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Abstract:

is article analyzes language attitudes towards Spanish and English in Puerto Rico, a U.S. territory since 1898, and seek to answer
the following three questions: are Spanish and English conflicting elements in the Puerto Rican society? Is Spanish a symbol
of identity for Puerto Ricans? Does bilingualism represent a threat to the ethno-sociolinguistic existence of Puerto Ricans? By
examining an online questionnaire on language attitudes completed by participants living in Puerto Rico, I argue that for Puerto
Ricans bilingualism is becoming more prevalent and many of them are increasingly accepting both languages, Spanish and English,
without questioning or denying the fact that Spanish is their mother tongue.
Keywords: language policy, linguistic legislation, Puerto Rico, bilingualism, language attitudes.

Resumen:

Este artículo analiza las actitudes lingüísticas hacia el español y el inglés en Puerto Rico, territorio de los Estados Unidos desde 1898,
y busca responder las siguientes tres preguntas: ¿son el español y el inglés elementos conflictivos en la sociedad puertorriqueña?,
¿es el español un símbolo de identidad para los puertorriqueños?, y ¿el bilingüismo representa una amenaza para la existencia
etno-sociolingüística de los puertorriqueños? A través de un cuestionario en línea sobre actitudes lingüísticas completado por
participantes que viven en Puerto Rico, propongo que para los puertorriqueños el bilingüismo es cada vez más frecuente y muchos
de ellos están aceptando cada vez más ambos idiomas, el español y el inglés, sin cuestionar ni negar el hecho de que el español sea
su lengua nativa.
Palabras clave: política lingüística, legislación lingüística, Puerto Rico, bilingüismo, actitudes lingüísticas.

“In Puerto Rico, English was the novel language, and the United States the imposed culture”
(Lozano, 2018, p. 248).

1. Introduction

Spanish and English are both official languages in Puerto Rico since 1993. is political decision has
generated many debates and multiple discussions given the issues of identity, resistance, repression, mobility,
social and economic opportunities, and cultural clashes that the history of these two languages raises in
the island (Delgado Cintrón, 1989; Negrón de Montilla, 1990; Pousada, 2008; Ríos Ávila, 1995; Rivera
Ramos, 2007; Shenk, 2015; Valdez, 2016). While nowadays many Puerto Ricans are bilinguals, Puerto Rico
cannot be considered a bilingual society (Carroll, 2009, 2016; González-Rivera & Ortiz López, 2018; López
Laguerre, 1997). What is more striking if compared to other jurisdictions in the United States, whether in
the mainland (California, Texas, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona) or offshore (Hawaii, Guam, Northern
Marina Islands, American Samoa) (cf. Balestra, Martínez & Moyna, 2008; Faingold, 2019), is that Spanish
has been acquired and maintained as the L1 of the inhabitants of the island, whereas English has not been
learned as L2 in spite of its prestige as a lingua anca and its educational value and prospects for upward
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social mobility (Schweers & Vélez, 1992; Torres González, 2002; Vélez, 2000; cf. Grin, 2008; Mari Acevedo,
2017). Contrary to New Mexico, a territory with a high number of Spanish speakers prior to becoming
a state of the Union in 1912, and where its government and schools operate in English aer the state’s
legislature decision to endorse it as the language of instruction (Lozano, 2018, p. 233), Puerto Rico can be
considered a Latin American and Caribbean country (Morris, 1995; Ateneo Puertorriqueño, 1993, 1996;
Rivera Ramos, 2007), a “sociological nation” albeit not a sovereign state, with Spanish as the de facto language
of the archipelago. In this paper I examine language attitudes towards Spanish and English in Puerto Rico,
and seek to answer the following questions:

     a) Are Spanish and English conflicting elements in the Puerto Rican society?
b)  Nowadays, is Spanish a symbol of identity for Puerto Ricans?
c)  Does bilingualism represent a threat to the ethno-sociolinguistic existence of Puerto Ricans?

e rest of the paper is structured as follows: section 2 is devoted to the history of Spanish and English in
Puerto Rico as seen mainly from the linguistic legislation in the island during the 20th and the 21st centuries
(Delgado Cintrón, 1994; Muñiz Argüelles, 1999). Sections 3 and 4 analyze language policies in Puerto Rico
(Orama, 2011). Section 5 discusses the research questions and Section 7 concludes the essay.

