
Herzfeld-Language and Identity 

Language and Identity: Limonese Creole and the 

Black Minority of Costa Rica 

Anita Herzfeld 

The University of Kansas 

G iven the general connection between the development of 
national ism and l ingu istic u n iformity, the existence of mult i
l i ngua l ism and eth n ic d ivers ity i n  a cou ntry is  a complex 
p roblem.  limonese C reole is the language spoken by a Black 
m inority of approximately 30,000 people who have l ived i n  

predominantly white and  Spanish-speaking Costa R ica for over 
400 years. The l imon P rovince ,  where th is  group res ides,  

is  markedly d istinguishable from the rest in  terms of its geogra
phy, history, population, economy, language, and culture. This 
paper seeks to present the development of ethnic re lat ions and 
language in that  area. H isto ry shows that e ither harmonious 

bi l ingualism or fiercely suppressing colonial ism usually prevails 

in a " Ianguages- in-contact s i tuat io n . "  In th is c ase study, 
the h istor ical re l at ionship between eth n ic ity and language 

accounts for differences between societies, with such divergent 
consequences of contact as racial nationalism,  cultural  assimi
lation and fusion, and possibly even language extinction. 

Introd uction 

I n  this paper the Engl ish-based C reole spoken by the Limonese 
B lack m inority of Costa Rica wi l l  be used as a case study to explore the 
sal ience of language as a d imension of ethn ic identity i n  the history of 
that Caribbean population . Whi le many scho lars 1 consider that the 
possess ion  of a g iven lang uage is of part ic u la r  re levance-almost 
esse nt ia l-to the maintenance of g roup ident ity, others2 c la im that it is 
i mportant not to lose sight of its non-un ique status as a marker.3 I wi l l  
argue that whi le social identity and eth nicity are i n  large part establ ished 
and maintained through language, it i s  because of the sociohistorical 
character of the process through which a g roup's lang uage is evaluated 
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that a subord inate people's lang uage w i l l  e i ther survive o r  become 
ext inct as a symbol of ident ity.4 

Members of a l ingu istic community may derive feel ings of p ride 
or shame from their perception of the degree of standardization thei r 
language has undergone ; thus the p restige val ue attached to thei r 
lang uage's h isto ry may fac i l itate o r  i nh i b it the vital ity of a g iven 
eth no l ingu ist ic g roup .5  I t  is  my conte nt ion that cu rrent ly, g iven the 
c l i mate of  socioeconomic d istress that the region is undergo ing ,6 
L imonese Creole speakers feel more self-conscious than ever about 
the i r  "b roken Engl ish . "  Whi le at other t imes in history, their  creole cou ld 
wel l  have acted as a symbol of l i ngu istic rebel l ion conducive to feel ings 
of group solidarity, at present it is clearly considered a l iabi l i ty. 

Dimensions of Language and Ethnicity 

Attempts to analyze the re lat ionsh ip between lang uage and 
ident ity have focused foremost on the relat ionship between language 
and ethnicity. Language is a highly structured and sophisticated system 
which, with subtlety and f lexib i l ity, is crucially related to a human being's 
most s ignificant capacit ies, thought and cogn it ion , includ ing the abi l ity 
to categorize, c lassify, and symbo l ize .  Ethn ic i ty, on the other  hand , 
comprises a number  of concepts because of the many i nte rre lated 
factors that it subsumes.  At a s imple leve l ,  ethn icity can be thought of 
as a "sense of group identity deriving from real or perceived common 
bonds such as language, race or  re l ig ion ."? 

In those general terms , ethn ic ity is based on a col lectivity's self
recognition . It differs from other kinds of group recognit ion signals in that 
it ope rates basical ly in terms of what Fishman cal ls "patern ity"8 rather 
than in  terms of " pat r imony. " g  Through ethn ic ity ind iv iduals not on ly 
attain social  integrat ion ,  but they are also l inked to social norms and 
values, to a certain Weltanschauung, to inherited and acquired both stable 
and changing notions of society and the world . It is easy to see why 
language, one of the essent ia l  characte rist ics of human behavior, i s  
associated with eth nic patern ity. Moreover, because one can exert more 
control over one's l i ngu istic behavior (more than over other d imensions 
of ethnic identity) , language is seen (and heard) by others as "a truer re
flection of one's ethnic al legiance."1 0 However, since the course of lan
guage is dynamic, it is also very susceptible to change as an element of 
identity, inextricably l inked as it is to the social determinants of human life. 

I ndeed, in the history of humankind , national ism records its 
strong l i nk  with language and identity f rom the moment of its modern 
inception. Largely a product of German romanticism of the late eighteenth 
and early n ineteenth century, both Herder and Fichte, and a l ittle later 
Wilhelm von Humboldt, felt that nothing was more important for nat ional 
cu ltu re and cont inuity than possession of the ancestral tongue . 1 1 
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O n  many  occas ions lang uage became a tool  for  achievi n g  
nationa l ist i c  goa ls .  T h e  idea of l ingu ist ic nat ional ism was a dangerous 
one, however, when it equated language and race. A lthough the power 
of language is u ndoubtedly a factor in nationa l ism,  Smith 1 2  has made 
the useful point that emphasis upon language fol lows the g rowth of 
national ist fervor; it does not c reate it. 

