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The Transformation of Indigenous Landscape in the First
Colonized Region of the Caribbean
Eduardo Herrera Malatesta

Department of History and Classical Studies, Aarhus University, 8270 Højbjerg, Denmark;
ehmalatesta@yahoo.com

Abstract: This paper presents an archaeological reconstruction of indigenous landscape transforma-
tions in the first colonized region of the Caribbean. The arrival of Columbus in 1492 in the northern
region of the island of Haytí (the current Dominican Republic and Haiti) signified a profound change
in the lives of the island’s communities, transforming their everyday actions and their perceptions
of landscape. To address this complex topic, this research tackled a key problem in landscape ar-
chaeology: while the “landscape” concept has been extensively debated, there is a growing tendency
to use the concept without clear definitions and to obscure important methodological aspects of
how scholars bridge the divide between their conceptual definitions and the archaeological record.
This paper approaches this problem by applying the concepts of ‘sites as tendencies’ and ‘contested
taskscapes’. This theoretical and methodological framework allows for the reconstruction of the
indigenous landscape and, more importantly, highlights how the colonization process impacted the
everyday tasks and perceptions of Hayti’s indigenous people through the profound transformation
of their landscape.

Keywords: landscape; taskscape; indigenous communities; Spanish colonialism; Caribbean

1. Introduction

The idea of landscape as used in archaeology today is a complex product of decades
of archaeological, anthropological and geographical debates [1–9]. In particular, the am-
biguous use of the concept today [10] reflects the challenges faced by both processual
and post-processual archaeologists in making sense of past realities within their specific
theoretical frameworks [11–14]. This dichotomy between processual and postprocessual
trends is still palpable, yet clear discussions on the methodological implications of these
two very different approaches are less common. One group of scholars continues to use
the concept of landscape in the processual sense, i.e., they understand landscape as the
passive environmental context for human behavior. By contrast, other researchers use
the term to refer to the resulting cultural meanings that humans create in the process of
interacting with their surroundings. The issue does not arise from the use of either of
these perspectives on landscape per se, but rather the lack of explicit discussion of their
methodological and theoretical implications, particularly when scholars seek to draw on a
combination of both perspectives.

This problem becomes salient when, for instance, one tries to combine the advantages
of regional survey, geographical information systems, and spatial statistics with a concep-
tual framework that studies transformations in landscape perception as a result of cultural
conflict. For this, an articulation of processual and postprocessual methods and theories
is imperative. The proposal presented in this paper is based on Tim Ingold’s idea of the
Dwelling perspective. Over 30 years ago, Ingold suggested a way to overcome the dual
and supposedly contradictory ideas of landscape from the processual and post-processual
perspectives in archaeology. Ingold aimed “to move beyond the sterile opposition between
the naturalistic view of the landscape as a neutral, external backdrop to human activities,
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and the culturalistic view that every landscape is a particular cognitive or symbolic or-
dering of space.” [15]. The key to achieving this, lay in the realization that the full power
of the landscape concept extends beyond the visual and includes “a world in which we
can expect to find formations of the land such as hills and valleys, mountains and plains,
interspersed with settlements such as villages and towns and threaded by paths, roads and
waterways.” [16]. For Ingold, there was no fundamental difference between ‘landscape’
and ‘environment’, as both are the result of the intertwining combinations of natural and
cultural elements over time. The result of the histories of interactions between people,
things and nature are that “landscape is not land looked at but land shaped . . . In this
medieval sense, landscape already couples the land with tasks of shaping: landscape is
taskscape because to shape the land is to work it” [17].

Ingold used the concept of taskscape to articulate the complexities of the intertwine-
ment between people, things, tasks and the environment [4]. The concept of taskscape is
a bridge between two realms: for archaeology, it can be a heuristic tool that connects the
shape and content of the archaeological record with the idea of landscape. There are several
recent examples of the use of taskscape in archaeology, for example see: [18–21]. In the
Haytí case study, working through the taskscape perspective allowed for the integration
of material evidence (e.g., archaeological sites and artefact distributions at the regional
scale) with theoretical notions about human movement, action, and landscape knowledge
at different spatial scales. This integration, in turn, proved key to understanding both the
ways that indigenous tasks shaped the island’s landscape and how these were collectively
transformed after 1492.