2. Historical Background: “An American Problem or a Problem for Puerto Rico”

Puerto Rico is constituted by several islands, located between the Caribbean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean,
to the east of the Dominican Republic. e largest of the islands, and the most populated, bears the name
of Puerto Rico (Rivera Ramos, 2007). Its history predates the U.S. invasion of 1898: in its origins, the
archipelago of Puerto Rico was populated by aboriginal and Taíno groups, whose ethnicity and indigenous
language, Arahuaco, disappeared with the advance of the Caribbean colonization by Spain and other
European nations during the 15th century and aerwards. Few linguistic influences, sometimes limited to the
lexicon, remain in the various Caribbean dialects of such indigenous languages and their people. In the case
of Puerto Rico, which was claimed by the Spanish Crown on November 19th, 1493, Spanish was converted
to the de facto language of the territory, a language forged by four centuries of Spanish colonization (Álvarez
Nazario, 1982; Picó, 1988; Silén, 1993). At the time of the U.S. invasion, Puerto Rico was culturally and
linguistically a homogeneous society, where few people spoke English or another language (Álvarez González,
1999).

As a consequence of the Spanish-American War, however, the United States invaded Puerto Rico and
Spain ceded sovereignty over the island to the United States following the Treaty of Paris on December 10th

of 1898 (cf. Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and American Samoa). Since, Puerto
Rico has been a colony of the United States (Gorrín Peralta, 2015), which may exercise through the U.S.
Congress plenary powers over the island and its political affairs, it means that U.S. Congress may legislate
over many fundamental aspects of Puerto Rican life (Rivera Ramos, 2007). us, constitutionally the United
States through its congress has plenary powers over Puerto Rico under the territorial clause of Article IV,
section 3, clause 2, of the Constitution (United States Congress, n. d.):

e Congress shall have Power to dispose of and make all needful Rules and Regulations respecting the Territory or other
Property belonging to the United States; and nothing in this Constitution shall be so construed as to Prejudice any Claims
of the United States, or of any particular State.

e following excerpt from Rivera Ramos (2007, p. 13) describes the current relationship between Puerto
Rico and the United States:

Many provisions of the U.S. Constitution apply to Puerto Rico. ese include the supremacy clause of Article VI, that
prescribes that the Constitution, laws, and treaties of the United States shall be the supreme law of the land; the territorial
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clause of Article IV, granting the U.S. Congress the power to make rules and regulations for the territory or other property
of the U.S.; and many of the guarantees of the Bill of Rights. Decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court are binding on the island.
In certain circumstances, that court may review decisions rendered by the Supreme Court of Puerto Rico. e U.S. District
Court for the District of Puerto Rico and a U.S. Court of Appeals pass judgement over a variety of legal controversies that
affect the country’s government and population.

Rivera Ramos (2007, p. 15) acknowledges further that Puerto Rico can be considered an overseas
possession of the United States, to which is legally, militarily, politically, and economically subordinate, a
view that is shared by other legal scholars in the field (Cox Alomar, 2015; Gorrín Peralta, 2015; Rivera
Ramos, 2015; Torruella, 2015; among many others). However, Puerto Rico has a distinct nationality, with
its own national culture and traditions (Álvarez González, 1999).

is new socio-political reality created a sociolinguistic context non-existent before 1898: the coexistence
of Spanish and English. Language policy and planning thus became an issue, which aer more than one
hundred years of coexistence between Spanish and English has still not been resolved (López Laguerre, 1997;
Trías Monge, 1999). e debate has had an impact on various theoretical and methodological approaches:
linguistic, political, sociological, historical, and pedagogical (Rúa, 1992; Negrón-Muntaner, 1997; cf. Álvarez
González, 1999; Torres González, 2002). Furthermore, the coexistence of both Spanish and English took
shape within a social and juridical framework unknown to the majority of the inhabitants of Puerto Rico; but
followed nonetheless the common practice in colonial settings: “colonisation gave rise to a (new) language
hierarchy in which the language of the coloniser was inscribed as the most prestigious language and came to
dominate the administrative and mercantile structure of each colony” (Migge & Léglise, 2008, p. 301).

