of 30-100 members each.  

Frequent forays of this type had been witnessed and observed by chroniclers (Barome 

1966).  It is not so surprising that once the label of “valiant combatant” was applied to the 

Carib, that their descendants (including the contemporary Garífuna as well as the modern 

Kalinago of Dominica
16

) would perpetuate romantic ideas of, and unapologetically 

associate themselves with their fearless ancestors.  

In spite of these fervent beliefs which are prevalent in every Garífuna-authored 

history book, the following scholarship over the past quarter century begs a re-

examination of the historicity of an alleged Carib invasion of the Arawaks.  The 

presentation of a new explanation to account for an important cultural feature is 

especially difficult when an entire culture has based its identity on certain legendary 

events and oral traditions, and it is to be expected that an unconventional theory will not 

be readily accepted – probably vehemently rejected – by the community.  However, new 

findings do not diminish the unique and fascinating history of the Garífuna; on the 

contrary, it is a testimony to the continued interest in Garífuna studies as their ethnic 

group takes its place among the ranks of other well-studied world cultures.   

An alternative to the „Carib Invasion‟ Theory 

The theory of the Carib invasion and the following opposing theory both 

acknowledge that there was an entrance into the Lesser Antilles by Indians from 
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mainland South America.  The question lies in whether it was a Carib invasion or a 

peaceful migration of more Arawaks? The alternative hypothesis, characterized by a 

later, low-key and rather uneventful movement of Arawaks into the Lesser Antilles – 

bilingual in Arawak and Cariban languages – followed by rapid acculturation into the 

island culture, is spearheaded by anthropologist Louis Allaire. 

 Allaire‟s research has outlined several reasons that explain that while there may 

have been a Carib entry into the Lesser Antilles, it must have happened after a peaceful 

Arawak migration ("The Caribs of the Lesser Antilles" 1977; 1980).  To start, Allaire 

points out that certain archaeological research, while it may attempt to associate low-

quality (in comparison) Suazey pottery with a Carib invasion and occupation of the 

Lesser Antilles, does not indicate any link whatsoever between Suazey pottery and any of 

that in mainland South America.  This is to suggest that although Suazoid appears like a 

design departure from previous Caribbean pottery styles, the continuity of Arawak design 

is unmistakable.  Secondly, Allaire believes that an overall military conquest of all of the 

Caribbean islands seems highly unrealistic.  Even if the alleged Carib invaders only had 

one or two islands in mind to conquer and occupy, surely they would have anticipated 

vengeance recuperations from surrounding islanders.  Thirdly, a conquest is normally 

unidirectional out of the original area, but this migratory group not only expanded into 

the upwards into the Lesser Antilles but downwards along the eastern coast of mainland 

as well.  Finally, the practice of capturing female slaves is not uncommon among tribal 

societies; however, the custom normally involved the kidnapping of women to return to 

one‟s home terrain, not settling in the newly conquered territory where severe retaliation 

from other islanders could occur at any moment. Father Breton, living among the 



62 

 

Kalípona (the reader recalls that the Kalípona were known as “Island Carib” in most of 

the literature; the northern Tainos and the Europeans both referred to them as “Carib” at 

the time of European contact) from whom he composed the French/Carib dictionary, 

noted that his hosts did indeed continue to abscond with women during warfare: “If some 

of the prisoners are women they take them home and give them to the old men as wives or 

slaves” (emphasis added) (Breton, McKusick and Vérin 1958:13).  In light of the reality 

that these brutal conquerors preserved and continued to lose meager crumbs of their 

ancestral language, can a Carib conquest be justified?   

The evidence is weighty in favor of a bilingual Arawak migratory group.  

Fernando Santos-Granero argues that Arawak descent groups – in this case, the Igñeri 

Arawaks of the Lesser Antilles, the self-named Arawak group before the „invasion‟ – 

have a lot to tell us about the ancient Arawaks‟ cultural practices.  He believes that where 

a connection of linguistic affiliation exists, there is also a shared cultural matrix, a 

unification that transcends time (2002:27).  Santos-Graneros points out that Arawak 

groups generally had no qualms about adopting desirable features of another‟s culture (or 

language) while maintaining their mother tongue.  Supposing that the alleged conquerors 

were Arawak migrants, it makes sense that they would maintain the Arawak language.  If 

this is the case, from where does knowledge of Carib language come? Marin Le Roy 

Sieur de Gomberville, the French translator to Spanish missionary Cristobal de Acuña, 

has mentioned that mainland Caribs were an important trade presence all over the area 

(Acuña 1683) and therefore, a knowledge of a Carib pidgin as a trade language or a 

lingua franca by Arawaks and other tribes all over the region is to be expected.   
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Research in the past three decades has also revealed a peculiar style of pottery in 

St. Vincent that can be directly linked to Carib ceramics of the Guayanas.  Adorned with 

glass beads and metal, this pottery could have only been fashioned as a result of 

European contact influence (Boomert 1986).  If there was a Carib migration to St. 

Vincent, it must have happened after European contact, where Allaire believes “they 

maintained separate ethnic communities alongside those of the Island Caribs [Kalípona] 

proper” (Allaire "The Caribs of the Lesser Antilles" 1977:185).  As there are complaints 

by the Tainos in the Greater Antilles of female kidnapping and raids, it may be that this is 

the group, the later arriving Caribs, to whom the Tainos were referring.  These Caribs 

may also have been descendants of the group that claimed ancestral ties to the Galíbi of 

mainland South America to Father Breton.  However, by the time of a later migration, the 

Kalípona (Island Carib) had already been established on St. Vincent and were moments 

away from African entrance in their culture.  The likelihood of a nonviolent movement of 

bilingual Arawak migrants – instead of an aggressive Carib occupation – exists if one 

deems the above evidence as credible.  

External influences in Proto-Garífuna language 

As Kalípona language could be found on all of the Windward Islands (except 

Trinidad), at this point the study focuses specifically on St. Vincent, the birthplace of the 

Garífuna ethnic group, for a discussion on the linguistic category of the proto-Garífuna 

language.  It is understood that native populations in the Caribbean have intermingled 

with Africans on other islands, including Dominica, however, the present study considers 

that a Garífuna is a person of African descent whose ancestry can be traced back 



64 

 

specifically to the Lesser Antillean island of St. Vincent.  He or she may or may not have 

the blood line of the native Kalíponas.  The Afro-Indigenous group on St. Vincent 

emerged together with a shared language and culture, were subsequently banished to 

Roatán, and eventually settled in Central America.   

A starting point of 1492 is designated for proto-Garífuna language following 

archaeological evidence that the Kalípona culture was fully established on St. Vincent at 

the time of European contact (Taylor and Rouse 1955).  It is known that Africans were on 

St. Vincent at least by 1646 when their presence was first documented (Paix Ms., Renaud 

1929: 112 in Gullick 1985:44).  In the case that Africans might have been present on St. 

Vincent before 1646, I have designated the year 1635 as an ending date for proto-

Garífuna.  By this time a speech community of Africans speaking the Kalípona language 

would have been established and the year is also a nod to Garífuna tradition which claims 

that the first ship wreck of Africans occurred in 1635. Discussion about proto-Garífuna 

language in this study is largely based on primary source material from Breton‟s 

dictionary and Taylor‟s analysis of Breton‟s notes.  Although Breton‟s work is based on 

the Kalípona of Dominica, Guadeloupe and not St. Vincent, Taylor has commented that 

the difference between the St. Vincent dialect and the Dominica dialects would have been 

mainly allophonic and not phonemic (Taylor 1977:90).   

What can be said about proto-Garífuna‟s linguistic make-up at this stage?  Taylor 

has called it a mixed language: “one can hardly avoid the term” (Taylor and Hoff 

1980:308).  Some tend to employ the phrase “mixed language” as a lumping, catch-all 

term for those languages whose external linguistic influence is readily apparent. This 

would have been easy to do with a language such as this, with its mostly Arawakan 
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lexicon and structure and Carib influences. However the time has come to stop tossing 

languages in the circular file labeled “mixed languages” and afford them a proper 

linguistic designation.  But which designation and by whose definition?  Before dealing 

with proto-Garífuna language as an entity, it is useful to first look at its linguistic 

contributors.   

Breton‟s dictionary contains a few dozen Spanish loan words and a few hundred 

French stems, all of which seem to have been nativized to suit the specific phonological 

constraints of the Carib language.  As in the case with any languages in the beginning 

stages of contact, these loans were indicative of concepts which were new to the 

Kalípona Indians, such as apourieoutoni (Fr. „prier‟); eglisê (Fr. „l‟église‟); or cabáyo 

(Sp. „caballo‟). The heaviest French borrowings happened after Breton‟s time, when the 

Kalípona permitted the French to set up small trading posts on Dominica and St. 

Vincent.  Indeed, many basic words in MVG have an obvious French influence (days of 

the week, numbers
17

) which is a good indication of a close and lengthy relationship 

between the French and the Garífuna.  However, a few hundred European loan words in 

proto-Garífuna are not sufficient to alter the linguistic category of a language; in this case 

the European languages are considered periphery languages.  

African influence in proto-Garífuna 

The African influence in proto-Garífuna is limited to only a few native Indian 

lexical items used to describe the Black presence among the Kalíponas. The following 

examples from Father Breton‟s Dictionaire François-Caraibe (1666) suggest that Blacks 

who managed to escape and eke out a living in the woods must have been a customary 
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occurrence, regular enough to be a part of Kalípona vernacular.  The third example is 

significant; just as the word creole was first applied to people (a person born in the 

colonies) and later extended to language and food, thus tiboúloüe might have first been 

used to describe a Black person and by extension, similar sounding chíbouli, was applied 

to the fish with black scales.
18

 

Carib Breton‟s interpretation Page # Gloss 

cóheti íoma „grosse leures comme les negres 

d‟Angole‟ 

p 225 (“LE”) Thick lips like those of the 

Blacks from Angola 

tiboúloüe, 

 f. méguerou 

„negre, more‟ p 258 (“NE”) “Negro”/Black, Blackmoor 

chíbouli „poisson appelle negres à cause qu‟il a 

l‟caille noire‟ 

p 258 (“NE”) A fish called “negro” 

because it has black scales 

Toüalicha,  

f. anoúrouti 

„negre fugitive, qui se rend sauvage 

dans le bois‟ 

p 355 (“SA”) A Black fugitive, who 

becomes savage in the 

woods. 

Figure 3 

Douglas Taylor has noted that méguerou, a noun that would have been used only 

by women (“f.” does not denote feminine gender classification but rather the form spoken 

by females), might have been a loan word from Spanish, „negro‟ (1977:78).  Equally 

noteworthy is a description of a child‟s hair from the dictionary‟s ethnographical notes: 

A great insult which the women commonly say to their children is “wavy 

hair,” because of the trouble they have when they comb their hair for 

them. To avoid difficulty, they use oils throughout the youth of their 

children to make the hair thicker and to allow the comb to pass more 

easily through it [Translated from French to English by Verin, Pierre and 

McKusick, Marshall (1958:42)]. 

 

Father Breton had previously described Indian hair as very straight and kept long, 

with a lock of hair at the forehead (“bangs”) (1958:41).  For there to be a word to 

describe African-type („nappy,‟ „kinky‟) hair kilili-abali itibouri „[cheveux] crespu‟ 

(Breton and Platzmann 1900:95 "CR") (compare with „wavy‟ or „curly ‟ hair, kililiti 

tibouri  „cheuelureondee, frisee‟ (Breton and Platzmann 1900:265 "ON")), and for hair to 
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be described as unmanageable as to warrant the need for oils to detangle it perhaps 

suggests miscegenation between Africans and Indians.  There are no African loan words 

in proto-Garífuna; Taylor mentions that loan words of doubtful origin are very rare, and 

the two words of Bantu origin in Modern Vernacular Garífuna will have entered the 

language at a later stage (1951:50).
19

 The dearth of European and African loan words in a 

language is not adequate to consider alternative parent languages; therefore a change in 

linguistic category in light of the above loan words is not an option.  Of more importance 

in proto-Garífuna language is the influence of the Carib language.  

Linguistic categorization of the “men‟s version” 

The “men‟s version” of proto-Garífuna (Kalípona) does not mean “the Carib 

language” in the sense that it was a full language, spoken alongside the “women‟s 

Arawak version.”  By the time Breton transcribed his dictionary in the mid seventeenth 

century, the Carib “language” was but mere fragments, unable to function on its own 

without the help of external linguistic influences.  The question is not whether Carib was 

a full language spoken in the Lesser Antilles, it was not, but whether this linguistically 

reduced matter was originally a pidgin that was created in the Caribbean as a result of 

trade contact between the islands and the mainland, or if it started as a pidgin on the 

mainland and was carried over to the islands (Taylor and Hoff 1980:312).  In either case, 

based on evidence (word lists from other French travelers, ca 1660s
20

) of a linguistically 

similar pidgin on the mainland, Taylor contends that the men‟s version of proto-Garífuna 

language must have started as a trade jargon pidgin and was subsequently enriched with 

Arawak lexemes and morphology on the islands to become an expanded pidgin 
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(1980:310-11).  If this is so, it seems to lend validity to the theory of a bilingual Arawak 

migration rather than a Carib invasion.  In other words, instead of the full and complete 

language of the Carib conquerors undergoing language shift and attrition under the 

influence of the Arawak language of the conquered, the Carib trade jargon is developed 

into an expanded pidgin, enhanced and supplemented by the language of the Arawaks.   

At the time of Breton‟s publication, the men‟s version of proto-Garífuna already 

met the criteria for the classification of „pidgin.‟  A pidgin is created when two or more 

speech communities must come together for some specific reason (commerce, for 

example).  With no clear motivation to become fluent in the other‟s language, a third 

language arises that is structurally simplified with specialized vocabulary targeted to 

fulfill the needs of the specific domain.  An important criterion that decisively defines the 

men‟s version of proto-Garífuna as a pidgin is the fact that a pidgin is not anyone‟s first 

language. Children do not acquire a pidgin as they would a first language, but rather they 

need to be deliberately taught the language.  Indeed, Taylor gathers that Kalípona boys 

spoke the language of their mothers until puberty, upon which time they were pressured 

to learn the Carib-lexeme heavy language of their fathers (1980:312). In fact, in a 

comparison between Kalípona speech in the mid seventeenth century and Garífuna 

language in the mid twentieth century, Taylor notes a marked drop in the usage of Carib 

lexicon in the men‟s version (1977:71).  Now at the turn of the twenty-first century in 

speaking with educated Garífunas during field work in Guatemala, I was told that most 

Garífunas speak their language without any knowledge of which words are Carib and 

which are Arawak.  It would seem that speaking the “men‟s version” does not carry the 

same prestige for gender identity as it did in proto-Garífuna but the reality is quite the 



69 

 

contrary.  There are Garífunas who are aware of this disappearing Carib component and 

who consult with the Honduran dialect of Garífuna language in order to conserve this part 

of their heritage. Many Garífunas in Livingston, Guatemala believe the Honduran dialect 

to have conserved more of the archaic features of Garífuna language.
21

  

Linguistic categorization of proto-Garífuna language 

We now turn to proto-Garífuna language as a whole, the language as it was before 

it was acquired by the Africans who made it their own.  Returning to Taylor‟s comment 

of explaining Kalípona as a “mixed language”(1980:311) , we consider the explanation 

offered by Thomason (2001) and the one offered by Bakker and Muysken (1995).  

Although Bakker and Muysken refer to this type of language as „intertwining‟ (42), their 

definition and criteria are rather similar to those of Thomason (197).  A bilingual or 

intertwining language has the grammatical system of one language with the lexicon from 

another language. Both explanations stipulate that no more than two languages are 

involved, that both speech communities are bilingual, and that the language cannot be 

traced back to a single parent language.  With widespread bilingualism there is no 

apparent need for a third language, which is why Thomason contends that this is a 

language borne from deliberate decision.  For this reason there is no stage of 

pidginization or creolization for this type of language. Bakker and Muysken add that the 

speakers of this third language do not normally consider themselves as belonging to 

either of the groups whose languages they speak (1995:51).  A mixed language is an in-

group language created mostly out of the desire to distinguish a new ethnic identity.   
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Proto-Garífuna language does not meet any of the criteria to qualify as a mixed 

language.  Although it is comprised of Arawak and Carib elements, the split is not even 

between an all Arawak vocabulary and all Carib grammatical structure or vice versa.  

One might argue that the men were bilingual (the Arawak mother tongue and the Carib 

pidgin), but a mixed language requires that both groups be bilingual.  Most importantly, 

this was certainly not a language created from deliberate decision on the part of a desire 

of the speakers to create a new identity.  Reports from Breton clearly demonstrate that the 

Indians on Dominica proudly linked their heritage to the Carib Indians on the mainland 

even though they claimed that their ancestors had arrived centuries earlier.  It is 

especially easy to label proto-Garífuna as a mixed language; however, given the specific 

linguistic criteria, this description is inaccurate. 

Other types of languages that display mixture such as pidgins and creoles must 

also be ruled out.  We have already seen that pidgins cannot be anyone‟s first language 

and that the pidgin must be intentionally taught. This is true of the Carib pidgin of proto-

Garífuna; however proto-Garífuna itself was the mother tongue and first language of the 

Kalípona people and consequently proto-Garífuna is not a pidgin.  Thomason explains 

(2001:197) that the lexicon of a creole comes mainly from one source language and is the 

native language of the community. Muysken and Smith (1994:4) add that creoles are 

really not so different from „ordinary‟ languages except that they cannot be traced back to 

a single parent, in addition, a „start date‟ can be reasonably settled for a creole language 

based the historical events that brought the languages in contact.  As the lexicon of proto-

Garífuna was mostly Arawak and it was the native language of the Kalípona, it could be a 

viable candidate to be a creole language.  However, many linguists including Muysken 
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(1988) warn that a language‟s typology and intralinguistic structure is not the only factor 

in determining whether a language can be designated a creole; the social history must be 

taken into consideration as well.   

Arends (1995:15) agrees with Muysken on this point, and while Arends concedes 

that not all the world‟s creoles have been accounted for and whose social histories have 

been transcribed, he asserts that for those which have been well-researched, their social 

histories demonstrate a number of striking similarities.  The most salient feature which 

seems to bond all known creoles is that they arose as a result of European colonial 

expansion and contact with African or indigenous groups.  Bickerton (1988) recognizes 

this common bond and extends creoles into three categories, „plantation‟ (as the name 

suggests, creoles which developed on plantations), „fort‟ (those creoles that developed in 

fortified posts of African and European congregation), and „maroon‟ (creoles that may 

have started as plantation creoles but developed in escaped-slave societies).
22

  Mufwene 

(2002) adds that the lexifier language (the acrolect, or donor language, normally the 

language of the colonizer upon which the creole was based) was normally a non-standard 

version spoken by uneducated or illiterate workers. Winford‟s (2000) explanation of 

creoles is similar, that a colonial power comes into contact with the colonized. As proto-

Garífuna may seem to qualify as a creole based on its linguistic typology; it is rejected 

from this category based on a pre-colonial creation date for the very reasons explained 

above.  

Simply stated, proto-Garífuna is the quintessential example of what Thomason 

describes as a contact-induced language (2001:62). The criterion for this category is a 

simple one: the language must demonstrate that certain linguistic changes could only 
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have happened as a result of a contact situation. In other words, if the particular linguistic 

changes that occurred in Arawak would have happened internally on their own, without 

the influence of Carib language, then it is not a candidate for this category.  However, 

Douglas Taylor has proved beyond a doubt that the changes in Arawak‟s linguistic 

system are indeed caused by contact with the Carib pidgin, as evidenced by Carib lexical 

and morphological influences.  The most common types of changes in contact-induced 

languages are those from the source language that reveal themselves in the target 

language, with or without structural alteration.  In the absence of an existing categorical 

label, I have been calling this a „topsoil‟ language: typologically creole contact induced 

language.  Although clearly tongue-in-cheek, the topsoil name also represents the fertile 

foundation on which Garífuna language is built.  

This chapter has attempted to explain the native language of the Kalípona (Island 

Carib) Indians on St. Vincent Island by first demonstrating that the origins of the unique 

gender classification system might not have happened as a result of an invasion Lesser 

Antilles as early research and Garífuna oral tradition might suggest, and second, by 

affording proto-Garífuna its rightful linguistic category.  In spite of Modern Vernacular 

Garífuna‟s melodic African cadence, MVG started out, and continues to be, an Arawak 

language.  The present study has presented Raymond Breton and Douglas Taylor‟s 

exhaustive linguistic analyses in a manner that confirms the “men‟s version” of Garífuna 

language was never a full Carib language spoken on the Caribbean islands, but rather 

fragments of the Carib language supplemented by an Arawakan structure into an 

expanded, communicative pidgin.  Furthermore, it is likely that this pidgin was not 

carried into the Lesser Antilles by Carib invaders, but one that was either created in or 
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carried into in the Lesser Antilles by Arawakan migrants who used it extensively in South 

America as a trade jargon. Although the term „proto‟ is normally reserved in linguistics 

for reconstructed, hypothetical parents of existing languages, I have chosen the term 

proto-Garífuna to adequately represent the first part of a comprehensive linguistic study: 

proto-Garífuna (1492-1635), Early Modern Garífuna (1635-1797), Middle Garífuna 

(1797-1985), and Modern Vernacular Garífuna (1985-present).  The study of Garífuna 

language is not a new one, but it is my hope that a clearer understanding of the above 

phases of MVG – each of which reveal fascinating accounts of culture and language 

clashes – will serve as a platform for more in- depth analysis in the study of contact 

linguistics for a better understanding of the social predictors that can occur when 

languages come into contact.  In the following chapter, African as well as European 

elements are introduced to St. Vincent as the language enters its next stage: Early Modern 

Garífuna.  
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Chapter Three 

African Influence in an Indigenous Culture:  

Early Garífuna (1635-1797) - Middle Garífuna Language (1797-1985) 

In the previous chapter I described the creation of proto-Garífuna, the language 

that forms the foundation of Modern Vernacular Garífuna.  Island Carib is normally the 

term used in the literature to designate the language and the native peoples of the Lesser 

Antilles.  As explained, the term “Carib” is a misnomer because it was determined that 

the natives of the Lesser Antilles actually spoke an Arawak language with access to a 

Carib pidgin.  The genesis of the Garífuna culture took place only St. Vincent, and I have 

suggested the term „proto-Garífuna‟ to name this particular variety of Island Carib spoken 

exclusively on St. Vincent until the African presence formed a formidable speech 

community that acquired the indigenous language and conformed it according to their 

phonological constraints.  Furthermore, I refer to the speakers of this language not as 

Island Carib but Kalípona, the name by which they referred to themselves.   

In addition, I delineated the reasons to explain that proto-Garífuna language was a 

not a pidgin, a creole nor a mixed language, but a contact-induced language.  It is largely 

Arawakan with a significant corpus of lexical items borrowed from the Carib language.  

Men and women alike spoke the Arawakan language in their daily lives; however, the 

men had access to a Carib pidgin utilized mainly for engaging in trade exchanges with 

the mainland South America.  Children grew up speaking the common Arawakan 

language and upon reaching puberty, boys were encouraged to learn the Carib pidgin.  

Through the generations, and as communication and travel with the mainland became 
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less frequent, Kalípona males continued to learn and speak the pidgin among themselves 

as a marker of identity and pride in their Carib heritage.  By comparing dictionary entries 

from Raymond Breton of Kalípona language as it was spoken in Dominica and 

Guadeloupe in the mid-17
th

 century with his own word lists from the Garífunas in 

Honduras in the mid-20
th

 century, Douglas Taylor has demonstrated that the Carib 

element in Garífuna language displays a remarkable decline in use.  Nevertheless, today‟s 

Garífuna men who are passionate about the preservation of their heritage and who are 

conscious that the older men in the community have preserved this way of speech, take 

particular measures to cultivate and maintain the use of Carib vocabulary whenever 

possible. 

The present chapter seeks to describe the formative stages of Garífuna language 

and Afro-identity exclusive to St. Vincent Island in two sections.  The first section 

explains the formation of Early Garífuna, 1635-1797.  Whereas proto-Garífuna was the 

language spoken by the indigenous Kalípona Indians with some European loan words due 

to some preliminary contact, Early Garífuna is the very same indigenous language 

acquired by the Africans.  Towards the end of the Early period, the Africans‟ speech 

showed a marked French lexical influence.  These items are distinct in that we see some 

everyday words indigenous words – words that are normally resistant to borrowing – 

replaced by French lexical items.  The problem at hand is deciding whether the Kalípona 

first experienced French interaction and later this French-inflected language was acquired 

by the African community, or did the African community emerge first and subsequently 

have intimate contact with Francophones.  To answer this question and to determine a 

linguistic category for the language at this stage, it is necessary to track the movements of 
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the French and the Africans on St. Vincent and determine how and when all of these 

speech groups came into contact, for how long they were in contact and the intensity 

therein.  Furthermore, theories of language contact may be used to support or refute the 

traditional Garífuna tenet which claims that Africans were accepted into the indigenous 

culture with an open and accepting embrace as well as the conspicuous lack of African 

lexical items in Modern Vernacular Garífuna.  Although the Garífunas vehemently 

adhere to this particular version of their African origins, it is important to note that the 

possibility exists for an alternative explanation.  

The second section of this chapter, Middle Garífuna (1797-1985), focuses 

specifically on the Garífuna of Guatemala.  By this point in time, Garífuna language has 

matured and since the Black community lived relatively united in the same region on St. 

Vincent, we can reasonably speak of a single, shared dialect upon arrival in Central 

America.  Taylor has mentioned that once the Garífunas depart from St. Vincent, they are 

no longer subject to French models (Taylor 1977:77).  However, as the Garífunas made 

their way into Guatemala from Honduras at the beginning of the 1800s, it is possible that 

they may have encountered runaway slaves (as slavery was still an institution in 

Guatemala until 1826) as well as other Afro-Caribbeans already in Central America.  It is 

here that the Garífunas may have been re-introduced to their African heritage.  Also in 

Middle Garífuna we see the disjointing of a once-unified community as the Garífunas 

migrate and extend along the coast of Central America, eventually creating three distinct 

dialect groups (Belizean, Guatemalan, and Honduran).  
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African entry into the Caribbean: Three sides of the story 

The 1600s heralded significant events and contributions that impact our present 

existence and changed world views: the fall of the Ming Dynasty in China, the Baroque 

cultural movement in Europe, the publication of the first English dictionary, and the 

masterpieces by William Shakespeare and René Descartes.  New World reconnaissance 

missions by European explorers followed by migratory movement of populations around 

the globe led to the mixing of many cultures, races and languages.  One such group in 

movement was the Africans, who have in various ways influenced virtually every culture 

with which they have come into contact.  African origins in the native St. Vincentian 

language and culture is equally as steeped in “mystery” and conjecture as is the debate of 

whether or not the Carib linguistic element is due to a Carib invasion or a peaceful 

migration of bilingual (Carib/Arawak) Arawaks (see Chapter Two).   

When explaining the beginnings of Africans in the New World and their role in 

the Garífuna group‟s genesis, there are generally three schools of thought. Traditionally, 

the Garífunas hold fast to oral tradition that maintains that they were never slaves; their 

presence on St. Vincent was due to at least one or two shipwrecked slaving barges.  

Africans en route to be sold as slaves were freed from their chains by the Indians and 

welcomed into St. Vincentian society with brotherly love. This the most widely 

recognized account of Garífuna ethnogenesis, understood as unquestionable fact by 

virtually all Garífuna individuals as well as the description that dominates resources for 

Garífuna information on the internet.
1
  The source of this account derives loosely from 

historical papers (Scott 1667; Young 1795), from which contemporary chroniclers from 

St. Vincent (Anderson 1938; Duncan 1970) extracted specific sections to offer a most 
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celebratory relation of Garífuna ancestry.  From an historical point of view, there may be 

some doubt about the veracity of the shipwreck considering that St. Vincent was not near 

any regular slave or trade routes.  Moreover, the occurrence of shipwrecks close to St. 

Vincent have not been confirmed (Gullick 1985:44), although dozens of shipwrecks 

during that era have been accounted for.
2
  However, the existence of a shipwreck is so 

deeply rooted in Garífuna beliefs that it has become a part of their collective memory.  As 

such, the account of a shipwreck shapes their ethnogenesis and contributes to the 

formation of Garífuna identity. 

Another theory contends that Africans – either abducted from European 

settlements or having escaped from nearby islands – were reintroduced into bondage on 

St. Vincent by their Native Indian captors.  This premise contends that the offspring of 

this union was not the result of a joyous miscegenation but rather the terrorizing 

consequence of rape (Hulme and Whitehead 1992:38-43).  Finally, there is a theory that 

African royalty in search of new trading contacts might have come to the New World in 

their own sea crafts a century or two before the Europeans, intermingling with indigenes 

and producing the very first Garífunas.  Language contact theories certainly cannot prove 

or disprove any of the above hypotheses, however, a brief review of these theories is 

necessary to make clear and justify the quantity of Blacks reported on St. Vincent.  

Evaluating demographic data of St. Vincent from that era and comparing this data to the 

output language may provide insight into the social and hierarchical structure of the two 

societies on St. Vincent before they were transported to Central America.   

It is generally assumed that the first Africans arrived to the New World in 

European-induced bondage at the turn of the 1500s. Nevertheless historical literature 
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offers evidence to suggest sophisticated exploration of the Americas on the part of Black 

Africans as early as the 1200s.  The Los Angeles based Garífuna American Heritage 

Foundation (GAFU, Inc.), dedicated to preserving Garífuna heritage through information 

on Garífuna history, current news and events, and language lessons, has this to say on 

their website under the heading of “More Garífuna Facts”:  

…historians in St. Vincent and the Grenadines believe that the Africans 

from the Mali Empire had arrived on the island around 1200AD, prior to 

the infamous shipwrecks of 1635 and 1675.  Therefore, the Garínagu race 

had already existed by the time Columbus reached the Americas and the 

shipwrecks just added to the indigenous population.
3
 

   

One such historian is Edgar Adams, known on St. Vincent as the island‟s chief 

historian.  Adams believes that the descendants of some of these early African sea farers 

were established on St. Vincent before European arrival in the Caribbean, and 

consequently are the forefathers of Garífuna ethnicity.  Adams is in agreement with Van 

Sertima‟s position on pre-Columbian explorations by Africans, explaining that 

“Abubakari II (The Mariner Prince of Africa) from ancient Mali…organized two such 

expeditions in 1307 and 1312 (2002:4; 2004:13-14).”  In his most recent history book on 

St. Vincent, Adams does not develop this theory into his work as whole-heartedly as he 

did in previous editions, except to mention that one of the first chroniclers of St. Vincent 

history (Sir William Young in 1795) “…makes no reference to the expeditions from 

Africa to the western world before Trans Atlantic slavery began.” (2007:8-9) 

 The late and highly controversial Ivan Van Sertima, a Guyanese-born historian 

and Rutgers University professor, revived the pre-Columbian/African-origin issue in his 

work They Came Before Columbus in the mid 1970s, building on the research of Leo 
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Weiner (1920) and Alexander Von Wuthenau (1969).  Van Sertima claims to provide 

irrefutable proof that Africans must have made at least two voyages and settled in the 

New World before Columbus‟s first arrival.  According to him, the first contact took 

place around 1200, and the last voyage – initiated from the Mandingo Empire of Mali – 

occurred at the beginning of the 14
th

 century.  Van Sertima offers corroboration for his 

claims from a variety of disciplines including linguistics, botany, metallurgy and even 

werewolf cults (the coyote cult in Mexico and the hyena cult of the medieval Bambara 

tribe of Mali) (1976:95).  The probability that the first Garífunas might have begun as the 

result of the mingling of pre-Columbian Africans with indigenous populations in the New 

World does not seem to be generally acknowledged by Garífunas.  This is mostly likely 

due to a time-honored reverence for oral tradition and subsequently, the ardent certainty 

that the creation of the Garífuna ethnic group was the direct product of a historic 

shipwreck (or two) followed by the harmonious acceptance of Africans into the 

indigenous community.  

Whatever the case, the possibility of Blacks in the Caribbean before European 

contact region exists if one relies on the controversial evidence provided by Van Sertima, 

however data from eye-witnesses concerning the number and location of Afro-Indigenous 

individuals for that time period is too insufficient to consider them the first Garífunas.  

Without a doubt, recorded history is clear that Blacks were introduced into the New 

World as early as the 1500s.  These early Blacks were first taken to Europe to be 

Christianized and acculturated before making the months-long voyage to the Americas.  

At first only a few thousand Blacks were transported per year; after all, mining and other 

undesirable and arduous duties could be accomplished with built-in slave labor, namely 
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the indigenous of the newly conquered lands.  When disease and suicide within the 

Indian population created substantial blows to the colonists‟ economic endeavors, the 

passage of Blacks from Africa to work as slaves in the New World exploded into a 

decadent commerce.  Starting around the 1520s, thousands and later millions of Africans 

were shipped every year directly from Africa to the New World without the “benefit” of 

evangelization in Europe. (Klein 2010:11) 

 The notion that the Garífuna ethnic group might have been created as a result of 

one or two slaving shipwrecks en route from Africa, either in 1635 or 1675 or in both 

years, close to or on St. Vincent, seems to spring from two main sources. The first 

recorded source comes from British major John Scott (British Calendar of State Papers 

December 1667) who states that at that time, St. Vincent was comprised of “… all 

Indians, and some negroes from the loss of two Spanish ships in 1635.”  Over one-

hundred years later, William Young, Governor of St. Vincent who compiled his father‟s 

papers for publication, also wrote of a shipwreck to account for the Blacks on St. 

Vincent, but he situated the shipwreck‟s occurrence in 1675, three years after the island 

was claimed by King Charles I.  Anthropologist Charles Gullick believes that both 

accounts rely on hearsay from the Garífunas (1985:44), perhaps from Garífuna leaders or 

keepers of oral history at the time. The Garífunas may have fashioned their creation myth 

so they would not be viewed as escaped slaves or in an effort to venerate their ancestors.  

It could be that the shipwreck was propaganda invented by the plantocracy in order to 

demonstrate that the Garífunas were not indigenous and as such as no rightful claim to St. 