Yet, for two important reasons, the taskscape concept by itself was not sufficient to
properly achieve the desired goal of this research. First, in order to avoid ambiguities
in the use of ‘landscape’ and ‘taskscape’, clearly defined spatial categories had to be
developed. Following an extensive review of the concept of the archaeological site, the
notion of ‘sites as tendencies’ was elaborated as a means of defining of taskscapes in
the archaeological record. Second, as the case study focused on contexts of colonial war,
enslavement and displacement, the concept of taskscape was reconsidered in terms of
how it might relate to the contexts of conflict that the indigenous people suffered. To
overcome this second challenge, current debates over landscape, colonization and conflict
in archaeology were drawn on to create the idea of ‘contested taskscapes’.

A complete review of the arguments for the definition of these two concepts is beyond
the scope of this paper [22]. In general terms, the idea of ‘sites as tendencies’ is based on the
understanding that human actions in the world leave traces of their particular intentions
and activities, which, in addition to their spatial recurrence, also tend to be recurrent in time.
Each particular site contains evidence of one or more tasks that were carried out by human
actors in particular environmental contexts and places. The analysis of materials and sites
from this perspective allows for a clear definition of taskscapes that articulates directly
with the archaeological record. The idea of ‘contested taskscapes’ came as a second stage
in the analytical process and emerged through the combination of Ingold’s taskscape [4]
and Bender’s work on contested landscapes [23–25]. Briefly stated, the contested taskscape
concept permitted the identification and classification of the material evidence and patterns
left on the terrain by cultural conflicts in the past. By grouping and categorizing these
conflicts on the ground, it was possible to identify contested taskscapes and define the
resulting landscape transformations.

2. Material and Methods

The study area where these two concepts were explored was the coast of Montecristi,
a province located in the northwestern Dominican Republic (Figure 1). After several field
seasons in the region, a total of 102 previously unregistered archaeological sites were
recorded and grouped by size, location, ceramic affiliation and function [26].
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lithic artefact often recorded (usually an axe or a hammerstone). The same pattern 
generally held for shell artefacts, with only one artefact observed, in most cases, this was 
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Figure 1. The province of Montecristi (Dominican Republic) in the context of the contemporary
Caribbean.

The regional archaeological pattern (Figure 2) in the Montecristi coastal area consists
of four groups of archaeological sites. The first of these groups include the large habi-
tation sites (>3 ha, n = 8), which are always located higher than 150 masl. All of these
sites contained ceramics with Meillacoid (800–1550 AD) attributes as the main compo-
nent, in association with ceramics from the Chicoid series (900–1700 AD) and a mixed
ceramic component that includes stylistic attributes from the Meillacoid and Chicoid series
(1000–1700 AD). These sites have a high diversity of lithic artefacts (axes, scrappers, flints,
cores, hammerstones, and grinding stones) and a limited variety of shell objects (axes and
scrapers). Most sites also showed a great assortment of mollusk shells, with a total of
17 species identified across the region, with 5 to 8 of these species recorded at each of the
large habitation sites. The most common species at all sites were Codakia orbicularis sp.,
Lobatus costatus sp., and Lobatus gigas sp. (Figure 3). These sites are usually located over
1 km from water sources, while fewer are located at a distance less than 500 m.

The second class of sites includes medium-sized habitation sites (between 1 to 3 ha,
n = 17), which are mostly located below 80 masl and with only a few between 100 to
200 masl. Most of these sites contain exclusively Meillacoid ceramics and only very limited
numbers of lithic artefacts, mostly axes and/or hammer stones (usually 1 to 2 per site). The
mollusk specimens are not diverse, with most sites containing 3 to 5 species. Unlike the
previous category, these sites are usually located close to water sources (<500 m).