Languages in Contact 

M u lt i l ingual societies a re found i n  a l l  parts of the world ; they 
existed in the past and they occur  today; they are fou nd in  o lder  nations 
as wel l  as i n  the newly-created states. C urrently, for instance, there is  
more than one viable language in  each Lat in  American country. The 
pol itical and social situation created by th is l i nguistic d ivers ity ranges 
from the q uasi-perfect harmony of Spanish and G uaran i  in  Paraguay to 
G uatemala or Peru, 1 3 where the entire pol itical fabric is torn into factions 
which often coincide with l i ngu istic boundaries. Even in those societies , 
where equal ity between l i ngu istic g roups would seem to have been 
achieved in off icial pol it ical terms, it is  rare to accompl ish it either in  the 
social  o r  econo mic sphere. To compl icate m atters fu rth e r, l i n g u i st ic 
d ifferences often become associated with racial o r  ethn ic d ifferences, 
thus making the language contact situation a hopelessly entangled one . 1 4  
General ly speaking ,  speakers of d iverse languages d o  not come into 
contact u nd e r  ne utral  e mot ional  cond i t ions ;  m o re often than  not the 
contact s ituat ion i nvolves some kind of  dominance of  one g roup over 
the other, thus always p roducing sign ificant attitudinal  reactions. 

In studying the relat ionship of language and identity with in  a 
b i l ingual/mu lt i l i ngual nation ,  it is i mportant to examine the h istory and 
natu re of the contact s ituation between the peoples who speak d iverse 
codes, whether  d ia lects or languages .  One fundamental step is  to 
d i s t i n g u i s h  g ro u p s  w h i c h  a r e  p o l i t i c a l l y  a n d  e c o n o m i c a l l y  
superordi nate f rom those that are subordinate i n  these institutional 
domains , 1 5 and how such a d ifferential  power relationsh ip was c reated . 
Likewise, one shou ld also d istinguish between migrant and i nd igenous 
populations at the t ime of their contact, " i ndigenous" referri ng  to g roups 
with establ ished social institutions-not necessari ly the earl iest g roups 
known to have inhab ited a g iven area. 1 6  F rom these d istinct ions,  one 
can develop a rud imentary theory which suggests that the cou rse of 
language and ident ity w i l l  be d ifferent in settings where the ind igenous 
g roup  is subord i nate as opposed to those where the m i g rant  popu la
t ions a re s u bo rd i nate. 1 7 

M ig rant subo rd inate g roups seem to show a relative ly rapid rate 
of l ingu istic and identity sh ift . 1 8  This i s  the case of the Limonese C reole 
speakers of Costa R ica, the subject of the remainder of the paper. As we 
shal l  see, Jamaican Creole speakers, migrating from their own establ ished 
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social order to a setting of subord ination in  Costa Rica, b rought about 
the i r  need to assimi late or  adapt to the new order. In a non-symmetrical 
cultu re contact situation such as this one, varying degrees of socio
structural and socio-psychological accu ltu ration took place under the 
considerable pressure exercised by the superordinate group. Language 
played an important ro le as the vehicle for acqu i ring the new culture;  it 
was , in fact , the most important element acqu i red in the quest for new 
identity. As a result of the geographic d isplacement of the speakers and 
the broken ties with their sociocultural identity and their original language, 
their  sociol inguistic history, and not just the structure of their language, is 
an important determinant of the l inguistic outcome in this type of language 
contact situation. 

Limonese Creole 

Even though our social identity is establ ished by the param
eters and boundaries of our  ethn icity, gender, and class, once we study 
language as the interactional d iscourse of that social identity, we f ind 
that these parameters are not constants that can be taken for granted, 
but are communicatively produced . 1 9 Therefore, to understand issues 
of identity and how they affect and are affected by social ,  pol it ica l ,  and 
ethnic divisions, we need to gain insight into the communicative processes 
by wh ich they arise. Howeve r, commun ication can not be studied i n  
isolat ion ;  i t  must b e  analyzed in  terms of its effect o n  people's l ives. 
Thus in what fol lows, I wi l l  take up the ethnohistory of its speakers ,  
analyzing situated talk in  the perspective of  sociol ingu istics . 