Vincent.  Gullick explains that there is no accounting for any slaving ships in that 

particular region during that time; the area around St. Vincent was neither a normal trade 

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=76518
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nor slaving route. Historian Paul Johnson agrees, explaining that the “…shipwreck 

narrative of origins fails to account for the rapid growth of the Black Carib population on 

St. Vincent” (2007:63). 

The tale of the shipwreck(s) has been repeated in other historical accounts of St. 

Vincent by other chroniclers who lived in the Caribbean region at the time (de La Borde 

1674; Davidson and Coke 1788).  Eventually, the “shipwreck story” seemed to have 

faded from collective memory.  Douglas Taylor cites that by the end of the 18
th

 century, 

Garífunas in St. Vincent did not have an explanation for their origins, only to say that 

their African forbearers must have arrived on the island at different times in history by 

different routes (Taylor 1951:31).  All of this changed in the 20
th

 century when linking 

the creation story of the Garífunas to the “shipwreck story” was revitalized by St. 

Vincentian historians.  In a year-by-year history of St. Vincent of over four hundred 

pages, Robert Anderson‟s affection for the Garífunas and his intention to depict them in 

the most favorable and anti-slavery manner is quite apparent: 

1675: A ship carrying natives from Africa foundered on the coast of 

Bequia. Those who escaped from this wreck were received by the 

inhabitants as brethren.  The first black men therefore who landed upon 

this Island were as free as the air they breathed.  They had indeed escaped 

from a slaver‟s bond but when they touched these shores they were the 

lords of their own destiny.  The natives fostered these strangers, and in 

time they gave to them their daughters in marriage; the tribe which thus 

sprang up, preserving more of the primitive colour of their fathers than the 

higher hue of their mothers, was called “Black Caribs” to distinguish them 

from the aborigines to whom the name “Yellow Caribs” was given.  

(Anderson 1938:6) 

 

Although Anderson relies on Young‟s information for the year of the shipwreck, 

he clearly intended to re-fashion Garífuna history, since Young claims that after a 

shipwreck of 1675 off the coast of Bequia, the natives of St. Vincent “…soon discovered 
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these Negroes…transporting them across the narrow channel to St. Vincent where they 

made slaves of them and set them to work” (Young 1795:6). 

Ebenezer Duncan (1970) and Clive Frank (1976), two other historians from St. 

Vincent, followed Anderson‟s lead in their publications on Garífuna history, easily 

agreeing with Anderson that once the native Indians helped free them from the bondage 

of the slaving ship: “…the Africans who reached the shore were kindly received by the 

Caribs” (Duncan 1970:2).  Frank goes a step further by naming a specific ship: 

Sometime in 1675, a slave ship, the „Palmira‟ on its way North sank 

somewhere in the Bequia – St. Vincent channel.  Some slaves managed to 

reach St. Vincent while the rest swam to Bequia.  At both islands 

survivors were received by the Carib in habitants.  These soon 

intermingled and their children came to be called the “Black Caribs” 

(Frank 1976:14).   

 

The Trans Atlantic Slave Trade Database
4
 maintains records of slaving voyages 

for which documentary evidence has been found.  Robert Harms, professor of history at 

Yale, confirms that careful records were kept of a slaving ship‟s passage, prices, rates of 

exchange, slaves‟ vital statistics and deaths (Harms 2002).  Historian Robin Blackburn 

agrees and adds that the slave trade was conducted with the organization, record keeping 

and a keen sense of business principles that were ahead of its time (Blackburn 1997).  

The Trans Atlantic Slave Trade database shows documentary evidence for roughly sixty-

two recorded Dutch, Portuguese and British shipwrecks due to natural disasters between 

1630 and 1680; none of the records verifies a shipwreck close to or on Bequia or St. 

Vincent.  The above mentioned „Palmira‟ vessel did transport slaves from Africa to the 

New World; however this barge with a cargo of 650 slaves from Mozambique sailed 
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during the mid 1800s with an uneventful arrival in Cuba – by this time the Garífunas 

were already established along the Central American coastline.  

Finally, a third creation theory posits that the Garífunas are a product of Indian 

raids on European holdings in the Caribbean.  In one of the first Garífuna-authored 

historical accounts, Justin Flores attempts to place a precise date on Garífuna genesis:  

On October 18, 1592, eight Carib crafts sneaked into San Juan harbor to 

capture a Ferry-Boat filled with Spaniards and African slaves, killed a few 

of the Spaniards and freed the slaves.   It was no wonder, that very soon 

these Africans learned the Carib language and took Carib Indian wives, for 

their own protection. […] A breed of virulent and negroid people, today 

known as the Black Caribs… then came on the Caribbean scene. (Flores 

1979:16).   

 

This date cannot be confirmed, but if there were a raid on October 18, 1592, it 

was just one of hundreds of raids affected by the Kalípona on Spanish holdings 

throughout the Caribbean beginning shortly after the inception of the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade.  Kalípona Indians seemed especially fond of raiding not only Puerto Rico for 

anything of value that the colonists possessed, but they frequently plundered slave ships 

all over the Caribbean to kill the crew, absconded with the cargo and took possession of 

the Africans for their own personal slaves (Barome 1966:37).  The mixing of Africans 

and indigenes throughout the Caribbean islands is to be expected since the Kalípona felt 

themselves entitled to their African female slaves, especially after a night of drinking 

fermented cassava wine.  Nevertheless, simply because there are Afro-Kalípona 

individuals scattered throughout the Caribbean does not automatically preclude all of 

them to be Garífuna.  As previously stated, the Garífuna ethnic group is exclusive to St. 



86 

 

Vincent Island, where thousands of Blacks came together with thousands of Kalípona 

Indians to create and maintain a unique, shared language and culture.   

African slaves ended up on many Caribbean islands not only at the hands of light-

fingered Kalíponas but by their own struggle for survival.  After all, Dominica and St. 

Vincent were granted as self-governing islands to the Indians in 1660 (Taylor 1951:19), a 

place where Africans did not have to fear the shackles of slavery.
5
  In Diaspora 

Conversions, Paul Johnson mentions that Barbados received more Africans than any 

other destination in the Caribbean; almost four hundred thousand Africans who were 

captured from the Gold Coast region, modern-day Ghana, as well as the Bight of Biafra 

(2007:65).  Consequently, Barbados is situated on the same longitudinal parallel as St. 

Vincent, and one needed only to sit in a raft and let the Caribbean trade winds blow him 

115 miles directly from one coast to the next, a glorious conduit from tortured oppression 

to instant emancipation.  With so many diverse Africans coming together, bonded by a 

shared ancestry and their current situation of subjugation yet distinct by varying 

languages, we see the confluence of such multiplicity into an ethnicity of one, the 

Garífuna.  

Although this dissertation is not intended to solve the controversy surrounding the 

African entry into the Caribbean, the forthcoming documentary and linguistic evidence 

does seem to lean away from a pre-Columbian or a shipwreck explanation of African 

origins in Garífuna culture.  Nevertheless, the present study continues to maintain that 

Early Garífuna as a language of an emerging Black community on St. Vincent began to 

materialize around 1635. The designation of this year not only respects Garífuna oral 

tradition of the “legendary” shipwreck, but also reflects the documented proof that there 
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was indeed a sizeable population of Blacks by the mid-17
th

 century. However, as the 

story of Early Garífuna (1635-1797) unfolds, each theory is given its due respect and 

taken under consideration.  It must be made clear that in Dominica, which is the other 

Caribbean island whose autonomy was granted to the native Indians, there was also an 

emerging race of Kalípona-Africans around the same time.  Dominica was therefore 

another location in which Africans could live free of European slavery.  However, the 

present study focuses specifically on the unified and more populous group of Kalípona-

Africans on St. Vincent, the group that collectively ended up in Central America. The 

following section, Early Garífuna, explains the development of the Garífuna language up 

until 1797 when the Garífunas were banished from St. Vincent.  To determine whether 

the French or Africans first made contact with the Kalípona, it is necessary to consider 

the political climate at the time.  

Early Garífuna language 

Soon after Columbus‟s first voyage, a “new world” opened up to the Europeans 

that they were only too eager to experience. It‟s not difficult to picture how it might have 

been: scores of European galleons teeming with pirates, adventurers and swashbucklers – 

not unlike the blockbuster movie Pirates of the Caribbean (Bruckheimer et al. 2003) 

which was also set in the 1600s.  Some were eager to labrish their countrymen back home 

of wild tales of the islanders‟ “strange” customs and habits for fortune and glory, some 

were intent on stripping the islands of gold and exotic materials, some with an 

unrelenting bent for persuading the native Caribbeans into Christianity, but most with the 

sense of entitlement and privilege, the catalyst for colonization and occupation of foreign 
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lands. Europeans named most of these islands and published decadent comparative and 

descriptive narratives of the islands‟ flora, fauna and inhabitants.  

The Greater Antilles (Cuba, Jamaica, Hispañola (Haiti and the Dominican 

Republic), Puerto Rico) were first to experience European occupation throughout the 

course of the fifteenth and sixteenth century. As mentioned in the previous chapter, these 

islands were inhabited by the Taino (Arawak descendants) who led a comfortable, 

sedentary life of agriculture and fishing, a lifestyle which probably made it rather 

unproblematic for the Spanish to subdue them. In time, the Arawak culture had virtually 

ceased to exist on these islands (Coelho 1978:23) since most of the Tainos died of 

overwork in the gold mines or of European diseases or suicide, but several nevertheless 

escaped to the Lesser Antilles.  Consequently, indigenous disappearance coincides with 

the beginning of the African slave trade.  The Lesser Antilles (mainly Antigua, 

Guadeloupe, Dominica, Martinique, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Grenada, Trinidad and 

Tobago) suffered the same fate at a different time – it would be about one hundred fifty 

years before the first colonists settled these islands around 1620 (Appleby 1996:86).  The 

Spanish, having long gone from these islas inútiles („useless islands‟) in search of gold in 

the Aztec and Inca Empires (Villar 2001:124), left the Lesser Antilles open for the 

French and English to plunder and pillage, which they did until the last island was 

conquered, St. Vincent (Appleby 1996:86-104).  

To determine who were on St. Vincent first – the Africans or the Europeans – one 

can only rely on existing published materials.  In the unfortunate absence of copious 

records that document the earliest days of African and Kalípona contact, this study relies 

on the scant documentary evidence of chroniclers who mention them in their published 
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relations of the Caribbean islands.  I am aware that these eye-witness accounts may be 

biased.  European colonizers were rigid in their determination to control these fertile 

grounds and publishing that beastly cannibals lurked about may very well have supported 

their justification for colonization and enslavement of the native populations. In spite of 

rumors of flesh-eating Indians, the French and English managed to make short visits to 

these islands; either as reconnaissance, ship repair, for a nice smoke of tobacco or to 

stock up on food or water.  Establishing on which side of the island the Indigenous were 

sighted is vitally important to this linguistic story. Because the Africans were sighted 

living as a large, separate community on the windward (Atlantic) side of St. Vincent, it is 

necessary to know if this community emerged on that side – arriving from Barbados – or 

if they first started living amongst the native Kalíponas. 

Probably the first eye-witness account of native Indians on St. Vincent appears in 

1596 from Lawrence Kemys, a British lieutenant captain on the first expedition to 

Guyana.  On his return voyage leaving Guyana, Kemys mentions that he has seen Indians 

on the leeward (Caribbean) side of the St. Vincent.  He admits that the tobacco is 

magnificent but does not let grass grow under his feet lest the cannibals of the island seek 

“oportunitie to betray, take, and eate us” (Kemys 1596).  Another mention of native St. 

Vincentians being sighted was made by the captain of the Olive Branch, William Turner.  

In 1605 Turner also reports seeing Indians on the leeward side of the island and like 

Kemys, was in fear for his life when his boat ran aground on its shores, afraid that he and 

his men would have “…had all our throates cut by the Indians of that Iland ((Nicholl 

1607) as reported in (Hulme and Whitehead 1992:64)). The leeward side of St. Vincent 

would have been the more hospitable side; the heavy trade winds responsible for 
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hurricanes originate in that very region of the Caribbean, and the leeward side – the side 

facing the Caribbean Gulf – was somewhat blocked by damaging gusts by the hilly 

mountain range in the interior.   

The emergence of an African society 

The aforementioned discussion has demonstrated that the Kalíponas of St. 

Vincent were mostly established on the western or leeward side of the island, and that 

their reputation as anthropophagous humans and the fierce defense of their territory were 

the main reasons for a cautious occupation of these islands.  Although the French and 

English tried to settle these islands their attempts were futile, however, it would seem that 

Africans – although against their will – were the first foreigners to live on St. Vincent 

soil.  It has already been presented in this chapter that the Kalípona began appropriating 

African slaves soon after European settlement in the Greater Antilles.  A free young 

African girl, Luisa de Navarette, a prisoner on Dominica who managed to escape 

Kalípona slavery and return to her home in Puerto Rico, reported seeing extensive 

African slavery among the Kalípona as early as 1576 (Hulme and Whitehead 1992:40).  

In 1612, Sancho de Alquiza to the King writes that the Kalípona would sever ships‟ 

supporting ropes, kill the crew and seize the African slaves for themselves (Barome 

1966:37 in Alquiza 1612).  Around this time, on July 2, 1627, St. Vincent was granted to 

James Hay, Earl of Carlisle by Charles VI (British Calendar of State Papers, America and 

West Indies July 1627:85-86), however, this would seem like a empty gesture since 

native Vincentians had no intention of letting anyone settle on their island.   

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=69039


91 

 

Consequently, St. Vincent was named Carib territory in 1660 in an agreement 

between the English and the French (Anderson 1938:5).  In 1658, Rochefort described 

seeing Africans as slaves of the Indians (Rochefort 1666: in Gullick 1985:44).  It has 

already been shown that in the vocabulary of proto-Garífuna; words to describe an 

African presence were noted in Raymond Breton‟s dictionary (see pg. 65, Chapter Two). 

In other words, although the Lesser Antilles might have resisted European colonization, 

these lands were slowly gaining an African community.  Suddenly, in a report generated 

by Philip Warner, 3,000 Africans occupied St. Vincent by 1676 (BCSP America and 

West Indies April 1676:365-88). In a span of 100 years (1576-1676) the African 

detainees, alone on St. Vincent with the Kalípona Indians, had grown to population of 

outstanding proportions.  

Although Taylor reports that hundreds of French stems were already integrated 

into Kalípona speech on Dominica and Guadeloupe by the time Breton published his 

dictionary in 1666, Garífuna anthropologist Nancie Gonzalez has noted that the French 

did not begin to make regular visits to St. Vincent until the beginning of the 1700s 

(Gonzalez 1988:15).  Sporadic contact with St. Vincent and Dominican native peoples 

through the brief visits by French and Englishmen on reconnaissance missions might 

have fostered the transfer of many of new loan words.  However it can be plausibly 

assumed that French loan words during the 100-year span that the Africans were living 

amongst the Indians (1576-1676) on St. Vincent were minimal.  This information 

coincides with Taylor‟s statement that the heaviest French borrowings would have 

happened after Raymond Breton‟s time; Breton left the Antilles in 1654 (Taylor 1977).  

Given that the eventual output (Modern Vernacular Garífuna) has already been 
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demonstrated to be an Arawak language with Carib influence (i.e., the language of the 

Kalípona), what can be said about the linguistic relationship of the Africans and the 

Kalíponas? 

If, as Weiner (1920), Von Wuthenau (1969) and Van Sertima (1976) claim, 

Africans had arrived in the 13
th

 century (or perhaps before), then by the time the new 

wave of Africans arrived in the 16
th

 century, the first Africans would have long been 

completely integrated into Kalípona culture and there may be no way of knowing what 

kind, if any, pidgin or creole emerged from this contact.  If a contact-induced language 

did arise, then it was subject to dialect leveling by the dominant languages.  Indeed, 

Weiner has suggested that the Mayan and Nahuatl languages are related to the ancient 

Mande languages of West Africa (1926) but even Van Sertima had to admit the 

arguments were flawed (Van Sertima 1992:53).  Van Sertima himself tried to show a 

connection between Middle Egyptian (1200-700BC) and the language of the Olmecs in 

the 1400s, but this theory was refuted, mainly due to a 2600 year time-span difference (de 

Montellano, Haslip-Viera and Barbour 1997:208).  In any regard, this theory does not 

offer linguistic evidence of African loan words in Taino or Kalípona, the speakers of 

language that the Africans would have met in the Caribbean at the time.   

If, as the St. Vincentian authors claimed (Anderson 1938; Duncan 1970; Adams 

2002), the Africans had been received with brotherly love and accepted into Kalípona 

society, then the languages would have had an adstratal relationship.  In this type of 

relationship, participating languages share equal prestige and borrowing is bi-directional, 

including basic vocabulary or lexical items for every-day life (Hock and Joseph 

1996:261). As it is, extensive lexical analyses of Garífuna lexicon have uncovered only 
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two words of African ancestry to date.  The Indians did not treat slaves as equals; on the 

contrary, according to Navarette, their sustenance consisted of raw mice, uncooked fish, 

and on nights of victory feasts when a slave was killed, the slave would be cooked and 

eaten by all (Barome 1966:35). Another account (1620) confirms that Africans supplied 

all the labor including constructing boats and clearing land for gardens (in Boucher 

1992:49).  This type of social structure unmistakably delineates which ethnic group 

participated in the superstrate language (the language of the dominant culture) and which 

was the substrate (the language of the labor force or non-dominant culture).  Considering 

that the language of the Garífuna is a genuine indigenous language, it would stand to 

reason that the native peoples were in a position of complete power; their indigenous 

language (superstrate) completely usurping the African (substrate) languages.  An 

adstratal relationship involving any African language and a colonial language was 

unheard of; slaves‟ languages on other islands were certainly not treated with equal 

prestige as the language of the colonizer.   

In addition, if there were a shipwreck, one would expect that two hundred (or 

more, if there were actually two ship wrecks) slaves all at once would have greatly 

affected the linguistic composition of Early Garífuna in favor of African linguistic 

structure – a plethora of basic loan words at the very least.  The practice of deliberately 

separating slaves by linguistic groups so that they would not conspire to mutiny or rebel 

was not in effect until the later years of the slave trade (Escure 1988:148), and it is very 

likely that at the early dates of 1635 and 1675, all of the Africans aboard spoke the same 

language.  Even if there were African loanwords in the initial stages of language contact, 

these words should have survived in the language.  As will be shown shortly, Black 
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Caribs separated from their Kalípona brethren around 1700 to form their own community 

on the windward (eastern) half of the island.  This somewhat isolation would have been 

prime to cultivate and maintain existing African linguistic elements, but as there are no 

lexical items, it would seem that using one‟s native African words was something that 

was quelled from the very beginning. 

A somewhat more plausible route is pidginization followed by creolization and 

subsequently dialect leveling by Africans who were slaves of the Kalípona.  As 

previously mentioned, it is likely that slaves on one cargo ship may have spoken the same 

language; however, if they were indeed slaves or escapees, then they would have come 

from differing islands speaking different languages.  In addition, they may even have 

learned a creole from their respective island, depending on how long they were there 

before taken away to St. Vincent.  Considering Bickerton‟s Language Bioprogram 

Hypothesis (Bickerton 1999), the first Africans on St. Vincent would have utilized a 

pidgin – a reduced form of Kalípona with elements of their own language – to 

communicate not only with the native peoples, but with one another. Children, having an 

innate capacity for grammar, would have “filled in the blanks” of the unstructured pidgin 

creating a sophisticated creole.  This creole would have in turn suffered decreolization, 

leveling quickly to the St. Vincent dialect of the Kalípona language.  However there are 

problems with this theory as well.  Bickerton (1977:49) has also said that “pidginization 

is second-language learning with restricted input, and that “creolization is first-language 

learning with restricted input.”  In this language contact situation, input was decidedly 

unrestricted – no pidgin nor creole would have formed. 
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One of the earliest accounts available for a ratio of Africans to Kalíponas must be 

in 1635 from Armand de la Paix, who reports that his group encountered nine hundred 

Carib warriors, and of that number some six hundred were Black (Gonzalez 1990:25).  

Naturally, this should not be taken as a census of the entire island.  If these were indeed 

soldiers (as de la Paix suggests) that were coming to the defense of their island, only the 

strongest and the fittest would have appeared.  That six-hundred of them were Black does 

not conclude that this was the ratio of Africans to Indians in the St. Vincent population.  

Keeping in mind that St. Vincent was one of the islands granted neutrality with the 

promise that the Caribs would do .” . . all in their power to preserve peace, and to punish 

any of their countrymen who should break it . . .” (Anderson 1938:5), many Indians from 

the Greater Antilles would have sought refuge on this island (and Dominica), greatly 

increasing the native population.  St. Vincent is only about 133 square miles 

(Encyclopedia of the Nations 2010), approximately twice the size of Columbia, Missouri.  

Although exact census records are scant, one can reasonably assume that native peoples 

outnumbered Africans in the first years of contact. 

I believe that this language contact situation is a phenomenon of death of the 

African languages; a very quick demise of the substrate language.  Thomason (2001) 

outlines routes to language death such as attrition or grammatical replacement (233-234) 

but in this case the death of the African languages would have suffered a fate that was 

quite rapid, “no loss of structure, not much borrowing” (235).  In Nancy Dorian‟s edited 

Investigating Language Obsolescence, Campbell and Muntzel (1989) have written about 

„sudden death,‟ the death of a language due to a natural disaster or genocide, however, 

the situation at hand seems to more adequately fit their definition of „radical death.‟  In 
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this case, speakers deliberately stop speaking their language out of fear for their life or 

pressure to assimilate to the dominant culture.  The example cited comes from El 

Salvador, in which after an uprising of some indigenous inhabitants, soldiers killed – up 

to 25,000 people – if they appeared Indian in either physical appearance or dress.  At 

least three native languages (Lenca, Cacaopera and Pipil), although already moribund, 

were virtually wiped out.  The survivors spoke only Spanish as a survival technique 

(183). 

A similar comparison can also be from an example in Robert Chaudenson in Des 

 les, des hommes, des langues   essai sur la créolisation linguistique et culturelle (1992) 

(of which Mufwene has translated and updated, Creolization of Language and Culture 

(2001)).  Chaudenson examines the creoles of the Lesser Antilles (however, no mention 

whatsoever is made of St. Vincent) and stresses the importance of fully understanding the 

initial settlement periods, which have a direct influence on the foundation of creoles.  

During the “homestead” (first) phase (96), explains Chaudenson, it is not unusual for 

Whites to outnumber Blacks. This was a period in which the settlers became accustomed 

to their surroundings, the climate, the indigenous inhabitants, and they held a very small 

slave community.  In a model originally formed by Goffman (1967), this phase is 

characterized by a White society which was dominant and which provided the language 

that the Blacks would eventually acquire.  The Black population was compliant, 

dependent, and was obligated de facto to “approximate the [linguistic] model that was 

presented to [them]” (122) by the more numerous and powerful white ruling class. 

Indeed, as early as 1657 estimates placed a population number at 10,000 Kalíponas 

(Gullick 1985:49), an approximation that easily dwarfs the African populace.  
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With these above two examples, one that addresses radical language death and the 

other that approximates a representation of early contact, the depiction becomes clearer 

as to how the Africans could have almost completely lost their mother tongue.  The 

African community, outnumbered by thousands of native peoples, was naturally in a 

position of submission and dependency on their captors.  The African languages were 

wiped out with the first generation; any children born in this situation would most 

certainly have spoken the native St. Vincentian language.  With this is mind, there was, 

without a doubt, a short period of interlanguage during which time the Africans worked 

their way around learning a new language and molded the Kalípona language to fit to 

their phonotactic constraints.  Even in later years, the governor of St. Vincent, William 

Young would express exasperation at not being able to understand the Africans in his 

explanation of their character: 

“. . . idle ignorant and savage people, subject to no law or discipline, and 

scarcely acknowledging subordination to any chief. They speak a jargon 

of their own, which, added to an extreme jealousy of their liberty, a 

distrust of those they converse with, and a little affected cunning, makes it 

very difficult to discourse or reason with them”  (Young 1767 as cited in 

Craton 1996:73). 

 

How can we be sure that the governor is referring to an African pronunciation of 

the Kalípona language and not an African–Kalípona Creole?  We consider the “limited 

access” model (McWhorter 2000:1) that creoles emerged because Africans had very 

limited access to the lexifier language.  In the absence of regular input, a third language 

arose with the linguistic elements of both sources.  Considering that the eventual output 

of Kalípona language – Modern Vernacular Garífuna – is indeed a Carib-influenced 

Arawak language (it bears repeating that only two African lexical items within the 
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Garífuna‟s daily vernacular have been discovered thus far), what we have here is not a 

third language, but rather the language of the indigenous heavily accented with African 

pronunciation. There was no early period of pidginization because the Africans had 

unlimited and unrestricted access to the lexifier language.  The period of 1576-1676 of 

Early Garífuna can be characterized as rapid acquisition of the second language, death of 

the African languages and retention of native African phonological rules.  It is this 

regularized, underlying rule-based pronunciation (such as the devoicing of some word-

initial plosives or the raising of some mid-vowels, i.e, Kalípona to Garífuna or caballo to 

gaballu), that marks the birth of “Garífuna” language. 

Late Early Garífuna 

If the early stage of Garífuna existence was marked by capture and slavery, the 

worst was yet to come.  During the next period, the Garífunas would experience a slew of 

battles, an uprising, flight, a war and finally a forced mass exodus – in that order.  

Linguistically, from the perspective of the native Kalípona peoples, Proto-Garífuna is 

characterized by the acceptance of European foreign words into Kalípona language 

including words that indicate an African presence and early Early Garífuna marks the 

first time Africans speak the Kalípona language. Although it may have been heavily 

accented to the point where one might have thought it was a different language, no 

evidence of a third language has been accounted for.  From the perspective of the 

Africans, it is a tragic end to their mother tongue in the face of forced acquisition of the 

Kalípona language.  While the very first Africans (as well as later newcomers) under the 

Kalípona regime may have spoken an interlanguage on their way to second language 
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acquisition, the subsequent generation of children would have had perfect command of 

this language due to unlimited and unrestricted input of the target language. This section 

answers the question of how French lexical items would have played such a prominent 

role in Kalípona and Garífuna cultural life, thus having a significant impact on Garífuna 

language. 

The French language has influenced Garífuna language through one or two routes, 

or both. It has already been mentioned that French linguistic influence could have come 

through small settlements that the French were allowed to maintain among the Kalípona 

and Garífuna peoples. According to historian George Sale (et al.), St. Vincent was one of 

the most sought-after islands in the Caribbean due to its exquisite soil – perfect for 

cultivating the finest tobacco and wood (1759:213). That the native peoples permitted the 

French to settle among them was not an altruistic maneuver out of camaraderie but a 

political one, to aid in keeping the British at bay.  Although the French are depicted in 

histories as supporters and defenders of the Garífuna, in the end what they really wanted 

was administrative control of St. Vincent.  In a climate of war, intense contact between 

allied communities is to be expected, and the possibility of lexical exchange between 

languages is highly likely. However, a much closer relationship specifically between the 

Garífunas and the French, an association that would likely prove more amenable to 

French language influence, was soon to come. 

During the latter half of the Early Garífuna language stage (1700-1797), three 

events are occurring simultaneously that would culminate in a culturally defining 

moment for the Garífunas.  The Kalípona population was dwindling (due to deaths from 

continued battles with the British, disease, and migration to the South American mainland 
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(Boucher 1995:92)), French settlers continue to slowly encroach on St. Vincent soil and 

the Garífuna community was growing and becoming more powerful.  By this time, it 

would be fair to speculate that the Garífunas were living among the Kalíponas rather than 

under the thumb of Kalípona slave rule.  Soon after 1700, conflicts between the Kalípona 

Indians and the Garífunas escalated to the point in which the Kalípona, reduced in 

population and desperate to salvage one of the few territories left to them by the 

European government, pleaded for military help from the governor of Martinique.  The 

governor‟s answer was to divide the island in two parts, a line that became known as “Le 

Barre de l‟Isle” (Young: 1795:10; Shephard 1831:24).  Either the Garífunas gladly 

moved to the other side of the line (the windward side) or they were banished, and still 

another version of this migration story states that the Kalíponas, realizing and fearing a 

growing Garífuna population, conspired to kill all Garífuna males. Upon learning of this 

conspiracy, the Garífunas kidnapped their women and fled to the other side of the island 

(Young 1795:7); an account all too similar to the Caribs‟ origin story.  On the windward 

side, Jean Baptiste Labat mentions that by 1722, the Garífunas had increased their power 

and population (Gullick 1985:50) and in the same year, British captain Nathaniel Uring 

visited St. Vincent and witnessed two separate ethnic groups, the “Black” (Garífuna) and 

the “Yellow” (Kalípona) (Gonzalez 1988:16). 

The Garífunas, settled on the windward side but nonetheless fearing a British take 

over, “. . . invited the French [mostly from Martinique] to come and live with them, 

swearing sincere friendship. . .” (Shephard 1831:23), showering them with gifts “. . . and 

every inducement, surrendering to them their richest spots of grounds and shewing them 

the most convenient situations on the banks of rivers . . .” (Young 1795:11).  However, 
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when French settlers arrived with their African slaves, Garífunas (re)initiated the practice 

of flattening their newborns‟ forehead on a slant, a long-standing Kalípona ritual (Breton, 

McKusick and Vérin 1958:17; Coke, Davidson and Joyce 1788:10). Sale reports that 

Garífunas tried to imitate the Kalíponas in every way, from their dress to their lifestyle, 

but that their wooly hair and flat features always betrayed their true identity (1783:213).  

Although the Garífunas must have known that they could not “pass” for native peoples, 

there is no reason to believe that they possessed a culture different from that of their 

Kalípona cousins. Nevertheless, the close alliance between the French and Garífunas, 

which eventually led to bilingualism, is the most likely manner in which French lexical 

items became integrated in Garífuna language.  French became a language of prestige, a 

language not only to learn but also in insert in their own daily vernacular, and by 1797 

the Garífunas had taken on French names (Gonzalez 1988:34).  This is much in line with 

the Norman invasion of England in 1066 when many French words permeated Middle 

English language.  Taylor has outlined several semantic categories for which French 

lexical items can be found in the Garífuna language, including words for clothing 

(buttons, gloves, handkerchief, stockings), for food (bread, butter, cheese, garlic, wine), 

for persons (God, servant, soldier, Christian), and even abstract concepts (expensive, 

first, glad, hurried, rich) (1951:49).  Already mentioned are the words for numbers and 

days of the week, which clearly exhibit French influence. 

Sarah Thomason‟s „borrowing scale‟ (2001:70-73) measures the types of 

linguistic elements that may be borrowed from one language to another based on many 

social factors such as intensity and duration of contact.  Thomas also advises of another 

factor, which explains that typologically distant languages tend to adhere more closely to 
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the scale.  Although French and Garífuna are typologically distant, they seem to fall quite 

messily among the first three categories.  Succinctly explained, the first category is for 

casual contact, a situation that is characterized by the borrowing of non-basic nouns and 

verbs and borrowers need not be bilingual.  It is not until the third category, „more intense 

contact,‟ where basic vocabulary is permitted to be borrowed (including low numerals) 

and bilingualism is a bit more widespread.  In the present situation, basic nouns and verbs 

normally resistant to borrowing (including low numbers beginning at „four‟) have been 

loaned from French into Garífuna.  French bilingualism among the Garífunas has been 

documented by a number of sources.  For example, George Davidson, one of many 

British subjects who actually wanted a peaceful integration of Garífunas and British, 

reported that most of the Garífunas of St. Vincent were bilingual in French and Garífuna, 

“. . . the French language is almost generally spoken by them” (Coke, Davidson and 

Joyce 1788:20).  Captain Nathaniel Uring, noted that during peach negotiations, a 

Garífuna chief in St. Vincent “spoke excellent French” (Uring 1726; Kerns 1983:29).   

However, the this category also includes that affixes are also borrowed at this 

stage, including more significant structural features such as the realization of native 

phonemes (at the loss of one‟s own phonemes), a shift stress placement, and even a 

change in word order.  Taylor‟s analysis of Garífuna language demonstrate that the 

borrowing of French words added only the slightest modification in structure; “…all 

borrowed terms are treated as stems, and take regular Carib affixes for person, mode, 

tense-aspect, etc” (Taylor 1951:53).  As Thomason notes, “. . .any violation [of this 

borrowing scale] should provide interesting insights into the social and, to a lesser extent, 

linguistic determinants of contact induced language” (2001:71).  The case of extensive 



103 

 

French borrowing into Garífuna without so much as a body of affixes and new phonemes 

are definitely interesting and will provide researchers with much to gain from an in-depth 

examination into this contact situation.   

Other linguistic influences must be taken into consideration.  As previously 

mentioned, the windward side of St. Vincent faces the shores of Barbados and offered 

slaves the tempting possibility of escape from slavery.  Although eye-witness reports of 

large escaped-slave colonies on the windward side have not been confirmed, it is not a 

stretch of the imagination to suppose that the newly migrated Garífunas joined up with a 

maroon society already established on the windward coast.  St. Vincent‟s interior was 

quite mountainous and the windward side enjoyed fertile soil and plentiful fishing, why 

would one take the chance of a lengthy, grueling trip and risk capture?  If there were a 

group of maroons, then they would probably have been speaking different African 

languages and on their way to a common pidgin or creole, crafted right there on St. 

Vincent.  Mufwene, for example, states that Barbados was a trading post for slaves and 

most Africans might not have been on this island long enough for a creole to be formed 

(1999:238-41).  In the manner that the Kalípona language supplanted the diverse African 

languages on the leeward side in the 16
th

 century, such was a similar contact on the 

windward side; undoubtedly without making slaves of the maroons. Although there are 

no lexical borrowings, this new Garífuna society would have surely strengthened the 

phonetic component of Garífuna language.  Nevertheless, the Garífunas in this new 

society would only see about one more generation of their children grow up on St. 