The third class of sites–the small habitation sites (<1 ha, n = 49)–do not show a specific
pattern of elevation. At half of these sites, it was not possible to identify a specific ceramic
affiliation as materials tend to be very fragmented and scarce. In the other half, mostly
Meillacoid ceramics were registered, and in a few cases, together with Chicoid and mixed
Meillacoid-Chicoid components. Stone artefacts were limited at these sites, with only one
lithic artefact often recorded (usually an axe or a hammerstone). The same pattern generally
held for shell artefacts, with only one artefact observed, in most cases, this was either a
hammer or a gubia (a shell artefact used in woodworking and agriculture). In most of these
sites, 1 to 3 species of mollusks were recorded.
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The final category included is the resource exploitation sites (<3 ha). These sites
are characterized by the absence of ceramics or other lithic and shell artefacts. They are
exclusively located along the coastline and are usually very close to each other. This pattern
suggested that, rather than defining them as sites, they should be perceived as “exploitation
zones”. The material culture associated with these sites was very limited, comprising only
a few ceramic sherds (either unidentified or Meillacoid) and lithic artefacts (either scrapers
or flakes). The few shell artefacts recorded were perforators, gubias or hammers.

The preliminary interpretation of these results suggests that the large sites were perma-
nent living places that formed a focus for daily activities. Based on the diversity of material
culture present, such sites may have also served as locations where exchange networks
were maintained at the local and possibly regional level. Second, the medium-sized sites
seem to have been related to temporary or permanent housing activities and, given that
both the material evidence and its diversity is less, they may have had fewer inhabitants or
existed for shorter periods of time. As in neighboring areas, these medium sites also could
have been related to specific activities such as agriculture or could have served as rancherías
(small hamlets) for hunting parties or fishermen going to the coast [27]. Third, the small
sites might have been related to specific tasks, possibly daily activities which recurred over
time but that did not need to be done in exactly the same place (e.g., a location where
marine products were processed once or multiple times before being transported to hamlets
or the main settlement). The patterning of these sites highlights the dynamics and mobility
of people in their landscape and the decisions related to this movement.

3. Discussion: Indigenous and Spanish Taskscapes

The taskscape concept is used here as a bridge to connect the materiality of the
archaeological record with the abstract idea of landscape. In conceptual terms, this is
rendered by using the taskscape as a layer within the complexity of the landscape [28]. A
recent example of this was provided by Ingold [17] by using one of Brueghel’s paintings.
This painting shows a sixteenth-century European settlement, with representations of
people’s day-to-day activities being carried out in specific places within the town. From
an archaeological perspective, this painting highlights three main aspects: the spatial
relationships, the idea of spatial scale, and how they are used to define a place. Drawing
on Ingold’s reading of this painting, it is clear that ‘place’ can refer to both the location
where a specific task is being carried out as well as the entire town. For Ingold, a place
is defined by the overlapping lines left by people’s movements through the world, in a
process he defined as the meshwork of entangling lines [29]. If each location in the painting
is the result of a person or a group of persons’ movement in the town and the world,
each location (including the town) constitutes a place. Since Ingold’s definition would
fits multiple scales, the idea of taskscape can be deemed multiscalar. Scale may not be an
issue when working the idea of landscape in art or ethnography, since the observer in these
disciplines has access to the whole “image”. In archaeology, however, the spatial scale
is a challenge as considering different spatial scales for analysis will potentially result in
different reconstructions and interpretations of past humans patterns within the landscape.

To minimize potential misinterpretation and biased classification, and following the
idea that the taskscape forms a key level in the process of archaeological analysis, three spa-
tial scales of taskscape were defined for the case study presented here, each of which relates
to the tasks and movement of indigenous people in the past.

3.1. Small-Scale Taskscapes

The first scale where a set of tasks was identified was that of the site. Based on all of the
previously-described size and functional categories, the primary activities at this scale are
related to general domestic activities and the exploitation of land and sea resources, which
include tasks of craft production, as well as agricultural, hunting, and fishing activities.
This first level of the indigenous taskscape relates directly to daily activities, that is, with
the decisions and actions at the level of local communities and their dwelling in the world.
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The general pattern reconstructed from this evidence is that there tends to be a large
place (large-size sites) that can be associated with permanent areas of habitation and the
common tasks of a settlement. These main settlements were “surrounded” by other places
(medium and small-size sites and exploitation of sea resource sites) that were associated
with highly specialized activities such as marine resource processing, lithic workshops
and/or agricultural production. This whole combination of tasks constitutes the first layer
of taskscape, and refers to the internal taskscape of each settlement or areas close to the
main settlement.