e first glimpse of a language policy came by way of the Language Law (“La Ley del Idioma”) on February
21st of 1902 (Muniz Argüelles, 1999). In section 1 of the aforementioned law the use of English and Spanish
in the Department of the Insular Government, tribunals, and public offices was established:

In all the departments of the Commonwealth government and in all the courts of this island, and in all public offices
the English language and the Spanish language shall be used indiscriminately; and, when necessary, translations and oral
interpretations shall be made from one language to the other so that all parties interested may understand any proceedings
or communications made therein (cf. Álvarez González, 1999, p. 365).

However, the Language Law did not declare official Spanish nor English, but rather decrees their
uses interchangeably in various governmental agencies, with exceptions to municipal tribunals and the
municipalities. Delgado Cintrón (1989, p. 126) highlights the confusing situation the residents of Puerto
Rico were exposed to at the beginning of the 20th century, because there is no linguistic policy that determines
the officiality of any or both languages, but only recognition and mandate over the use of both within the
administrative aspects and state dispositions. e laws and resolutions approved in the first session of the
second Legislative Assembly of Puerto Rico in 1903, which included the Organic Law, reflects this situation:
in section 30 of this law, it is established that in order to be a member of the House of Delegates, one of the
local legislative bodies, it was necessary to read and write in whichever of the two languages.

e Language Law of 1902 was finally abolished on April 5th of 1991 through the approval of Law No.
4, proposed by then-Governor Rafael Hernández Colón of the pro-Commonwealth Popular Democratic
Party (“Partido Popular Democrático”). is law recognized Spanish as the only official language of Puerto
Rico. e people of Puerto Rico won the Prince of Asturias Award for having maintained Spanish aer 100
years of linguistic and cultural contact with the United States. e motivation behind this law, as expressed
in its preamble, was to reaffirm the historical status of Puerto Ricans as Spanish-speaking people. At the same
time, it expressed a commitment to acquire English as a second language. However, on January 28th of 1993,
the legislature of Puerto Rico approved Law No. 1, proposed by the-governor Pedro Rosselló González of
the opposing and pro-statehood New Progressive Party (“Partido Nuevo Progresista”), establishing through
Article 1 that Spanish and English are the official languages on the island and thus abolishing the previous law.
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is approval reestablished the juridical situation that existed in Puerto Rico prior to the sanction of the 1991
law. e motivation to approve this legislation was of a pragmatic nature, as it is clear from the preamble of
the law: the political, economic, and social progress of Puerto Rico is intimately linked to having both Spanish
and English as official languages of this jurisdiction. is new law maintained, however, the language policy
of the Law 68 from August 28th, 1991: English will be taught as a second language and education will take
place in the vernacular, Spanish. A similar view was previously shared by the senators of the Subcommittee
on Territories and Insular Affairs which conducted a Senate hearing in Puerto Rico in 1943. Known as the
Chávez Committee, in part due to the chair’s, Dennis Chávez, proficiency in Spanish (Lozano, 2018), the
committee believed that proficiency in English would facilitate financial success and guarantee access to the
full rights of U.S. citizenship: “[l]ack of English skills le Puerto Ricans without the ability to easily migrate
to the United States, obtain a job on the mainland, or follow their commander as members of the army” (cf.
Clachar, 1997; Lozano 2018, p. 249). e Chávez Committee’s outcomes, however, turned out to be the
opposite of their initial intention: to defend English as the proper culture of anyone living or associated with
the United States. Lozano (2018, p. 250) explains the aermath of the Chávez Committee as follows:

e Chávez Committee’s mission to Puerto Rico inadvertently helped solidify Spanish as a permanent part of the territory’s
national identity. Educators, students, and politicians used language as a political means of distancing themselves from the
United States and to advocate for greater autonomy. ey did this by coming out in force against the findings and opinions
of the committee. Educators wanted local autonomy that would allow them to choose the most appropriate instructional
language for their students rather than have it dictated by the federal government. Aer the hearing, islander’s discussions
about the relative merits of Spanish and English no longer focused on the potential of bilingual pedagogy but rather on
Spanish’s central role in Puerto Rican’s culture and identity.