Vincent before they were banished to Central America forever. 
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In the end, public opinion in England regarding the Garífunas took a more 

sympathetic air.  The Reverend Thomas Coke, doctor of Civil Law and superintendent of 

the Methodist Societies of America, by happenstance ended up in the West Indies at the 

gentle push of an errant wind gust.  In a letter to church officials, he pleads with them to 

permit the Garífunas to thrive on St. Vincent, for they have “. . . consented to let their 

children be instructed in the English language, the knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, as 

such other branches of education that may render them useful members of society” (Coke 

1787:4).  Another letter of similar tone, the aforementioned George Davidson‟s intentions 

are well-meaning even if his knowledge of Garífuna language is demeaning. Davidson 

mentions the success that the Spanish had in instructing the native peoples of Trinidad in 

the principles of Christianity, and insists that the edification of public schools where the 

Garífunas could learn English language is the path to “. . . rendering them first as human 

beings before you attempt to make them Christians” (Davidson and Coke 1788:20).  

These supplications, petitioned less than a decade before the Garífunas were removed 

from St. Vincent, must have fallen on deaf ears because there is no more mention made 

of public schools in which the Garífuna learned the English language.  Nevertheless, 

although Taylor does mention a few words that made their way into Garífuna language 

between 1635 and 1796, they are very few, such as „bridge‟ and „pipe.‟  

The exact number of Garífunas who were removed from St. Vincent as well as the 

number of those who eventually disembarked in Central America had been the subject of 

speculations for many years. William Young‟s 1795 publication stressed that the 

Garífunas were Africans and thus had no right to St. Vincent soil, but he does not 

mention how many Garífunas left.  His book was published before the Garífunas were 
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forced out (and was probably the catalyst).  Gullick (1985:84) speculates between 2,300 

and 5000. Nancie Gonzalez (1983) has made a detailed account of the Garífunas‟ last 

days in St. Vincent and their subsequent move to Central America, and reports that a total 

of 4,338 individuals made the trip from St. Vincent to Balliceaux, a total that included 

over four thousand Garífunas, a few hundred Kalíponas and some African slaves.  The 

idea, says Gonzalez, was to remove the Garífunas as far away from St. Vincent as 

possible but to keep them close at the same time should the British war efforts require 

their adept combat skills. After being shifted to Balliceaux where it was deemed that 

conditions were simply unlivable, a total of two thousand twenty six Garífunas – men, 

women and children – disembarked in Roatán by April 1797, an island not far from the 

Central American coastline (Gonzalez 1983:147).  At this point, the Garífunas, many of 

them bilingual in French and Garífuna are looking over the horizon of the next phase of 

culture and language, Middle Garífuna. 

The Garífuna language is not officially the Garífuna language until it is spoken by 

the Africans.  In Taylor‟s analyses of the Garífuna language of Belize as compared to the 

scant records he was able to gather of the Kalípona language from Dominica, the main 

difference is its phonology (Taylor 1951:53).  Although the name proto-Garífuna is given 

to the vernacular spoken by the Kalípona Indians, I use this term to illustrate the 

connection to its indigenous St. Vincentian predecessor. Although Garífuna is the same 

language in structure and lexicon as spoken by the Kalípona, the Africans speak the 

language with their African pronunciation and prosody, hence, the Garífuna 

language.  Through close relations with the French – resulting in widespread bilingualism 

on the part of the Garífunas – this language has acquired numerous French loans that 
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have replaced the most basic Garífuna vocabulary items.  Nevertheless, the Garífuna 

language at this stage is still a contact-induced language.  The Kalípona language was 

fully acquired; it did not serve as a mere lexifier language for a third language any more 

than the French language did.  The Arawak-Carib structure has maintained its integrity in 

this period, albeit with French loan words. The following section, Middle Garífuna 

(1797-1985) explains the many other Afro-cultural contacts that might have influenced 

their language.  In Central America, the Garífunas came face to face with Blacks who are 

still two decades away from emancipation.  In addition, Garífunas also come into contact 

with Blacks from other cultures from the Caribbean.  Middle Garífuna takes a step back 

in time to when Guatemala was first explored by Pedro de Alvarado and his Black slaves. 

Although slavery in Guatemala is normally ignored when it comes to issues of the 

Garífunas, it will be shown that the two groups did come into contact, possibly even 

fusing together.   

Middle Garífuna (1797-1985) 

In the last section and in the previous chapter, I have utilized extant scholarship to 

carefully weave together the multi-strand fabric that results in the Garífuna language.  

Africans on St. Vincent, with unlimited and unrestricted input of the indigenous 

language, did not have time to allow a creole to materialize and quickly acquired the 

vernacular of the native peoples as a second language.  With the Africans‟ nativization of 

the indigenous language, Garífuna language was born.  As the Garífuna population grew, 

the French formed alliances (and established settlements) with them in order to gain an 

advantage over the British; both nations ultimately sought control of the two autonomous 
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islands.  The Garífuna were very impressed by the French.  According to William Young, 

the French 

…helped to conciliate them [the Garífuna] by occasional hospitalities at 

Martinique, and they gave them presents, and supplied them with arms: 

they sent missionaries amongst them to dazzle them with ceremonies, and 

entertain them with festivals. (Young 1795:17) 

 

The Garífunas, deceived by the French‟s feigned philanthropic motives, easily 

became bilingual in French and incorporated French words into their daily vernacular.  

The acceptance of foreign words into a speech community‟s language is not always 

achievable; Arabic language is one example of a language whose speakers prefer to 

modify archaic stems to describe new concepts, or Icelandic, for which language purists 

take great pride in their academic committees to calque new words based on their own 

language (Hálfdanarson 2008:130). The Kalíponas‟ willing acceptance of foreign words 

into their language lends strength to the theory of Fernando Santos-Graneros (see Chapter 

One), in which he explains that the Arawaks – and thus, their descendants – were easily 

disposed to new language input while maintaining their own.  Spanish and English also 

demonstrates a presence in Garífuna language at this stage; Spanish words entered the 

language in the early years before African presence.  Because the Garífunas distrusted the 

British, English does not show as heavily a marked influence as does French and Spanish 

in Early Garífuna Language.   

Middle Garífuna is a time of Garífuna reacquaintance with African heritage and 

reformation a cultural identity similar to that of Afro-descent groups already extant in the 

region.  In the early 1500s, at a time when the first Africans were making their 

appearance on St. Vincent, the first Africans were also making their appearance in 
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Central America via land through Mexico and via sea from the Caribbean at different 

times between the 16
th

 and 19
th

 centuries.  Some descendants of each of these groups 

would eventually unite on the Atlantic coast of Central America, culminating in an Afro-

cultural and -linguistic fusion.  In this section I demonstrate how the Garífuna language 

did not experience language shift and/or death, even in the face of connecting with their 

African kin from various parts of the Caribbean and from the interior of Central America.   

To explain how all of the African descent groups ultimately came together on the 

Caribbean coast in Honduras, I will recede a bit from the trajectory.  The previous section 

ended with the Garífunas stepping off the boat in Central America from Roatán in mid-

1797.  The following section goes back to the mid-1500s, when the first Blacks were 

aiding in the explorations outside of New Spain (Mexico) and explains the different ways 

in which Africans and Afro-Caribbeans entered Guatemala and Honduras, where they 

settled and how they came to mingle with the Garífuna peoples on the coast. 

Guatemala‟s Underground Railroad and the Mico Mountain Maroon Society 

Contrary to popular belief among many Guatemalans, the arrival of the Garífunas 

did not mark the first time African descent peoples settled in Guatemala.
6
 It was a 

Monday, July 25, 1524, when Pedro de Alvarado, second-in-command to Hernán Cortes, 

claimed to have founded the first capital of Guatemala after leaving Mexico City with 

orders for reconnaissance in the isthmus, present day Central America (García Granados 

1934:3). After an attempt to establish the capital and institute a military base in Tecpan-

Quauthemalan
7
 in 1524 (present-day Iximche, in the western highlands of Guatemala), 

and again in the Valley of Almolonga (1527), a more permanent capital was founded in 
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present-day Antigua called Muy Leal y Muy Noble Ciudad de Santiago de los Caballeros 

de Goathemala
8
 (Antigua is sometimes referred to as „Santiago‟ in the literature) in 1543.  

Within a few years, Alvarado had established the Kingdom of Guatemala (Capitanía 

General de Guatemala or Reino de Guatemala ) which included present day Costa Rica, 

Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala and Belize, as well as the Mexican state of 

Chiapas (Woodward 1985:32). 

Antigua, the official home of the Spanish colonial administration in Central 

America (Audencia de Guatemala), was the most important commercial hub in the 

region.  Cacao, coffee, and indigo were among the many readily exportable goods and 

were central in Antigua‟s becoming one of the richest cities in the New World, surpassed 

only by Mexico City and Lima.  Blacks were a part of the original population in Antigua, 

since about two hundred Africans had accompanied Alvarado in the original conquest 

(García Granados 1934:287).
9
  Slaves – native indigenes and Blacks – contributed greatly 

to the building of Antigua‟s economy and infrastructure.  Whereas today‟s Blacks in 

Guatemala seem to be an inconvenient reality for many Guatemalans, especially in the 

coastal province of Izabal, the Blacks in early Antigua often held supervisory positions 

over the native peoples, who were also enslaved (Herrera 2000:259). Blacks worked in 

many positions from skilled artisans to armed escorts and domestic servants, and by 

1601, Blacks were replacing all indigenous labor
10

 in every area.  Antigua is today the 

most popular tourist site in Guatemala due to its three hundred sixty-five very old and 

beautiful churches. Sadly, the role of the Black slave in the construction of Antigua is 

transparently omitted in many popular books on Antigua history directed toward the 

educated tourist
11

 as well as from current textbooks and teaching materials of primary 
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and secondary schools.  The descriptions of African labor in Guatemalan textbooks range 

from “very scarce” in 1951 (Contreras Reynoso:59) to Guatemala “never having a large 

immigration of Africans” in 2002 (Luján Muñoz:50). Although Blacks held many 

positions in a variety of industries in the early development of Guatemala, the most 

prolific use of their labor was almost certainly in the sugar mills. 

Antonio Diosdado, a Spaniard who accompanied de Alvarado from Mexico into 

Guatemala, was the first to purchase land specifically to grow sugar cane in 1536 

(Gonzalez 2003:14), just five years before his death. Gradually, individuals were 

petitioning for permission to build sugar mills (trapiches) and later for large parcels of 

land to organize full scale sugar plantations (ingenios).  Realizing Guatemala‟s nutrient 

rich soil was the perfect balance for large-scale sugar production and thus, requiring 

additional labor to tend it, the first large shipment of Africans, one hundred fifty 

individuals, were brought into Guatemala in 1543 through Verapáz, Mexico (García 

Peláez 1852:63).  As more individual Spaniards petitioned for permission to build their 

own sugar mills, the demand for slave labor increased.  In Antigua alone, with a 

population of only 476 families, ten of them owning sugar mills, it was obvious that there 

was an African slave force to work these mills (Molina Calderón 2005:27).  A marked 

African presence was especially felt in Amatitlán, just south of present-day Guatemala 

City where several large sugar plantations employed hundreds of Blacks (Gudmundson 

and Wolfe 2010:27). However the selection of individual families with a few dozen 

slaves would not compare to the enormity of slave labor and sugar production on the part 

of the religious orders.  
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With the approval in 1575 for religious associations to possess lands, Dominican, 

Jesuit and Mercedario orders organized vast plantations all over Guatemala with 

hundreds of African slaves for each operation.  Of the four largest sugar plantations in 

Guatemala – owned by the Dominican religious order – (San Jerónimo in Baja Verapaz, 

San Juan Amatitlán, Palencia and the Convento Viejo in the capital), San Jerónimo was 

the largest and most productive.  The Archbishop Pedro Cortes y Larraz, in one of his 

visits to the sugar plantation of San Jeronimo in 1769 remarked that “En esta hacienda 

habrá más de mil personas y de ellas como setecientas son esclavas”
12

 (Cortés y Larraz 

1979:294-95).  To give one an idea of the relationship between how many slaves were 

sighted at a particular hacienda and how many were reported (or under-reported, as it 

were, in order to pay fewer tributes per slave), a document from 1776 reports that the 

ingenio was composed of “…quatrocientas setenta y sies personas: trescientos, sesenta y 

quarto Esclabos y los demas mulatos libres” (Appendix D).
13

 Much of what is known of 

the number of African slaves in Guatemalan sugar plantations comes from the 

Englishman Thomas Gage.  A Dominican priest, Gage toured the Spanish colonies and 

took copious notes on his observations in the mid-1600s.  Although Herrera believes 

Gage to be prone to exaggeration (2000:9), Gage is rather straightforward in his reports 

of seeing Black slaves all over Guatemala throughout his travels from one end of the 

country to the other.  In A New Survey of the West Indies (1677), Gage speaks in detail 

about the African and mulatto slaves he observed in a number of plantations, the horrid 

treatment of a young slave boy by a friend of his that he witnessed (and tried to intercede) 

and about the Blacks he saw hiding in the mountains. This particular bit of information is 

of interest to this study in that we can almost certainly situate a settlement of escaped 
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African and African-descent slaves close to the Atlantic coast of Guatemala, the very 

same area which the Garífunas – over two-hundred years later – would establish.   

In referring to what he calls the Golfe dulce, which today is also known as Lago 

Izabal „Lake Izabal‟ (an area that includes the river Río Dulce on the Atlantic coast), 

Gage spoke of a treacherous, mountainous terrain that foot travelers and pack mules had 

to suffer for about fifteen leagues upon leaving the gulf region on route to reach 

Guatemala City.  According to a current map of Guatemala (using Google Earth 5), the 

mountain range Montañas del Mico stretches across about eleven leagues (around 36 

miles); these mountains border Lake Izabal (and empties into the Caribbean to the east) 

and is likely the mountains of which he speaks.  According to Gage: 

What the Spaniards most fear until they come out of these Mountains, are 

some two or three hundred Black-moors, Simarrones, who for too much 

hard usage, have fled away from Guatemala [City] and other parts from 

their Masters unto these woods, and there live and bring up their children 

and encrease [sic] daily, so that all the power of Guatemala, nay all the 

Country about (having often attempting it) is not able to bring them under 

subjection (1677:291). 

 

Gage goes on to explain that members of these maroon societies often stole 

provisions from the townspeople at night without harming them, only defending 

themselves when necessary with the use of bows and arrows.  

Gage believes these escaped slaves fled from the interior of the country where 

many sugar cane plantations held slaves, such as Amatitlán, Escuintla, Mixco and 

Guatemala City, all the way to the Mico mountain range.  It is known that North 

American slaves would escape from their masters in the South to travel ten to twenty 

miles a night for up to two weeks for their freedom in the North, via the Underground 
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Railroad (Wolny 2004:18), so it would be within the realm of possibility that Guatemalan 

slaves could have borne that journey. With a distance of about one hundred forty miles, 

the route from Guatemala City to the Atlantic coast was virtually equal to that of the 

North American Underground Railroad.  Indeed, slaves who escaped their masters were a 

recognized problem; in 1547, rewards were announced for the capture of runaway slaves 

(García Peláez 1852:63). Over a century later, in 1632, a group of slaves who fled from 

their masters in Guatemala City for the Atlantic coast caused serious alarm for 

Guatemalan officials, who feared that they may unite with Dutch pirates and help the 

pirates invade and occupy Spanish territories.
14

  In fact, Thomas Gage scoffed at the gulf 

region‟s weak Spanish defenses and believed that one of the main reasons the Blacks fled 

to these mountains was to join up with the Dutch or the English if they should ever dock 

in the nearby port, thinking that they would give the Blacks the “…liberty which the 

Spaniards will never grant unto them” (1677:293). 

  It would seem that Guatemala‟s Caribbean coastline and its ports were a 

festering hub of activity for illicit trading, piracy and enormous congregations of Blacks.  

Not only were Blacks from the capital following Guatemala‟s Underground Railroad to 

be a member of the liberated Mico Mountain Maroon Society, but Blacks were even sent 

there by force. In 1649 authorities in Guatemala City captured as many escaped Blacks as 

they could and sent them, armed, to help defend the Atlantic coast (Milla 1963:304). In 

time, the Spanish, must have realized that merely sending armed guards to the coast with 

machetes, bows and arrows were not enough to stave off piracy and the threat of 

occupation, so plans were made to build a fortification in the town of San Fernando de 

Omoa in Honduras (at that time, still part of the Kingdom of Guatemala and not called 
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„Honduras‟ until 1821), a little over sixty miles from the gulf region in Guatemala.  After 

all, a ship need only to slip into the narrow channel in the gulf area to enter into Lake 

Izabal via the river Rio Dulce, which placed them well into the interior of Guatemala; an 

enterprising and intelligent strategic military move if a captain dared to make the attempt.  

With the construction of this fort in Omoa in the mid-1700s, the African 

population on the Caribbean coast of Honduras burgeoned.  Not only were Blacks being 

brought in from the interiors of Guatemala and Honduras but they were also shipped in 

from all over the Caribbean.  Indeed, Blacks from Jamaica arrived at the Honduran port 

of Trujillo in various waves; one transaction details that sale of two hundred Blacks (one 

hundred men and one hundred women), as well as clothes and head wear for each 

individual were sold to the Kingdom of Guatemala from Gaspar Hall, a British slave 

merchant and resident of Jamaica (Appendix E) to the President of Guatemala, Don 

Alonso de Arcos y Moreno.  A decade later in 1771, another two hundred African slaves 

arrived from Puerto Rico (Caceres Gomez, 126).  One of the more interesting entrances 

of Blacks to Trujillo was those from Haiti. 

The “negros franceses” arrive in the Kingdom of Guatemala 

The French Blacks from the island of Hispaniola and their migration to in the 

areas of coastal Honduras is of special importance to the present study. Although some 

scholars (Johnson, Gonzalez) of Garífuna studies have discussed the influences of other 

Afro-descendant groups on the Garífunas, few have spoken of each group‟s histories, 

which I believe lend a great deal of understanding to contemporary Garífuna scholarship. 

Having lived among the Kalípona for almost three hundred years, the Garífunas were 
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truly Black Kalíponas, sharing a culture and a language, distinguishable only by their 

phenotype and the prosody of their speech. In order to fully describe how the French 

Blacks came to settle in this area and to impress the importance of their existence to the 

Garífuna people, it is necessary to trace the movement of one rebel group in particular, 

that of Jean-Francois “Papillon” Petecou.  

Shortly after the American Revolution of 1776 in which thirteen American 

colonies declared their independence from Britain, the overwhelming yearning for 

egalitarianism among the French masses who disparaged the oppressive hierarchical 

organization in which they were made to live, ignited the French Revolution. In this age 

of Enlightenment and a re-consideration of axiomatic tenets, individuals were no longer 

convinced that the monarchy was distinctively hand-picked by God. On the island of 

Hispaniola, with a rigidly enforced social order, it was only a matter of time before word 

of the uprising in France sparked an interest in the islands‟ slaves to rage against the 

political machine. The Haitian slave revolt occurred in 1791 and some African slaves, 

such as Toussaint L‟Ouverture, Georges Biassou and Jean-François Petecou initially 

fought for the Spanish, but agreed to fight for the French if the latter agreed to end 

slavery.  By 1792 the slaves had complete control of the eastern (Spanish) side of the 

island and one general in particular, Jean-Francois “Papillon” Petecou, stood out as a 

charismatic leader with several hundred followers.  The brutality in Petecou‟s taking of 

the Plaza de Bayaja (also Bahiaja) in 1794 did not go unnoticed by either the French or 

Spanish administration and his actions were described as “horrendous” and “diabolic” 

(Lezra 2005:8). When the French claimed the entire island in 1795 and Toussaint was 

named the leader, Jean-François switched sides again and earned the backing of the army 
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on the Spanish side by offering his services to help defend the Spanish from the French 

insurgents (Lezra 2005:10).  Jean-François Petecou either takes on the name of, or simply 

is referred to as el caudillo negro Juan Francisco in Spanish-language literature and 

documents, and his group is referred to as the Tropas auxiliares de Carlos IV, negros 

auxiliares, negros franceses or tropas auxiliares. 

The French government, however, now in complete control of Hispaniola, wanted 

to see the swift removal of Juan Francisco from the island.  It was decided, amidst 

vehement opposition by the governor of Cuba, Luis de las Casas that Juan Francisco, his 

troops and their entire families – eight hundred in all – would relocate to Cuba.  (Victoria 

Ojeda 2005:96).  Shortly before Juan Francisco and his troops disembarked from 

Hispaniola, Don Joaquin García y Moreno, former governor of Santo Domingo, sent a 

letter to Las Casas, reminding him Juan Francisco had served the Spanish flag well, 

earning the good will of His Excellency (See Appendix F).  With that, Juan Francisco and 

his troops set off for Cuba just before New Year‟s celebration of 1796.  Nevertheless, an 

angry Las Casas was already drawing out detailed plans to send Juan Francisco and his 

assemblage to other parts of the Caribbean while the latter was en route to Cuba, fearing 

that his presence will only serve to ignite Cuba‟s slaves into rebellion.  Upon arrival, Las 

Casas split up the different frigates, sending them to different regions; around 140 

individuals went to Spain, 144 to Trinidad, 115 to Campeche in the Yucatan, a small 

group (led by Biassou) went to Florida and 307 to the port in Trujillo, Honduras (Monte y 

Tejada 1890; Geggus 2002:184).  In documents from the General Archives of Central 

America (AGCA), all members of the group that arrived in Trujillo are named, listed first 

by their official title (military titles to which they imposed on themselves, since they were 
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never authoritatively recognized by any governing body), and followed by a list of 

women‟s names, and finally the children‟s names.  In all, forty officials, seventy-four 

troops, one hundred twenty-one women, fifty-nine young adults and thirteen children and 

babies (See Appendix G) arrived in the Kingdom of Guatemala in February of 1796.  It is 

signed Mauricio Zuñiga (Captain of the Regiment Army in Cuba). Juan Francisco was 

among the group sent to Cadiz, Spain; however of particular interest to the present study, 

to be explained further in Chapter Four, is the appearance of the officer Lieutenant Marco 

Antonio in this list.  

According to Dym (2006:41), some of the French Blacks from above group in 

Trujillo were sent to Matiare, Nicaragua, a port town on the Pacific coast, to found one of 

the many villages established for displaced Blacks of the diaspora.  However a document 

(see Appendix H) dated September 7, 1803 states:  

Relación de los Negros Franceses, que por renuentes en no querer aceptar 

el Partido de Matiare, quedan en este quartel con expresión de las familias 

que tienen y respuestas, que han dado a la intimación del nominado 

destino del día 7 de setiembre de 1803.  

 

The writer of this document, most likely a court official, expresses that these 

Blacks, “out of insolence” refuse to go to Matiare. Following the above paragraph are 

statements by seven individuals on the same page, all former officers of Juan Francisco 

(“Papillon”), in which they assert their refusal to leave for the official court‟s record.  

Juan Santiago, formal admiral to Juan Francisco, maintains that he will not take one step 

out of Trujillo unless he speaks, face-to-face (“boca a boca”), with the Captain General 

of the Kingdom of Guatemala.  Other officials on the list simply state, without offering 
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an explanation, that they will not leave Trujillo and another, Juan Jose Fusan, states that 

he will go wherever Juan Santiago goes.  

What is most telling about this group of French Blacks is their apparent status in 

the Kingdom of Guatemala. Rather than being forced to migrate to Matiare (which would 

have been a walking trip of over three hundred miles), they are apparently given the 

opportunity to stay, as long as they state their position for the record.  These French 

Blacks arrived in Trujillo at time when slavery was still in effect; in fact slaves would 

have been working in full view of them, involved in the construction of fortifications 

along the coast.  In fact, another document from the archives lists the full names of some 

of the French Blacks and the names of all the members of their family, and also mentions 

that many of them arrived with slaves themselves! 

Garífuna identity through cultural contact 

At the time of the Garífunas‟ arrival in 1797, all of these groups – Africans and 

African descendants from the interior of the country, from Jamaica, Puerto Rico and Haiti 

– were all living in the port towns of Honduras.  The Garífunas, most of them French-

speaking and certainly still angered from forced exile from their home country, were 

probably overjoyed to connect with their African kin, many of whom also spoke French.  

To the other groups, the Garífunas must have seemed like an odd lot, speaking a language 

that must have sounded strange to them, and possessing a culture that might have been 

more similar to that of the native peoples than to their own.  However, according to 

personal correspondence with Nancie Gonzalez, noted Garífuna scholar, the Garífunas in 

time, would have lost almost all traces of the native culture with which they landed in 
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Trujillo and replaced it with Afro-Caribbean components from their newly found African 

brethren.  

While it may be seem excessive to assert that modern Garífuna identity was 

gleaned through contact with these groups, this is precisely what happened.  Nancie 

Solien Gonzalez, in her year of field work in Livingston (1956-57), noticed that the 

Garífunas possessed culture traits that were strikingly similar to those of their West 

Indian neighbors, stating that the Garífunas should in fact, “…be considered as a variant 

of West Indian Negro culture” (Solien 1959:301). In “West Indian Characteristics of the 

Black Carib” (1959), Gonzalez outlined the similarities and differences between the 

Garífunas and Trinidadians, Haitians, Jamaicans, and the Creole Blacks of Belize, 

discussing the family structure, basket-making, customs surrounding death, the practice 

of obeah (black magic), belief in the spirits music and dance.  Gonzalez has also 

described the Garífunas as “neoteric,” a term she coined to describe the type of society 

“… which, springing from the ashes of warfare, forced migration or other calamity, had 

survived by patching together bits and pieces from its cultural heritage while at the same 

time borrowing and inventing freely and rapidly in order to cope with new, completely 

different circumstances” (Gonzalez 1970).  Although I agree with Gonzalez‟s views on 

many Caribbean cultural similarities, I will discuss further in Chapter Four that many of 

the traits she detailed among the Garífuna are lost.  I found that during my year among 

the Garífunas in Livingston (2009), some Garífunas had scant or no recollection of some 

of these features
15

 and gone is the desire for endogamy.  

The earliest period of contact would have lasted only five years for by 1802 there 

were already documents of public record in Belize (although not yet officially called 
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“British Honduras” until 1840, present-day Belize was an area of small English 

settlements since 1638
16

) that complained of too many French-speaking Blacks in the 

area (Chang Sagastume 1989:64) and some Garífunas seemed to have been lured to 

Belize by the commerce of smuggling British goods back to Honduras (Gonzalez 

1983:151).  In that region, Garífunas would have met with British log cutters and their 

slaves, mostly from African and from Jamaica (Bolland 2003:24).  In 1857, three 

thousand East Indians – Hindus and Moslems – arrived in Belize from Jamaica as 

indentured workers to fill in the labor gap left empty by the abolition of slavery.
17

 The 

Garífunas who settled in Belize eventually acquired English as a second language; 

intermingling with British planters as well as Creole-English speaking East Indians and 

Afro-descendants from Jamaica.  Indeed, the Belizean Creole spoken today is rather 

comparable to Jamaican Creole.  Then in 1884, the International Railroad Company of 

Central America (IRCA) started to ship Black Americans to coastal Guatemala to lay 

track for the railroad being built across the republic of Central America (Opie 2009:1).  

How then, did the Garífunas manage to acquire (and maintain, for the most part) cultural 

traits from a variety of Afro-descendant groups, while maintaining their language?   

Notwithstanding the dominant Hispanic culture, whose language the Garífuna in 

Guatemala and Honduras eventually acquired as a second language, the only competing 

group would have been the French Blacks.  However, as public record states that there 

were 2,026 Garífunas who disembarked in Trujillo (Gonzalez 1983), as opposed to only 

307 French Blacks, the sheer numbers alone would have been sufficient for the Garífunas 

to impose their language on their French-speaking brethren.  As one of two Afro groups 

having only recently fought for their freedom, the Garífunas were more numerous than 
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the French Blacks and as such, more powerful.  The Garífunas, free of the shackles of 

slavery and in a position of power over the other Black cultures, took the liberty of 

embracing the cultural traits they found most desirable while compelling the groups with 

which they intermingled to speak their language.  Over the next few decades the 

Garífunas founded small villages along the Caribbean coast of Central America, probably 

paying more attention to economic opportunities than to political boundaries. The 

Garífunas, having learned (and maintained) the craft of canoe building from the Kalípona 

Indians, traveled (and continue to do so) as easily between villages in different countries 

as a North American would travel across state lines. On the one hand, it could be that 

many of the Garífunas, working along the waterways transporting goods from Belize to 

Honduras, had established their family (or families) along the coastline to have a place to 

rest and refresh themselves en route since there are about sixty-three miles of coastline 

that separates Honduras from Belize.  On the other hand, it is possible that the Garífunas 

also separated into smaller cultural groups based on shared traits within the Garífuna 

group itself.  

Linguistic considerations during the Middle Period 

Surely, in the entire existence of the Garífuna language, the most change would 

have happened during the Middle period.  By the time most of the Garífunas were in 

Honduras in the summer of 1797, one might expect Garífuna language to possess very 

little disparity in regard to dialect variation.  Since the 16
th

 or 17
th

 century these Arawak-

speaking Africans had lived together on St. Vincent, fought together, were exiled 

together and now had migrated together, as a single unit. However, I do believe in the 
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possibility of at least slight dialectal differences before the Garífunas separated and went 

their separate ways, north along the Central America coast into Belize and as far south as 

Nicaragua.  Although this theory would be rather difficult to prove (or disprove), theories 

in language contact tend to support this belief. 

While on St. Vincent, the possibility exists that there was still an influx of escaped 

slaves arriving on the island and joining up with the Garífunas up until the last moments 

before the Garífunas were banished.  Some of the new inductees to Garífuna society 

would have been bozal (born in Africa) Blacks, speaking their own language.  With the 

acquisition of the Kalípona (or, by then, Garífuna) language, each African group will 

have had a slightly different manner of articulating the language.  As new Garífunas 

realized which individuals spoke the language closest to their own manner of speaking, 

the possibility of dialectal groups within the Garífuna language on St. Vincent is present.  

Sadly, there are no documents that speak to the group dynamic of the Garífunas on St. 

Vincent or on Roatan islands, but documentary evidence demonstrates a break-up of the 

Garífunas into separate settlements very soon after their arrival to Central America.  

In the study of dialectology, a dialect group can be said to consist of three criteria: 

mutual intelligibility, culture (self-evaluation of speakers), and political status (Vajda 

2001). For the first criterion, it can be reasonably assumed that the Garífuna speakers in 

1797 shared a language that was fairly uniform in structure.  The second criterion, 

culture, considers that there is one dialect among the Garífuna that is thought of as the 

“standard” dialect.  There is good reason to infer that the African descent group within 

the Garífunas would have considered their dialect the “standard.”  This dialect formed as 

a result of the Garífunas having lived for generations among the Kalípona.  This group 
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would have spoken the Garífuna language in the same manner and would have been 

closer to the Kalípona linguistic and cultural traditions in their habits.  This is in 

opposition to the newly arrived Africans to the Garífuna society who might have 

articulated the Garífuna language with a slightly different accent and might still possess 

features of the African culture. Finally, the third criterion of political status considered 

the language‟s political boundaries and whether the group can be considered a single 

ethnic group speaking a single language.  In this case, there is no reason to doubt that 

Spanish officials did not consider the Garífunas as a single, unified ethnic group.  Given 

this evidence, I believe that the possibility exists that „oldest‟ group of Garífunas, the 

ones that descended from the first Africans to arrive to St. Vincent in the 16
th

 and 17
th

 

centuries, might have been more compelled to stick together as a unified group (possibly 

in Honduras) while „newer‟ Garífunas took advantage of economic opportunities north 

and sound of the Trujillo entry port.  

The year 1985 is given as an ending date for Middle Garífuna because it marks a 

turning point in the Garífunas‟ consideration of a self-identity of African heritage.  

During his fieldwork in Belize, Douglas Taylor encountered a young schoolteacher who 

remarked, “I could go and kill every Negro in Africa for having spoiled our race (Taylor 

1951:39).”  Nancie Gonzalez had similar experiences in Livingston, where she found that 

Garífunas tended to downplay their African heritage (Griffith and Savage 2006:42), 

despite the fact that the Central American constitution had classified the Garífunas as 

„Negroes‟ in 1823 (Boyce Davies 2008:456).  In personal correspondence with Nancie 

Gonzalez (Gonzalez 2010), I was told that in the early 1920s when Marcus Garvey 

visited the coastal regions of Central America, including the Garífunas, they were not 



124 

 

awed by his thoughts on improving the image of the African descendent in the Americas; 

some Garífunas expressed to Gonzalez that they were not Black nor had any African 

ancestry, emphasizing those Garífunas who clearly demonstrated the appearance of 

mixed race. Gonzalez also mentioned that Garífunas pointed to albino families as proof 

of European roots; indeed there was one albino family in Livingston when I visited in 

2009 and a Garífuna man did ask me if it indicated a European ancestry.  

Chapter Three has explained the African contribution to the modern Garífuna 

language and identity.  Arriving in Central America in 1797 as a wholly Native American 

ethnic group save for their phenotype, the Garífunas seemed to have easily adopted 

cultural habits of Afro-descent groups already established in Central America before their 

arrival.  Even in the face of African and Afro-Caribbean cultural influence, the Garífunas 

have successfully – if not jealously – maintained their language.  In the following 

chapter, the present study focuses specifically on the Garífuna settlement of Livingston in 

Guatemala.  Livingston has experienced a boom in tourism in the past few decades due 

completely to the Caribbean atmosphere of the Garífuna community.  However, other 

ethnic groups have seized the opportunity to open restaurants, shops and hotels, quietly 

pushing the Garífunas to the side.  Through personal interviews and participant 

observations, I have attempted to measure the extent to which the Garífunas are willing to 

continue to maintain their language and culture, or if they are content to succumb to the 

dominant Hispanic culture. 