Peoples of African or ig in have const ituted a segment of Costa 
Rican society for over four  hundred years. Those who arrived in colonial 
t imes (probably not many at any t ime) ass im i lated to Costa R ican 
society and cu l ture .  Those who migrated to the country du ring the n ine
teenth centu ry and the i r  descendants constitute the Afro-Costarican 
minority of mostly Jamaican origin who speak Limonese Creole (here
after LC) , known by its speakers as Imekaytelyuwl.20 They number 
app roxi mately 30 ,000.  They have l ived mostly in  the Province of Lim6n, 
on the At lantic lowlands of Costa R ica (See F igure 1 ) , whi le Costa 
R ican society-white,  Catho l ic ,  and Span ish-speaking-tends to be 
considered as ex isting  on ly  in the h ig h lands of the Central Val ley 
(fo rme rly cal led Meseta Central, Central P lateau) .  This d ichotomy 
between the Limonese Black and the H igh landers has been very 
s ign if icant throughout the Republ ican h istory of the country, as can be 
seen in  Melendez's out l ine of the basic structu res of both cultures (see 
Table 1 ) . 
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Figure 1 
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Table 1 

Comparative Cultural Structures 

Institutionalized 
Activity 

Language 

Family and 
Kinship 

Local economy 

Employment 

Diet 

Rel igion 

Socialization 
and Education 

Recreation 

Associations 

Community 

Structure valid 
for the Black 
Antillean group 

English 

Matri l ineal ,common 
law marriage 

Subsistence 
agriculture 

Laborer 

Tubers, breadfruit, 
coconut 

Protestantism 
Magic 

Elaborated 
Church Schools 

Baseball 
Dominoes 

United Negro 
Improvement 
Assn. Lodges 

Musical events 

Structure valid for 
the Costa Rican group 
of the Central Valley 

Spanish 

Patri l ineal 
Formal marriage 

Commercial 
agriculture 

Proprietor 

Rice, beans 
tortillas 

Catholicism 
Non-orthodox bel iefs 

Simple 
public School 

Soccer 

Sport clubs 
Church 

Fairs (turnos) 
Carnivals 

Source: Melendez, Carlos. " l ntroducci6n a la  Cultura Negra , "  1 974:48 (my translation). 
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The ethnohistory of Limonese B lacks can only be understood vis-a-vis 
the h istory of Costa R ican society itself. For that purpose , M ichael D. 
Ol ien, in  his study "The Negro in  Costa Rica: an [sic] Historical Perspec
tive,"  pointed out three major  structu ral  changes in Costa Rican society 
which resulted in i mportant alterat ions in the position of the B lacks: 

1 . ) the polarization of power wh ich took p lace du ri ng  
and  after the colon ia l  period ( 1 570-1 870) ; 2 . )  t he  de 

facto contro l  of the lowlands exercised by the Un ited 
Fruit Company (1 879- 1 948) ; and 3.) the legal and social 
reforms b rought about by the 1 948 Revolut ion ( 1 948 to 
the p resent) . 2 1  

Correspondingly, O l ien d istin gu ished the existence of  three "types" of 
B lacks , each type to be assigned to one of the above-mentioned t ime 
periods, respectively: 1 )  the African B lack, 2) the West Ind ian Black, and 
3) the Costa Rican B lack. H is  thes is being that these "types" represent 
d ifferent adaptation patterns to Costa Rican society at d ifferent points of 
t ime, he conc luded that there is no evo lut ionary sequence or continuity 
from the f i rst to the second period-miscegenation (as was mentioned 
above) was important du ring  the colonial period , and separatism during  
the U n ited Fru i t  Company p e riod .  The opposite is true about  B lacks 
l iv ing at the end  of the second period into the th i rd ,  acc u lt u rat ion and 
ass im i lat ion  h ave become i mp o rtant  to them.  L ingu ist ical ly, a West 
I nd ian he ritage can st i l l  be traced back for Blacks of the th i rd period 
(F igure 2) .  

Early in  the n ineteenth century, Costa Rica gained independence. 
There was no longer a Spanish government that considered trading with 
the Brit ish i l legal ,  and the h igh lands produced coffee, a bu lky product 
that needed to travel to E ng land.  H owever, the good road for export ing it 
went in  the opposite d i rection-west, to Puntarenas. Fre ight rates were 
twice as h igh for sh ipping coffee to E ngland from Puntarenas as they 
would have been had it been exported fro m  an Atlantic port. Costa Rican 
coffee g rowers decided to i nvest i n  a rai l road to the Atlantic. 

Minor C. Keith ,  an enterprising North American, was commissioned 
in 1 872 to bu i ld  a rai lway f ro m  San Jose, the capita l ,  to the Atlantic 
coast, so as to permit coffee sh ipments to Europe. The construction of 
the rai l road attracted i ntermittent waves of workers,  especial ly f ro m  
Jamaica. The rural  Jamaican subcu l ture,  wh ich t h e  orig i nal migrants 
carried with them to Costa R ica, constituted a part of the end result of a 
complex p rocess of i ntegratio n  of the African and B rit ish cu l tures i nto a 
new creole cu l ture .  
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Figure 2 
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Most sources that deal with th is topic attr ibute to M inor  C .  Keith 
a fu rther feat : i n  order  to strugg le  agai nst some of the d iscourag ing 
f inancial  facto rs , he decided to int rod uce the commercial p lanti ng  of 
bananas. The presence of Jamaicans-a banana eat ing people who 
had previous experience in  the cu lt ivat ion of the f ru it-certa in ly  con
tr ibuted to the success of the enterpr ise that was soon to replace the 
rai l road in  i mportance. Keith formed the Un ited Fruit  Company in 1 899.  
Many Jamaicans who had orig ina l ly  emigrated to work temporari ly on 
the const ruction of  the rai l road decided to stay on and work for the 
Company on the plantat ion o r  at the port ,  wh ich was Company-owned 
as we l l .  The p lantat ion system was to permeate al l  aspects of the i r  
l ives.  A l l  needs of the wo rkers we re from then on fu l f i l led by Mamita 
Yunai.22 I t  was a self-conta i ned system, with the tra in  as the backbone 
of com mun icat ion in  the reg ion .  Si nce the de facto gove rnment of the 
lowland was exe rcised by the Company, peoples' l ives depended on  it ;  
conseq uently, their p rocess of accu lturation  and ass im i lat ion to Costa 
R ican cu lture and society was s lowed . 