3.2. Medium-Scale Taskscapes

A second scale of the indigenous taskscape occurs at the level of the study area. At this
scale, it was possible to identify tasks that interconnect most of the archaeological sites. For
example, the presence of specific materials at particular sites, such as mollusk shells and
lithic artefacts, indicate tasks related to specialized exploitation of marine resources. The
presence of these same mollusks, however, at some of the larger settlements indicates their
exchange and/or trade throughout the research area. This taskscape also suggests daily
interactions between different communities from distant settlements (possibly between
culturally different populations). Figure 4 shows a representation of the connections
between particular sea resource sites where a specific mollusk shell-type was identified (in
this case Cittarium pica, sp.) and the habitation settlements where that same type of shell
was recorded. As can be inferred from the image, there seems to be a pattern of distribution
and redistribution of the marine resources across larger zones of the study area.
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3.3. Large-Scale Taskscapes

The third scale of the indigenous taskscape was defined when evaluating the regional
distributions of the ceramic series present in the region. In the northern sector of the island,
two ceramic series dating to the Late Ceramic Age (1100–1500 AD) and the early colonial
period (1500–1600 AD) have been classified: Meillacoid and Chicoid [30–33]. The particular
distribution pattern of the sites related to the Meillacoid ceramics between the coastal
areas of the Montecristi province and the eastern province of Puerto Plata, as well as the
characteristic distribution patterns of the Chicoid sites in the region, seem to highlight a
political taskscape (Figure 5). This taskscape could have been based on the relationships
and interactions between different communities and the rights to access certain areas. Socio-
political and cultural reasons could be the main causes for the absence of sites with Chicoid
ceramics in the area of the coast of Montecristi. The coastal area of Montecristi also has
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important topographic (its location at the end of the Cordillera Septentrional) and ecological
features (endemic areas of the only mammals on the island, the hutia and solenodon, and
easy access to the mangroves), which may have played a role in the interest of Meillacoid-
using communities in maintaining control over this area and its resources. Alternatively,
conflicts among indigenous groups could also have contributed to this particular pattern.
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3.4. Indigenous Landscape

The indigenous landscape, that the early Spanish observed, can be reconstructed
is composed of a variety of places and artefacts that indicate the diversity of activities
carried out by past communities. The patterned distribution of places revealed the past
inhabitants’ recurrent interests of interacting, exploiting and selecting activity places based
on topography. The pattern is defined by “central” places related to habitation, trade and
perhaps political centrality, followed by a series of medium to small places related to other
non-domestic activities such as the exploitation/processing of marine resources, agriculture
and, possibly, other activities such as logging and/or production of lithic artefacts. In addi-
tion, the non-domestic sites tend to afford the best visibility of the surroundings and marine
environment, as has already been proposed for neighboring areas in the region [35,37,38].
These patterns are also observed in other neighboring research areas, such as the coastal
region of the Puerto Plata province and northeastern Haiti, with some local particularities
possibly related to the topography and culture of the different indigenous communities.
The indigenous landscape before 1492 was dynamic and diverse, where communities seem
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to have shared similar cultural features that are evident across multiple scales. However, at
the largest analytical scale, there are indications of cultural heterogeneity that might have
resulted from ethnic differences, cultural territories and/or conflict relations.