In sum, the status of the current law in Puerto Rico is similar to that of the beginning of the 20th century:
both languages, Spanish and English, are official.

3. Lack of Planning: “…ni espanglish ni engañol”

Salvador Tió, a Puerto Rican poet and writer, warned in 1948 against the ‘danger of contamination’ or the
corruption of the Spanish language and its grammar by the use of English in Puerto Rico (Cardona, 1980;
Rodríguez Bou, 1984; Rúa, 1992). is ideology, shared by many intellectuals and scholars (cf. Clachar, 1997;
Schweers & Vélez, 1992; Resnick, 1993), together with the discussion in the previous section show that
language planning and policy in Puerto Rico have been seen from a sociopolitical perspective, framed within
a socio-historic reality that took place in 1898 with the change of the political sovereignty, as previously
discussed. Nowadays, Puerto Rican society is largely monolingual, Spanish is the L1 of the majority of
residents on the island, while English is not an L2. e 2010 U.S. Census demonstrates that 66.4 % of the
population in Puerto Rico “does not speak English or does not speak English well”, and in 95.7 % of the
households the language of use is Spanish. In 2008, the percentage of households in which the language of
use was Spanish reached 95.1 %; only 19.2 % of the residents in the island speak English “very well” and in
4.1 % of the households in Puerto Rico English is primarily spoken, which represents a reduction of 0.7 % in
comparison to 2008. Data from the most recent U.S. Census in 2014 show similar results: 44 % of Puerto
Ricans do not speak English, 4 % only use English, and the remaining 52 % speak English at varying levels of
proficiency (Guzzardo, Loureiro, Fidan & Vélez, 2019).

e linguistic reality is more complicated if the studies and official reports about the command of
certain skills in both languages are taken into consideration. For instance, the report of the Commission of
Education, Science and Culture of the Senate of Puerto Rico in 2001 described the failure of the academic
system in achieving that the students master verbal and written communication skills in both Spanish and
English. Likewise, the Pruebas Puertorriqueñas de Aprovechamiento Académico (PPAA) 2006-2010 show a
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low student’s performance in Spanish as well as in English; and the score in the College Board showed a
decrease from 470 (/800) in 1985 to 450 (/800) in 1999 (Reyes Tosta, 2013, p. 47).

In sum, the failure in the teaching of both languages could be interpreted as a result of the linguistic conflict
between Spanish and English: linking both languages to certain ideologies of cultural assimilation has not
permitted an effective educational project in Puerto Rico. Within this ideological context, Spanish has been
seen as a symbol of national identity (Shenk, 2015; Valdez, 2016) that serves as a pitfall for the assimilation
and annexation to the United States. e ideology in defense of the vernacular goes in hand with a rejection
and fear of English.

4. Linguistic Planning: “Proyecto para formar un ciudadano bilingüe”

Linguistic planning in Puerto Rico arises from within this political and ideological debate alluded to in
the sections above (cf. Ricento, 2008). e educational system can be divided into two periods: before and
aer 1948. Before 1948, the elementary grades could offer teaching in Spanish or in English, but studies
in secondary and higher education could only be given in English (López Laguerre, 1997; Ortiz López,
2000; Torres González, 2002), according to the public policy by the government, which does not necessarily
respond to the linguistic reality of the country. In spite of this, Puerto Rico was considered a bilingual
territory, since Spanish and English shared official status (Pousada, 1989), although monolingualism in
Spanish prevailed along with bilingualism in various manifestations among its citizens, as previously stated.
e language policy from 1948 to the present maintains Spanish as the medium of instruction in all levels of
public education. In 1997, the Puerto Rico Department of Education published the Project for Developing
a Bilingual Citizen (Proyecto para Formar un Ciudadano Bilingüe), a bilingual initiative which promoted the
following (Ortiz López, 2000):