The workers as well as the managers introduced thei r languages
Jamaican C reole and American Eng l i sh ,  respective ly-as the eve ryday 
lang uages of the i r  community. The B lacks, who had been accu ltu rated 
to B rit ish West I nd ian cu l ture and were " Eng l ish" -speaking Protestants, 
found it very easy to comply with their managers' pressure to maintain 
both the i r  language and the i r  re l ig ion.  Obviously, they were encouraged to 
do so. 

At the end of this period , when the U n ited Fruit Company folded 
on the Atlantic coast in 1 942 , the pervading pictu re of un ity among the 
West I nd ian Blacks in  L im6n started to b reak down to g ive way to a rise 
of native Costa R ican prest ige and power g roups.  Once outside the 
p lantat ion system ,  Blacks began to adopt Costa R ican customs,  and 
g radual ly the West I nd ian B lack was transformed into a new cu l tura l  
type: the Afro-Costarican of  the th i rd period.  

Although racial ly d ist inct, L imonese B lacks became cit izens of 
the country, started sending the i r  ch i ld ren to publ ic schools, learned how 
to speak Span ish ,  and some even became Cathol ics. The Revo lut ion of 
1 948 was seen by people in L im6n as the lever that would help B lacks 
rise in social status, due to sweeping constitut ional reforms. Such was 
supposedly the law that g ranted B lacks rig hts equal to those of a l l  other 
Costa Rican cit izens, so that they cou ld  cons ider L im6n their  real home.  

It is t rue that some socioeconomic changes ensued as Blacks 
went t h rough  the st ron gest i m me rs ion  in "Costarican izat ion"  ever ;  a 
red istr ibut ion of wealth al lowed many to become landowners, some 
were appointed to i mportant pub l ic and p rivate posit ions , and their voice 
and vote assu red them some steady continu ity of federal  representa
tion in  the National Assembly. 23 
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However, at p resent fou r  main socio-economic events have 
altered the composit ion and racial  p rof i le of Puerto L imon :  1 )  the 
construct ion i n  1 975 of the f i rst highway to join the port with San Jose 
and a second h ighway bu i lt in 1 988; 2) the g reat i nf lux in the 1 980s of 
white (and some Blacks from Bluefields as wel l )  refugees f rom the wars 
in  N icaragua and E I  Salvador; 3) the Costa R ican government's newly
adopted economic pol icy of neol iberal ism in compl iance with d i rections 
issued by the I nternat iona l  Monetary Fund for Lat in  Ame rica; and ,  
conseq uent ly, 4) due to r ising unemployment, the increasing search 
for labor opportun ities on the Atlantic coast. (See F igure 3) .  

Additional ly, the 1 991  earthquake not on ly demolished part of 
the city and the ent i re coastal settlement of the Val le de la Estrel la ,  but it 
also brought about a defeatist attitude. Puerto Limon's shabby houses , 
propped-up cracked cement bui ld ings, and pi les of unremoved rubble 
stand witness to the subhuman l iv ing conditions and the ongoing frus
tration and hopelessness with in which the Li monese people survive , as 
wel l  as to the rapid deterioration that the i r  social fabric has suffe red . 
How has this b riefly sketched economic picture affected the Blacks? 
Originally farmers, rail road workers, and plantation laborers, the members 
of the Black m inority have not been able to enter the competit ive 
market effectively as a people, save for a few successfu l  professionals. 
Consequently, emigration has been one solution to the lack of challenging 
opportunities and lack of permanent employment.24 More jobs are now 
taken by the Whites from the highlands and the refugees in  the banana 
plantations; the Black fami l ies are completely torn apart, and therefore 
they are experienCing a serious weakening of l i nks with their roots .25 

Language and Identity : Maintenance or Sh ift? 

Lingu istic d ivers ity constitutes a th reat to the broader pol itical 
order of a nat ion.  Usual ly, a commonly shared tongue is seen as a 
vehicle for the maintenance of the perceived unity of purposes and needs 
shared by the cou ntry's inhabitants . Thus, it is hardly surp rising that in  
order to  develop and keep the pol itical loyalties i n  place , the state w i l l  
run programs for the national language to be used by the ent i re population. 