 

                                                 
1
 Some examples are: (Wikipedia) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garífuna_people; (University of Florida) 

http://www.clas.ufl.edu/users/afburns/afrotrop/Garífuna.htm; (Stanford University: 
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http://www.stanford.edu/group/arts/honduras/discovery_eng/index.html); (Rasta Mesa, Livingston, 

Guatemala) http://www.site.rastamesa.com/ 
2
 Emory University, Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, 2008, Available: 

http://www.slavevoyages.org/tast/database/search.faces, July 4 2010. 
3
 http://www.Garífunaheritagefoundation.org/285.html 

4
 http://www.slavevoyages.org/tast/index.faces 

5
 However, slaves who arrived at St. Vincent were not free of prosecution: “…when demanded, Negroes 

run away from Barbados shall be delivered..; and such as shall hereafter be fugitives from any English 

islands shall be secured and delivered up as soon required.” (Calendar of State Papers (1661-1668), 1880, p 

554). 
6
 Based on formal and informal surveys over a six-month period; all Guatemalans with whom I spoke 

thought that the Garífunas were the first Afro-descent group in Guatemala 
7
 The name Guatemala („land of trees‟) is believed to be derived from this name; others believe Guatemala 

comes from Jiutemal, one of the first kings of the indigenous Quiché group. Francisco Ernesto Sandoval 

and Santos Miguel Lima Bonilla, Historia De Centro América (Guatemala: B. Zadik, 1952).. 
8
 When a series of 18

th
 century earthquakes reduced Santiago to ruins, the capital was moved, for the final 

time, to present day Guatemala City.  With this move in administration, residents of Santiago referred to 

their city at first as „Antigua Guatemala‟ (old Guatemala) and later as just „Antigua.‟ 
9
 “…quatrocientos y cincuenta españoles, los docientos y sesenta de cavallo y los ciento ballesteros y 

escopeteros, y el resto de espada y rrodella, que llevo de la Mar, con que van amainadas las naos, y otros 

cc. negros esclavos de los españoles.” 
10

 The importation of black slaves was called upon to relieve the indigene population from slave work, as 

stipulated in the New Laws of 1561.  A1-23. Leg 1512. Fol 292. Fecha 15 de septiembre de 1561. 
11

 Based on a survey of best-selling books on Antigua, Guatemala history and tourism through 

Amazon.com: Moon Spotlight Guatemala City and Antigua by Al Argueta (2009), Antigua, Guatemala: 

The City and its Heritage by Elizabeth Bell (2005); The Story of Antigua, Guatemala by Dorothy Popenoe 

(1973); Antigua, Guatemala by Trevor Long (1988); The Blood of Guatemala: A History of Race and 

Nation (2000) 
12

 “On this plantation there are around a thousand people, seven hundred of whom are slaves.” 
13

 “…four hundred seventy six people: three hundred sixty four slaves and the rest (are) free mulatos”. 

AGCA A.3 Leg 1749. Exp 23.130 
14

 AGCA A1-23. Leg 1516. Fol 57. Fecha 8 de diciembre de 1632, grupo de escalvos se huyen para la costa 

caribeña 
15

 For example, in asking many spiritual leaders about Obeah, none had ever heard the term.  
16

 http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1955.htm (US State Department Belize information webpage) 
17

 http://www.nlsbze.bz/eastindians.html (Belize National Library Service) 
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Chapter Four 

Modern Vernacular Garífuna Language (1985-present) and a 

Community Biography of Livingston, Guatemala 

 “If these women were to return my admirations, oh, the fire that would burn!” 

Jose Martí, Livingston, Guatemala (1877) upon  

observing the rhythmic manner of walking of Livingston‟s women
1
  

 

In Chapter Three, I traced the development of the Garífuna language from the 

point when proto-Garífuna (Kalípona) language was acquired by Africans on St. Vincent 

(ca 1635) until almost two hundred years later, when the Garífunas (Africans with the 

complete assimilation of Kalípona language and culture) were settled along the Atlantic 

coast of Central America.  During the period of Early Garífuna (1492-1635), I attempted 

to prove that although written evidence for a 1635 (or 1675) slaving shipwreck exists, 

these second-hand accounts served as the fuel for the blatant propaganda of the English 

settlers in order to expel the Garífuna from St. Vincent.  As long as the British 

administration could convince the English crown that the Blacks were not indigenous to 

St. Vincent, they would earn the right to expel them from the island.  After all, St. 

Vincent boasted the type of rich, fertile soil that was perfect for cultivating indigo and 

sugarcane, among other lucrative crops.  Although the first Blacks on St. Vincent may 

have been slaves of the Kalíponas, the Black presence increased until they were a 

powerful force, usurping Kalípona control and posing a viable threat to European 

colonizers.   

With unlimited and unrestricted input of the indigenous language, the Africans 

were not limited to forming a pidgin or a creole based on their various African languages 
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together with that of the Kalíponas, as was the case on other Caribbean islands.  Instead, 

the Africans learned the indigenous vernacular as a second language, assimilating 

themselves in culture and in language; subsequent generations acquired the Kalípona 

language as their mother tongue.  At the moment in time when Africans are speaking the 

Kalípona language – albeit with their own African phonological rules – is the point of the 

birth of the Garífuna language.  In other words, it is the Kalípona language spoken by 

Africans.  As more Blacks from the surrounding Caribbean islands joined the already 

established group of Garífunas on St. Vincent, it is possible that they aligned themselves 

with those Garífunas they recognized as being from their region of Africa, possessing 

similar speech characteristics.  The Garífunas vehemently tried to stave off British 

occupation of St. Vincent, but they were forcibly removed in 1796, eventually migrating 

to present day Trujillo, Honduras in 1797.  The possibility exists that Garífunas who self-

grouped themselves in St. Vincent according to an affinity to Blacks they recognized as 

being of their own African tribe, tended to form cohesive groups once settlement along 

the Atlantic coast of Central America began. This could be one of the reasons for the 

marked dialectal difference between Guatemalan and Honduran Garífuna language, a 

change that began in the beginning of Middle Garífuna.  

The period of Middle Garífuna (1797-1985) is characterized by the Garífunas‟ 

insistence on and use of their language in the face of indigenous and European contact in 

Central America.  In addition, in an attempt to distinguish themselves from existing 

African-descent populations, most of whom were still under the bondage of slavery, the 

Garífunas insisted on their identity as Native Indians.  Migrating mostly to the north (to 

present day Belize and Guatemala) in search of economic opportunity, the Garífunas 
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established themselves in numerous settlements along the Atlantic coast from Nicaragua 

to Belize, disjointing a once somewhat structurally unified language.  With the 

recognition of political boundaries in Central America after the 1820s, separating the 

Kingdom of Guatemala into its present-day countries, most Garífunas acquired the 

official language of their respective countries as a second language.  As with many 

minority languages, a diglossic situation developed in order to maintain the Garífuna 

language at home and in other interpersonal relationships, while speaking Spanish (or 

English in Belize) everywhere else (for example, government offices, at the clinic or 

purchasing goods from non-Garífunas).   

A visit by Marcus Garvey during the period of Middle Garífuna did not impress 

the Garífunas. A Jamaican activist who traveled up the Central American coast from 

Costa Rica to Guatemala in the summer of 1910 (Opie 2009:88), Garvey‟s initiative was 

to organize and unite Blacks across Central America and the Caribbean who he believed 

were being exploited by their respective governments. Garvey was in fact one of over 

10,000 Jamaicans who migrated to Central America in 1910 in search of work on banana 

plantations in Honduras or Costa Rica or in construction on the Panama Canal (Grant 

2008:24).  However, Garvey seemed to be an embarrassment to the Garífunas who did 

not like to be reminded of their African heritage (Gonzalez 2010).  This was a time when 

the Garífunas grappled with a double identity, trying to reconcile their belief that they 

were descendants of „fearless and noble‟ Carib Indians with the fact that to the world 

around them, they were viewed as Black Africans.  Apparently, the perception of Black 

individuals as low-class citizens had changed little since the colonial era (Opie 2009:11). 

As a result, Garvey‟s plan to attract members to his United Negro Improvement 
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Association appealed more to West Indian Blacks working in Central America (Opie 

2009:91) than to the Garífuna. 

The tenacity for recognition as Carib Indians who happened to have dark skin and 

not as Afro-descent Blacks continued well into the 20
th

 century.  Justin “Don Justo” 

Flores, a Garífuna who wrote a history of his people in The Garífuna Story Now and 

Then (1979) writes, “It is time for us to know, that we have every reason to be proud of 

our race, because our Carib Indian ancestor was a very brave and honorable man.”  Flores 

was openly disgusted by the new generation of Garífunas who refused to speak Garífuna, 

that their decision to speak the language of African descent Blacks had “…poisoned and 

contaminated every Garífuna household everywhere,” and that these “maggots” 

desecrated the memory of past Garífunas “…in their nefarious endeavor to destroy us by 

committing racial suicide” (Flores 1979).  Nancie Gonzalez confirmed this sentiment; 

during fieldwork in Livingston from 1957-1958, many Garífuna informants denied any 

link whatsoever with African-descent Blacks and kindly informed her that their ancestors 

were also White, like her (1997:200). 

In 2009, a Garífuna in Livingston who was of the generation that Flores 

addressed, informed me that as a child in the 1960s and 70s, it was shameful to speak 

Garífuna; non-Garífuna children and adults would not only tease Garífunas when they 

spoke their language but would also chide them on not being able to speak Spanish (or 

English) correctly (personal communication 2010).  The United States Civil Rights 

movement and the racial pride notion of “Black Power” in the sixties appears to have 

little impact on the Garífuna group at first, but a series of events in popular American 

culture exalted the notion of Black pride that eventually made its way to the Garífunas.  
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During the 1980s American rap music showcased young Black men who spoke their 

mind in their vernacular, uncensored, about their personal (or fantasized) experiences 

with women, gun running, prison, sex and drug use.  Through this music genre, the use of 

African American Vernacular English (also AAVE, Black English, Ebonics) was no 

longer considered an embarrassing feature of this culture but on the contrary, became 

quite the vocalized banner of Afro-American identity that was even (and continues to be) 

imitated by some young White and Hispanic Americans.  The Cosby Show, debuting in 

1984, showed the world that Black families were not always dysfunctional, single parent, 

and working class.  The beauty of the Black woman was heralded with the crowning of 

the first Black Miss America, Vanessa Williams, also in 1984.  With so many Garífunas 

migrating to the United States in search of better economic opportunities after the 1960s 

(Kahn 2003:35), they learned that indignity towards one‟s African heritage was neither 

fashionable nor encouraged.   

The idea that a Black woman could be considered beautiful seemed to have 

reached Central America in the 21
st
 century. The first Garífuna won a national beauty 

pageant (Erika Lizet Ramirez, Miss Honduras) in 2001 and later in 2004 Marva 

Weatherborn, a Garífuna from Puerto Barrios was crowned the first Black Miss 

Guatemala. Punta, which was conventionally a hip-gyrating, ritualistic music and dance 

tradition performed during the Garífuna nine-day ceremonies when a loved one has died, 

started to incorporate African American hip-hop rhythms in the mid-1980s and became 

wildly popular dance music all over Latin America.  Clothes and hair styles such as mid-

rear pants for men, and long braids and hair extensions for women became fashionable 

among the Garífuna youths as they became increasingly tri-cultural: an American style, 



131 

 

Garífuna roots, in an Hispanic society. Visibly proud of their African roots, Garífuna men 

and women who were in their teen years in the mid-1980s seem to be today‟s upholders 

of Garífuna pride, organizing associations, brotherhoods, clubs and organizations, and 

striving for some semblance of recognition and respect in the countries in which they 

live, including the United States.  Although Hilary Kahn maintains that many Garífunas 

in Livingston during her 1991 field research denied their St. Vincentian ancestors, 

insisting that they came directly from Africa (2006), I had never met anyone in 

Livingston who made that claim.  However if that was the case, then the Garífunas have 

come a long way since the Middle Period (1797-1985), with fervent insistence on pure 

Carib blood. 

From 1985 until the present time, Garífuna has grown in distinct ways by 

engaging in language contact with different groups in each of its respective countries; 

however the focus of this chapter is specifically the Garífunas and the modern vernacular 

Garífuna language (MVG) in Livingston, Guatemala.  The first section of this chapter 

explores the history of Livingston; the groups that occupied the area before European 

contact and the Garífuna oral tradition versus the legal declaration surrounding the 

founding of Livingston. In the second section, I discuss the Livingston Garífunas‟ own 

views on the current status and future maintenance of their language and culture, 

information that was attained through my field research (personal interviews and 

participant observation) in the latter half of 2009.   
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The Garífunas in Livingston history  

Christopher Columbus and his crew were the first European visitors to the area of 

present-day Livingston (see Appendix I).  Written by Portuguese soldier and historian 

Antonio Galvão in 1555 (translated by Richard Hakluyt in 1601): 

In the same yeere, 1502, Christopher Columbus entered the fourth time 

into his discouerie with fower ships at the commandment of Don 

Fernando, to seeke the Streight, which, as they said, did diuide the land 

from the other side, and he carried with him, Ferdinando, his sonne. They 

went first to the island of Hispaniola, to Jamaica, to the riuer Azua, to the 

Cape of Higueras, and vnto the Islands Gamares, and to the Cape of 

Honduras, that is to say, the Cape of the Depthes… (Galvão 1971:[1601])  

 

The Cape of Higueras (also Higüeras, Ybueras, Hibueras) of which Galvão 

speaks is present day Amatique Bay (Barker et al. 1912:112).  It is difficult to say exactly 

which indigenous groups inhabited the area at the time of Columbus. Guatemalan 

Mayanist Juan Pedro LaPorte concedes that this area can be confusing to understand due 

to changes and movements in population (LaPorte 1993:668). According to Sapper 

(1985), the area of present-day Livingston was inhabited by the Chol speaking Maya 

Indians.  LaPorte and Sapper (1985:16) seem to agree, Laporte narrows down the group 

to Sarstún Chol, those who lived around the Sarstún river just north of Livingston, and 

Sapper, a German historical ethnographer who lived in the region of Alta Verapaz during 

the early 1900s, states that Dominican Friar Domingo de Vico had established the Xocolo 

settlement in the region of Lake Izabal (also Yzabal) before the 1550s (Sapper 1985:24) 

to convert the indigenous to Christianity.  Just a decade later, Hernán Cortes and his 

troops landed on the coast of present-day Belize and began their trek through Guatemala 

with the intention of colonization and pacification. Cortes, together with his right-hand 
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man, Cristóbal de Olid, had previously been in this area in 1529, where they found dense 

populations of indigenous living in the areas of Naco (the mouth of the Ulua River in 

Honduras) and Nito (the mouth of the Rio Dulce) but with the advent of colonization, 

these costal peoples disappeared rapidly and were no longer there by the time of Cortes‟s 

second tour through the area (MacLeod 1973:25).   

Speculation on the desertion of this area around Livingston ranges from a high 

mortality rate or intermarriage into the community of neighboring villagers (Feldman and 

Ebooks 1998:10), to diseases such as malaria, dysentery or hookworm introduced during 

colonization in the early 1500s (Thompson 1990:58), or to entire „problem‟ groups being 

relocated to Mexico (Méndez Nelson 1999:96).
2
  Whatever the true reason(s), any human 

trace of the Amatique Chol or any other Indian ethnic group no longer existed in this 

region by the end of the 1700s (Feldman 1975:4; 2000:218).  Nevertheless, the Amatique 

area maintained its historic (colonial) usefulness as an important thoroughfare by which 

goods from outlying areas such as Spain and the Caribbean were exchanged with those 

from the interior of Guatemala. 

Construction in 1595 of a fortress as so ordered by Spain‟s King Felipe II at Lake 

Izabal and its two centuries of repeated repairs and refortifying in order to defend this 

trade route are indicators of this region‟s popularity with pirates from all over the 

Caribbean.  Warehouses stocked with colonial cash crops for export such as indigo (blue 

dye), cochineal (red dye) and cacao created a center of attention for which Dutch and 

English pirates could hardly resist.  Although this fortress had more than its share of 

battles and bereavement, particularly with the most notorious pirate raid of 1596 

(MacLeod 1973:157), today it stands as quite a beautiful and peaceful tourist attraction 
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complete with a pool and restaurant, simply known as “El Castillo” (the castle) of San 

Felipe.  As explained in Chapter Three, by the mid to late 1700s this area (which includes 

the region of present day Omoa, Honduras) eventually saw itself in a flurry of daily 

activity whose sole purpose was to defend the coast and the interior from pirates with 

artillery or with the construction of a citadel.  In spite of its reputation as a center of 

disease (Tovilla 1960:51), Rina Cáceres Gómez identifies six social groups that managed 

to endure in this area by 1770: prisoners, enslaved Africans, escaped African slaves, 

indigenous workers, militiamen from all over the region and those in authority (Cáceres 

Gómez 2010:132).   

Gonzalez (1988) , Méndez Nelson (1999) and Gullick (1985) have published 

studies dealing with foreign interests and infrastructure that certainly do involve the 

Garífunas, however, this study focuses on, as much as possible, the social and linguistic 

factors that make up the Garífuna character. How where they viewed by outsiders? Was 

their opinion even taken into consideration regarding any matter involving their 

settlement? During the initial stages of Garífuna settlement in Livingston, all of that 

which was written about the Garífunas was purely observational and definitely not based 

on sympathetic and unbiased ethnographic studies or participant observations. To be fair, 

the turning point in the study of the Maya of Guatemala did not come until the 1830s 

(Baaren and Kampen 1981:3) and interestingly enough, was initiated by the observatory 

sketches by John Lloyd Stephens whose travelogues, Incidents of Travel in Central 

America, Chiapas and Yucatan (1841) and Incidents of Travel in Yucatan (Stephens 

1843) became best sellers upon publication (Hill 1949:206).  Stephens, an American 

politician, lawyer and traveler also commented on the Garífunas and paints a strikingly 
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different picture of Livingston than that of Jacob Haefkens, who traveled in Guatemala in 

1826. 

Haefkens, a consul for the Netherlands, traveled through Livingston on his way to 

the capital and mentioned that the region was disease-plagued and underpopulated 

(Haefkens 1832). Just twenty years later, Stephens describes the area as “…soft and 

sunny, speaking peace and freedom from the tumults of a busy world” where the 

Garífunas lounged languidly and watched him sail by from under plantain and coconut 

trees (Stephens 1841:33).  American Harvard scholar and trained botanist William 

Brigham spoke with a somewhat sympathetic tone to describe the Garífunas, speaking of 

their good-nature, high opinion of themselves and witty banter at night, but casts a wary 

eye towards rumors of child sacrifice and being superstitious.  Brigham, who traveled to 

China, Indian and Guatemala studying plant life before becoming head of the prestigious 

Bishop Botanical Museum in Hawaii in 1888 also comments on their language, in that it 

seemed to him that men and women speak different languages, that most of them can 

handle English well, however their Spanish is strong and they always speak in their 

native Garífuna language when speaking to each other (Brigham and Jay 1887:272-74).  

The Garífuna community was continuing to increase; the first settlers, a group of around 

100-150, had been granted roughly 87 acres each and had been allowed to establish a 

town they called Labuga (Méndez Nelson 1999:98), and by 1880 the Labuga‟s 

population had grown to 1027 (Chang Sagastume 1989:152). 

Garífunas worldwide refer to Livingston as “Labuga” whether they are speaking 

English, Spanish or Garífuna.  As with many foreign words nativized to the Garífuna 

language in which unvoiced stops are vocalized and mid-vowels are raised, (for example, 
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Sp. caballo („horse‟), MVG gaballu; Sp. México, MVG Míhigu), “Labuga” is the 

Garífuna pronunciation of the Spanish la boca („mouth‟), which was most likely the 

name by which the Spaniards referred to this area. Indeed, the river Dulce‟s expanse 

mouth opened up into the Gulf of Honduras at the edge of Livingston.  Another source 

(Landivar 1998:117) cites that the first Garífunas in the area called it Gulfu Iyumou, a 

Spanish-Garífuna toponym that also means “mouth of the Gulf.”  Garífunas with whom I 

have spoken are not familiar with Gulfu Iyumou ever having been used as a name for 

Labuga.  In fact, most place names that are not of Spanish or Indigenous origin are a 

mystery to the Garífunas and many often consult outside researchers (such as myself) to 

help them trace the etymologies.  Interestingly, many Garífunas insist upon African 

origins for these place-names, such as Gangadiwali, a large parcel of land set just outside 

the town‟s center and dabuyaba, the Garífuna temple which sits upon this land.  This is 

quite possible given the many Afro-descent laborers in the area before and during 

Garífuna occupation of these lands, but further linguistic analysis on these names is 

definitely in order.  

Marco Sánchez Díaz 

Marco Sánchez Díaz has always been distinguished as a cultural hero among 

Garífunas in Livingston and is remembered through celebrations and ceremonies several 

times a year.  Not only is he regarded as the founder of Livingston, but oral tradition 

maintains that he was a Black military officer from Haiti who led a group of Garífunas 

from Honduras and settled in present-day Livingston in the neighborhoods of La Guaira 

or Awasagari in 1802 (Castillo Valenzuela 1998:207).  Indeed, in my archival research at 

the Archivo General de Centroamerica, I found a document in which a man named 
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“Marco Antonio” is one of the 307 Blacks who arrived on the shores of Honduras from 

Haiti.  He is, in fact, listed as a lieutenant (no last name is given for any of the ship‟s 

passengers, Appendix E).  Marco Sánchez Díaz is also renowned as a something of a 

shaman, a clairvoyant and capable of power over animals and insects.  In fact, he is 

credited with ridding the coast of plagues and disease in order to make Livingston 

hospitable for his people (Gonzalez 1970:104).  Among the Garífunas, Sánchez Díaz is 

referred to as Marcos Sánchez Díaz, with an “s” on the end of „Marco.‟  

Some histories of Livingston (Flores M 1952:92; Gall 1995:185; Demazière 

1994:148) state that a Haitian man by the name of Marcos Monteros founded Livingston 

and some have even combined the names to form “Marcos Monteros Sánchez Díaz” 

(Chang Sagastume 1989:220).  In addition, some list the founding year as 1802 (Kahn 

2003:34; Coupeau 2008:26) and others as 1806 (Méndez Nelson 1999:97; Rodriguez-

Rounet 1993:5).  There is documentary evidence to suggest that the Garífuna were in 

Belize at least by 1802; a letter written by Mr. Cunningham from December 17, 1802 

expresses his desire that these “gente mas peligrosa” („most dangerous people‟) be 

expelled from Belize (Chang Sagastume 1989:64).  This statement was not without 

provocation; the Garífunas had publicly declared their allegiance to the Spanish by 

helping them defend the coasts against British ships (Gaceta de Guatemala June 18, 

1799) and their presence in that British colony, although in search of logging work, was 

most unwelcome. 

Interestingly, the actual name “Marco Sánchez Díaz” is not present in any of the 

many Garífuna folk songs passed down through the generations; it is only in the past 

decade that his name was mentioned in a song written by Garífuna recording artist Juan 
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Carlos Sánchez.  In addition to this song, a few years ago, restaurateur and spiritualist 

Mariano Gotay felt himself possessed by the spirits of the áhari, the ancestors, and spoke 

as if in a trance and mentioned the name of Marco Sánchez Díaz. Of the Garífunas who 

witnessed the event, one individual wrote down this utterance which has become a 

standard prayer in many Garífuna ceremonies.  Over the years there have been attempts 

(including my own efforts to link the Haitian lieutenant Marco Antonio to Marco 

Sánchez Díaz) to validate his existence to new discoveries of historic texts. 

Traveling in the mid-19
th

 century, French traveler Alfred de Valois wrote about 

Blacks in the Caribbean and Central America, and dedicated a chapter of his book, 

Mexique, Havane et Guatemala (1861) to Livingston (“Lewingston”).  In it, Livingston 

in 1860 was equated to that of an African village, consisting of fifty houses with 150-200 

residents who came from the (Lesser) Antilles and from Hispaniola after the (Haitian) 

revolution, wandering the (Belizean, Guatemalan and Honduran) coasts in search of a 

place to build their villages (165).  This text introduces the reader to an elderly man 

named Marco who speaks perfect French and is remarkably well-known and respected all 

over the region.  The author explains that “Tata” (term of endearment for an elder or a 

nickname for „great‟ (-grandfather)) Marco claims to have been the “governeur of 

Lewingston” for the past one hundred years (he claims he is 132 years old). The author 

makes a special point of indicating that the story is legitimate, Tout est vrai dans cette 

histore, malgré le ton romanesque avec lequel elle est recontée et qui était celui de Tata-

Marco (“Everything is true in this story, despite the romantic tone with which it is told 

and who Tata Marco was.”) (173-74). 
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 Over a century after this publication, the Garífuna elder Antonio Sánchez Núñez, 

a curator of Garífuna oral tradition and Mayor of Livingston from 1953-54, declared that 

the de Valois account was valid because Sánchez Nuñez himself was Marco Sánchez 

Díaz‟s great-grandson (Valencia Chala 2006:46).  Transcribed by Tomas Garcia Zuñiga, 

Antonio issued a statement about his great-grandfather‟s founding of Livingston 

(Appendix K).  Although some of his facts may be slightly imprecise (i.e., there is no 

evidence that Edward Livingston ever lived in Livingston, nor is there evidence that 

Marco Sánchez Díaz was descended from Black slaves from France), it is the only known 

document put forth by someone who knew Marco Sánchez Díaz.   

During 2009-2011 I have maintained communications with Juan Carlos Sánchez 

Alvarez, recognized leader and spiritualist in the Garífuna community and internationally 

known as a composer and performer of traditional Garífuna music.  He told me that he, 

too, is a recognized descendant of Marco Sánchez Díaz:  

Figure 4 

Juan Carlos confirmed that Marco Sánchez Díaz (Juan Carlos refers to him as 

“Tata Marco”) did indeed settle in La Guaira, as was previously mentioned, where 
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Marco‟s descendants also lived, and in fact, on the same property in which Juan Carlos 

grew up as a boy. According to Juan Carlos, his father, Eldin Sánchez, currently lives in 

Belize and is 92 years old.  Juan Carlos has made audio recordings of the ancestral stories 

his father has recounted and these recorded accounts as they compare to documentary 

evidence is the subject of future research.  Regardless of whether or not Tata Marco was 

indeed the Marco Sánchez Díaz, and whether one refers to this village as Gulfu Iyumoun 

or Labuga, the town acquired its current name, „Livingston,‟ in 1831. 

Jose Felipe Mariano Gálvez (1794-1862) rose to power in Guatemala as head of 

state in 1831.  Gálvez had grandiose plans to colonize the north and eastern portions of 

Guatemala with European interests – areas he considered to be under-populated and 

apparently in need of rescuing.  In a bold move that eventually failed, Gálvez authorized 

that the provinces of present-day Chiquimula, Izabal and the Petén be granted to the 

British, Dutch and Germans (Ramos Pérez 1992:397) for business enterprises.  Gálvez 

apparently thought of himself as a visionary and upon the suggestion of Manuel Pineda 

de Mont, Gálvez adopted the “Livingston Codes,” an innovative set of laws for prison 

reform, in Guatemala‟s Codigo de Reforma y Disclipina (Guatemala 1934).  The 

Livingston Codes had received world-wide fame with its implementation in various 

legislatures in the United States and Europe since it‟s authorship in 1826 (Hunt 

1864:274). They were composed by Edward Livingston (1764-1836), United States 

statesman, politician, and wealthy landowner.  In honor of Mr. Livingston and with little 

regard for the opinion of the Black residents of Labuga, Gálvez announced that a section 

of then-province Chiquimula would be partitioned off to form a new province (Izabal), 

and its head would be henceforth known as “Livingston,” which would “…include the 
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already established populations and those that will establish the area of the north coast” 

(Mariano Galvez 26 de noviembre 1831).
3
   

With this announcement, government representative and businessman (“Jefe 

Político Comandante de Armas del Distrito de Livingston,” as he became known 

thereafter) Marcos Monteros was charged with repopulating the area which had been 

somewhat abandoned due to its parasitic and mosquito-ridden nature. To this end, 

Monteros was recognized by Gálvez as the original founder of Livingston (Gonzalez 

1988:72).  On August 24, 1835 the head of the province of Chiquimula received notice 

that a group of Garífunas had returned to populate the area, led by Marco Sánchez Díaz 

(Castillo Valenzuela 1998:215).  Although purely circumstantial, it would seem that the 

links do indeed come together: There was only one man by the name of “Marco” who 

arrived on the ship from Haiti, and he was a high-ranking officer (1796).  Marco Sánchez 

Díaz is recognized in an official government document,
4
 as having been led a group of 

Garífunas back to Livingston (1835), and in 1860 a French traveler wrote about “Tata 

Marco” who was celebrated all over the area and who claimed to be the leader of his 

people.  If Marco had been a young officer of 25 years old at the time he disembarked in 

Honduras from Haiti, he would have been 89 years old by the time of the interview with 

the French traveler – not 132 years old, but an elderly man all the same.  The president of 

Guatemala may have decreed that the original founder of Livingston was his appointee, 

Marcos Monteros, but the Garífuna only recognize Marco Sánchez Díaz.   

The following decades would see a rise and decline in Livingston and the 

Garífunas‟ social and economic situation.  In the mid to late 1800s, Livingston produced 

up to 90% of Guatemala‟s coffee exports (Méndez Nelson 1999:100) and the United 
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Fruit Company at the turn of the 20
th

 century brought more lucrative economic 

opportunities for the Garífunas by contracting private banana planters (Dosal 2005:78) 

and attracted the attention of the Compañía Ferrocarril Verapaz y Agencias del Norte 

Limitada, German shipping companies who stationed their headquarters in Livingston. 

Industry was booming in Livingston which also appealed to Ladinos, Indigenous and 

East Indians who moved in from all over the region.  After 1910 the UFCO had started to 

move out of Livingston for political reasons and the economy started to slide into a slump 

from which it has never fully recovered.  The 1960‟s exodus of Garífunas to the United 

States may have helped, since most Garífunas send money home to relatives still living in 

the village. In 1996 with the signing of the Peace Treaty (los Acuerdos de Paz), the 

Garífuna people were recognized as an official ethnic group of Guatemala: 

Identidad de los Pueblos Indígenas 

Aquí se constituye la identidad de los pueblos mayas, garífunas y xincas 

se reconocen los diferentes pueblos descendientes de los mayas. This 

(peace accord) establishes the identity of the Maya, Garífuna and Xinca 

people, and recognizes the different people of Mayan descent. (Guatemala 

1997) 

 

In addition, the Garífunas won their right to a national day of recognition, “El día 

nacional del garífuna,” celebrated each year on November 26.  

Contemporary Livingston 

Livingston is Guatemala‟s most unique tourist attraction as the last remaining 

Garífuna village in the province of Izabal; it is a long way from its beginnings as an 

inhospitable, disease-ridden pirates‟ attraction.  Of Guatemala‟s twenty-two provinces, 
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Izabal is probably the most stunning with its dense rain forests teeming with exotic flora 

and fauna, and a palm tree filled tropical coastline.   

A normal business day in Livingston starts early, around 6:00am.  In the 

riverfront neighborhood of Marco Sánchez Díaz, populated almost completely by 

Q‟eqchi‟ Indians, fishermen hasten about while women prepare breakfasts of tortillas, 

eggs and beans.  In the following hours, Ladino and East Indian (-descent) water taxi 

pilots and land taxi drivers congregate at the main pier to accommodate the arriving and 

departing tourists and workers to and from the mainland.  Indigenous and Ladino 

business owners along the main street leading away from the pier make preparations to 

entice foreign visitors into their restaurants with signage boasting the best authentically 

Garífuna food in the town – even if their kitchens have never seen an actual Garífuna 

cook. Craft shops display brightly colored indigenous-made textiles and jewelry 

purchased in other parts of the country and shipped into Livingston. During my stay, I 

witnessed the opening of quite a few non-Garífuna businesses; the Ladino people tell me 

that once their business is flourishing, they save up their money to invite more family to 

move into town, lend them the money to start their own business, and little by little, the 

loan is paid off.   

Years earlier when I first visited Livingston in 1994, the fishermen and boat pilots 

were overwhelmingly Garífuna. Walking up the main street away from the pier one 

would have seen various Garífuna shops, street vendors and restaurants.  There is still one 

Garífuna who has managed to keep his banquet table on the main street to sell his home-

made Garífuna wood crafts, however unfortunately for him, his prized location is directly 

in front of an empty lot.  He is fully aware that as soon as the parcel is purchased, the new 
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owners may not want him blocking their entrance.  There are two or three Garífuna 

restaurants that have managed to stay in business, even if their location is slightly out of 

the tourists‟ common area.  Many Garífuna women who are excellent cooks earn their 

living by preparing traditional Garífuna foods at home (snacks, sweets, drinks, breads or 

full meals) to sell in the streets from baskets atop their heads or large metal pots on a 

small table.  Today, the almost every Garífuna receives remesas, money sent to them 

from relatives in the United States.  Many Garífunas remember a time when Livingston 

was quite self-sufficient with farming, fishing and cattle ranching enterprises controlled 

by the Garífunas. However when the monies from the US coming into Livingston in 

amounts that might equal one‟s yearly salary, many Garífunas wondered why they were 

still tilling soil in the blazing sun.   

Garífunas rarely acquire work in non-Garífuna businesses and in the case of at 

least one hotel, neither are they welcome to patronize their services. One young Ladino 

man informed me that it was because the Garífuna were lazy – after all, they received 

money from the United States and therefore an employer could not depend on them to 

work on a continual basis.  It is evident that in many cases, the Garífuna have lost jobs in 

areas that were traditionally their domain.  As acculturated Kalípona descendants, the 

early Garífunas in Central America were quite adept at making dug-out canoes and 

manipulating them in the roughest waters (Gonzalez 1988:49).  When the water-taxi 

service began in the mid-1970s, the Garífunas were the ones who were the most skilled 

and therefore were the pilots of these boats.  However with increased tourism came the 

demand for more boaters, and soon three unions were formed (one in each of the main 

ports: Livingston, Puerto Barrios and Rio Dulce) that not only excluded the Garífunas but 
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intimidated them from carrying passengers.  Today only two Garífunas in Livingston 

have their own boats.  Many enterprising young Garífunas who speak English well (those 

who grew up or spent time in the United States or Belize) find work at the main pier as 

free-lance tourist guides. 