     1. Start reading in English and Spanish during elementary school.
2.  Allot 90 minutes of instruction in Spanish and in English at the intermediate level of instruction.
3.  Use of English to teach science and mathematics.
4.  Provide immersion programs in English for high school students, as well as writing workshops in Spanish.
5. Promote opportunities and incentives to teachers who are teaching English, so they may develop professionally and

obtain certifications in teaching English.
  6. Develop an exchange program that permits Puerto Rican teachers to improve their English skills in the United States 
and bring North American teachers to Puerto Rico in order to help Puerto Rican teachers on the island to improve their 
English.

7. Provide technical assistance and give supervision in English and Spanish in all school districts.

Still, there has not been any attempt to examine the qualitative and quantitative data, the scope and
achievements of the Project for Developing a Bilingual Citizen. is initiative has, however, various critics
from cultural and academic institutions and from center and le-wing politics in the country. ese groups
have criticized that the definitions of bilingualism were not substantiated in scientific research, but rather
in personal opinions, and that the theoretical frameworks of the project were founded in other linguistic
and cultural realities. Given such findings, the Puerto Rican Academy of the Spanish Language (‘Academia
Puertorriqueña de la Lengua Española’ or APLE) recommended the following educational policy (Orama,
2011): the use of Spanish as a teaching instrument and initiation of English learning once communication
skills in Spanish have been developed, a proposal contrary to the findings of bilingual communities (De
Houwer, 2009a, 2009b). APLE, in the first place, defends Spanish as the vernacular language, which serves all
social functions of the society of Puerto Rico better than English, from nationalist and cultural perspectives;
secondly, APLE proposes the teaching of English as a second language or foreign language, without clearly
delineating the differences between the two languages, nor offering a concrete proposal on how to achieve
success in both languages, given the current sociolinguistic reality of Puerto Rico. is position does not
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provide a concrete proposal that guarantees the necessary space for both languages, both for the success of
Spanish as L1 and English as L2 or foreign language. Moreover, the whole reaction lacks reference to one
important aspect of Puerto Rican society, the diaspora in the United States. Today, a language policy should
recognize the scientific advances of second language acquisition research and incorporate the Puerto Rican
diaspora as part of that language policy.

Torres González (2002) has described “an imperfect language policy” framed in bilingualism, in
government, and in teaching which “recognizes the primacy of vernacular Spanish and the importance of
English as a second language”. is proposal responds to the trends towards globalization, which on one side
promotes expansion of lingua ancas, like English, and on the other side favors strong tendencies toward
cultural and linguistic heterogeneity which manifest not only in ethnic, national, regional or territorial terms,
but also in terms of class, gender, generational groups, and other social groups. In sum, Torres González
defends a type of additive bilingualism which considers all the components of the Puerto Rican society (cf.
Bieswanger, 2008).

Despite the failure on the development of a linguistic policy, especially of English learning, the residents
of Puerto Rico have a very positive attitude toward the instruction of this language, without it being
necessarily an attack on their ethno-socio-cultural identity (Carroll, Rivera & Santiago, 2015; Clachar,
2007; Domínguez Rosado, 2012, 2015; Hermina, 2014; Mazak, 2012; Mazak & Herbas-Donoso, 2014;
Pérez Casas, 2008, 2016; Pizarro, 2006; González-Rivera & Ortiz López, 2018). In the following section,
I discuss the findings of a questionnaire which seek information about language attitudes towards Spanish
and English, and bilingualism in Puerto Rico.

5. Language attitudes in Puerto Rico

Attitudes refer to judgments that people make and generalize about an object outside themselves and are
viewed as stable and related to meaningful objects or events (Gallois, Watson & Brabant, 2008, p. 596; cf.
Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Vaughan & Hogg, 2004). Gallois, Watson & Brabant (2008, p. 596) propose the
following three components for the concept of attitude: cognitive, conative (behavioral), and affective. e
first one refers to the person’s belief and thought about the attitude object, without any positive or negative
tone; conative is a predisposition to behave according to such belief; and the affective component represents
the emotional reaction that accompanies the beliefs, whether positive or genitive. In this paper, I adhere to
this definition of attitudes.