3.5. Spanish Taskscapes

A good example of the Spanish movements during the early phase of colonization and
that formed part of their strategies to reach the inland gold area and control of indigenous
population is the so-called Ruta de Colón [39,40]. Figure 6 shows a reconstruction of this
route as well as some hypothetic lines of the Spanish movements, based on the early
chronicles reports. The figure also shows the location of the Spanish towns and forts, from
the earliest town of La Isabela (1493) to the fort at Jánico (1494) where the gold mines were
located. Following Ingold’s [16,29] definition of place, each fort and town formed a ‘node’
resulting from the repeated passage and selection of certain places as a consequence of the
move from the coast to the mainland. In addition, the selection by the Spanish of those
specific places for settlement responded to the several indigenous settlements that already
existed along this route, as reported by the early chronicles [41–44]. The ‘lines’ created by
the Spanish movement is evidence of their intentions to successfully exploit and transfer
gold to the coast, as well as the need to dominate the territory and its people. The forts were
built near resistant or important settlements of the indigenous groups. For example, the
fort of La Magdalena was built in the Cibao valley, close to Los Hidalgos pass through the
northern mountain range, within the area known by the indigenous people as the province
of Macorís, and to the north of the supposed area of residence of Cacique Caonabo. Cacique
is a word the indigenous people used to refer to their leaders. The early Spanish compare
this term to that of king. This fort was destroyed by the indigenous people of the area and,
shortly after, the Spanish replaced it with the fort of La Esperanza [43]. On the other hand,
some Spanish towns were built near key natural resources (gold veins, rivers, coast) as well
as near important indigenous settlements. For example, the town of Concepción de la Vega
was founded near the settlement of Cacique Guarionex, with whom the Spanish initially
had formed an alliance and later fought several fierce battles.

The initial colonial landscape was shaped by the exploitation of the island’s mineral
and human resources through the factoría system [45]. This was a colonialist system
originally developed in Portugal and applied to the Spanish in the conquest of the Canary
Islands [46]. The Spanish landscape was made up of two taskscapes. One is based on
the exploitation of resources and the other on the military control of the territory. These
taskscapes allow an understanding of part of the Spanish logic in conquering the indigenous
world, and represent elements of the transformation of the indigenous landscape into the
Spanish colonial one during the first years of colonization. The Spanish landscape during
these the first years on the island of Haytí was characterized by, in the first place, closely
spaced settlements to aid the movement of troops and suppress the constant indigenous
uprisings, such as the one that destroyed the fort of La Magdalena or the uprising of the
caciques Guarionex and Mayobanex [41]. Second, these settlements, whether villages or
forts, served as forms of control and domination of the local population and protected of
the movement of resources between the inland and the coast.
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4. Conclusion: The Transformation of the Indigenous Landscape

To fully understand the transformation of indigenous landscapes on northern Haytí,
the regional archaeological patterns formed by indigenous taskscapes were compared
to the regional patterns of movement and settlement of the early Spanish colonizers in
the same study region. This comparison led to the idea that the transformation of the
indigenous landscape can be explained on two analytical levels. These levels have been
conceptualized as Day-to-day and Imaginary. The first explains the changes that occurred
within the indigenous communities in terms of the tasks, practices and movements that
characterized the quotidian indigenous taskscape before the arrival of the Spanish. The
second level has to do with the representations developed by the first Spanish invaders
of the indigenous world and how these representations themselves contributed to the
transformation of the indigenous landscape.

4.1. Day-To-Day Level: Contested Taskscapes

One way to conceptualize the conquest of the indigenous world and its initial trans-
formation is through the idea of contested taskscapes [22]. From the earliest years of
colonization, the Spanish invaders depended on the local population to obtain basic prod-
ucts and resources. For example, beginning during the second voyage, Columbus imposed
a tribute in gold and food on the indigenous people [41]. In the case of gold, indigenous
populations were forced to carry out the task of mineral extraction at known gold veins
and rivers, where, in general, the activity followed pre-invasion patterns. However, the
intensity of this task radically changed, as did the reasons for the work, with indigenous
people preferring to commit suicide and induce abortions to avoid the horrors of enslaved
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labor in the gold mines for themselves and their descendants [41,48]. In this sense, although
the task remained the same and it was carried out in the same places, the taskscape, the
constitutive acts of dwelling, changed radically and consequently a conflict was created.