Only in the past few decades has Livingston seen increased business as a 

Caribbean-style vacation destination for Guatemalans and other tourists from all over the 

world who come to experience Garífuna culture first hand.  Although most people 

automatically think of Garífunas when they think of Livingston, the Garífuna actually 

made up only 9% of Livingston‟s total population of 48,588 inhabitants in 2002.  The rest 

was comprised of Q‟eqchí Indians (48%), Ladinos (42%), and East Indians (from India 

by way of Belize, 1%)  (OMP 2005-2006:33).  In spite of nearly world-wide recognition, 

Livingston and its people are not always well-known within their own country.  Because 

the town is somewhat remote (five to six hours from the capital by road and another thirty 

to ninety minutes by water-taxi from the towns of Puerto Barrios or Rio Dulce), and 

because Garífuna history is not included in a normal school curriculum, not all 

Guatemalans understand the history and development of this seaside fishing village. 

Livingston is one of five municipalities of Izabal (Livingston, El Estor, Los 

Amates, Morales and Puerto Barrios) and encompasses about 750 square miles, covering 

about 21.5% of Izabal (OMP 2005-2006:12). The actual town of Livingston, the seat of 

the administrative office, is located on the north-west bank of the Rio Dulce and is one of 

almost two hundred towns and villages that make up the municipality of Livingston 

proper. For over 200 years the Garífunas have lived in Livingston, Puerto Barrios, along 

Guatemala‟s short, 70-mile Atlantic coast and around Lake Izabal.  New technology is 
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evident in Livingston – most residents own a cell phone even if they do not own a 

television.  Although few people own their own computer, most young people understand 

how to retrieve their email and enjoy Facebook and YouTube from the various cyber 

cafes in the center of town.   

There are many low-technology amenities still in place.  There is no local 

newspaper, however there is a radio station that plays music from 7am - 11pm and 

announces some news and events such as soccer games and dances.  The Catholic mass is 

well-attended every Sunday, especially on the last Sunday of each month when the mass 

is performed in Garífuna language.
5
  For those who cannot attend mass, closed circuit TV 

broadcasts the service live to those who own televisions.  There is a post office in the 

center of town, but there is no daily mail service to people‟s homes; one hears via word 

of mouth that they have a letter or parcel waiting for them in the post office.  There is a 

police force; however there are no Garífuna police officers.  From what I observed, the 

police seem to distance themselves from the Garífuna community, except in the case of 

serious crime such as murder.  

Within the town of Livingston, only two or three streets are named; Livingston 

residents navigate who lives where by fifteen named neighborhoods (see Appendix J).  

Humble wooden huts with thatch roofs and without running water or electricity 

sometimes exist in the shadow of lavish, sprawling brick mansions built by Garífunas 

living in the United States who send money home to family members to construct 

vacation homes.  The older Garífunas in Livingston spoke to me of a time when all of the 

neighborhoods were completely Garífuna-populated, as opposed to the present where 

there are entire neighborhoods (such as Marco Sánchez Díaz and La Capitanía) where 
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one cannot identify more than a few Garífuna households.  In almost every case, the land 

in which a Garífuna family has their home, had been owned by their family for several 

generations.   

When the Q‟eqchí migrations into Livingston began in the early 1900s, some 

indigenous families simply built their houses with little regard to the Garífuna family 

who owned the property.  In personal communications in January 2011with Garífunas 

living in Los Angeles, I was told that many indigenous families took this liberty because 

as some Garífuna properties (especially in the more remote neighborhoods of Campo 

Amor and Quehueche) were quite vast; sometimes Garífunas would not even be aware of 

many homes that sprung up on far corners of their land. However the Q‟eqchi‟ are not the 

only ones taking advantage of this situation; in personal communications with a group of 

Garífunas in Livingston in 2009, I was told about Ladino businessmen who plainly 

arrived with a stack of documents in hand, taking over portions of Garífuna land.  

Unfortunately in these instances, the deeds to some Garífunas‟ properties, housed in the 

Real Estate Office (Oficina de Bienes Inmuebles) in Guatemala City, have mysteriously 

disappeared, leaving only the slim, torn margin from where the deed was ripped out of 

the book and stolen, conveniently removing any evidence of true ownership.  In speaking 

with a Catholic priest one morning
6 

(who is originally from Argentina and was working 

temporarily in Livingston), I asked him his views on why the Q‟eqchi‟ seemed to think 

they had a special entitlement to Livingston over the Garífuna, when the Garífuna where 

there first. His response was that the Q‟eqchi‟ believed that they were the original 

inhabitants of the area, and that it was the Garífunas who encroached on their land.  As 

far as they are concerned, the Q‟eqchi‟s are reclaiming what was theirs to begin with.   
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Discussion of fieldwork, July – December 2009 

A few weeks after my arrival in Guatemala City in January 2009, I accompanied a 

representative from the United States Embassy on an official trip to Livingston.  The 

Cultural Affairs officer was eager to visit the area for the first time in order to visit the 

schools and find out if there were Garífuna students who might qualify for any of the 

numerous scholarships the Embassy offered for study abroad.  I accompanied him to be 

formally presented to the Garífuna community and I also wanted to take the time to look 

for suitable lodging for when I returned to live there in July.  The night before we were to 

return to the capital, a self-appointed Garífuna leader gathered together a group of 

dancers, singers and musicians to present a spectacular show of traditional Garífuna 

music and dance.  After the performance, the Cultural Affairs officer addressed the 

group, thanking them for their generosity and then requesting that the Garífunas tell us 

about their present socio-economic situation in Livingston.   

The Garífunas proceeded to enlighten us of the desperate financial situation and 

lack of jobs in Livingston, and the appalling treatment levied against them when in search 

of economic opportunities outside of town.  The overwhelming sentiment seemed to be 

that while they appreciated being recognized in the Peace Treaty of 1996, the Garífunas 

did not feel they were viewed as regular citizens of Guatemala, but rather as exotic 

outsiders who happened to live in Guatemala.  To make matters worse, many believed 

that the government was subtly trying to strip away their identity as Garífunas.  In 2009 

the National Registry (RENAP-Registro Nacional de las Personas) revamped the national 

identification card (“la cedula”) system and issued a statement that all Guatemalans, 

including foreigners with permanent residence in Guatemala, were required to apply for 
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the new identification card, the Documento Personal de Identificación (DPI) by 

December 31, 2010.  Whereas the cedula identified them as „Garífuna,‟ the application 

for a DPI did not have this option; what was available to the Garífunas was the category 

of “negro.”  As I listened to many stories of sexual objectification against Garífuna 

women and a generally negative attitude towards Garífunas as the reasons why many felt 

it of little use to look for work in the capital, the interview questions I had in mind for my 

fieldwork started to take on a new dimension. 

The objective of my fieldwork was to find out to what extent, if any, the Garífuna 

language was moribund and being replaced by the dominant language, Spanish.  Based 

on the questionnaire designed by Flore Zéphir for her field research with Haitian 

immigrants in New York (Zéphir 2001), my interview questions sought to find out when, 

where, and with whom Garífunas spoke their language (see Appendix L). I was interested 

in finding out whether or not Garífunas cared if their language lived or died, and if they 

indeed wanted to see a future for the language.  If so, I also was also interested in 

discovering what steps as individuals they were taking to ensure its survival. After all, the 

survey was primarily linguistic in nature dealing with historical linguistic and 

sociolinguistic factors, as well as issues of linguistic planning. However, during the five-

and-a-half-hour return trip to the capital leaving Livingston, I began to wonder if racial 

discrimination played a role in keeping the language alive.  As long as the Garífunas 

faced prejudice in the capital, was it possible that a self-imposed confinement to 

Livingston cultivated language maintenance?  How could I find out the capitalinos‟ 

(people who live in the capital) feelings towards the Garífunas? Most importantly, if I, as 
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a woman of color, conducted the survey, how could I know if the respondents would be 

open and honest? 

I was to start teaching a class at the Universidad del Valle de Guatemala called 

“Introducción a las culturas afro-descendientes del caribe y Centroamérica” 

(Introduction to Afro-descent Cultures of the Caribbean and Central America) and as the 

students‟ semester-long project, I decided to have them conduct the survey with family 

and friends in the capital (Appendix M).  I composed a short (14-question), open-ended 

questionnaire about general knowledge of the Garífunas‟ existence, familiarity with 

Garífuna history and language, and whether or not Garífunas are considered regular 

Guatemalan citizens or as a separate group of people.  There were eight students in my 

class ranging in age from 19-62 years old (seven students were under 25; one student was 

62 years old).  Except for the mature student who had earned a Master‟s degree in history 

and was auditing the class, all of the students were anthropology majors.  All of the 

students identified themselves as “Mestizo” or “Ladino,” which to them were 

synonymous. I gave the interview as an in-class activity to my students first, to make sure 

that the questionnaire I had composed for their semester project was correctly worded 

(i.e., free of wording that informants may consider offensive, confusing, and/or elicit a 

non-response).  In addition, I wanted to find out how these liberal, intelligent, college-

educated young Guatemalans viewed their Afro-descendant compatriots.  

Survey results of university students in Guatemala City 

The first eight questions addressed general knowledge of the Garífuna ethnic 

group.  As a whole, the class answered these questions with striking uniformity; students 
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responded that Garífuna ancestry originated in Africa and that although Garífunas lived 

mostly along the Atlantic coast of Guatemala they could be found residing in any part of 

the country.  They indicated that not all Blacks in Guatemala were necessarily Garífuna, 

and each respected that the Garífuna language was a viable, complex language.  I chose 

these particular questions in reaction to comments I received during informal, unwritten 

interviews with the “average Guatemalan” (taxi drivers, security/police officers, small 

business owners, fruit vendors, library/archive employees, apartment managers and 

housekeepers, friends), who generally believed that Garífunas were actually Jamaicans 

who arrived during the slavery era and that the language was a simple dialecto that the 

Garífunas had invented for their own use. When asked about the language‟s composition, 

six of the eight students mentioned that it was an African language with Indigenous or 

Spanish influence and two students replied simply that it was „a mixture.‟  Regarding the 

question of language maintenance, whether Garífunas should keep their language or shift 

to speaking only Spanish, all students replied that the Garífunas should maintain their 

language.  Interestingly, one student seemed to imply that young Garífunas would rather 

speak African American Vernacular English than Garífuna: 

“Sería maravilloso que lograran mantener su idioma.  Pero los jóvenes se 

niegan a hablarlo, lo que predominara pena el “New Yorkino” porque 

muchos garífunas han emigrado para NY, su “norte” (núcleo de 

identificación) está allá más que acá.” (It would be marvelous if they 

were to manage to maintain their language.  But the young people refuse 

to speak it and what predominates is the New York style of speech, 

because many Garífunas have emigrated there. Their “north” (their core 

identification) is more there than here. (Person “C”) 

 

Finally, the last three questions asked (1) how students viewed the Garífuna – as 

Guatemalans or as an outside group (and if they were perceived as an outside group, how 
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were they or what made them different), (2) how do the people in the capital view the 

Garífunas and (3) if they personally knew a Garífuna individual.  The manner in which I 

worded the above first question included the word chapín; which in Guatemalan 

vernacular Spanish could be synonymous with “Guatemalan,” a person from Guatemala.  

Each Central American country has a non-pejorative nickname which the inhabitants use 

to identify themselves.  In Guatemala, „chapín‟ is used to distinguish oneself from a 

„guanaco,‟ a person from El Salvador or from a „catracho,‟ used to identify someone 

from Honduras.  Within Guatemala, it is used to describe a native of Guatemala City 

(Arriola 1973:127).  Indeed, this is a word used often in everyday Guatemalan Spanish. 

The question asked whether or not Garífunas could be considered a group that was 

different from the chapínes, however, when presented with this term on the students‟ 

survey (“¿Consideras que los garífunas son un grupo distinto, diferente que los chapines 

en general?” „Do you consider the Garífunas a distinct group, different from „chapines‟ 

in general?‟), some students felt that the term could prove confusing to their informants: 

“Creo que el término “chapín” puede llegar a confundir a algunas 

personas. ¿A qué se refiere este concepto para usted?” ¿Es mi 

nacionalidad? ¿Identidad étnica o qué es?” (I believe that the term 

“chapín” could be confusing to some people. What does this concept mean 

for you? Is it my nationality, ethnic identity or what? (Person “A,” hand-

written on the back of the questionnaire) 

 

Nevertheless, out of the eight students, four answered affirmatively that the 

Garífunas as a group were distinct from chapínes in general, three students also answered 

affirmatively but with explanations of “chapín” to qualify their answer, but one student, a 

20-year old male, stated that Garífunas were not different because there is no such thing 
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as a “chapín” group – that „Chapín‟ was a category imposed on people to homogenize a 

variety of groups. 

If the student answered „yes‟ to the above question, they were subsequently asked 

to supplement this affirmation with an explanation as to why they considered the 

Garífunas a separate group.  The majority of the students responded with variations on 

the notion of „having a different culture‟ and one student responded “skin color.”  

Following this question, they were asked how Guatemalans in the capital collectively 

viewed the Garífunas, and except for one student who responded with “I don‟t know,” the 

other seven students remarked that the capital, as a community, viewed the Garífunas as 

“exotic,” “a class apart,” “foreigners” and variations on this theme.  Finally, only two 

students had never known a Garífuna or anyone of African descent; the ones who had 

met or presently did know a Garífuna or person of African descent described having very 

good relations with that person.  Slight modifications in wording and/or tone were made 

to the formal survey and I asked the students to interview ten to twenty people before the 

end of the semester, April 2009.  

Survey results of friends and family of university students in Guatemala 
City 

The results of this open-ended survey include responses from fifty participants 

(21 males, 28 females, one did not answer to what his or her sex was).  All participants 

were native Guatemalans, between 18 and 40 years of age and none were of African 

descent (I suggested to the students that it would be interesting to view the results of 

respondents of Garífuna or African descent; however none was able to do so).  As with 

the students in my class, the majority of the responses were quite similar. Almost half of 
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respondents (42%) said that Garífunas were from Africa; the remaining responded with 

variations of Livingston and the Caribbean.  When asked “What is a Garífuna?” less than 

one-third of participants believed that the Garífunas were descendants of African slaves 

(28.6%), about one-quarter (24%) stated that a Garífuna is a Black person or someone of 

the Black race and the remainder affirmed that one is a Garífuna if one belongs to the 

Garífuna cultural or linguistic group.  This section of the questionnaire confirms that 

except for one to two people who answered “I don‟t know” to these above questions, 

Guatemalans in the capital are aware of the Garífunas‟ existence, they know that 

Garífunas are Black and/or of African descent, and that they mostly live on the Caribbean 

coast of Guatemala.  A majority of respondents (84%) also realize that not every Black 

person in Guatemala is a Garífuna.  I can therefore infer that most city dwellers in 

Guatemala have at least a basic knowledge of who the modern Garífuna are, even if they 

may not know the details of how their ancestors first arrived to Guatemala.   

Regarding the Garífuna language choice, origins, structure and maintenance, 20 

people responded that the Garífuna spoke Garífuna language, 12 people responded “I 

don‟t know” and 4 people responded that they spoke Garífuna and Spanish.  When asked 

about the origins of the Garífuna language, 18 participants responded “Africa,” 10 

participants believed it was a mixture of African, English, Spanish and other languages, 

and 6 people considered it a language invented by the Garífuna people.  Over half (64%) 

of the respondents stated that Garífuna was just as complex a language as English or 

Chinese, three people deemed the language more complex than English or Chinese, but 

nine people believed that Garífuna was either less complex or a “dialect.”  The majority 

(62%) believed that the Garífunas should maintain their language, but an additional 12 
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people stated that while the Garífunas maintained their language, they must be able to 

speak Spanish as well.  One person replied that Garífunas should speak Spanish only.  

The results reflect that these Guatemalans, although they may not entirely comprehend 

the origins of Garífuna language, are overall aware that Garífunas do speak another 

language which should be allowed to survive. They respect the fact that Garífuna is the 

fully-functioning and productive language of the community, moreover, many recognize 

that it is a language just as complex and viable as Spanish.   

The issue of Garífunas as “the others” was prevalent in the minds of all 

respondents.  With my students, I found it difficult to reconcile that in class they voiced 

that Garífunas were their fellow countrymen; after all, according to them, Garífunas were 

born in Guatemala and therefore were equally as Guatemalan as any other person born 

and raised in Guatemala.  Nevertheless on the survey, these students considered 

Garífunas “different,” as previously seen.  On the formal questionnaire, I attempted to 

address this issue with the following questions: 

(1) Are the Garífunas originally natives of from Guatemala or are they from 

somewhere else? 

(2) Do you consider the Garífunas to be a distinct group, different from 

Guatemalans in general? 

(3) If yes, what makes them different? 

(4) How do the Guatemalan people view the Garífunas? 

(5) Do you know a Black or Garífuna person? 

 

When asked if Garífunas were originally natives of Guatemala, 17 out of 50 

people responded that the Garífunas were from somewhere else, 7 respondents stated 

they were from Africa, and the remainder responded that they were from the Caribbean, 

South America or other countries.  Six people responded that they were native 
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Guatemalans. In this case, one may speculate that these six individuals consider that the 

Garífunas were always in a particular section of Guatemala before the Spanish arrived, as 

if they were indigenous.  Regarding the Garífunas as separate group, different from 

Guatemalans, an overwhelming 32 out of 50 participants responded affirmatively, that 

they (each person as an individual) considered the Garífunas to be distinct. However, 

when asked why they are considered different, 14 participants declined to answer.  

Interestingly, although 17 out of the 50 participants did not consider the Garífunas to be a 

distinct group different from Guatemalans (one person did not answer this question), 32 

out of 50 people responded that characteristics such as culture, skin color, traditions, and 

or language, either singly or collectively, set them apart.  When asked how they thought 

that Guatemalans in general viewed the Garífunas, 17 respondents said that Guatemalans 

viewed them as a separate group with interesting or different customs, 6 people 

responded that Guatemalans in general viewed them as “Black people,” 5 people thought 

they were commonly regarded as „happy, party people‟ and the remainder considered 

them as indigenous, a minority, as a group that faces discrimination or as foreigners.  Of 

the fifty participants, twenty-five people knew or had met a Garífuna or person of African 

descent. 

As previously stated, the students interviewed their friends in the University, a 

few professors and members of their family.  The respondents respected and were 

cognizant of the Garífunas as an African descent ethnic group with a language that should 

be maintained, just as stipulated in the 1996 Peace Accords.
7
  By the same measure, the 

results demonstrate that college-educated Guatemalans consider Garífunas “the others,” a 

group whose cultural traditions or skin color set them apart from themselves.  Even when 
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speaking on behalf of others (the question was, „How do you think people in the capital 

view the Garífunas?‟), the respondents overwhelming believed that other Guatemalans 

also consider the Garífunas as a separate class.  With these results in mind, I modified the 

interview questions that I would conduct with the Garífunas of Livingston, adding 

questions regarding race relations within and outside of Livingston, how they viewed 

themselves, and how they believed residents of the capital perceived them as Garífunas.  

Results of field research in Livingston 

If the language dies, it‟s just like a Garífuna dies. Every single ceremony and our background is in 

Garífuna. If the language dies then the whole Garífuna as a whole, to me, is dead. In my perspective, in my 

point of view, you ain‟t a Garífuna if you don‟t speak the language. 

“Chuckie,” 36 years old 

Introduction and methodology 

Field research in Livingston lasted from June until December 2009.  My goal was 

to interview as many Garífunas as possible and the end result was a total of over 200 

individuals. At first I restricted my interviews only to households because I had a map of 

the town‟s housing layout and it was my intention to cross off each house as I went 

along.  Towards November when my time to leave Livingston was drawing near, I found 

it much more personable to interview individuals wherever I met them and wherever they 

agreed to meet with me.  These included places such as the benches in front of the 

Catholic Church, inside shops, and in cyber cafes.  The interviews were conducted in 

Spanish.  In less than five households I encountered an elderly Garífuna who was fluent 

only in Garífuna with only a little Spanish.  In those cases the adult preferred that I not 

interview the elderly person; in each instance they told me that translating back and forth 

would prove too tiresome.  The informants‟ responses were recorded on an MP3 device, 
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or in those instances where they preferred not to be recorded, I took down the responses 

on my computer or by pen and paper.   

Along the course of the months as I was interviewing the community, I would 

hear remarks that would lead me to ask follow-up questions to the original items I had 

intended to ask.  For example, in mid-October one informant mentioned that he did not 

like to be referred to as „Afro-Guatemalan.‟  To this end, I asked subsequent informants 

whether or not this term was offensive to them as well.  Almost every person I 

encountered agreed to be interviewed, although it was clear that some individuals were 

somewhat uncomfortable and responded with quick answers with their arms folded over 

their chest.  In these situations where the informant may have felt unnerved, I did my best 

to conduct the interview in a matter of less than 10-15 minutes.  Most interviews lasted 

around 15-20 minutes but there are a few interviews that lasted over an hour.  

As stipulated by the Campus International Review Board, each interview started 

with a prepared statement of who I was, with whom I was affiliated and the general 

objective of the interview. Participants were completely at liberty to state that they did 

not want to participate and they were free to stop the interview at any time they felt 

uncomfortable.  I interviewed only during the morning hours and reserved the afternoons 

for participant observation.  In order to fully immerse myself in the community, I 

participated in a number of activities such as Garífuna dance and language lessons.  

Within a few months, most Garífunas understood why I was in Livingston and that I was 

taking language lessons, and they delighted in practicing conversational Garífuna with 

me on the street. During the course of my stay I often encountered situations that I did not 
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fully understand, so it was important for me to form a friendship with someone who was 

quite knowledgeable of Garífuna culture. 

My Garífuna language teacher, Tomas Sánchez, proved himself to be 

indispensable and continues to be of immense assistance with my questions regarding 

modern Garífuna culture. Tomas is trilingual (English, Spanish, Garífuna), is a leader in 

the community, teaches English at many of the area schools, and is the co-director of a 

non-profit children‟s program and library, Belüba Lüba Fürendei.  Often, our language 

lessons began with a list of cultural questions I had for him which were answered in great 

detail.  For example, during one of my household interviews, I could tell that the woman 

was very nervous and uncomfortable, when suddenly I heard screams coming from the 

neighboring house. A man‟s voice bellowed, “¡Fuera! ¡Fuera de su cuerpo ya!” („Out! 

Get out of her body now!‟), followed by a woman‟s shrieks.  Without my betraying 

anyone‟s confidence by mentioning in which neighborhood this occurred or who was 

involved, Tomas explained to me that often when there seems to be no visible reason for 

an illness, a family may conclude that an individual may be possessed by evil spirits.  In 

another situation, I wondered how was it that people within the same neighborhoods 

tended to answer my questions in a similar manner.  Tomas explained to me that many 

members of the same extended family often lived in the same cluster of houses within 

one neighborhood for several generations, and it was likely that they simply thought 

alike.  These are just two illustrations of the many instances where Tomas‟s guidance was 

of great help to my understanding of Garífuna culture. 

Another individual whose assistance proved quite beneficial to my immersion in 

the Garífuna community as well as whose historical information added a personal touch 
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to my research was Juan Carlos Sánchez, the aforementioned musician and descendant of 

Marco Sánchez Díaz, founder of Livingston. As I interviewed him, he was one of the 

very few who asked about my dissertation project.  After hearing that I was studying the 

historicity of his language, Juan Carlos suggested I share my work with the community 

via radio.  The radio program took place on November 15, 2009 for about 45 minutes on 

Livingston‟s „Radio Renacer‟ 107.5FM; a week later I was surprised with a certificate 

during a ceremony that initiated National Garífuna Day events, thanking me for bringing 

the gift of Garífuna language history to the Livingston community (Appendix N). Juan 

Carlos was gracious enough to not only telephone his 92-year-old father in Belize to ask 

him more questions about Marco Sánchez Díaz and his descendants for my dissertation, 

but he gave me permission to reprint all of the information he gave me.  With the 

cooperation and support of these Garífuna individuals that helped me to feel at ease in my 

new surroundings and requested that I present my research to the community, my field 

research was much more understandable and gratifying.  

Purpose 

The purpose of the field research among Garífunas in Livingston was two-fold. 

As my main goal I sought to gather a sense of the current status of the Garífuna language 

in Livingston.  Because one of my objectives was an account of the Garífuna language 

from its inception as a language spoken by the indigenous Kalípona of St. Vincent until 

modern times, I thought there was good reason to include an explanation of Garífuna 

language‟s present standing.  A variety of phenomena can occur within a multilingual 

society such as Livingston (Spanish, Q‟eqchi‟, Garífuna): both speech communities could 
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become bilingual, a third code could arise that incorporates elements of both languages, 

the onset of a diglossic situation could occur, or a language could completely shift to the 

dominant language.  Since my previous visits to Livingston in 1994 and 2001, I had read 

articles about the continued practice of Garífuna ceremonies and songs more so than 

about their language, so I wondered if the language had been demoted only to use in 

certain spiritual observances and popular music.  Fishman (1987) as cited in (Crystal 

2000:83) calls this process „folklorization,‟ the relegation of a language to unimportant or 

irrelevant domains.  It has been documented in the field of contact linguistics (Thomason 

2001) that regardless of the languages‟ linguistic typology, number of speakers or social 

hierarchy of one of the groups, what happens to languages in a multilingual society is 

ultimately based on the attitude of the speakers. In the end, how a speech community 

feels about its language in comparison to that of another group does eventually decide the 

survival, modification or death of a language.  With the knowledge that the Garífuna 

community seemed to be one that tenaciously clings to tradition, I suspected that the 

language would still be widely used in everyday situations. 

My second objective was to learn more about the issues of race relations and 

discrimination within the Garífuna community. When I had visited the Garífunas with the 

US Embassy official in February of 2009, President Barak Obama had recently been 

inaugurated into office as the 44
th

 United States president. Garífunas were still expressing 

feelings of elation and racial pride; many wore Barak Obama t-shirts and displayed 

posters, pictures and calendars of him and his family in almost every household.  I was 

not too surprised, but when I asked some Garífunas about their affinity towards a US 

president, they remarked, “Because one of us made it to the White House!” At the time I 
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assumed that “one of us” meant an African-descent person and I did not pursue the issue, 

but after living in Livingston for a short time, I realized that many people considered 

Barak Obama to be a Garífuna because of his skin color.  For many Livingsteños, 

whether they were Garífuna, Ladino or Q‟eqchi‟, I was also considered a Garífuna 

because of my brown skin color, and a great number of people wanted to know why I 

denied my Garífuna roots and refused to speak the language of my ancestors.  My 

obvious inability to admit I was a Garífuna resulted in an unpleasant altercation one 

afternoon when an older woman loudly berated me in Garífuna and Spanish, wanting to 

know why I was pretending that I did not speak “our Garífuna language.”  Luckily there 

was an 11-year old boy nearby, who explained to the woman, in Garífuna language, that I 

was not Garífuna.   

Many experiences just like the aforementioned made me realize that many 

Garífunas, in particular those who had never visited the United States, deem any person 

of color to be a Garífuna descendant.  For this reason I was somewhat more comfortable 

when I decided to approach the subject of race and discrimination with my informants.  

As will be shown, the results were surprisingly polarized; there did not seem to be a 

middle ground for this topic.   

As previously stated, the 34-item questionnaire was modeled, with some changes, 

on that designed by Flore Zéphir for her research with Haitian immigrants in New York 

(Zéphir 2001).  The questions were intended to elicit the type of open-ended responses 

that would encourage follow-up questions. Specifically, I wanted to find out to what 

extent the Garífuna language is utilized in their daily lives and if special care was taken to 

speak to their children and grandchildren in Garífuna.  I also wanted to know to what 
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extent the language was important to them – whether they were adamant about the 

survival of their mother tongue or if they minded if their children spoke Spanish only.  In 

addition, these interviews were supported by participant observations to put in 

perspective some of the answers provided in the course of the interviews.  There were 

cases in which what I observed directly contradicted what an informant told me, and 

there were situations in which I observed language taking place by unexpected speakers 

(such as Ladinos or Q‟eqchi‟s). When those situations occurred, I normally confirmed 

these occurrences with Tomas Sánchez who would explain the situation and help me to 

understand.   

The interview questions can be divided in four sections.  Section one (nine 

questions, including six follow-up questions) inquired about the informant‟s name, age, 

level of education attained, marital status, current employment, whether or not she or he 

had lived in Livingston for most of their life, their mother tongue, and information about 

their children. Since the town of Livingston is somewhat isolated, I imagined that a 

person who was born and raised in Livingston might project a different way of thinking 

about their language as opposed to a Garífuna who had grown up outside of town with his 

or her parents and had returned to Livingston to live with grandparents.  This suspicion 

was later proved to be correct, as many Garífunas who had grown up outside of town 

considered Livingston „too Garífuna‟ with too many ceremonies and observances to old 

traditions.  For this reason, except for a few individuals who spent just a few years living 

outside of town, I limited the informant pool to those who had lived most their life in 

Livingston. When asking how many children a person had, I asked which language was 

used when speaking to the children and in which language the children responded.  In this 
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manner I was able to easily lead into the second section regarding personal language 

choice.   

The objective of the second section (eleven questions) was to find out to what 

extent Garífuna is used in the daily lives of each individual.  These questions asked with 

whom and where an individual speaks Garífuna, and also in which language they felt 

themselves to be the most conversant.  The third section (seven questions) sought to find 

out about the individual‟s personal feelings toward language maintenance.  The 

individual was asked if they deemed it important to preserve Garífuna language and if so, 

what where they doing to ensure its survival.  In this section, I also asked if they felt they 

had an accent when speaking Spanish, and if someone from the capital had ever 

commented on a perceived accent their part. In an effort to know about their feelings 

towards other dialects of the Garífuna language, I also inquired about their opinions 

regarding Honduran and Belizean Garífuna.   

Finally in the fourth section (seven questions) I broached the topic of race 

relations.  In the beginning stages of the interview process, I had asked individuals how 

they viewed themselves, as Guatemalan, Afro-Guatemalan, Garífuna or Ladino.  Many 

people objected to the term Afro-Guatemalan, so I eventually added a follow-up question 

that asked the respondent if they felt offended by this term.  Surprisingly, many people 

felt uncomfortable when I brought it up; this seemed to be an issue that was best left for 

the informant to arrive at on his or her own, and the question was again eliminated from 

the interview.  I inquired about discrimination within Livingston and surprisingly, many 

Garífunas added information about racism and a sense of superiority within the Garífuna 

group.  The overwhelming sentiment was that once a Garífuna had lived in the United 
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States for many years and returned to Livingston, that individual felt himself to be 

superior to other Garífunas, refusing to “spread the wealth,” speaking only Spanish or 

English, wearing the latest trendy clothes and jewelry, and boasting about their travel, 

experiences, and new-found financial status.  Again, I once I started to ask outright about 

this phenomenon, it seemed to be a sensitive subject and I decided that this was another 

topic to which the Garífunas had to arrive on their own. In the same vein, I interviewed 

two Garífuna men who were originally from Honduras, and both of them passionately 

expressed that they were often the object of ridicule and mockery from Guatemalan 

Garífunas.  However when asked directly, every Garífuna maintained that all Garífunas 

are brothers and no one would ever taunt a Garífuna regarding their country of origin. My 

very last question asked what the informant did on a daily basis to maintain their 

Garífuna identity, a question that was always met with very positive reactions and 

soliloquies of Garífuna pride.  

Results of Garífuna Interviews 

Children 

Although I had planned to interview children with questions similar to those I 

asked the adults (and a children‟s version of the questionnaire had been approved by the 

Campus Institutional Review Board), I thought it would be better use of my time to only 

interview adults and leave the children‟s linguistic behavior to participant observation.  

This worked out perfectly, because while I was interviewing an adult, a young child was 

normally playing nearby, curious about the “stranger” in the home.  I took this 

opportunity to ask the child simple questions in Garífuna; what was their name, their age 
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and if they were in school yet.  I was pleasantly surprised when almost all children 

responded to me in Garífuna but many children simply smiled at me shyly at me and took 

refuge behind their mothers‟ legs. Adults normally spoke to their children in Garífuna, 

but there were times when the adult used code-switching of both languages and in a few 

cases, in Spanish only.  I had an occasion to meet another doctoral student who was in 

Livingston for three weeks to do some preliminary research on the frequency of Carib 

words used by Garífuna men, and who insisted that no young adult under 20 years of age 

understood Garífuna, much less spoke the language.  When I mentioned to him that 

adults spoke to children quite often in Garífuna, he insisted that an adult could reprimand 

a child in any unknown language and the child would understand the meaning behind a 

reproachful tone, irrespective of the child having understood the language itself.  The 

student was implying that the reproachful tone was sufficient to carry the message – not 

the words themselves. However, in the hundreds observations I witnessed in which 

mothers scolded or spoke to their children in Garífuna language, the child always stood at 

attention and did what the mother told them to do (pick up their clothes of the floor, turn 

down the music, wash their hands, go and buy a cup of sugar, stop hitting their sibling, 

and so on), leaving me to believe that the child understood the words.  There were many 

cases in which I observed Garífuna language being spoken by young adults and children. 

Just outside of the cabana where I took Garífuna language lessons, there was a 

makeshift soccer field that was in use every afternoon for four to five hours of game play.  

On my daily walks to the cabana, I often stopped to watch the game and noticed that the 

young boys spoke (shouting the usual soccer-playing commands) in Garífuna, but once 

they got tired and sat on the concrete block wall surrounding the field among their 
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friends, the conversational language switched to Spanish.  When I asked Tomas about 

this and wondered if they only knew commands and not conversational Garífuna, Tomas 

began to routinely yell out random questions or comments to the boys when they ran 

close to the cabana, chasing after the soccer ball.  Tomas would ask questions such as, 

“How is your mom? I haven‟t seen her in a while.‟, „What has your little brother been up 

to?‟, “Have you been attending school regularly?‟, or „How long have you been out here 

playing soccer today?‟ Boys over the age of 16 (sometimes younger) always understood 

Tomas‟s question or statement, even if they did not always answer in Garífuna.  

However, boys under 10 normally just looked blankly at Tomas when he asked these 

same questions, as if waiting for Tomas to understand that he must repeat the question in 

Spanish.  

Nevertheless, there were many other instances in which I observed children under 

10 years old speaking Garífuna.  For example, when children of different ethnic groups 

played together (Q‟eqchi‟s with Garífunas, for example), sometimes the Garífuna 

children would speak to each other in Garífuna when they did not want the others to 

understand what they were saying, much in the same way the Q‟eqchi‟ children did 

among themselves.  In another situation, an older Garífuna man usually stationed himself 

just outside the boys‟ elementary school (across the street from the Catholic Church) to 

sell oranges.  I was interviewing him one day when school had finished for the day, and a 

crowd of boys ran up to him to make their purchases.  The man spoke sternly in Garífuna 

and the group calmed down, formed a make-shift line, bought their oranges and left.  