In Costa R ica, if the degree of success of the national l iteracy 
campaigns is to be measured by the increasing number of people who 
can speak, read , and write Spanish in the Province of Limon, then the 
efforts of the Min istry of Education have proved effective.26 If l i nguistic 
differences form a major obstacle to assimi lation-even though ethn ic 
and racial groups can perpetuate themselves without distinctive language--
by red uc ing l i ngu ist ic d i fferences the nat ion fosters ethn ic  merger. 
A l though no off icial f igures are avai lable, it appears that there have 
been great increases in the proportion of ethn ical ly- and l ingu istical ly
mixed marriages between i ngroup and outgroup. Th is g ives the h igh  
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Figure 3 

Costa R ica's Internal Migration to the Atlantic Region 
1 968-1 973 

Costa Rica's Internal Migration to the Atlantic Region 
1 968- 1 973 
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status l ingu istic variety (Spanish) a better chance of being used as the 
language of the home, and hence of caretaker-ch i ld interactions. More
over, a group that does not maintain its identity wi l l  be more l ikely to give 
up its language as wel l .  

As people acqu i re a language, they also acq u i re att itudes and 
bel iefs toward that language and toward other people's languages. 
These are shared by the members of the l inguistic commu nity and form 
an integral  part of the cu ltu re. As with most creo les, LC speakers have 
fal len prey to the widespread bel ief that Imekayte/yuwl is "broken or  flat 
Engl ish , "  a "patois , "  a "dia lect" not "a real  language. "  Proof of th is ,  they 
claim, is that it is not a written language and that " it has no grammar. " 

With a wri t ing t rad it ion,  lang uages acq u i re standard izat ion ,  
norms are set by recogn ized authorities and they are printed in  books 
and taught in schoo ls. Thus, languages which are transmitted exclu
sively through the speech of ind iv iduals,  without the formal frame which 
education g ives to language variants , make the i r  speakers focus on the 
real ity of variation .  In the L imonese situat ion, certain feel ings of it being 
a second-class lang uage (and consequently, of the i r  being second-class 
citizens) are attributed to LC by its speakers, and the i r  ve ry deeply
seated prejud ices against it are apparent. It is associated with what 
they bel ieve is  thei r own negative self-port raya l :  lack of educat ion ,  
pr im it ive ways, su perst i t ious bel iefs , pove rty, s lave ry, and a genera l  
i nadeq uacy for acq u i ring a h igh  socia l  status .  

Contrary to thei r deprecatory self-image, the Limonese have a 
highly ve rbal cu ltu re. And although Jamaican-educated grandparents 
abhor the creole spoken by the i r  " g rands"--and blame the i r  ch i l d ren 
fo r not hav ing i n s isted on the i r  g randc h i l d ren  attend i ng  E n g l i sh  
schools to  acq u i re "p roper" Eng l ish and  to  learn to  respect i t  as  had 
the i r  parents and ancestors-it is  obvious that f l uent LC speake rs 
enjoy Imekayte/yuwl.Through decades of wh ite colonizat ion and domi
nat ion , they have come to keep to the mse lves the love they feel for 
the i r  lang uage and the i r  cu lt u re .  

As to the actual use of  LC, the chart in  Table 2 next exempl if ies 
the most common l inguistic exchanges which cal l  for either LC, Spanish, 
or  Standard (L imonese),27 but bearing in  mind that there are a number 
of factors which intervene in  language cho ices (such as ethn ic compo
sit ion of the g roup, topic, age, and gender of the interlocutors) .  
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Table 2 

Intragroup LC - S - SE Usage 

MEDIA DOMAINS 

SUMMARY 

ROLE RELATIONS 

Prior 

Speaking 

Family 

Code: LC: Limonese Creole 
S: Spanish 
SE:Standard English 

Husband-wife LC 
Parent-child LC 
Grandparent-grandchild LC 
Other (= generation) LC 

Neighbors 
Friends 
Acquaintances 

Work 
Employer-employer 
Employer-employee 
Employee-employer 

Religion 
Priest/Minister-congregation 
Congregation-Minister 

Reading 

Home 
Father 
Mother 
Grandparents 
Child 

School 
Father 
Mother 
Grandparents 
Child 

Writing 

School 
Father 
Mother 

Grandparents 

Child 

LC 
LC 

SE 
SE 
LC 

LC 
LC 

SE 
SE 
SE 
SE 

SE 
SE 
SE 

SE 
SE 

SE 

89 

After 1 948 

LC/S 
LC/S 
LC/S 
LC/S 

LC/S 
LC/S 

S 
S 
S 

SE/LC/S 
LC/S 

S 
S 
S 
S 

S 
S 
SE/S 
S 

S 
S 

S 

S 
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Conclusions 

As mentioned above , i t  appears that even the most fervent 
des i re on the part of g randparents to retai n  LC-SLE may eventua l ly  
be overcome by the p romise of  social and economic advancement, i n  
both the publ ic and private sectors, offered by the mastery of  Spanish. 
Moreover, the number of social contacts in  which speakers use LC 
seems to be steadi ly  dec l in ing .  The evidence gathered so far shows 
that domains specific to the minority language variety have often been 
encroached upon by Span ish,  the prest ige language; actual ly, only if 
those domains were identified as stable would a condition of bi l ingualism 
possibly prevai l .  Without cont in ued representation of the language and 
g roup members in a variety of institutional sett ings such as educational 
systems, media, re l ig ion ,  and work, the ethnol ingu istic vital ity of the 
group is at great risk, since the inf luence of the home is not suff icient to 
preserve LC (particu larly considering that the t ime chi ldren and their 
fami ly spend at home has g reatly d im in ished) .28 