In the case of food production, something similar happened. Even though the indige-
nous communities continued to produce food according to their traditional knowledge and
practices in the usual places, there was a change in the motivation behind the execution
of these same tasks. The Spanish demanded a quota greater than the one they were used
to producing, leading to the occurrence of a conflict in the daily tasks that constituted the
indigenous agricultural taskscape. An example of this was recorded in the early chronicles,
when the cacique Guarionex tried to increased cassava production to pay the Spanish
more ever a larger quota and lessen the aggression of the conquistadores. However, shortly
after these negotiations, Guarionex would go to war with the Columbus brothers since
his people had not been able to produce as much food as expected [41,42]. In addition,
Guarionex and his people were affected by the Spanish presence near their towns and
traditional areas as well as by the fear and rage instilled in them by witnessing what the
Spanish were doing to other indigenous groups.

A third contested taskscape can be identified in the Spanish settlements along the
island (Figure 7). When Nicolás de Ovando became governor of La Española (1502–1509),
other mechanisms to deal with local populations and resources were implemented. By that
time, the Spanish had moved to displacing entire communities to Spanish towns to continue
fulfilling the tasks of food production and gold exploitation, as well as general servitude.
As the people were “inserted” in the Spanish villages, in a process known as encomiendas
y repartimientos [49], the new places where these tasks were to occur were far from where
they traditionally took place. An archaeological example that supports the existence of
these contested taskscapes comes from the province of Montecristi [26]. During the survey
in this area, there was only one place where material culture related to the second half of
the 16th-century was recorded, namely in the area where the original foundations of the
villa of Montecristi (circa 1535) were located [50]. In the rest of the area, no evidence of
early 16th-century European material culture was found. In fact, all Spanish or European
materials postdate the 17th-century. This could be evidence that during the beginning of
the conquest and colonization process (circa 1493 to 1502), the Spanish villages did not have
rural areas, since their focus was on territorial access and control. After Columbus’s second
voyage, the Spanish started their attempts to introduce European animals and vegetables
to the island environment [51]. As a result of the food crisis in Spain and Portugal and
the efforts of Nicolás de Ovando to improve the quality of the colony since 1502, Spanish
efforts in cultivation had not fully started [51]. During the first decade of the colonization,
the indigenous communities and their towns were the equivalent of the “countryside” for
food production. As mentioned, the indigenous agricultural taskscapes were maintained
in their traditional places, serving as rural areas for the Spanish, until the populations were
displaced to the Spanish villages. This created a key space of contestation, and after several
decades, helped to promote the creation of new creole rural communities.

Following this discussion, the idea of the contested taskscape can be connected with
two levels of human experience. First, the physical level, which refers to the conflicts
that occurred through the materiality of placemaking. For example, the establishment
of Spanish forts and settlements close to important indigenous settlements. Second, the
cognitive level, which refers to the perceptions of individuals and communities that live
in and move between those places where physical conflict was manifest. For example,
individuals and communities suffered a strong psychological impact when they become
enslaved and had to continue exploiting resources that were known and familiar to them,
in places that possibly carried deep cultural meanings. Bender has explained that studies
of conflicts and diasporas generally focus on broad social and political scales “without
too much consideration of what this might involve in terms of intimate and personal
engagement” [23]. In this sense, when day-to-day tasks (the basis of the cultural skills and
knowledge of an individual or of a community) were carried out under conditions of force
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and enslavery, this affected both the people’s perception of those tasks in themselves and
their perception of the landscape where those tasks were carried out. This, in turn, would
have generated both a personal conflict with the task in question and with the “constitutive
acts of dwelling” [17], i.e., with the taskscape. With the development of the colonial state,
the stress on indigenous people increased as they were continuously pressured to increase
production, to accept new ideologies and religion, and finally to be integrated into the
Spanish system as new subjects of a sovereign they did not choose. As Bender [24] has
rightly expressed, “the mutual incomprehension engendered by totally different social,
political and economic practices extends to include the inability to recognize or at least
tolerate a completely different understanding of place and landscape.” The indigenous and
Spanish taskscapes, at their different spatial scales, naturally came into direct conflict since
their basic notions of nature, territory and ownership were radically different.
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4.2. Level of the Imaginary: Historical Homogeneities and Archaeological Diversities