When I asked him what he had told them, he just said that he told them „One at a time.‟   
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The youngest voice I heard speak Garífuna came from a little boy who looked to 

be about 3 to 4 years old.  As I walked down the street, I heard him yelling “Beba! 

Beba!” („Come back! Come back!‟), to a young boy who seemed to be his older brother, 

about 7 years old.  His brother exclaimed in Spanish, “¡Ya voy! ¡Ya voy!” („I‟ll be right 

back! I‟ll be right back!‟).  Further and more in-depth research on children‟s speech is 

certainly in order to discuss the future of Garífuna language; however for this project I 

discuss its present state among adults. 

Adults 

Section I: General facts 

Of the 211 Garífuna adults that were queried, 56% were men and 44% were 

women ranging in age from eighteen to seventy-two years old.  Two men had bachelor‟s 

degrees but many Garífunas (40%) had not received an education past the elementary 

school level. Unemployment is high; only 30% of those interviewed were employed and 

held jobs such as hotel housekeeping, tailor/seamstress, fisherman, organization workers 

and independent tour guides.  Over 90% have Garífunas as their spouses, and marital 

status showed an almost equal partition of 40% single, 30% in a common-law marriage 

(„union libre‟), and 30% married in the Catholic Church.  About 84% had lived their 

entire life in Livingston; the remainder had left Livingston briefly to attend school in 

Belize or to work for a few years outside of Livingston. Only a quarter of those 

interviewed did not have children, most Garífunas had at least three children and many 

had more than six children.  For the purposes of this analysis, I use the word „spouse‟ 

whether the couple was married in the Church or are together by common-law.  



169 

 

In the transcribed responses that follow, no attempt has been made to correct their 

Spanish; I have recorded their responses exactly as they were stated to me. For ease of 

reading, English translations have been provided alongside the Spanish response. Ellipses 

(…) do not indicate that responses have been edited, but rather hesitancy in the 

respondents‟ elocution and words or phrases [in brackets] have been added by me for 

clarification of a response.  In this section I demonstrate only the trends that have 

emerged as a result of the responses; in Chapter 5 I explain the ramifications of these 

trends and the possible outcomes for the future of Garífuna language.  

While nearly all of the interviewees reported that Garífuna was their native 

language, the percentage of those who spoke only Spanish to their spouse (14%) was 

nearly the same as that of those who spoke only Spanish to their children (13%). In some 

cases this was because the spouse was not Garífuna, but in other instances, some parents 

seemed to have decided that Spanish was more important to their children‟s future than 

Garífuna.  Nevertheless, in almost every case, a Garífuna parent qualified (or justified) 

without solicitation that although their children spoke Spanish to them (over half, 57%, 

reported that their children spoke only Spanish in the home), that the children understood 

Garífuna very well.  One mother stated: 

“Les hablo más en español porque es más 

importante para cuando llegan a la 

escuela, no les cuesten lo que el maestra le 

va a explicar.  Hay maestras garífunas 

porque a veces hay niños que no entienden 

las explicaciones en español entonces las 

maestras les…se lo dicen en garífuna.” 

(Female, 42 years old) 

I speak to them in Spanish because it‟s 

more important for when they go to school, 

so that they don‟t have a hard time 

understanding what the teacher is going to 

explain. There are Garífuna teachers 

because sometimes there are children who 

don‟t understand the explanations in 

Spanish so then the teachers, they… they 

explain it to them in Garífuna. 
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Her quote is revealing of what I observed and was told in many households, that 

children are spoken to in Garífuna in the home because they can speak Spanish in school 

and at play with their friends.  For example, I met a grandmother who sold topos, 

flavored water frozen in little baggies, from her home.  She told me that her 

grandchildren and their friends were not permitted to make any purchase unless they 

requested it in Garífuna language.  Indeed, I was repeatedly told that “40” was the age for 

those who consistently spoke Garífuna with almost everyone, regardless of their age. As 

one individual stated, “Mientras que sea morenito, le hablo en garífuna” („If they‟re 

Black, I speak to them in Garífuna‟). In fact, 100% of adults 50-59 years old spoke to 

their spouse only in Garífuna and within this age group, only 8% spoke to her 

grandchildren in Spanish (in adults over 60 years of age, only one person reportedly 

spoke to their grandchildren in Spanish).  In these cases where adults over 50 spoke 

Spanish, they explained to me that it was because, „Entienden pero no quieren.” („They 

understand but they don‟t want [to speak Garífuna]). 

Except for one Garífuna woman who had told me of tragic experiences with 

Garífuna men when she was younger and now refused to allow her children to speak 

Garífuna (although her husband is Garífuna), every Garífuna with whom I spoke 

recognized that it was important that children learn to speak the Garífuna language.  In 

the instances where I felt comfortable enough to ask how the children were going to learn 

Garífuna if the parents themselves only speak to the child in Spanish and do not require 

the child to speak Garífuna in the home, I was told that it did not matter: “El garífuna 

está en la sangre. Lo andan escuchando en las calles y lo van a aprender tarde o 
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temprano.” („Garífuna is in the blood. They hear it on the streets and eventually they‟ll 

learn it.‟)  

Livingston adults were passionately confident that their children would propagate 

the language of their ancestors for generations to come, but the same cannot be said for 

Garífunas who lived outside of Livingston and returned to visit or vacation from time to 

time. It was not uncommon to see groups of young Garífuna children playing together 

who spoke what seemed to me to be perfect Standard American English, without a hint of 

an Hispanic, Garífuna, or even African American Vernacular English accent.  For 

example, I shared a taxi-cab with a Garífuna mother and daughter who were in 

Livingston for the summer on vacation.  Although the parents were born and raised in 

Livingston, the children were born and raised in New York.  In English, I asked the pre-

teen daughter if she would like to help coach me with my Garífuna lessons, to which the 

mother proudly boasted that her daughter did not speak Garífuna.  I explained to the 

daughter that I was still a beginner and that even a Garífuna who spoke the language very 

little could help me, but the mother beamed and added that her children do not even 

speak Spanish, only English.  I respectfully asked the mother if the children might ever 

learn to speak Spanish or Garífuna, and as they left the cab, she laughed and said, “What 

for?”  

Section II: Language choice among Garífuna adults in Livingston 

In this section my goal was to find out in which domains adults spoke Garífuna 

language and with whom they spoke it. To get a sense of their language abilities, I began 

this section with questions about which language they spoke better than the other, and in 

which language they felt most comfortable.  Many individuals seemed to be unsure in 
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which language they felt most at ease so they were inclined to report bilingualism in 

these cases; about half of adults (49%) stated that their Spanish and Garífuna were on an 

equal level; only 7% stated that they spoke Spanish better than Garífuna. Even for adults 

over 60 years of age, the responses were mostly divided between speaking Garífuna 

better than Spanish (41%) and bilingual with Spanish and Garífuna (44%).  The 

remaining few respondents either said that they spoke Spanish or English better than 

Garífuna, or that they spoke English equally as well as Spanish and Garífuna.   

 Within the home nearly all adults (93%) spoke Garífuna to their parents and to 

any older family member and 86% spoke it with their close friends.  Very few reportedly 

spoke both Spanish and Garífuna (6%) and fewer spoke Spanish only (5%) in this 

domain.  These percentages show a slight decline once the setting is either outside the 

home or with Garífunas who may not be close friends. In activities outside the home 

which were predominantly or entirely attended by Garífunas from all over town (sacred 

ceremonies, birthday parties, wakes, weddings, and so on), 89% choose to speak only 

Garífuna among friends and family.  In both cases, speaking Garífuna in and outside of 

the home, 100% of adults over 60 years old spoke only Garífuna with friends and family.  

These figures are consistent with my observations during various activities.  For example 

when I attended the Catholic Church on Sundays, I noticed that individuals would greet 

one another before mass in Garífuna but talking after the service was normally a mixture 

of Garífuna and Spanish.  Within the domain of their residence or that of extended family 

or friends (including the Church), the data show that Garífunas were quite comfortable 

speaking their language, even if they did use a little Spanish from time to time.  However, 

the percentages are very different once I asked about speaking their language in other 
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public places and with Garífunas who they do not know well, even for Garífunas over 60 

years of age. 

There are not many places to congregate outside of the home in Livingston (there 

are no supermarkets, malls, movie theaters, and restaurants are too expensive for 

Garífunas to patronize).  In this case, I inquired about language choice in domains such as 

on the street purchasing food items, or in the bank, the Health Center or the Municipal 

Building, waiting to be attended while in the company of other Garífunas who they may 

or may not know.  Roughly three quarters of individuals reported that they spoke only 

Garífuna while less than 11% claimed that they spoke only Spanish in these situations.  

There are two or three Garífuna bank tellers in Livingston‟s only bank, and almost half of 

Garífunas (43%) speak Spanish only or Spanish and Garífuna with these employees.  

There seemed to be a feeling that in a business or administration setting, one should 

always speak Spanish.  One Garífuna told me: 

“En el banco se puede bromear un 

poquito con el empleado en Garífuna pero 

nada más allí. Porque el trabajo de él es 

un trabajo; la responsabilidad de él es 

hablarnos en español. No es lo correcto 

para el (hablarnos en Garífuna). Hay que 

respetar las normas.” (Male, 65 years 

old) 

In the bank with the employee, you can 

joke around a little bit in Garífuna but 

that‟s where it ends. Because his job is 

work and his responsibility is to speak to 

us in Spanish. It‟s not correct for him to 

speak to us in Garífuna.  You have to 

respect the rules.  

 

In the above case I asked the man if it was a rule that Spanish must be spoken in the 

bank, and he replied, no, but it was something everyone knew.   

The previous example illustrates a reoccurring theme of sensitivity when it came 

to language choice in a public location: to be mindful of using the appropriate language 

for the situation and to respect the people within hearing distance who do not speak their 
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language. Many commented that if they used their language in an administrative setting, 

they might offend the others around them who do not speak Garífuna: 

Como usted sabe existe mucho el racismo, 

hay veces si hay personas ajenas, a lo que 

es nuestra... nuestra etnia, entonces de 

preferencia mejor hablamos el español... 

para no hacerlo sentir mal porque estarán 

con dudas... “oh, qué están diciendo, 

están hablando mal de mí…” nada que 

ver. (Female, 38 years old) 

As you know there is a lot of racism.  At 

times there are people who are unaware of 

our ethnic group so our preference is to 

speak in Spanish, so that they don‟t feel 

bad or have doubts… “Oh, what are they 

saying, are they talking bad about me...” 

not at all. 

 

This unwritten rule especially applied to settings in which the individual did not 

know the person with whom they were speaking very well. For example in situations 

when attending an event where Garífunas from any region may be in attendance, half of 

Garífunas reported that they always spoke Garífuna whether or not they knew the person. 

Similarly, if one should patronize a business where Garífunas are working or is the 

owner, again, almost half preferred to speak Garífuna only.  With this set of questions 

that involved domains outside of the home and with individuals they did not know well, I 

was told that it always depended on which language the other person spoke to them first.  

From there, they said, the conversation continued in whichever language seemed to be 

the agreed-upon code.  As a follow-up question, I wanted to know which language they 

would speak if they spoke first? In this case, most Garífunas (73%) stated that they would 

greet the unknown person in Garífuna but nevertheless the conversation that continued 

would most likely be a bilingual one.   

Garífunas responded confidently to questions in these first two sections and with a 

relatively swift pace.  They seemed to be quite sure of where, when and with whom they 

spoke their language, not commenting too much except to qualify, justify or explain an 
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answer.  The first part of this questionnaire helped to put informants at ease and I felt that 

once they understood that I was not there to judge their language choice but rather to seek 

their opinion, the reaction following two sections garnered some rather insightful, 

detailed and colorful responses.  My next objective was to find out Garífunas‟ attitudes 

towards the future of their language, how they felt about the other Garífuna dialects, 

including issues of race and discrimination. 

Section III: Feelings toward language maintenance, other Garífuna dialects 
and Spanish-speaking ability 

Except for the previously mentioned Garífuna woman whose past bad experiences 

caused her to reject anything having to do with Garífuna language and culture, 100% of 

interviewed Garífunas believe that their language is one that is worth maintaining.  When 

asked what they did to uphold their language, each person said “hablarlo,” “practicarlo” 

(„speak it‟), adding that they speak Garífuna with their friends and family, as already 

confirmed in the previous section.  Many stressed the importance of speaking it to 

children so that they grew up with the language ingrained within them.  A few individuals 

lamented that they did not speak Garífuna as well as they would like, and admitted a 

desire to speak it at a higher level.  Interestingly, the same sentiments were echoed when 

they spoke of their Spanish-speaking ability. 

I asked the Garífunas if they noticed any difference in the way they speak Spanish 

in comparison to that of a non-Garífuna from the capital.  Over half of respondents (59%) 

noted that there was a distinction; most spoke of a variation in tone or accent and a few 

responded that the difference was a faster pace with which people from the capital spoke.  

Quite a few (26%) mentioned that capitalinos spoke Spanish at a level superior than that 
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of the Garífunas, citing that they spoke with more sophistication and had a better 

command of pronunciation (especially, as one Garífuna said, because Garífunas suffer 

from leaving the „s‟ off of some words).  Of those who said that they noticed a difference, 

a little over half stated that they felt a bit inadequate or self-conscious because of this 

difference; some individuals have even been “schooled” by non-Garífunas on the correct 

usage and pronunciation of a word.  To the few Garífunas who mentioned this to me, I 

asked them if they took the correction as constructive criticism or if they felt 

embarrassed.  In almost every case, the individual felt badly.  

One of the items for which I received the most commentary was whether or not 

individuals had ever observed someone publicly deny that they speak Garífuna (knowing 

that he or she does indeed speak the language well).  Almost everyone had witnessed 

such an occurrence and a request for an example was hardly necessary.  Even though 

17% stated that they had „no idea‟ why someone would deny knowledge of their mother 

tongue, the remaining respondents assured me that it was due to being embarrassed of 

one‟s Garífuna‟s roots, or a feeling of superiority – especially if one had finished high 

school, had found work outside of Livingston, or had lived in the United States.  Most 

Garífuna were fairly vocal in their stance against those who pretended not to speak 

Garífuna:   

Hay gente que disimula que no habla 

garífuna pero sí habla garífuna. Yo tengo 

una mi vecina por allí, vino la abuelita, 

me dice que la fuera a trenzar y cuando 

yo oigo la niña hablando garífuna con su 

abuelita, ella nunca mete español. Pero 

cuando ella anda allí afuera, ella habla 

español. Se ella me encuentra, me saluda 

en español y ella sabe hablar garífuna.  

(Female, 26 years old) 

There are people who pretend that they 

don‟t speak Garífuna but they do.  I have 

a neighbor over there.  Her grandmother 

came to me and tells me to go and braid 

the girl‟s hair. When I hear the girl 

speaking Garífuna with her grandmother, 

she doesn‟t insert one word of Spanish.  

But when she‟s outside, she speaks 

Spanish. If she sees me, she speaks 

Spanish and she knows how to speak 



177 

 

Garífuna.  

 

Dicen, “¡Ah es que no entiendo!” ¿Cómo 

no entiendes? Cómo no vas a hablar 

garífuna, siendo tú garífuna? “Ah es que 

crecí en la capital…” que no sé qué, que 

no sé qué cuánto, pero que son casacas. 

Porque si tu vienes… pero yo se lo he 

probado. Entonces, yo les digo una mala 

palabra. Unas malas palabras a ellos en 

garífuna…! Y contestan! Y le digo, “¿Ya 

vistes?” Que hablas garífuna.” (Male, 34 

years old) 

They say, “Oh, it‟s that I don‟t 

understand!” What do you mean you 

don‟t understand? How can you not speak 

Garífuna being that you are Garífuna? 

“Oh it‟s because I grew up in the 

capital...” this, that and the other, but 

they‟re deceitful. Because if you come… 

but I‟ve tested them.  So I call them a bad 

word. I call them some bad words in 

Garífuna and they answer back! And I tell 

them, “You see? You speak Garífuna.” 

 

Surprisingly, a third of these respondents had seen this occurrence in Livingston.  

This was unexpected because since the town is very small, it would seem rather 

transparent to lead people, with whom you have grown up, to believe that you “no 

longer” speak Garífuna.  For this reason I should have encountered at least a few people 

who, at one time or another, denied in public that they spoke Garífuna, but only one 

person openly admitted this to me, a man in his late 40s who responded in English (my 

follow-up questions are in italics): 

I was a victim of that of that as well, where while I was going to school in 

Belize; I was ashamed that I was a Garífuna so I was really embarrassed 

when someone would know that I was a Garífuna then. (So you wouldn‟t 

speak Garífuna in public?) I would even go as far as saying that I was not 

[a Garífuna], because of racism and discrimination against the Garínagu at 

the time. (Would people believe you when you said you weren‟t a 

Garífuna?) No, because while I‟m saying that, my grandmother would 

come by and say something in Garífuna and there I go, I was lying about 

my identity. (Why did you do that, and why do you think people continue 

to do that today?) I think it‟s an inferiority complex. They used to 

associate Garífuna with something of less value, so being a Garífuna at the 

time made us feel less than who we are. 

 

Once a person has left the somewhat isolated land mass of Livingston for a period 

of time (in fact, many people in Livingston refer to their town as an “island”) and has 
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returned, the language one uses on the street seems to make a weighty statement about 

one‟s status.  One day during the summer when many US Garífunas came to Livingston 

for vacation, I casually observed two smartly-dressed older Garífuna men in their sixties 

as they strolled around town in chic shorts, expensive leather sandals and elegant straw 

hats, waving and stopping to speak to old friends in Spanish without ever inserting a 

word of Garífuna.  To many Garífunas, the language one speaks on the street is a public 

declaration of one‟s status.  Garífuna language is at the lowest echelon, followed by 

Spanish at a higher level and finally English is afforded the maximum status.  

This analogy seems to apply not only to Garífunas who have lived abroad but also 

to those who live just outside of Livingston.  Many Garífunas have lived in Puerto 

Barrios, the mainland port immediately across the water from Livingston, for at least few 

months in search of work and/or educational opportunities.  Except for the situation at the 

pier where one would take a boat to return to Livingston, I did not observe Garífuna 

spoken in this town, although thousands of Garífunas live there.  For “Chuckie,” a 36-

year old Garífuna who lived in New York and speaks English, living in Puerto Barrios 

was no excuse not to speak Garífuna: 

So how come is it that we got people, just over in Puerto Barrios... Puerto 

Barrios is 30 miles away from over here. Born and raised in Livingston... 

you‟re going to tell me… and these are most of the people that really do 

irk me. Thirty miles away from over here, and you‟re going to tell me that 

you can‟t speak Garífuna? That‟s a damn lie. Half of the Garífunas in 

Puerto Barrios, that‟s how they are. They‟re pretending and you know 

how I know? When they pass by me I‟ll say something about them [in 

Garífuna]. Now, if you didn‟t understand it or speak it, you would just 

keep your head straight and walking. But they look! They stare at me with 

mean eyes. They understand me! They know what I‟m saying! 
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Most Garífuna I observed are determinedly proud of their heritage and to them, 

speaking Garífuna is granted the utmost status.  As part of the interview, I explained that 

if their children did not learn Garífuna well, then it was likely that they would not speak 

Garífuna to their children, and the possibility of Garífuna language dying in their family 

could be a reality.  As a follow-up to this statement, I asked individuals how they would 

feel if this were to happen.  There was near unanimity of Garífunas who did not want to 

see this happen.  Several went as far as to state that a Garífuna was not a Garífuna if he or 

she did not speak the language: 

Lo más triste, va perdiendo lo que es mi 

idioma. (Male, 55 years old) 

It would be the saddest thing to go on 

losing what is my language. 

 

Por supuesto, un garífuna es menos 

garífuna si no habla el idioma. (Male, 57 

years old) 

Of course, a Garífuna is less of a Garífuna 

if he or she doesn‟t speak the language. 

¿Qué clase de garífunas seríamos? Eso 

sería solo apantallar que son garífunas. 

(Male, 22 years old) 

What kind of Garífunas would we be? 

That would be only pretending to be 

Garífunas. 

 

Fatal. Cada quien tiene su forma de 

identificarse, cada quien tiene su idioma, 

entonces yo creo que no se debe de 

perder. (Female, 32 years old) 

Devastating. Everyone has their own way 

of identifying themselves; everyone has 

their language so I believe we shouldn‟t 

lose ours. 

 

While the above comments reflect the attitude of 99% of the Garífunas 

interviewed, over half of the respondents (58%) were quick to inform me that while they 

are proud of their Garífuna language, if I wanted to hear the “pure” and “best” Garífuna, I 

would have to go to Honduras.  Although many considered the Honduran accent to have 

a „weightier‟ and „more aggressive‟ tone than theirs, they seemed to hold Honduran 

dialect in high esteem, believing that it had preserved Garífuna the way it was when it 

first arrived from St. Vincent.  Indeed, during my Garífuna lessons my instructor would 
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sometimes insist that I use the Honduran pronunciation or vocabulary item instead of the 

way a word was used in Guatemala, because he was concerned that I learn the “correct” 

Garífuna.  During the interviews, several Garífunas gave me examples of lexical items 

which they considered archaic but which are still in everyday use in Honduras.  This was 

in stark contrast to opinions about the Belizean dialect of Garífuna.  Individuals 

complained that because Belizeans spoke English, their tendency to insert English words 

along with an „Anglicized‟ pronunciation of Garífuna rendered the language frustratingly 

difficult to understand.  About their own Guatemalan dialect, many Garífunas admit to 

code-switching and code-mixing in Spanish, which, although it “diluted” the Garífuna 

language, was better than having it “polluted” with smatterings of English.   

Section IV: Issues of race and discrimination 

The above three sections dealt with language and language use; the implications 

of those responses and how it reflects on the future of Garífuna language are discussed in 

the following chapter.  However as previously mentioned, I became curious about issues 

of race and discrimination between Garífunas and capitalinos after the remarks I heard 

during a visit to Livingston earlier that year.  As a result, I asked my students at the 

Universidad del Valle de Guatemala to interview their friends and family as to how they 

view the Garífunas.  In addition, I added a section to the Livingston questionnaire that not 

only asked how the Garífunas think they are perceived by those who live in the capital, 

but how do they view themselves as Blacks in the Americas?  Most (84%) prefer to be 

referred to as „Garífuna,‟ but a small minority stated that they are „Indigenous,‟ „Ladino‟ 

or simply „Guatemalan.‟  In addition, I wondered if the Garífunas minded if people 

outside of Guatemala referred to them as „Afro-Guatemalan.‟ Surprisingly, the division 
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was very neat; 51% of Garífunas found the label of Afro-Guatemalan to be an affront and 

an outright denial of their recognition as indigenous descendants, as reflected in the 

statement of a Garífuna man in his 50s: 

Totalmente no. Nosotros somos garífunas 

no somos afro. Cuando se habla del "afro-

guatemalteco,” estamos incluyendo otro 

grupo étnico de color, pero no 

necesariamente es garífuna. ¿Ya? Los 

garífunas, fuimos originarios en San 

Vicente, con una mezcla de arawáks. Ehh, 

otro grupo negro es en Haití y en Jamaica. 

Esos grupos no son mezclado con arawáks. 

Eso implica de que nosotros sí somos 

puramente garífuna, pero no 

necesariamente afro. Aunque en Guatemala, 

según los Acuerdos de Paz, dice que somos 

indígenas dice. Exacto. (Male, 50 years 

old)\ 

Absolutely not. We are Garífunas, we are 

not Afros.  When you speak of Afro-

Guatemalan, you‟re including another 

ethnic group of color, but not necessarily 

the Garífunas. Okay? The Garífunas, we 

are originally from St. Vincent with a 

mixture of Arawaks. Umm, another 

Black group is in Haiti and another is in 

Jamaica. Those groups are not mixed 

with Arawaks. That implies that we are 

pure Garífunas, but not necessarily Afro. 

Nevertheless, in Guatemala, according to 

the Peace Treaty, they say that we are 

Indigenous. That‟s right. 

 

Still, other Garífunas are not bothered by being called Afro-Guatemalan and seem 

to actually prefer it: 

Yo diría que soy afro porque nosotros somos 

descendientes de África primero. Segundo 

que.. qué idioma o que cultura tiene.. pues 

yo diría pues que soy garífuna, yo soy de 

Livingston. Yo soy muy orgullosa de ser 

afro-latino, afro-caribeña, afro-americana. 

Yo me siento contentísima poder tener mi 

lenguaje, mi idioma, que es garífuna. 

(Female, 57  years old) 

I would say that I‟m Afro because we 

are first and foremost African 

descendants.  Secondly, (I would say) 

what language or what culture it is … 

well I would say that I‟m Garífuna, I‟m 

from Livingston.  I‟m very proud of 

being Afro-Latino, Afro-Caribbean, 

Afro-American.  I feel very happy to be 

able to have my mother tongue, my 

language, which is Garífuna.  

 

Although many individuals cited that fragmentation and a lack of unity and 

leadership among the Livingston Garífunas (to be discussed further in Chapter Five) kept 

them from elevating their status as an ethnic group in Guatemala, Garífunas are quite 

mindful that they are rather distinct from the other cultural groups that surround them.  

Guatemala enjoyed over 1.6 million international tourists in 2008 (INGUAT 2010).  



182 

 

Suddenly, climbing out of the boat and on to the pier in Livingston is like stepping into 

another world.  One is greeted with the welcome smiles of black-skinned men with 5-foot 

dreadlocks waiting to offer hotel and tour-guide suggestions and women in their typical 

attire which also changes style according to region (Belize, Honduras, Guatemala), 

cooking food right on the pier, talking amongst themselves in a nasal-sounding, melodic 

language reminiscent of African speech.  It was no wonder that capitalinos repeatedly 

stated that visiting Livingston is like being in an entirely different country – but how did 

the Garífunas feel about this perception?   

This was a question that gave most Garífunas pause, “How do you think the 

Guatemalans in the capital see the Garífunas as an ethnic group?”  I was not sure if some 

Garífunas had never considered this question, if they had no idea what to say, or if they 

were uncomfortable with the issue. For this reason, some simply shrugged their shoulders 

and declined to answer.  However, many Garífunas took advantage of the opportunity to 

express their frustration with being viewed as “the other” in a country in which they, their 

parents, grandparents and so on, had been born.  Just as many of the respondents in 

Guatemala City replied that the Garífuna were “happy, party people,” the Garífunas were 

quite sensitive to this attitude: 

 

Solo sirven para bailar punta. No nos ve 

como persona profesional. (Male, 23 

years old) 

We‟re only good for dancing „punta‟. 

They don‟t see us as professional people. 

 

Como si no tuviéramos estrés, solo para 

fumar marihuana, bailar. (Male, 34 years 

old) 

[They see us] as if we did not have stress, 

we only smoke marijuana and dance. 

 

Ellos llegan para la cultura garífuna. 

Aplaudan para los niños y les dan su 

dinerito a los niños garífunas que bailen. 

Creen que somos agradecidos porque 

They come here for the Garífuna culture; 

they clap for their hands and bribe 

Garífuna kids with money to dance. They 

think we're grateful because they're taking 
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están sacando nuestra foto pero somos 

inteligentes. (Male, 31 years old) 

 

our picture, but we're intelligent. 

Como inútiles, solo para bailar servimos. 

Es también parte de la discriminación. 

(Male, 38 years old) 

[They see us] as if we were useless, we‟re 

only good for dancing.  That‟s also part of 

the discrimination. 

 

Solo servimos para el baile, para hacer 

comidas típicas, para eso pues. (Male, 34 

years old) 

We‟re only good for dancing, cooking our 

traditional food, just for that. 

  

Undoubtedly, almost half (45%) of the Garífunas spoke of discrimination by 

Ladinos in the capital and many told me stories of outright racism as reflected below by a 

68 year old man when I asked him if he believed this problem still existed in the capital.  

He recounted an incident that happened in San José Pinula, located about 14 miles from 

Guatemala City: 

Anteriormente si pero ahora está 

cambiando. Una vez yo estuve… hace 

años… yo estuve en San Jose Pinula, aca 

en Guatemala. Y vino la nena como hey… 

y me tocó (toca su pelo con el dedo) y me 

dijo bajáte, y me bajé, y me tocó el pelo … 

que quién me pintó? Y quién me arregló el 

pelo? Y luego vinieron los padres la 

pegaban y yo le dije no la peguén, la 

culpa la tienen ustedes. Porque ustedes 

creen que aquí en Guatemala no hay 

negros. 

Before yes, but now it‟s changing.  One 

time I was… this was years ago… I was 

in San José Pinula, over by Guatemala 

City.  A little girl came up to me and said, 

„hey,‟ and she touched my skin with her 

finger.  She said, “come off” (the bus) and 

I got off and she touched my hair… „who 

painted me‟ and „who did that to my 

hair‟? And then the parents came up and 

started to hit her and I said „don‟t hit her, 

this is your fault because you don‟t know 

that there are Blacks in Guatemala.‟ 

 

Many Garífunas went on to tell me that they feel like outsiders in their own 

country, and in the words of one informant, that they are treated like “garbage below the 

feet of the capitalinos.”  The overall sentiment was that those in the capital simply did 

not even think about them (“no nos toman en cuenta”).  Just as previously stated, 

whereas most Guatemalans in the capital consider Garífunas as “a separate class” based 

on their skin color and culture, this attitude does not go unnoticed by the Garífunas. 



184 

 

Regrettably, the Garífunas‟ plight with racism is not unique and is a constant battle for 

African diaspora groups all over the world.  One Garífuna informed me that 

marginalization has forced them to the bottom of the social scale and that racism was 

keeping them there.  Many have accepted this lot in life, not wanting to make waves or 

rock the boat on their “island.”  Nevertheless, one way to elevate their destiny may be by 

raising the perception of their language in Guatemala. 

As demonstrated in the (earlier) comment by the older Garífuna man who insisted 

that Garífuna is not a language to be spoken in the bank, there seems to be a lack of 

understanding of exactly what the criteria of a full-fledged language are and what makes 

it “good enough” to be the language of international politics, commerce and education.  I 

felt that this attitude was also represented by the many Garífunas who “corrected” me 

during the interviews by informing me that Garífuna was not a „language,‟ but rather a 

„dialect,‟ and of the many more who feel proud when they can speak English and Spanish 

so well that they no longer deign to speak Garífuna.  Raising the status of a language -- 

language planning and revitalization – specifically as it applies to the situation in 

Livingston in the subject of the following chapter.   

  

 

                                                 
1
 Reprinted from p. 189: Federico Castillo Valenzuela, Recuerdos De Ayer--Grandeza De Hoy:Monografía 

De Izabal, Monografía De Izabal (Guatemala: s.n.], 1998). English translation mine; original: “Oh, si 

dijeran amor, estas mujeres quemarían”. 
2
 In turn, entire families in the Mexican region of Campeche were apparently shipped off to Jamaica; 

Feldman has reprinted a letter from Francisco Lopez Marchan, 1733, in which Lopez-Marchan observes 

and speaks with Mayan Indians in Jamaica, miserable and yearning to return to their homeland, p218.  
3
 As reprinted in  Jorge Luján Muñoz, Breve Historia Contemporánea De Guatemala, Colección Popular, 

552 (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2002) 90., English translation mine; original: “…las 

poblaciones establecidas y que se establezcan en la costa Norte.” 
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4
 AGCA (Archivo General de Centroamerica) B119.2/56992/2521,f.1 Reprinted from Nancie Gonzalez, 

Sojourners of the Caribbean : Ethnogenesis and Ethnohistory of the Garifuna (Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press, 1988). P. 92 
5
 To date there has not been a priest who speaks the Garífuna language, although at least one has made an 

attempt (one priest started to take Garífuna language lessons with me but soon dropped out).  Everything 

except the homily is performed in Garífuna language.   
6
 Personal communication, October 2009 with Padre Roberto Peña Weir 

7
 Artículo  66. Protección a grupos étnicos.  Guatemala está formada por diversos grupos étnicos entre los 

que figuran los grupos indígenas de ascendencia maya.  El Estado reconoce, respeta y promueve sus formas 

de vida, costumbres, tradiciones, formas de organización social, el uso del traje indígena en hombres y 

mujeres, idiomas y dialectos. Guatemala, Recopilación De Los Acuerdos De Paz (Guatemala, C.A.: 

Editorial Saqb'e, 1997). 

 



186 

 

Chapter Five 

The Future of the Garífuna Language in Guatemala 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, although there may be certain linguistic and extra-

linguistic (such as societal or economic pressure) mechanisms present in a multiethnic 

speech community to influence a particular linguistic outcome (as for example, the 

creation of a third code, multilingualism, and language death of one of the languages), the 

ultimate deciding factor depends on the attitudes and motivations of the speakers.  For 

this reason it was not sufficient to study the trajectory of the Garífuna language from 

textbooks and documents and use those materials as a foundation to state predictions on 

its future role in the Garífuna community.  It was necessary to speak to the Garífunas in 

person to ascertain a global outlook on the future of their language.  From proto-Garífuna 

to Modern Vernacular Garífuna, this language has shown itself to be one that adapts to 

constantly changing environments, all the while maintaining its status as the defining 

cultural feature of the Garífuna tradition.  As reported to me in many interviews, this is 

the language of their sacred and secular music, ritual and ceremonial prayer, as well as 

home conversation. But while the overall majority of Garífunas are staunch supporters of 

the survival of their language, are good intentions and hopeful desires enough to ensure 

its maintenance?  In this chapter, I review the implications of the interview results and 

discuss the mechanisms that are already in place at the national and local level. Based on 

these findings, I review two case studies that can be used as language planning references 

and discuss various language maintenance or revitalization strategies that may be useful 
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to Livingston‟s specific needs.  This dissertation concludes with a brief summary of the 

preceding chapters.  