Stages in the process of language shift fa l l  into a continuum 
ranging from language conservation ( language l ife) to language loss 
( language death) . However, I would argue that the l i fe-death metaphor 
does not serve the study of language usage wel l .  The more meaningful 
question is one of ethnicity, i .e . ,  How important is it for a member of this 
minority to be a Black Li monese? And does LC express that ethn icity? 

The point has a l ready been made that few other  e lements 
i nvolve the emot ional  attachment that o ra l  communicat ion has i n  
members of a n  ethn ic  g roup ;  howeve r, the death of a language does 
not inevitably mean the total d isappearance of a g roup's ident ity. One 
of  the common circumstances for  language death is that of the gradual 
d isappearance of i ts speakers; in that case, however, the g roup 's 
identity cou ld be kept in tact unt i l  i ts  last speaker d ies.  That is not 
what concerns us here at th is  t ime.  The LC scenario is, rather, a 
case of language contact and conf l ict (one superord inate language 
active ly th reaten ing to supp lant the other) i n  a rac ia l ly  and cu l tura l ly 
d ist i nct speech commun ity which is  now somewhat spread out geo
g raph ical ly and which may succumb to "the i ntr i nsic host i l ity of the 
techno logy-based infrastructu re of modern civ i l i zation . "29 

The sociol inguistic process outl i ned above would seem not to 
bode wel l  for the survival of LC. However, as Fishman has suggested, 
the question to be asked is " Do they love it i n  their [the speakers'] 
hearts?"30 I would ventu re to say that if ,  in l ight of its sociohistorical 
background , the group values its identity-particularly in the face of 
present socioeconomic p ressu res towards the un iversalization of cu l 
ture-it is l ikely that LC wi l l  p revai l  against a l l  odds, particularly i f  they 
continue " loving it in the i r  hearts . "  
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NOTES 

I am indebted to Professor Marfa Eugenia Bozzol i  de Wi l le  for  valuable 
comments on an earl ier  version of th is paper and to P rofessor M e rvyn 
C. A l leyne for b ib l iograph ical info rmation .  

1 Fishman,  Joshua A. ,  "Language, Ethn icity, and Racism," in Georgetown 
University Round Table on Languages and Linguistics, ed.  M u riel  Savi l le
Tro ike (Wash ington ,  DC: Georgetown U n iversity Press, 1 977) ; Gumperz,  
J .J . ,  ed . ,  Language and Social Identity (Clevedon ,  PA: M u lt i l ingual  Mat
ters Ltd . ,  1 988) ;  G i les,  Howard , ed . ,  Language, Ethnicity and Intergroup 
Relations (London:  Academic P ress, I nc . ,  1 977) . 

2 Edwards ,  J . ,  Language, Society and Identity (Oxford : Basi l B lackwel l ,  
1 985) . 

3 Of a l l  the powerful  e lements of g roup identity (ethn icity, national ism, 
and the relationsh ip between them) ,  Edwards ( 1 985, 22) claims that 
"the most important i ng redients are the subjective sense of g roupness 
and the continuation of g roup boundaries."  He considers that these two 
are i ndeed related,  but s ince certa in aspects of g roup cu ltu re are always 
subject to change, the cont inu ing identity must depend upon elements 
which transcend  any purely object ive markers . "Th is is not to say," he 
continues, "that vis ib le markers are d ispensab le ,  but rather that the p res
ence of any part icu lar  marker is not essentia l . "  

4 I n  th is paper, it is i mpossible to cons ider the fu l l  range of complex 
relations which exist between the status of a language and such factors 
as l ite racy, u rbanizat ion,  industria l ization ,  pol it ical and economic power, 
re l ig ion , geography and demography, among many others which defi
n itely intervene in a two-way causal re lat ion between language and iden
tity. 