The second level concerns how the first Spanish invaders represented the indigenous
people. The image created during the first decades of colonization not only transfigured
the landscape and the indigenous world in the past but also did so for the future Caribbean
populations that came into being with a distorted idea of the island of Haytí before 1492.
This issue can be explored from two perspectives. The first concerns the invisibilization
of indigenous communities and their presence in the landscape. The early chroniclers,
whether due to the difficulty in understanding indigenous cultures or a lack of interest
in deep descriptions, presented a vague image of the indigenous people. Based on their
understanding of the world, the first Spanish tried to identify in the indigenous communi-
ties hierarchical and spatial patterns similar to those that existed in Europe at that time. In
spatial terms, this led to the definition of indigenous “territories” [52] that, based on the
available archaeological evidence from the northern region of the island [26,27,34,35,53,54],
do not seem to reflect the cultural diversity or the political organization before 1492.

An example of this comes from the 1516 map of Andrés de Morales (Figure 8),
which divided the island into five regions. While a subsequent report by Peter Martyr
d’Anghiera [48] based on Morales’ report and map described these as natural regions, the



Land 2022, 11, 509 12 of 16

20th-century economist Bernardo Vega [52] interpreted these regions as political territories
related to the indigenous cacicazgos (chiefdoms). However, the map of Morales does not
depict borders between these territories and Martyr d’Anghiera simply states that: “The
pilot Morales, brings me a new description that from time immemorial the indigenous
people used.” [48]. The evidence from both the map and the documentary record does not
suggest that this description included the delimitation of chiefdoms, as later proposed by
Vega [52]. Indeed, the claim that these natural geographical regions which probably were
imbued with cultural and historical meanings represented chiefly territories effaced, rather
than explained, indigenous diversity. Nevertheless, the wider idea of indigenous territories
connected to hierarchical political structures was present in several colonial chronicles and
was finally depicted in Charlevoix’s map in 1731 (Figure 9).
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Without doubting the existence of hierarchical societies on the island, it is important
to recognize that the representation of homogeneous indigenous territories (i.e., one cacique
(king) controlling one large territory (nation)) facilitated the explanation of indigenous
cultural complexity for initial colonial observers. By contrast, the archaeological data,
in combination with the different indigenous taskscapes defined here, reveal a diverse
indigenous landscape shaped by multiple spatial scales of community interaction. This
patterning is suggestive of the presence of multi-ethnic and politically centralized groups
at small scales, rather than large cacicazgos occupying large and homogeneous territories.
The first transformation of the indigenous landscapes of Haytí, therefore, happened at this
level of Spanish colonial representation. The resulting image of homogeneous territories
controlled by highly centralized political polities obscured the island’s multiple scales of
interaction, the reality of which has been recovered only recently by archaeological research.

A second transformation of the indigenous landscape occurred with the eradication of
the diversity of communities by creating homogeneous ethnicities. This point is detailed
here through the example of the ethnonym “Taíno”. Several authors have highlighted that
the early Spanish merged together a wide range of ethnic groups in the island of Haytí
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since they were unable to recognize internal cultural differences [56]. The Taíno are the
classic example of this since they have been identified as the major indigenous group in the
Greater Antilles [57,58]. However, Caribbean researchers have realized that, in order to do
justice to the complexity of these ethnic groups without obscuring their cultural dynamics,
terms such as “Tainoness” [56,59,60] or symbolic reservoir [61] are more appropriate to
characterize the indigenous culture of these communities.

Land 2022, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 5 
 

obscured the island’s multiple scales of interaction, the reality of which has been 
recovered only recently by archaeological research. 

A second transformation of the indigenous landscape occurred with the eradication 
of the diversity of communities by creating homogeneous ethnicities. This point is 
detailed here through the example of the ethnonym “Taíno”. Several authors have 
highlighted that the early Spanish merged together a wide range of ethnic groups in the 
island of Haytí since they were unable to recognize internal cultural differences [56]. The 
Taíno are the classic example of this since they have been identified as the major 
indigenous group in the Greater Antilles [57,58]. However, Caribbean researchers have 
realized that, in order to do justice to the complexity of these ethnic groups without 
obscuring their cultural dynamics, terms such as “Tainoness” [56,59,60] or symbolic 
reservoir [61] are more appropriate to characterize the indigenous culture of these 
communities. 