A superficial reading of the interview results in Chapter Four reveals that the 

Garífuna language in Livingston is in need of attention. The Garífunas are not ignorant of 

this reality; one individual after another informed me that the language was in danger 

because the children refused to speak it. The mothers blamed the children for not valuing 

their heritage enough to keep the language alive and everyone else blamed the mothers 

for not insisting that the children speak their ancestral language at home. In fact, about 

13% of parents reported that they spoke only Spanish with their children and 57% 

informed me that their children spoke only Spanish in the home.  Nevertheless, most 

claimed that their children, although they did not speak Garífuna, understood it very well.  

I verified this for myself whenever I could by asking the children a few simple questions 

in Garífuna and listening to their answers, mostly in Garífuna.  In addition I heard a great 

number of children and young adults speak Garífuna on a daily basis with the help of my 

guide and translator.   

A caveat must be inserted here so as to not misinterpret the above data to imply 

that because Garífuna children are “allowed” to speak Spanish only in the home, that this 

is their free choice. It would be unproblematic to place the blame squarely on the 

shoulders of the Garífunas alone; positing that it is of their own volition that they turn 

their backs on the language of the áhari, their ancestors, in place of Spanish, a language 

which they perceive allows them greater economic, social and educational benefits.  On 

the contrary, the Garífuna have for two centuries endured a type of linguistic oppression, 

marginalization and discrimination in the environment in which they live, in effect, 
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forcing them to believe that their language is second-rate; one that is not at the same 

syntactic or social level as Spanish or English. The Garífuna child is not alone in this 

feeling.  In certain parts of India, a child who uses his or her home language in school is 

called ganwaar („uncouth‟) (Bhaskara Rao 1998:435).  In Casablanca, Morocco, an 

interview with a group of young adults revealed that they preferred to speak French over 

their home language, Dareja, which was too “unorganized” and “a bastard language” with 

no base, insufficient for wooing the opposite sex (Sabry 2010:143). These words were 

echoed by a young Garífuna man who told me that Garífuna words were simply “too 

harsh” to charm a young lady.  Distorted ideas of language superiority over another have 

permeated their psyche. 

The United States has also participated in this type of linguistic subjugation at 

various times in history with Spanish, German, Japanese and especially with Native 

American languages. As a comparison of what type of damage this prejudice can affect in 

a speech community, one considers what was written by John Quincy Adams Tufts, U.S. 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs: 

The instruction of the Indians in the vernacular is not only of no use to 

them, but is detrimental to the cause of their education and civilization and 

no school will be permitted on the reservation in which English language 

is not exclusively taught. (Atkins 1887:xxiii) 

 

While the administration at that time would have defended themselves by stating 

that learning to communicate in English well reduces conflict between Native Americans 

and Whites (Schmid 2001:23), the upshot of such an audacious statement by a governing 

body can only have negative effects on how one views one‟s own language and one‟s self 

worth.  At the turn of the 19
th

 century, Native American school children grew up with a 
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sense that their language was demonic or inferior to English (Hinton and Hale 2001:41).  

The act of publishing ideas (or legislation) that demonizes a minority language directly 

serves to shape an individual‟s or a nation‟s view by directly promoting views of 

language supremacy.  

As recently as the twentieth century, a Guatemalan historian had the following to 

say of the Garífuna language in the Fundación del Pueblo de Lívingston upon reflection 

of his first visit to that village in the year 1900: 

“Livingston daba la impresión de un poblado africano, en donde sus 

habitantes caminaban medio desnudos y desnudos a las cabales; se 

movían por las calles con esquinces nerviosos y se expresaban en una 

especie de idioma de todos los diablos.” (Livingston gave the impression 

of an African village whose inhabitants walked around half-naked and 

oblivious to the world around them; they moved about the streets with 

nervous exasperation and spoke in some kind of demonic language. 

(Hernández de León 1925:335) 

 

This reproachful attitude towards Garífunas and their language persists to modern 

times, as 76% of Garífunas reported to me that they have either witnessed or have been 

the victim of racial discrimination in Livingston. In the face of such intolerance imposed 

on them by governing ethnic groups, the desire of young Garífunas to discard their most 

salient cultural feature is not the happenstance preference of defiant children, but rather 

the result of self-deprecating doubt created by persistent prejudice ingrained in them 

from early childhood.  Fortunately, this is a pattern that can be broken, but it is necessary 

to first evaluate how viable the Garífuna language is.  

The use of scales for assessing the degree of almost everything related to 

sociolinguistics (bilingualism, vitality, language mixture, diglossia, and so on) almost 

always wades into polemic waters because a language situation may fall between scale 
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markers, or the language may demonstrate features of two scale markers that are not 

immediately adjacent.  Nevertheless, the following Graded Intergenerational Disruption 

Scale for Threatened Languages (GIDS) (Fishman 1990, 1991 as cited in (Baker 

2001:61) ) offers a guide by which Garífuna language in Livingston 2009 can be 

measured.  This scale has been the most widely accepted assessment of threatened 

language for over two decades: 

Fishman‟s (1990, 1991) Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale for 
Threatened Languages 

Stage 8 
Social isolation of the few remaining speakers of the minority language.  

Need to record the language for later possible reconstruction. 

Stage 7 
Minority language used by older and not younger generation.  Need to 

multiply the language in the younger generation. 

Stage 6 

Minority language is passed on from generation to generation and used 

in the community.  Need to support the family in intergenerational 

continuity (e.g. provision of minority language nursery schools). 

Stage 5 

Literacy in the minority language.  Need to support literacy movements 

in the minority language, particularly when there is no government 

support. 

Stage 4 
Formal, compulsory education available in the minority language.  May 

need to be financially supported by the minority language community. 

Stage 3 
Use of the minority language in less specialized work areas involving 

interaction with majority language speakers. 

Stage 2 
Lower government services and mass media available in the minority 

language. 

Stage 1 
Some use of minority language available in higher education, central 

government and national media. 
Figure 5  

The eight stages of Fishman‟s scale indicate the strength of a minority language in 

competition with the dominant language.  Languages close to the first stage are healthier 

and show more vitality than those in the eighth stage.  Based on a combination of 

interviews and participant observations, Garífuna encompasses features of Stages 6 and 7 

in Guatemala, suggesting that it is undeniably threatened.  To be sure, Garífuna language 

is mentioned as an entry in The Encyclopedia of the World‟s Endangered Languages 
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(Moseley 2007:200) and Matt Brenzinger lists Garífuna as an endangered language of 

Belize, Guatemala and Honduras in Language Diversity Endangered (2007:71).  The 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) uses its 

own scale (UNESCO 2010), and lists Garífuna language in Guatemala, Belize and 

Honduras is listed as “vulnerable,” meaning “most children speak the language, but it 

may be restricted to certain areas, (e.g. home).”  Incidentally in Nicaragua, UNESCO lists 

Garífuna language as “critically endangered,” one step above “extinction.”  Although 

there may be an argument for placing Garífuna in Stage 5, since textbooks have been 

published for use in the public schools, many Garífunas complained that their distribution 

is severely lacking because Garífuna children have never seen such literature. Acquisition 

by the younger generation and community use, on the other hand, is of much more 

critical importance. 

Care should be taken to not read the above as if Garífuna were a dying language 

in Guatemala.  Dying, moribund, “sleeping” or “silent” languages are those in which the 

children neither speak nor understand the language, and whose adult speakers no longer 

have any domain in which to use it (Hinton and Hale 2001:413).  This is precisely the 

case of what happened to Kalípona language on Dominica; Douglas Taylor had 

unwittingly arrived to study the language of the Indigenous peoples approximately 12 

years after the last fluent speaker of Kalípona had passed away.  Under those 

circumstances, Taylor was able analyze remnants of the language from elders who had 

heard it spoken by their parents.  The Garífuna in Guatemala still have time to revitalize 

their language before today‟s 16-20 year olds become the last fluent speakers of 

Garífuna. However if no steps are taken to ensure its continued existence, Livingston 
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may bury its last speaker of Garífuna language around the year 2085 (based on a 16 year 

old who lives until the age of 90). Language planning, particularly at the micro-level, is 

critical to the survival of Garífuna language in Livingston at this very moment. 

A brief history of Garífuna language planning 

Language planning is the deliberate effort to improve the status of a language 

(status or prestige planning), determine a standard orthography (corpus planning), and 

increase number of speakers that are spoken within a speech community (acquisition 

planning) (Baker 2001:50).  The Garífunas are in the position of participating in two 

entities that wish to exert influence over their particular language policy needs: that of the 

government in their respective countries, and Garífuna organizations that span across 

border lines to include the communities in Belize, Guatemala and Honduras, generally 

referred to by Garífunas as the „Garífuna Nation.‟ Policy at the national level is more 

concerned with bilingual education and the printing and dissemination of educational and 

legal literature in the minority language.  Transnational organizations view the 

standardization of Garífuna‟s writing system as a pressing priority, but include 

acquisition and status planning on their agendas as well.  Indeed, corpus planning and 

policy stretches back over fifty years, beginning with two American missionaries, Lillian 

Howland and Roger Reeck.   

In 1955, Lillian Howland was the first person on record to have made an attempt 

at a Garífuna graphization (the development of a writing system for a previously 

unwritten language (Coronel-Molina 1997:3)); she was barely out of her teens when she 

traveled to Livingston for Wycliffe Bible to translate the New Testament (International 
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Ministerial Fellowship Fall 2008:15).  Howland returned to Livingston for many 

summers thereafter to continue work on the bible, and many Garífunas today still have 

memories of her presence in Livingston.  In 1990, Roger Reeck and his family moved to 

Honduras to complete Howland‟s work with the transcription of the Old Testament to 

Garífuna language (Reeck 2000).  However as Reeck and his newly formed Garífuna 

Bible Translation Project had been using the orthography that Howland had developed, 

one based on the Spanish phonological alphabet, there was movement in Belize towards 

establishing Garífuna bilingual education and the standardization of the Garífuna spelling 

based on the English pronunciation of the alphabet.  To cite one of many examples, the 

American English pronunciation of the voiceless aspirated consonant /h/ is indicated with 

the grapheme <j> in Honduras, while Belizeans preferred to spell it with an <h>.  Despite 

the presentation of the Belizean Garífuna Roy Cayetano‟s well researched Towards a 

Common Garífuna Orthography (1992), those Garífunas in Honduras and Guatemala 

who had access to reading materials had already become accustomed to Howland‟s 

transcription.   

Over the next few years there would be heated meetings and conflicts over whose 

orthography to adopt (Griffin 1997) until a Belizean committee came forward in late 

1997 with the Language Policy Statement of the Garífuna Nation.  This document was 

instrumental in securing the Garífunas‟ being recognized by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as a Masterpiece of Oral 

and Intangible Heritage. Nevertheless, codification of the Garífuna language was still a 

topic of discussion when I arrived to Livingston in the summer of 2009. At times it seems 

that the Garífuna organizations in Honduras and Belize differ in their proposals for 
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language policy, and Guatemala is often caught in the middle, forced to choose sides. In 

this case, it may be that Guatemala could benefit from micro-level language planning and 

revitalization.  The establishment of a policy at the local level, initiated by groups or 

individuals as a grass-roots movement would complement the efforts that the larger 

groups are striving to achieve.  In order to determine which programs would best work 

for the special circumstances of Livingston at the micro-level, it will be useful to first 

determine what has been achieved for Garífuna language rights at the national level. 

The 1996 Peace Treaty recognizes Garífunas  

The Civil War in Guatemala lasted from 1960-1996 in which factions of the 

Indigenous population rose in arms in response to centuries of being treated as an 

inconvenient reality in the country of their ancestors.  Nearly 166,000 Guatemalans were 

killed or went missing over a thirty year period of fighting against European descent 

governing officials who thought nothing of displacing or eliminating entire Indigenous 

villages to make way for foreign interests (Perera 1993:9).  The Agreement on the 

Identity and Rights of Indigenous People (Acuerdo sobre identidad y derechos de los 

pueblos indígenas) and Firm and Everlasting Peace Treaty (Acuerdo de Paz Firme y 

Duradera), composed and signed by rebel leaders and government officials during 1995-

1996, gave the Garífunas the distinction of being “Indigenous”: 

“Que los pueblos indígenas incluyen el pueblo maya, el pueblo garífuna y 

el pueblo xinca, y que el pueblo maya está configurado por diversas 

expresiones socioculturales de raíz común,…” (That the Indigenous 

populations include the Maya, Garífuna, and Xinca, and that the Maya is 

comprised of diverse sociocultural expressions of a common race…”) 

(Congreso de la República de Guatemala "Acuerdo De Paz Firme Y 

Duradera" 1996) 
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Indeed, of the few Garífunas who reported to me that there was no longer any 

prejudice between ethnic groups in or outside of Livingston, many indicated that the 

Peace Treaty abolished any kind of discriminatory behavior.  Even though only 2% of 

Garífunas said they would prefer to be classified as „Indigenous‟ over „Garífuna,‟ they 

are collectively quite satisfied to be officially recognized as an ethnic group in 

Guatemala. 

Bilingual education for Garífunas 

Language planning at the national level for Garífunas appears well organized and 

transparent on paper.  In addition to equal civil rights, the Peace Treaty has also 

guaranteed Garífunas bilingual education in their native language by means of including 

them in the resolution for all Indigenous languages: 

“Promover el uso de todos los idiomas indígenas en el sistema educativo, 

a fin de permitir que los niños puedan leer y escribir en su propio idioma 

o en el idioma que más comúnmente se hable en la comunidad a la que 

pertenezcan, promoviendo en particular la educación bilingüe e 

intercultural e instancias tales como las Escuelas Mayas y otras 

experiencias educativas indígenas;…”  („To promote the use of all 

Indigenous languages in the educational system, to allow children to learn 

to read and write in their own language or in the language most used in 

their community, promoting, in particular, the bilingual and intercultural 

education such as the Mayan schools and other Indigenous educational 

experiences;…”  (Congreso de la República de Guatemala "Acuerdo 

Sobre Identidad Y Derechos De Los Pueblos Indígenas" 1996:Sec 3., 

Subsec. A) 

 

Indeed, Guatemala‟s 1995 resolution catches up to UNESCO‟s statement from 

forty-four years ago stating that “Every child should begin schooling in the home 

language and should continue receiving instruction in that language as soon as possible” 

(as cited in Piatt 1990:51). Moreover, while the above declaration lends validity to 
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Guatemala‟s languages collectively, Decree No. 19, Law of National Languages (Ley de 

Idiomas Nacionales, 2003) officially recognized Garífuna language (as well as 

Guatemala‟s twenty-two Indigenous languages) as essential to the nation‟s identity.  This 

landmark ruling provided, among other concessions, that all laws, notices, ordinances, 

and resolutions should be translated into Garífuna language in those communities where 

the language is spoken (Livingston and Puerto Barrios).   

The DIGEBI (Dirección General de Educación Bilingüe Intercultural/General 

Direction of Intercultural and Bilingual Education), a department of the Ministry of 

Education, is the governing authority responsible for the multilingual and multicultural 

development in the four Guatemalan ethnic groups (Maya, Ladino, Xinca, Garífuna) and 

oversees the authorship and distribution of bilingual educational materials. According to 

their 2009 report, one-thousand Garífuna language textbooks were published for 

preschool and first graders for distribution in Puerto Barrios and/or Livingston (Appendix 

O). In addition, a one-hundred forty-eight page bulletin, the Modelo Educativo, Bilingüe 

Intercultural (Model Education: Intercultural Bilingual) was published in September of 

2009 that outlines a four-year plan (2008-2012) for bilingual education implementation in 

schools across Guatemala.  In it, the DIGEBI is rather straightforward in conceding that 

there still is a tremendous amount of work to be done for Garífuna bilingual education 

from the preschool to the collegiate level.  Throughout the bulletin Indigenous languages 

are referred to as a group in the goals of the DIGEBI and respect for multicultural 

differences is demonstrated with a table explaining the principles and values of the 

Garífuna family, with its respective Garífuna vocabulary (DIGEBI 2009:71).  

Unfortunately, bilingual teachers in Livingston are not impressed and they are not 
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convinced of the government‟s transparency.  Many feel that political posturing is in play 

for promising improved bilingual education for Garífunas in exchange for votes; 

promises have been made for years that have yet to come to fruition.  One bilingual 

instructor who preferred to remain anonymous told me that after attending two 

workshops in bilingual instruction for Garífuna children, there is much to be desired and 

to date there is only one certified Garífuna bilingual educator in Livingston.  The time 

may be propitious for a grass-roots revolution. 

Grass roots language planning case studies 

Rescuing a threatened language is difficult to justify to outsiders. By the time a 

community faces the reality that the children not only prefer to speak the dominant 

language but degrade the ancestral one, there is a lot more at hand than just language 

revitalization.  A cultural revival must also take place to instill ethnocultural pride in the 

youngest generations.  Especially to monolingual outsiders, the determination to save a 

threatened language may seem insignificant. Why would a community – who should be 

worried about retaining their children in school, teenage pregnancy, sexual health in 

young adults and unemployment – be so adamant about saving their dying language?  

What these outsiders do not realize is that the answer to many of the aforementioned 

social problems may lie in language revitalization.  Mores, customs and cultural values 

that can only be expressed in Garífuna language may have been lost through the gradual 

acquisition of Spanish, such as terms for spirituality, kinship, healing plants, oral history, 

terminology for illnesses, the idea of the family unit, and even fables and jokes. Over the 

generations as Garífuna families become more fragmented and the community suffers 
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from a lack of leadership, it may be that a revival of Garífuna language contributes to the 

social harmony that they once enjoyed.  Indeed, a bilingual/bicultural community, one 

that has access to two languages and two cosmovisions, will be a much more powerful 

one. 

One could wish that there were an all-encompassing theory of language revival 

that can be placed over Livingston like a systematic frame, ensuring success.  Cooper 

(1989:41) affirms that such a theory does not exist, if by theory one means a set of 

“empirically testable propositions” (as cited in Ricento 2006:33).  Nevertheless, there are 

a great number of successful language revitalization efforts on which Garífuna language 

can draw guidance. The most classic and outstanding case is Hebrew, which died out as 

the spoken language in the Land of Israel in place of Aramaic and Greek (Fellman 

1973:12).  Pushed into the corner of just one domain (the Church), Hebrew was brought 

back to life to become a thriving first language of a nation, the official language of Israel.  

Hinton and Hale (2001) note that “all that is needed for language revitalization to begin is 

a minimum of one person who is dedicated to the cause” (33).  In the case of Hebrew that 

distinction belongs to Eliezer Perelman (Ben-Yuhuda), who devoted his life to the 

restoration of his ancestral language, even as far as not allowing people in his home who 

did not speak Hebrew (Katz 2010:30).  Ben-Yuhuda founded the Hebrew Language 

Committee in 1890, started a Hebrew language newspaper, Hatsvi, and contributed 

greatly to Hebrew‟s modern lexicon (Paulston 1988:290).  The goal of the Garífunas is 

not that their communities secede from their respective countries to form their own 

nation-state with Garífuna as their official language, so the following is a review of two 

cases that embody a successful grass-roots revival of a minority language within a 
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multiethnic community. Hawaiian and Māori are both nestled in situations where English 

is the dominant language.  As opposed to the many successful examples of Native 

American Indian language revival undertakings, these two languages were chosen to 

adequately illustrate the triumphant heights that can be accomplished through the 

devotion of just a few individuals dedicated to the cause.  

One of the main differences between Garífuna and Hawaiian and Māori is that 

Garífuna is an immigrant language in Guatemala, whereas Hawaiian is Indigenous to 

Hawai‟i and Māori is native to New Zealand.  In both cases, these languages were 

restored from near-death stages to official languages through grass roots movements by 

individuals and groups who sought to raise the status of a minority language in the face of 

the dominant language.  Much like the Guatemalan Garífunas at the beginning of the 20
th

 

century with their cattle ranches and sustainable fruit and vegetable plantations, 

Hawaiians were economically self-sufficient at the time of European contact, around 

1778 (No'Eau Warner 2001:133).  Also similar to the Garífunas, Hawaiians had a rich 

oral history that included songs of their genealogy, prayers and traditional sayings that 

could only truly be expressed in their language.  As Westerners encroached on this 

beautiful island paradise, installing sugar plantations and foreign labor, a pidgin and 

eventually a creole arose that threatened to replace Hawaiian as the language of the 

population (Bickerton and Wilson 1987:66). The spread of Christianity, the opening of 

English-only schools and the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy also contributed to the 

degradation of the native language.  Hawaiian language was losing prestige, giving way 

to English as tourism flooded the islands with American mainlanders, especially since 
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that state‟s ratification in 1959. Soon, Hawaiian adults only had one another with whom 

to speak (Hinton and Hale 2001:135).  

By means of a cultural event that closely mirrors that of Garífuna popular culture, 

Hawaiian music became rather popular on the islands.  In the same manner in which 

Garífuna punta lyrics and style embraced African-American hip-hop beats of the 1980s, 

young Hawaiians took their cue from the 1960s U.S. Civil Rights movement.  The music 

industry flourished with Hawaiian lyrics that spoke of ethnic pride in one‟s heritage 

infused with traditional Hawaiian melodies and instrumentation (Pellisero 1995:32). 

Notwithstanding the establishment of a Bachelor of Arts in Hawaiian in 1976, the passing 

of Hawaiian as an official language of the state in 1978 (Fishman 1986:49), as well as the 

establishment of a Hawaiian language radio station, the language was still in peril.  Only 

around 2,000 native speakers remained as of 1982 and it became obvious that drastic 

measures would have to be taken. Hawaiian organizations for the promotion of their 

hereditary language were inspired by a successful plan put into action by the Māoris of 

New Zealand.  

New Zealand (commonly referred to in Māori as Aotearoa by its inhabitants) 

early history is similar to that of Hawai‟i; the island nation thrived with Māori speakers 

until the age of exploration found its way in the Pacific realm as the Atlantic had already 

been well traversed. Beginning in 1769, New Zealand became the object of heightened 

interest as seafarers from various European countries raced to be the first to survey and 

stake their claim (Belich 1996:121). Scientific examination of New Zealand‟s flora, fauna 

and people gave way to colonization and eventually a British takeover in 1840.  The 

Treaty of Waitangi (1840) was supposed to be an agreement that allowed the Māoris to 
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maintain their land, culture and language while ceding administrative control to the 

British Debates and discussion as to how closely New Zealand‟s new British governor 

did or did not follow the spirit of treaty persisted for decades (O'Sullivan 2007:49).  Just 

two decades after the treaty, only schools that had English as a classroom language 

received government funding and policies were put into effect that excluded Māori 

language from school use – within the classroom as well as on the playground (Herriman 

1996:66)!  By 1930 in a survey conducted in the outback villages of the northernmost 

island, 97% of children always spoke Māori at home. Rapid urbanization of New 

Zealand, especially after the Second World War greatly contributed to the decline in use 

of the Māori language as more northerners immigrated south to the cosmopolitan areas 

and aspired to speak English (Herriman 1996:66).  By 1960 only 26% spoke Māori and 

just two decades later, imminent death was predicted (Benton 1979 as cited in May 

2005:366). 

Like the Hawaiians, New Zealanders were fueled by the possibility that their 

culture would be lost forever if immediate action were not taken.  Māori had been used in 

the school system as a bilingual tool in the classroom since the 1940s but groups of 

young Māoris, realizing the importance of fully integrated bilingual education, petitioned 

and won the right to open the first bilingual school in the 1970s (Hinton and Hale 

2001:121). Whatarangi Winiata (“the deep radical”), a Māori man who earned his 

doctoral degree at the University of Michigan in the early 1970s, began a group he called 

Whakatipuranga Rua Mano („Generation 2000‟).  “One individual dedicated to the 

cause” led this group to establish over 700 preschools, 596 K-12 schools, seven colleges 

and two universities (Greymorning 2004:222).  By 1987 Māori became the official 
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language of New Zealand and the Māori Language Commission was set up to advise on 

Māori language issues (Hinton and Hale 2001:121).  But the device that truly set the 

language revival wheels in motion, a program that is highly successful as „Aha Pūnana 

Leo in Hawai'i, was New Zealand‟s Te Kōhanga Reo. Both groups have realized the 

simplicity of one age-group teaching another through the institution of immersion 

preschools. 

This seemingly minimalist approach to language revival has been highly 

effective; the idea is to recreate the home environment where fluent mothers and 

grandmothers over the age of 40 take care of children ages 3-5.  Fishman (2001:14) has 

explained that after-school and Saturday language programs for primary and secondary 

school children do not work if it is the only place in which the children receive input in 

the target (mother tongue) language. After sitting in school all day in which the dominant 

language is used, most children would rather be anywhere but sitting at a desk, learning a 

language that they never use anyplace else.  Learning a few words a day does absolutely 

nothing to increase children‟s (or adults‟, for that matter) proficiency in a language, if it 

is not backed up with use inside the home, outside with friends and in the schools. On the 

other hand, preschools target children in their earliest years of development while both 

languages can be acquired simultaneously. From that point, bilingual education and use 

of the heritage language in the home is critical to the individual‟s language retention. A 

group of teachers in Hawai'i, some of whom were colleagues of the group who began the 

Te Kōhanga Reo program in New Zealand, established their first preschool in 1984, 

producing a new generation of fluent Hawaiian speakers.  Later in 2005, Hui Hi„i Pēpē 

was established as a day-care program for working mothers to leave their children as 
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early as six weeks old in the care of Hawaiian-only speaking caregivers.  The Hawaiian 

and New Zealand case-studies are just two examples of how powerful a grass-roots 

initiative can be with the right dedicated individuals.  

Micro-level language planning in Livingston 

Many examples used in the literature of language planning and revitalization 

involve languages that have achieved or strive to achieve „official‟ or „national‟ status in 

their respective countries, such as Catalan in Spain, French in Quebec, Māori in New 

Zealand, Quechua in Peru and so on.  If the Garífunas strove to achieve such a goal in 

Guatemala it would have an uphill battle; it is an immigrant language in a country where 

twenty-two Indigenous languages are already spoken. It should be stressed, nevertheless, 

that language planning at least to the level where Garífuna is respected by its own and 

other speech communities as a viable language is attainable and ultimately critical if the 

language is to survive. What follows is a guide to language planning specific to the needs 

of the Garífuna in Livingston, should such a goal be desired. 

Liddicoat and Baldauf (2008:5) describe micro-level language planning as the 

work of individuals or groups of individuals who work to promote the use of a language. 

Through my own observations and investigation in Livingston, it seems as though 

Garífunas in Guatemala would prefer to work collaboratively with well-respected and 

educated Garífunas in Honduras and Belize in order to establish language revitalization 

programs that will be effective for all Central American Garífunas. However there are 

measures that can be taken in Livingston without international aide, steps which would 

make substantial contributions to the international Garífuna community.  One of the first 
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issues that Garífunas in Livingston need to address is raising the level of prestige of the 

Garífuna language in their own community, Garífunas and non-Garífunas alike. 

Prestige and status planning for Garífuna language in Livingston 

In order for Garífuna language to be released from the realm of marginalization 

and “the other” language in Guatemala, significant work must be achieved in promoting 

its image and prestige, not only at the national level but foremost among the Garífunas 

themselves.  As seen in field research interviews, it is beyond the scope of some 

Garífunas to consider their language for use in serious conversations with local bank 

tellers, much less for use when discussing international business or high culture.  Many 

Garífunas were not reserved about informing me that theirs was not a „language‟ but a 

„dialect.‟  This choice of terminology seems to be based more on the perception and 

social ranking of a speech community‟s speakers than on an understanding of 

sociolinguistic terms.  To many Livingsteños, Spanish, English and French, for example, 

are full languages because they are spoken by high-technology civilizations, heard on TV 

and in movies, printed on newspapers and books, and are associated with successful 

living and a high degree of education.  Garífuna language, although complex with its 

polysynthetic structure and the preferred method of communication for hundreds of 

thousands of people, is spoken by a minority and underprivileged group, thus is relegated 

to the status of dialect.  Before Garífunas in Guatemala can hope to raise the status of 

their language on a national level, it must be understood by their own people to be a fully 

productive and syntactically complex language, equal to that of any natural human 

language in the world.  
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Prestige and image development is not a new area of language planning, although 

it is probably not as well-developed as the other traditional areas of language 

revitalization (Ager 2005:1035). In Wales, the Welsh Language Board has made great 

strides in raising the prestige of this language by educating their people on how speaking 

Welsh enriches their identity, providing information on how to raise a bilingual Welsh 

child and offering services and opportunities in which Welsh is used, such as translations, 

clubs, organizations to join and Welsh homework help for kids (Welsh Assembly 

Government 2011).  In Quebec, language planners encouraged the community to hold 

their French in high esteem, as a symbol of their identity, but therein arose two problems: 

how to get across that the Quebecois dialect is not a substandard variety of the Parisian 

dialect and at the same time, how to respect the linguistic needs of the non-French 

speaking Quebeckers (Ager 2005:1038).  This is an issue that the Garífunas too must 

consider: that all regional dialects of Garífuna (Belizean, Honduran, and Guatemalan) are 

unique in their own way and that one variety is not inherently superior to another.   

Dennis Ager (2005) argues that while corpus and acquisition planning can be 

fairly easy to attain using traditional language planning and policy techniques, bolstering 

the image of a language among its speakers is rare, albeit conceivable (1041).  It is clear 

that the majority of Garífunas indeed have a collective sense of ethnic pride and identity 

when communicating in their language; however, they must continue to assert themselves 

so that their language continues to flourish and not lose ground at a time when Livingston 

is a popular tourist attraction.  For example, every year on November 26 a reenactment of 

Marco Sánchez Díaz‟s arrival on the shores of Guatemala takes place by means of a 

small group of Garífunas who paddle to the shores in a dug-out canoe.  On the beach, a 
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multitude of Garífunas beckon them in with cheers and shouts of joy while waving the 

Garífuna flag.  What was once a serious yet joyous celebration that included prayers of 

thanksgiving in Garífuna language is now a spectacular media event almost completely in 

Spanish, with tourists and film crews from all over the world.  Symbols of Garífuna 

ethnicity such as their flag, preparation of traditional foods, and the wearing of traditional 

garments are just a few examples of the ethnic identity, but the use of Garífuna language 

must reach farther than activities that are connected to these symbols.   

There is no doubt that Garífuna ethnic pride is present, but Ricento (2006:13) 

urges that language domains be well-defined, lest the High language (in this case, 

Spanish) fall into use of prestigious domains such as education, public ceremonies, and 

other “elite” situations, while Garífuna is relegated to Low use such as within the home, 

conversations on the street, purchasing comestibles and in connection with the previously 

listed traditions that express one‟s Garífuna identity.  In other words, where Spanish is 

utilized for anything of “importance,” such as planning, organizing, or even every-day 

business transactions, then Garífuna is at risk of local use only, in essence establishing a 

social inequity between Spanish and Garífuna languages.  Indeed, one of the first steps in 

image planning should be first to realize and describe the domains in which Garífuna and 

Spanish are currently used, and then settle on to which domains Garífuna can be added in 

order to boost its status among speakers and earn respect among non-speakers of 

Garífuna.  
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Corpus planning 

Corpus planning, the codification of a language which includes rules for spelling, 

capitalization, how to handle vocabulary items for new concepts or objects, has already 

been mentioned as an area in which Garífuna specialists have been working for many 

years.  A few of the more well-known guides that have been written are Towards a 

Common Garífuna Orthography (Cayetano 1992), Pautas Generales para la 

Estandarización Regional de la Lengua Garífuna (General Guidelines towards a 

Regional Standardization of the Garífuna Language) (Palacios Castillo), and 

Conversemos en Garífuna (Let‟s Converse in Garífuna) (Suazo Bernardez 1991).  A few 

abridged dictionaries have also been written, such as The People‟s Garífuna Dictionary 

(E. R. Cayetano 1993), and A Study in the Reading and Writing in Garífuna (Flores 

1990).   

Workshops have been held to instruct speakers on how to handle words for new 

concepts such as technology, medical terms or concepts that may not have lexical roots in 

the Garífuna language. Traditionally, Garífuna language in Guatemala handles new 

words in its vocabulary either through borrowing or derivation.  The easiest and probably 

most often used borrowing technique is to simply take the word from English or Spanish, 

with little or no change to its source language pronunciation, since both of these 

languages are the second and/or third language of almost all Garífunas. In another 

borrowing method, many Guatemala Garífunas prefer to look to the Honduran dialect of 

Garífuna to fill the gap where a lexical item has fallen out of use in their region.  Another 

way is by assimilating the foreign word‟s pronunciation to more closely match the 

Garífuna phonology, such as adibuga (derived from Spanish dibujar („to draw‟) with the 
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Garífuna verb prefix a- and the verbal suffix -ga), numbers such as gádürü, seingü, sisi, 

sedu (from French „quatre,‟ „cinq,‟ „six,‟ „sept‟) as well as many place names such as 

Meriga, Wadimalu and Indura for „America,‟ „Guatemala‟ and „Honduras.‟   

The other way in which Garífuna adds new words is by derivation, using roots of 

existing Garífuna words to form new words, such as afansehatu („computer‟) which is 

derived from the Garífuna verb afanseha „to figure out‟ and the suffix –tu, marks the 

agent of the verb.  This method is much in the vein of Icelandic, which boasts a lexicon 

comparatively free of foreign loanwords (Van der Auwera and König 1994:188).  The 

Icelandic Language Council is unapologetic in their stance to create neologisms, forming 

new words from archaic roots (Old Norse) roots or coining completely new terms without 

having to imbue its language with foreign lexical items (Magnusson 2001).  This is a 

rather controversial position, since opponents of language purism feel that languages 

should be free to flourish without regard for where the borrowed word originates.  

However in speaking with educated Garífunas, they seem to be attracted to the idea of 

maintaining the purity of their language by either seeking the counsel from Garífuna 

literati in Honduras or through neologisms.  

In any event, settling on a standard code is proving to be a hindrance in 

Guatemala, because instead of producing a body of written literature and expression in 

their language, some Garífunas are concerned about mockery from other Garífunas who 

may point out errors in spelling ad nauseum.  Instead, Garífunas should keep in mind that 

reformists have been trying to simplify English spelling with little to no success since the 

last reform by Noah Webster over 200 years ago (Rogers 2005:195) and that spelling 

differences between American and British English, for example, rarely presents a serious 
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problem.  In Peru, the official standardization of the Quechua alphabet, vocabulary, and 

syntax was decided upon (Ley General de Educación 2003) after decades of research 

from linguists from “prestigious universities and language institutions” (Menken and 

García 2010:77).  However the likelihood that Peruvian, Bolivian, Ecuadorian, 

Columbian, Chilean and Argentinean organizations are still not satisfied with the present 

system is very high and there are continued efforts to have a standardized orthography 

developed by community members themselves as opposed to outsiders from “prestigious 

universities,” presumably European trained. With hope, the world will not have to wait 

too long for a Garífuna scribe to emerge, popularizing his ancestral language.  