5 G i les, 3 1 2 .  

6 Carvajal ,  Gu i l le rmo, a n d  Is rael Driori ,  "La d iversidad etnico - cu ltural 
en la region atlantica y los p rob lemas de integ racion socio-espacial a l  
contexto regional costarricense," Revista Geografica 1 07 ( 1 987) : 1 9 , 
my t ranslation ,  explain ing  the depressed state of the local economy, 
clai m that: 

At p resent the Limonese region deve lopmental model 
cou ld  be summarized by saying that the benef its of the 
local economic activit ies either f lee the reg ion via mu lt i 
national corporations o r  e lse favor d i rect ly the publ ic 
treasu ry via taxes.  
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7 Edwards, J . ,  "Ethn ic Identity and Bi l ingual Education," in Language 
and Ethnicity and Intergroup Relations, ed. H .G iles (London:  Academic 
Press , 1 977), 254. Edwards' more complex def in it ion ( 1 985, 1 0) sug
gests that: 

Ethnic ident ity is al legiance to a g roup - large or smal l ,  
social ly dominant or subordinate - with which one has 
ancestral l i nks. There is no necessity for a continuation,  
over generations, of the same social ization or cultural 
patterns , but some sense of a g roup boundary must 
persist .  This can be sustained by shared objective char
acteristics (language, rel ig ion , etc . ) ,  or by more subjec
tive contributions to a sense of g roupness, or by some 
combination of both. Symbolic or subjective attachments 
must relate at however distant a remove, to an observ
ably real past. 

Definit ions of "ethnicity," of course, abound as do the criteria considered 
adequate for def in ing a col lectivity as an "ethn ic group," and as distinc
tive from a " racial g roup." In  this paper, I wi l l  adopt the view (based on 
Tu rner, 1 978) that an ethnic unit is formed by those ind ividuals who say 
they belong to ethnic group A rather than B, and are wi l l ing to be treated 
and al low their behavior to be interpreted and judged as A's and not B's. 

8 Fishman, 1 977, 1 6. Fishman states that "paternity" is a central experi
ence around which al l others can be clustered , and that: 

it deals with the recognition of putative biological origins 
and , therefore with the hereditary or  descent-re lated 
"b lood" ,  "bones" ,  "essence",  "mental ity" , "gen i us" ,  
"sensitivity", "procl ivity" derived from the or ig inal  puta
t ive ancestors of a col lectiv ity and passed on f rom 
generat ion  to  generation in  a biokinship sense. 

In other words, heritage determines one's eth nicity. From the point of 
view of a person 's experience, this "paternity" is probably seen as the 
key ( referred to as "primord ial" by Geertz, 1 963) to that ind ividual 's 
ethnicity, no matter whether it is played down, or even denied to escape it. 

9 Fishman ( 1 977, 20) c la ims that although d ist inct f rom each other, 
"pate rnity" and "pat ri mony" may rei nforce each other s i nce they are 
constant ly i nteract ing  i n  ethn ic ity, as poles a long a cont inuum.  The 
d iffe rence is  that wh i le  ethn ic patr imony is  learned , paternity is inher
ited from ancestry. I n  other words, 

The paternity dimension of ethnicity is related to ques
tions of how ethnicity col lect ivities come into being and 
to how individuals get to be members of these col lec
tivities. The pat rimony d imension of eth nicity is related 
to questions of how ethnic col lectivities behave and to 
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what the i r  members do i n  order  to express their  mem
bersh ip. The former maintains that one must e ither be 
or not be of a g iven ethn icity [ . . .  ] .  The latter recognizes 
that one either may o r  may not fu lf i l l  the obl igations of 
ethn ic ity. 

I nterestingly enough ,  it seems that these acquired characteristics of one's 
identity (Fishman's "patrimony") a re the key by which outsiders perceive 
a g roup's identity (G i les, 1 977, 326) .  

1 0 G i les, 326 .  

1 1 Johann Gottried Herder ( 1 744-1 803) , the author of Ueber den Ursprung 
der Sprache, argued i n  favor of the h uman innately-endowed capacity 
of reason and speech,  which u lt imate ly l i nks an ind ivid ual through h is/ 
her mother tongue, to the expression of the national ity's soul  and sp i rit . 

1 2  Smrth, A. ,  Theories of Nationalism (London: Duckworth, 1 971 ) ,  1 49-1 50. 

1 3 Harrison ,  Regina,  Signs, Songs and Memory in the Andes (Austin :  
Un iversity o f  Texas P ress,  1 989) ,  1 5, tel ls the story o f  G regorio Condori 
Mamani ,  a mono l ingual Quechua speaker when he served i n  the Peru
vian army some years ago: 

Up u nt i l  that t ime [entering  the army] I d idn 't speak any 
Spanish and I scarcely left there speaking Span ish ;  I 
almost spoke some Spanish at the end.  The l ieuten
ants and the captains d id n't want us to speak in  Quechua 
(runa simi) . 

" Indians,  dammit !  Spanish!"  they used to say. 
With that, they make you speak Spanish in  classes. 

1 4  Lieberson ,  S . ,  Language Diversity and Language Contact, essays 
selected and i ntroduced by A .S .  Oi l  (Stanford : Stanford U niversity P ress, 
1 98 1 ) ,  1 .  

1 5  Lieberson ,  2 .  

16  This terminology is borrowed from Lieberson ( 1 98 1 , 84) : 
By indigenous is meant not necessarily the aborigines, 
but rather a population sufficiently established in  an area 
so as to possess the  i nst itut ions and demograph ic 
capacity for  ma in ta i n i n g  some m i n i ma l  form of socia l  
o rder  t h ro u g h  generat ions .  