 
Figure 9. Map of Haytí showing the supposed indigenous territories by Pierre-Francois-Xavier de 
Charlevoix in 1731 (courtesy of the digital collection of John Carter Brown Library at Brown 
University). 

The first reference to the term Taíno was made on Columbus’s second voyage when 
upon arriving on the beach of an island he was greeted by people shouting “Taíno, Taíno”. 
The meaning of this word has been identified as “good” or “noble” [60–62]. In the 19th-
century, the term Taíno began to be applied to define a particular ethnic group and to 
their language. The first reference to Taíno as the equivalent of an ethnic group that 
inhabited the Greater Antilles has been attributed to Rafinesque in 1836 [60], although the 
term was also used a few years later by Martinus in 1867 [61]. In 1871, Brinton used the 
term Taíno to describe the linguistic classification of the Arawak language spoken in those 
islands [62]. The popularization of the term Taíno was a consequence of the historical 
reconstructions that took place throughout the 19th-century, which condensed the 
previous generalizations and homogenizations of the ethnic and linguistic diversities of 

Figure 9. Map of Haytí showing the supposed indigenous territories by Pierre-Francois-Xavier
de Charlevoix in 1731 (courtesy of the digital collection of John Carter Brown Library at
Brown University).

The first reference to the term Taíno was made on Columbus’s second voyage when
upon arriving on the beach of an island he was greeted by people shouting “Taíno, Taíno”.
The meaning of this word has been identified as “good” or “noble” [60–62]. In the
19th-century, the term Taíno began to be applied to define a particular ethnic group and
to their language. The first reference to Taíno as the equivalent of an ethnic group that
inhabited the Greater Antilles has been attributed to Rafinesque in 1836 [60], although
the term was also used a few years later by Martinus in 1867 [61]. In 1871, Brinton used
the term Taíno to describe the linguistic classification of the Arawak language spoken in
those islands [62]. The popularization of the term Taíno was a consequence of the historical
reconstructions that took place throughout the 19th-century, which condensed the previous
generalizations and homogenizations of the ethnic and linguistic diversities of the indige-
nous groups of the northern Caribbean. For example, in his report about his coexistence
with the indigenous people from the northern region of Haytí, Fray Ramón Pané mentioned
that he was first sent by Columbus to live in the province of Macorís, where the fort of
La Magdalena fort was located, and then to move and live with the cacique Guarionex,
because this cacique and his people spoke a language that was understood throughout
the island [43]. Still, Pané did not indicate whether Macorís was an ethnic group or that
Guarionex and his language were Taíno. The idea that Guarionex was a Taíno cacique first
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appeared in the 19th-century historical reconstructions and was further consolidated in
archaeological and historical scholarship in the 20th-century. The meaning of Macorís, as a
language or ethnic unit, is still strongly debated among specialists.

The criticism raised by recent scholars in their quest to clarify the indigenous patterns
before the arrival of Europeans parallels the foregoing critique of colonial cartographic
depictions. The representations of indigenous communities made by the early colonizers
and missionaries were deeply marked by a European understanding and classification of
the world. This “environmental orientalism” [63] was a perspective that originated in the
Middle Ages, and shaped how indigenous people were seen. The radically different ways
of classifying and understanding the world by indigenous and Spanish groups is perhaps
best exemplified in the simplicity with which the Spanish represented the indigenous world
and its landscapes. In summary, through their process of interpreting it, the Spanish and
other European colonists would transform the diverse, multi-ethnic and pluri-linguistic
indigenous landscape into a homogenous “indigenous” landscape characterized by a
limited set of homogenous ethnic groups and their territories. This early distorted vision
which helped transform the indigenous landscape in the early colonial period, would be
reaffirmed by 18th- and 19th-century naturalists, and more recently, further reinforced by
archaeological models in the 20th century.
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