Acquisition planning 

Also called language-in-education planning (Kaplan and Baldauf 2005:1013), 

acquisition planning involves the maintenance and reacquisition by members of the 

community through education (Hinton and Hale 2001:52) or at the very least, cites 

Cooper (1989:159), to prevent a decrease in the number of speakers.  Although the 

ultimate goal of Garífuna language acquisition in Livingston will be for fully bilingual 

schools so that the children are educated with the ability to converse intelligently in any 

topic in either language, the immediately goal should be Garífuna language revival in the 

home by the children and their care-givers.  Parents who are hesitant to raise bilingual 

children because they fear the children may suffer set-backs in school should take their 

cue from the Hawaiian and Māori language communities, as previously illustrated.  

Children are brought up from childbirth in the ancestral language because the parents are 

fully aware that the second language (English) is all around them, including on the 
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streets, buying sweets at the store, in school, and on the playground.  Hinton and Hale 

(2005:13) warn that well-intentioned parents make the grave mistake of trying to divide 

time at home between the dominant and endangered languages or they may use the 

mainstream language for regular communication and then consciously teach the 

threatened language instead of allowing the child acquire it naturally.  Both methods are 

quite ineffective; the dominant language already receives enough support outside of the 

home and does not require in-house reinforcement, and consciously teaching the 

language means that the children learn little more than numbers, colors and a few animal 

names. Hinton and Hale stress that in order for in-home language acquisition by children 

to function properly, the parent must only speak in the minority language and not respond 

to the child when the dominant language is use.  Along with positive reinforcement by 

friends and family who also speak the minority language to the child outside of the home, 

language acquisition can be very successful (2005:13). 

Foreseeable problems in language planning 

Livingston is a small town in which Garífunas make up only a small percentage of 

its total population (around 9% or 4,373 Garífunas out of a total of 48,588 inhabitants in 

2002 (OMP 2005-2006:33)). There are those who may argue that Garífunas must first 

deal with the problem of keeping children in school past the primary level before they 

become concerned with bilingual education.  The problem of student retention does 

indeed exist; at any given time on any given day, I saw groups of Garífuna children 

playing in the streets or in the soccer field. When I asked a Garífuna leader about this, he 

explained that in the 1990s and early 2000s, Livingston seemed to experience a baby 
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boom of sorts among young women still in high school. Many of them left school after 

giving birth and therefore, do not perceive a value in their children obtaining a sound 

education. There are very few Garífuna role models in Livingston who have graduated 

from a university and lead successful lives.  For many Garífunas higher education is 

simply beyond their imagination.  Some would prefer to take their chances and travel to 

the United States, find work and earn money quickly.  In addition, Livingston in a 

trilingual community in which Q‟eqchi‟ speakers make up 48% of the population, so in 

order for a bilingual Garífuna school to exist, it would probably have to be a privately 

funded school.  Nevertheless, bilingual education may be worth the effort if it contributes 

towards the equal acquisition of Spanish and Garífuna for the future generations.  
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Conclusion 

Summary 

The purpose of this dissertation project was tri-fold: first, to provide a 

comprehensive description, in chronological fashion, of the linguistic, social and 

historical factors that contributed to the creation of Modern Vernacular Garífuna 

language.  From its origins on St. Vincent, the culture of the Indigenous Kalípona tribe 

seemed to duplicate itself onto the very lives of the African newcomers to the island. 

Secondly, from this new African-Kalípona ethnic group I sought to determine the extent 

of African cultural influence on their descendants, the modern Garífuna of Central 

America. Finally, it was vital to the completion of this project to include the Garífunas‟ 

voice by investigating the current status of the language in one sample community and 

finding out how Garífunas felt about the future of their own language.  Was the language 

moribund to the point that only the adults spoke it? If so, were adults concerned with the 

loss of their language or were they content on the youngest generations conforming to 

Spanish, the dominant language of the community? Although scholars have written about 

the more salient features of Garífuna linguistics and about their music and religion, this 

dissertation provides a complete and thorough treatment of the language‟s journey from 

its foundation to the present day, spanning over five hundred years and incorporating 

influences from Africa, the Caribbean, and Central America.  The Garífunas‟ 

extraordinary and fascinating history has gifted the Western Hemisphere with one of the 

most unique African ethnic groups. 
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In the first chapter I introduced the Garífunas of Central America by first 

establishing that they are not the descendants of Blacks who arrived as slaves of early 

European conquistadors nor did they happen to migrate to Central America on their own 

volition.  This is a common misconception since every country in Latin America has had 

or continues to have a Black presence that is mostly comprised of either descendants of 

African slaves or Blacks who arrived just after the abolition of slavery in search of 

employment opportunities (such as the Jamaicans in Costa Rica or Panama).  I compared 

the Garífuna identity to a triangle, the strongest geometric structure in the universe, 

owing to their acquisition of an Indigenous language, the assimilation to pan-Afro-

Caribbean cultures and the continued maintenance of their ethnicity.  These traits were 

attained through a history that began with their capture from Africa and subsequent 

enslavement by European slave traders on one of many Caribbean islands.  These events 

were succeeded by re-capture and re-enslavement by Kalípona Indians on St. Vincent.  

Following a population growth, a struggle for autonomy, banishment from their new host 

country, and subsequent reunion with Blacks from the Caribbean, the Garífunas continue 

to struggle to maintain their acquired cultural traditions in a Hispanic country.  One 

cannot say they are „African,‟ „Indigenous,‟ „Hispanic‟ or „Afro-Caribbean,‟ but rather a 

fusion of these cultures.  They prefer to be called „Garífuna.‟  

Linguist Douglas Taylor was not the first to investigate Garífuna language, but 

upon analyzing 17th century word lists compiled by missionaries and comparing them 

with his own linguistic research of the Garífunas in Dominica and Honduras, Taylor 

determined that Garífuna was an Arawak language with a sizeable yet diminishing body 

of Carib morphology.  For this reason it was also important to review the various 
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terminologies that are used when explaining languages of the Caribbean and South 

America and establish which terms I would use throughout my dissertation.   

Chapter Two initiates the chronological account of the Garífuna language by first 

discussing the terms and theories pertinent to the study of contact linguistics.  Linguists 

continually contribute to this discipline with linguistic data from all over the world, but 

languages are simply too distinct and their speakers too culturally diverse to posit just 

one, all-encompassing theory of what happens when two or more languages come into 

contact.  The study of contact linguistics is quite extensive, at times with overlapping 

terms that seem to describe the same phenomenon.  For this reason I adhered as closely 

as possible to the terms as defined by Sarah Thomason, a specialist in this area.   

The literature review was kept brief since reviews are also incorporated 

throughout the entire dissertation. Rather than describing the literature in sequential 

order, that is, beginning from the earliest to the most recent publications, I reviewed them 

in four separate categories: (1) information found on the World Wide Web, (2) literature 

written by the earliest explorers to the Caribbean, (3) that which was written by the 

Garífunas themselves and (4) the body of work published by scholars in Garífuna studies 

and linguistics.  In this day and age the Internet is commonly the first place one goes to 

research a topic, and Google statistics demonstrate that interest in the term „garifuna‟ has 

increased steadily since 2004.  With this explanation of the contributions of researchers 

who came before, I began the account of the proto-Garífuna language. 

In the section on proto-Garífuna language development, I explained the contact 

situation among Indigenous tribes in the Lesser Antilles. Garífuna pre-history is 

traditionally described in terms of the Arawaks versus the Caribs.  However, at the time 
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of European contact, the Indigenous tribes in the Caribbean had already branched out 

from their South American Arawak and Carib ancestors centuries earlier, developing 

distinct cultures and traditions.  Seventeenth century French missionary Raymond Breton, 

who lived among the Indigenous of Dominica and Guadeloupe in order to convert them 

to Christianity, mentions in his ethnographic notes that the Indigenous did not refer to 

themselves as „Caribs‟ but as „Kalíponas.‟  Although Breton did not take notes on the 

island speech of St. Vincent, Taylor speculates that during that era, the Kalípona dialects 

of Dominica and St. Vincent would have been mutually intelligible. Finally, I present 

both arguments on whether the Indigenous tribes that entered and occupied the Lesser 

Antilles centuries after the Arawaks were actually Caribs or simply a movement of more 

Arawaks who were bilingual in Arawak and a Carib pidgin.  The purpose of this 

dissertation was not to resolve this issue; however the evidence presented by Douglas 

Taylor and Louis Allaire strongly suggests a bilingual Arawakan migration.  Whether the 

migrating group was Carib or Arawak, the combination of the new group and the extant 

Lesser Antillean tribes is commonly known as „Island Carib‟ or „Carib‟ in the literature.  

However the term „Kalípona‟ is used throughout this study; the name they have indicated 

for themselves.  

The Lesser Antilles were explored and settled much later than the Greater 

Antilles, which accounts for the relatively small corpus of European loan words found in 

Breton‟s 1695 dictionary of Dominican Island speech.  An African presence on this 

island is evident through Kalípona words such as items for „Black (person),‟ „Black 

fugitive‟ or descriptions of African physical characteristics such as kinky hair or thick 

lips.  Kalípona is a prime example of a contact-induced language, one that reveals 



216 

 

linguistic changes that never would have happened without contact with another 

language.  At this point in its development, Kalípona is an „ordinary language,‟ really no 

different from many of world languages that have come into contact with another ethnic 

group.  

In Chapter Three I explained two eras in Garífuna language development, Early 

(1635-1797) and Middle (1797–1985) Garífuna. At the beginning of the Early period, 

Kalípona language seems to have had only a passive familiarity with African speakers; 

either no African words had permeated the language or Breton had deliberately neglected 

to mention African loan words in his published works. In this chapter I present the two 

most controversial topics in Garífuna history: How Africans might have arrived on the 

island of St. Vincent and how it is possible that there are only a startling few African 

lexical items in Modern Vernacular Garífuna. The three prevailing theories of African 

presence on St. Vincent were presented: (1) sea-faring Africans arrived centuries before 

European explorers, (2) one or more slaving ships shipwrecked close to St. Vincent and 

the slaves were set free by the Kaliponas and (3) from European slave owners in the 

Greater Antilles, Africans either escaped or were appropriated and re-enslaved by 

Kalípona Indians.  In addition, I discussed how theories in contact linguistics can explain 

how Africans could have lost almost all traces of their ancestral language except for their 

pronunciation, which imparted African intonation and prosody to the indigenous 

language. 

The Middle Period (1797-1985) revealed more of a cultural than linguistic 

acquisition of Garífuna identity.  At the turn of the 19th century, Garífunas were 

transported over sixteen hundred miles across the Caribbean Sea, first to Roatan Island 
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and then eventually migrating to Central America. Due to a relatively amicable 

relationship with French colonists on St. Vincent, many Garífunas were bilingual in 

French and thus were certainly elated by the presence of French Blacks from Saint-

Domingue (Haiti) in Honduras.  Slavery was still an institution in Central America which 

contributed to the presence of African descent slaves from within the interior of 

Guatemala and Honduras, as well as hundreds of slaves that had been purchased from 

Jamaica. Interaction and miscegenation with these Black ethnic groups is what bestows 

the modern Garífuna with an Afro-Caribbean cultural tradition.  However, towards the 

end of the Middle period, the Garífunas tend to identify themselves as descendants of 

Carib Indians more so than Africans in an effort to distinguish themselves in a racially 

prejudicial climate. 

Of the numerous Garífuna villages along the coast of Central America from 

Belize to Nicaragua, I have specifically focused on Livingston, Guatemala in Chapter 

Four to continue the account of the Garífuna language from 1985 to the present.  This is 

an era of African hereditary recognition within the Garífuna group, a movement which 

was likely inspired by the increasing Black cultural acceptance in mainstream North 

America.  I introduced the reader to the town of Livingston in this section, underlining 

that it is unlike any town in Guatemala due to a multiethnic influence of tourists and 

inhabitants from all over the world. However, as more and more Garífunas migrate out of 

Livingston to the United States, they are quickly replaced by Indigenous and Ladino 

Guatemalans. A once-thriving Garífuna agricultural community has slowly become 

fragmented and dependent on economic assistance from relatives in the United States, as 

many families place greater importance on the acquisition of Spanish (and English) to 
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secure employment outside of Livingston.  To assess the level of language vitality in 

Livingston, I lived in the community for six months to interview as many Garífunas as 

possible on their attitudes towards language and cultural maintenance.   

Finally in Chapter Five upon comparing the results of the Garífuna adult 

interviews against Joshua Fishman‟s Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale, I 

determined that although Garífuna language was not in immediate danger of death, it was 

definitely in need of attention if it was to survive the next few generations.  The 

proclamation of the Firm and Everlasting Peace Treaty marks the end of the Guatemala 

Civil War and the beginning of the Garífunas‟ official recognition as an Indigenous 

ethnic group in Guatemala. A language planning policy has been drafted and decreed, but 

the Garífunas complain that existing plans seem to be more of a political bargaining tool 

than actual procedure.  Through examples of case studies and speech communities that 

have reached great heights in language revitalization by means of grass-roots initiatives, I 

demonstrate that one of the paths to language revitalization is cooperation at the local 

level to make use of Garífuna language in more domains.  On the other hand, it is critical 

that prestige planning take place to re-establish cultural pride among the youngest 

generations so that acquisition planning, which entails at the very least speaking only 

Garífuna in the home, can occur. 

Interpretation of findings 

Accounting for the chronological history of the Garífuna language meant 

compiling information from the disciplines of Caribbean and South American linguistics 

and anthropology, the African slave trade in the Caribbean and Central America, and 
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theories in contact linguistics.  Each of these areas was critically important to the central 

theory of this work, the complete assimilation of an Indigenous Caribbean language by 

African descent peoples.  Essential to this hypothesis is an understanding that during the 

16
th

 through the mid to late 17
th

 century, the populations on the Lesser and Greater 

Antillean islands developed in distinct manners.  

In the Greater Antilles, the first Black slaves created pidgins based on their own 

African languages and that of the limited European language input they received from 

slave foremen.  These foremen were often lower-class European or of mixed Black and 

European descent who did not speak a standard variety of the superstrate language.  

Subsequent generations of Blacks would have naturally filled in the fragmented gaps of 

this pidgin, in essence creating a creole language which became the regular mode of 

communication between slaves and Whites. On the other hand, the sociopolitical 

organization of the Lesser Antillean islands created a linguistic environment much 

different than that of their island neighbors to the north.  European ships that passed by or 

docked for short periods of time on these southern islands reported seeing multitudes of 

African men where Europeans were still not permitted to settle.  This is around the time 

when the term „Black Carib‟ emerged, in order to distinguish them from the original 

inhabitants who they referred to as either „Yellow‟ or „Red Caribs.‟  Furthermore, 

complaints were registered with the British and French crowns that the Indigenous from 

the Lesser Antilles were stealing African slaves.  At least one African girl who managed 

to escape from Dominica testified in a Spanish court that she and the other captors were 

treated as slaves and forced to learn the Indigenous‟ language and customs. 
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Documentary evidence discloses that Kalípona Indians were notorious for stealing 

African slaves from European plantations and consequently re-enslaving them.  It is also 

documented that these Indigenous did not have large-scale plantations where a great 

number of African slaves worked in conjunction, but rather small, individual plots.  In 

fact, the issue of land misuse was a major complaint to the Crown by the British who 

wished to settle St. Vincent, stating that the Indigenous did not even know how to make 

proper use of the perfectly fertile soil.  In this situation, where small numbers of Africans 

became the slaves of larger Indigenous communities, there was unrestricted input of the 

Indigenous language. With each new generation, children become increasingly 

assimilated to the indigenous language, in effect, eventually losing access to their 

ancestral African language.   

Some reports also reveal that Africans tended to escape from nearby Barbados to 

St. Vincent, which most likely coincided with the Kaliponas‟ realization that the African 

population was increasing and becoming more powerful on the island. Fearing recapture 

by their previous slave owners, Blacks from Barbados would have quickly assimilated in 

language and culture to the extant Garífuna culture. Indeed, in order to distinguish 

themselves from the slaves of the French settlers who were permitted to establish small 

trading colonies, the Garífunas even imitated the Indigenous Kalípona tradition of 

flattening their newborn babies‟ foreheads with two pieces of board on either side of the 

head.   
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Suggestions for future research 

One of two foreseeable areas of expansion from this dissertation project is a 

theoretical linguistic composition of St. Vincent on the eve of British occupation.  

Considerable time was spent in applying theories from creole studies and contact 

linguistics to documentary evidence of the sociopolitical structure of St. Vincent during 

the age of exploration, slavery and settlement.  However, it is likely that a more in-depth 

investigation into patterns of slave escape from Barbados and closer scrutiny of reports of 

large maroon societies on the western half of St. Vincent may contribute a more 

comprehensive understanding of the linguistic make-up. Further research in this area may 

reveal two issues: (1) The possibility of an Afro-Kalípona Creole before African 

acquisition of the Indigenous language by maroon societies and (2) The possibility that 

Garífuna settlement patterns in Central America, for example, those that stayed in 

Honduras versus those that separated to the north or south, correspond to previously 

established Garífuna enclaves in St. Vincent. In other words, it may be that in addition to 

the differences in Central American Garífuna dialects due to proximal distance, that there 

were pre-existing factions with similar pronunciation features that remained together as 

groups. 

Secondly, I am also interested in a more active role in micro-level language 

planning and cultural revitalization efforts in Livingston using models of successful 

language planning that more closely match the multiethnic speech community in 

Livingston. A more comprehensive descriptive grammar on how neologisms are formed 

would greatly assist in this endeavor. While studying Garífuna language I began to 

realize patterns in the way certain parts of speech were nativized to Garífuna language.  A 
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codified description based on previous models followed by the composition of rules for 

new words would be of valuable assistance to those working towards Garífuna 

orthography standardization.  

The study of Garífuna language is not a new one, but it is not normally included 

in the literature dealing with contact linguistics.  This is likely because, although specific 

features have been analyzed and explained, the language as whole had not been fully 

explored.  It is my hope that a clearer understanding of each of the fascinating stages of 

culture and language clashes that make up of Garífuna language will stimulate more in-

depth analyses in contact linguistics for a better understanding of the social predictors 

than can occur when languages come into contact. 
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Appendix  

A. Map of the Caribbean 
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B. Google Trends of the term “Garífuna” 
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C. Proto Garífuna homeland 

  Orinoco Delta 

Saladero 

Amazon River 

Negro River 

Orinoco River 

Madeira River 

Amazon River 

(also known as 

Solimões River 

from the border 

of Brazil and 

Peru) 

 

 

Proto-Arawak 

homeland 
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D. Document 1776: Slaves in Guatemala 
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E. Document 1761: Sale of slaves from Jamaica to Guatemala 
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F. Document 1796: Correspondence regarding Juan 

Francisco 
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G. Document 1796: List of Haitians arriving in Honduras 
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H. Document 1803: Some Garínagu refuse to go to Nicaragua 
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I. Maps of Guatemala, Izabal 

 

 

 

  

Province of Izabal, Guatemala 

Source: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Guatemala 

Town of 

Livingston  

Town of Puerto 

Barrios  

Divisions of Izabal 

Source: Oficina Municipal de 

Planificación de Livingston, 
Izabal 
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J. Map of Livingston, Izabal, Guatemala 
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K. Antonio Sánchez Nuñez account of Marco Sánchez Díaz 

Bocetos Históricos de Marco Sanchez Diaz y Livingston (“Labuga”) 

Por: Antonio Sánchez Núñez 

(Descendiente de Marco Sanchez Díaz) 

 

Fue en el año 1,802 el arribo del señor: Marco Sánchez Díaz a la Bahía de 

Amatique en un bergantín (especia de goleta) de 500 toneladas con 162 acompañantes, 

todos de raza negra.  Hizo viaje al interior del (Golfo Dulce) “Río Dulce” llegando a 

taméja, en busca de un paraje para hacer viviendas, pero no le gustó, regresando y pasó a 

la costa, hasta el lugar hoy denominado Yojoa; tampoco le gustó y navegando en 8 

kilómetros entre lo que hoy es Lívingston y Saratoon, tocó en el lugar que le gustó y 

llamó La Guaira, de donde se trasladó acá, cuando el Gobierno ocupó Lívingston.  El 

murió a la edad de 113 años después de su muerte La Guaira fue donado a Tomás 

Sanchez Díaz su hermano, que había arribado antes que Marco, llegara a Lívingston. 

Es bueno notar, que aquí (en Livingston), ya estaba un inglés de apellido 

Lívingston con unos acompañantes, habiéndose encontrado con un grupo de hombres 

guatemaltecos, el inglés preguntó que como se llamaba este lugar y respondieron que se 

denominaba Labuga.  El inglés les dijo que lo cambiaran por Livingston; por ser él el 

primer hombre en llegar a él, el señor que mandaba el grupo guatemalteco, aceptó la 

propuesta.  El inglés Lívingston, pidió permiso al Mandatario Guatemalteco para hacer su 

rancho desembocadura del Río Dulce, pero no pudieron por tantísima plagas que no los 

dejaron vivir allí; habiendo también animales posoñozos.  La llegada de Marco Sánchez 

Díaz con su gente a poblar hizo el milagro de sanear el paraje, pues sacó las plagas y 

terminó con los animales posoñozos que impedían fincar aquí vida humana alguna con lo 

que pobló Livingston, según denominación del inglés y la boca por los guatemaltecos que 
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encontrar.  Pero Marco Sánchez Díaz y su gente llamaron aquí Labuga como hasta hoy se 

nombre por los descendientes de Marcos y de sus 162 acompañantes en 1802 en un lapso 

de 19 años antes de la gloriosa fecha del 15 de septiembre de 1821.  Es pues Labuga 

como se nombró a este puerto por todas partes en antaño divulgándose por Marco 

Sanchez Diaz y todos aquellos que venían y se iban en un ritmo poblador, entre la costa 

norte de Honduras, Belice y otros litorales del mar Caribe Marco Sanchez Díaz, 

descendencia de esclavos negros de Francia y se presume que vino de Haití con el grado 

de Mayor del ejército Haitiano después de la Independencia el 1ro de enero de 1802.  

Todos sabemos que Haití es la primera república de la raza negra en América y la 

primera en Latinoamérica en obtener su independencia, luchando más de catorce años 

contra el poderío de Francia, así como de España e Inglaterra, entonces es pues fundador 

y poblador de Livingston, Marcos Sánchez Díaz, viniendo varias veces como capitán de 

su bergantín (goleta) con ese propósito, cual a Dios gracias logró. 

 

Lívingston (Labuga), 15 de septiembre de 1977 

Antonio Sanchez Núñez 

(Bisnieto de Marcos Sanchez Díaz) 

 

 

Este documento fue proporcionado por Tomás García Zúñiga, investigador acucioso de 

las tradiciones de su pueblo.  
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L. Survey of Garífunas Livingston 

Survey: Livingston: Garífuna Language and Culture Survey  

Mi nombre es Michelle Forbes y soy profesora de antropología en la Universidad del 

Valle de Guatemala. Para completar mis estudios doctórales en Estados Unidos, estoy 

escribiendo una tesis sobre la historia lingüística del idioma garífuna. El estudio se trata 

de describir la formación del idioma desde su inicio con el idioma arahuaco, tomando en 

cuenta las varias influencias de diferentes idiomas a través de los siglos hasta hoy día. 

Los estudios ya los he realizado y ahora me toca vivir en Livingston por cinco meses para 

hablar con los garífunas en persona acerca de sus sentimientos personales del idioma y 

cuestiones de etnia.  

En este momento, quisiera solicitar su permiso para entrevistarle. Su participación es 

totalmente voluntaria; no querer participar no implica sanción alguna. En caso de que 

usted comienza la entrevista y se siente incómodo, puede detener la entrevista en 

cualquier momento sin penalización alguna. Además, también puede decirme en 

cualquier momento durante la entrevista que no desea que yo grabe una respuesta suya, o 

que usted no desea continuar con la entrevista. En resumen, usted entiende que no se le 

presiona para hacer o decir algo que no quiera. Su participación en la investigación 

consistirá en reunirse conmigo por aproximadamente treinta o sesenta minutos para 

contestar diversas cuestiones que se tratan de la elección de idiomas e identidad garífuna.  

Su nombre no será utilizado en informar sobre los resultados de este estudio. Por otra 

parte, sus respuestas son confidenciales. Todo lo que usted diga es entre usted y yo. 
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1. ¿Cómo se llama? 

2. ¿Cuántos años tiene usted?  

 Entre 18 y 29  

 Entre 30 y 39  

 Entre 40 y 49  

 Entre 50 y 59  

 60 o mas  

3. ¿Cuál es su nivel educativo?  

 Algunos estudios primarios  

 Algunos estudios básicos  

 Diversificado  

 Alguna carrera (computación, secretario, mecánico)  

 Algunos estudios universitarios  

 Licenciatura  

 Maestrías  

 Doctorado  

4. ¿Actualmente está trabando? ¿En qué trabaja usted?  

5. ¿Está casado?  

 Sí  

 No.......................................................... (Skip to Q. 9)  

 Union Libre  

6. ¿Su pareja es garifuna?  

 Sí  

 No  

 No está casado  

7. ¿Cuál idioma usa más con su pareja?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 No tiene pareja  

 Otro: 

8. ¿Cuál es su descendencia?  

9. ¿Ha vivido en Livingston por toda su vida?  
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 Sí 

 No  

10. ¿En dónde más ha vivido?  

 Belice  

 Honduras  

 New York  

 Other:  

11. ¿Cuál es su lengua nativa?  

 Garifuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Other:  

12. ¿Usted tiene hijos? ¿Cuántos hijos tiene?  

 No tiene hijos 

 

13. ¿Cuál idioma usa con sus hijos?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

 

14. ¿Usted quiere que sus hijos hablen garifuna?  

 Si  

 No. 

 No tiene hijos, pero cuando los tenga, quiere que lo hablen.   

 No tiene hijos, pero cuando los tenga, no le importa que lo hablen o no   

 

15. ¿Cuál idioma usa más con sus padres o con parientes de mayor edad?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  
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16. ¿Cuál idioma usa más con sus amigos garifunas?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

17. ¿Qué idioma usa más fuera de la casa con tus parientes y amigos garifunas en 

donde trabaja?   

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

18. ¿Qué idioma usa más fuera de la casa con tus parientes y amigos garifunas en una 

actividad garifuna?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

 

19. ¿Qué idioma usa más fuera de la casa con tus parientes y amigos garifunas en 

lugares públicos (el restaurante, el mercado, en la calle, etc)  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

20. Sí está usted en una oficina administrativa, ¿qué idioma usa más con tus parientes 

y amigos garifunas?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

21. Si usted está en una actividad garifuna, ¿qué idioma usa con garifunas que no 

conoce muy bien?   

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  
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22. Si usted está en el trabajo, ¿qué idioma usa usted con garifunas que no conoce 

muy bien?   

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

23. Si usted está en una oficina administrativa, ¿qué idioma usa con garifunas que no 

conoce muy bien?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

24. Si usted está en un negocio donde el dueño es garífuna, ¿en qué idioma le habla?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Otro:  

25. ¿Cuál idioma o idiomas sabes hablar...  

 Los dos garifuna y español bien  

 Los dos garifuna y español bien con un poco de inglés  

 Garifuna bien y un poco de español  

 Español bien y un poco de garífuna  

 Español bien, un poco de garifuna y un poco de inglés  

 Other:  

26. ¿En qué idioma se siente más cómodo?  

 Garífuna  

 Español  

 Inglés  

 Other:  

27. ¿Usted cree que es importante mantener el idioma garifuna?  

 Sí  

 No.......................................................... (Skip to Q. 29)  

28. ¿Qué hace para mantenerlo? 
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29. ¿Piensa usted que habla el español con un acento garifuna?  

 Si  

 No.......................................................... (Skip to Q. 32)  

30. Para usted, ¿cuál es la diferencia entre la manera que usted habla y los demás 

guatemaltecos en otras partes del país? 

31. ¿Alguna vez se ha sentido diferente por su acento? ¿Cómo?   

32. ¿Alguna vez ha visto que alguien niega que sabe hablar garífuna pero usted sabe 

que sí lo habla?   

 Si  

 No  

33. ¿Lo vio en Livingston o fuera de Livingston?  

 En Livingston  

 Fuera de Livingston  

 

34. ¿Cómo si sentiría si en 75 años, el idioma garifuna se haya muerto?  

  

35. Para usted, ¿es fácil leer y escribir en garifuna?  

 si  

 no  

 Leer si, escribir no  

36. En los tres países, Belice, Guatemala y Honduras, ¿en que parte el idioma 

garifuna es el más fácil de entender? ¿Por qué?  

 Belice  

 Honduras  

 Guatemala  

37. En los tres países, Belice, Guatemala y Honduras, ¿en qué parte es el idioma 

garifuna menos fácil de entender? ¿Por qué?  

 Belice  

 Honduras  

 Guatemala  

38. En cuanto a cuestiones de raza, ¿cómo se considera?  

 Indígena 

 Ladino  
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 Negro 

 Multi-Racial (Q 39) 

39. ¿Cuáles son las razas que le hace multi-racial? 

40. ¿Cuál de las siguientes asignaciones mejor lo/la describe? Por ejemplo, si va a 

otro país y le pregunta, ¿qué es usted? ¿En qué piensa primero?  

 Guatemalteco  

 Afro-Guatemalteco  

 Garífuna de Guatemalteco  

 Garífuna  

 Ladino  

 Indígena  

 Other:  

41. De la misma lista, ¿Cuál de las mismas asignaciones menos lo/la describe?  

 Guatemalteco  

 Afro-Guatemalteco  

 Garífuna-Guatemalteco  

 Garífuna  

 Ladino  

 Indígena  

 Other:  

42. Hay algunos que dicen “Afro-Guatemaltecos” para referirse a los garífunas. ¿Está 

de acuerdo con eso? 

43. ¿Tiene muchos amigos que no son garifunas?  

 Si  

 No 

44. Los amigos suyos que no son garifunas, ¿son q‟eqchies, ladinos, o algún otro 

grupo? 

45. ¿Alguna vez ha viajado fuera de Livingston y encontrado con otro guatemalteco 

que medio no quiso creer que usted era guatemalteco? ¿Tal vez haya pensado que 

era de otro país?   

 Si  

 No  

46. ¿Cree usted que hay discriminación entre los grupos en Livingston?  

 Si  
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 No  

 No sabe  

47. ¿Alguna vez ha experimentado la discriminación dentro de Livingston?  

 Si  

 No  

48. ¿Cómo cree usted que el pueblo guatemalteco ve a los garifunas? ¿Está de 

acuerdo con esto? 

49. ¿Qué hace usted para mantener su identidad garifuna?  
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M. Survey of Garífuna knowledge among University students 

in Guatemala City 

ENCUESTA DE CONOCIMIENTOS BÁSICOS DE LOS GARÍFUNAS 

 

1) ¿De dónde vienen las personas negras de Guatemala? 

2) Para usted, ¿qué es un garífuna? 

3) ¿Dónde viven los garífunas? 

4) ¿Hay garífunas en otros países aparte de Guatemala? 

5) ¿Son los garífunas nativos de Guatemala o vienen de alguna otra parte? 

6) ¿Son garífunas todos los negros en Guatemala? 

7) ¿Qué idioma hablan los garífunas? 

8) ¿Es un idioma de verdad como inglés o chino o será algo menos complejo? 

9) ¿De dónde cree que venga este idioma (África, indígena, inventado)? 

10) ¿Considera que los garífunas son un grupo distinto, diferente que los 

guatemaltecos en general? 

11) Si sí, ¿qué es lo que les hace diferente? 

12) A los garífunas, ¿cómo los ve el pueblo guatemalteco? 

13) ¿Deben los garífunas mantener este idioma o hablar español solamente? 

14) ¿Conoce a una persona negra/garífuna? ¿Cómo es su relación con ella? 

 

 

Edad: _________ 

Sexo: _________ 

¿Cuál fue el último grado que cursaste? _________ 

¿A qué grupo étnico perteneces? ______________ 
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N. Certificate of appreciation 
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O. Distribution of bilingual textbooks, 2006-2009 Guatemala 
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Vita 

Michelle Ann Forbes was born in Detroit, Michigan, to Donald Floyd Forbes and 

Norma Joy Lodge.  Donald and Norma immigrated to the United States from Jamaica; 

Donald arrived first on a soccer scholarship to attend Indiana Tech in Fort Wayne, 

Indiana and obtained his Bachelor of Science in Civil Engineering. Before graduating, he 

returned to Jamaica to marry Norma and bring her to the United States with him.  Soon 

after graduating they moved to Michigan and Michelle was born, the first of four children 

(Marc Omar, Michael Kwame, and Monique Renee). 

Michelle‟s original desire was to be a classical concert pianist, a love she probably 

inherited from her maternal grandfather, Ulrich Vandalier Lodge. Even after having 

studied music theory and piano to the university level for three years, Michelle realized 

her natural propensity towards linguistics after working in Chiapas, Mexico (1993-94) as 

an English teacher.  It was during this time when upon visiting Honduras, Michelle first 

met the Garífunas. Michelle returned to the United States to obtain a Bachelor‟s degree in 

Linguistics from Wayne State University. After obtaining her Master‟s degree in 

Bilingual/Bicultural Education from Eastern Michigan University, Michelle spent six 

months in Guatemala where she spent more time with the Garífunas and decided to 

pursue a doctoral degree with Garífuna sociolinguistics as a dissertation topic.  The 

decision to study at the University of Missouri was a natural one since it was the only 

university at the time to have a specialization in Afro-Romance studies.  Michelle is 

proud to be the first person on either side of her family to have been born in the United 

States, and the first woman in the Lodge-Forbes extended family to obtain a Ph.D. 
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