1 7 When two l ingu istic g roups come i nto contact, we may f i nd  a situation 
in which 1 )  the indigenous g roup is superord inate , 2) the mig rant g roup 
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is superord inate , 3) the ind igenous group is subord inate , 4) the migrant 
g roup is subordi nate , and 5) ne i ther g roup is supero rd i nate i n  a l l  
domains.  

18  By ' rapid , '  I mean a substantial change in the cou rse of only a few 
generations. 

1 9 Gumperz, 1 .  

20 Limonese Creole is cal led Imekaytelyuwl or Imekatelyuwl by its speak
ers. It comes from Jamaican Creole in which "Make I tel l  you [some
thing]" is equ ivalent to Standard Eng l ish "Let me tel l  you [someth ing] . "  
The broad transcription used here is a phonemic system accessib le to a 
non- in it iated reader. 

2 1  Ol ien,  M ichael 0. , "The Neg ro in Costa Rica: An Historical Perspec
tive," n .d .  ( 1 965) . M imeographed copy. 

22 Mamita Yunai is the tit le of a book by the Costa Rican novel ist Carlos 
Luis Fal las (San Jose , Costa Rica: Editorial Soley y Valverde, 1 941 , 
246) .  He explains that this is the name by which the Spanish speaking 
workers referred to the United Fruit Co. Mamita, of course , is a d iminu
tive of mama ( 'mother') and Yunai stands for the way the Costa Rican 
pronunciation of 'U nited' sounded . 

23 Since 1 948 (when Alex Curl ing was elected the fi rst Black Federal 
representative of Limon) , the National Liberation Party (Partido Liberaci6n 
Naciona/, i . e. the "social-democratic" party) has had cont inu ity in  carry
ing a B lack on its Limonese federal representat ive t icket to the National 
Assembly. It has obviously paid off, since the party won al l  but the last 
elections in Limon-which they lost by 1 6 ,000 votes or 73%. For the fi rst 
t ime since then , the present presidential cand idate ( i ronical ly enough, 
Figueres' son) decided not to have a B lack representative in  the Limon 
ticket, whi le the other major party, Christian Social Un ity Party (Partido 
Unidad Social Cristiano, i .e .  the "Ch ristian-democratic" party) does. It 
will be interesting to watch the forthcoming elections, in February of 1 994, 
to see whethe r the Black mi nority has given up its loyalty to "its" party. 

24 Many Blacks now work in  San Jose, and many others have taken up 
jobs on board ships,  if they are men ,  and as nann ies or  domestic ser
vants in the U .S . ,  if they are women. There is practical ly no fami ly in 
L imon that does not have some relative in  the U .S .  at this point. 
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25 This s ituatioh has currently affected L imon's youth in  a twofold man
ner: 1 )  those h igh school g raduates who stay i n  Lim6n are working as 
stevedo res , as messengers for the sh ipp ing  companies, or  in  the box 
factories or local refinery ;  and 2) the few who cont inue their studies at 
the local u niversity b ranches (of d ub ious q ual ity) or  in  the capita l ,  later 
opt for  wh ite co l lar  jobs ,  but  o nce t hey h ave s ucceeded i n  sec u ri n g  a 
degree these young people do not wish to return to Puerto Lim6n be
cause of the lack of chal lenging opportun it ies.  On the other  hand, the 
number of single mothers has increased d ramatical ly, and crack cocaine 
is avai lable for the asking .  A part icular L imonese neighborhood popu
larly cal led " Cieneguita" (and off ic ial ly Barrio Cristobal Colon) is now 
joking ly know as "Piedropolis" (from piedra which means crack cocai ne) . 

26 The degree of i l l iteracy is  relat ive ly  low i n  the P rovince of Lim6n as 
compared to the rest of the country. It was 7 .5% in the Central Province 
and 1 0.9% in the Province of L im6n accord ing  to the census taken by 
the Direcci6n General de Estad fsticas y Censos, Censo de Poblaci6n de 
Costa Rica (San Jose, Costa R ica: M i n ister io de Economfa y Hac ienda,  
1 984, 1 65) .  

27 Herzfeld ,  An ita, "B i l ingual I nstabi l ity as a Result  of  Government In
d uced Pol icies," in  ITL: Review of Applied Linguistics 48 ( 1 980) :  1 1 ,  here 
revised for 1 995. 

28 Duri ng a recent interview conducted in Li m6n (October 2,  1 993) a 
young Black professional shared with m e  that when he gets home from 
the office, often qu ite late at n ig ht ,  he is so t i red and stressed out that he 
f inds it hard to switch to LC after he h as been talk ing Span ish al l  day 
long at the office-even though he has a B lack Li monese wife. 

29 Edwards,  1 985, 49.  

30 Quoted by Huffiness, Mar ion L. ,  "Pennsylvania Ge rman: ' Do they love 
it in the ir  hearts?'" i n  Language and Ethnicity: Focusschrift in honor of 
Joshua Fishman, ed. James R .  Dow ( 1 991 ) , 9 .  
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