Some studies have shown the positive attitudes Puerto Ricans have towards the instruction of English,
while others present a more complex picture of Puerto Ricans attitudes toward Spanish and English
(Betancourt, 1976; Domínguez Rosado, 2012, 2015; Guzzardo Tamargo et al., 2019; Rodríguez Galarza,
1997; among others). Carroll, Rivera & Santiago (2015) carried out a study among students of the University
of Puerto Rico, Mayagüez Campus, and found that the younger students in this public institution believe that
instruction of English is an important aspect of the college life and experience. Pizarro (2006) had previously
carried out a very similar study in the Rio Piedras Campus and found likewise a very favorable attitude toward
this language. A study by Hermina (2014) about the instruction of English in two elementary schools in
Puerto Rico, one public and the other one private, shows on the hand a very favorable opinion from the
parents towards the bilingual instruction of Spanish and English. is very favorable attitude toward English
is due to this language being seen as a tool for social mobility.

In order to answer the research questions, I carried out a survey on language attitudes in 39 Puerto Ricans:
29 or 74 % women and 10 or 26 % men, distributed among the following groups:

Age group:
a. 18-25: 31 %
b. 26-33: 21 %
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c. 34-41: 23 %
d. 42-49: 15 %
e. 50+: 10 %

e participants completed an online questionnaire through Qualtrics, a web-based soware tool that
allows one to create surveys.

All participants indicated speaking both Spanish and English, while 87 % mentioned being born in Puerto
Rico, 10 % in the United States and 3 % or the equivalent to one participant elsewhere, specifically in the
Dominican Republic. is participant, however, arrived in Puerto Rich in his childhood and his primary
and secondary education was on the island. Also, everyone with the exception of one participant indicated
having studied English at school.

To the first research question: are Spanish and English conflicting elements in the Puerto Rican society,
61 % of the participants answered Yes. is question was followed by a follow-up question in which the
participants were asked to explain their answers. Here are some participant’s comments:

     -Lamentablemente para muchos lo es, pero entiendo no debería ser un conflicto.
     “Unfortunately for many it is, but I understand it should not be a conflict”.

-Porque la mitad de nuestro país asocia el bilingüismo al estatus político.
“Because half of our people associates bilingualism with the political status”.
-Para mí no, pero el inglés aquí se ha implementado como herramienta política y también está relacionado a la posición

socioeconómica de la persona.
“Not for me, but English here has been implemented as a political tool and it is also related to the person's socioeconomic

status”.

e second research question seeks to answer the following: Nowadays, is Spanish a symbol of identity for
Puerto Ricans? 86.11 % answer Yes to this question. Some comments were:

     -Llevamos bien arraigado nuestra relación histórica con España.
     “e historical relationship with Spain is deeply rooted in us”.

-Es nuestro idioma.
“It’s our language”.
-Es el idioma con el cual nos comunicamos cotidianamente y mediante el cual forjamos nuestra identidad cultural.
“We communicate in Spanish on a daily basis and it is the language through which we forge our cultural identity”.

Finally, 88.89 % answer No to the last question, namely, does bilingualism represent a threat to the ethno-
sociolinguistic existence of Puerto Ricans? Some comments follow:

     -Los idiomas no deben afectar mi identidad cultural.
     “Languages should not affect my cultural identity”.

-El hablar dos idiomas no me hace perder mis tradiciones, mi cultura.
“Speaking two languages does not make me lose my traditions, my culture”.
-Esa es nuestra identidad cultural del tiempo de ahora.
“at is our cultural identity right of now”.

Even though Spanish may be considered a symbol of identity for many Puerto Ricans, who at the same time
are fully aware of the linguistic conflicts Spanish and English generate in the island, bilingualism is becoming
more prevalent among them, and many Puerto Ricans are increasingly accepting both languages, despite
controversies concerning identity and officiality, without questioning or denying the fact that Spanish is
their mother tongue, as previously stated (Pabón, 2002).
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6. Conclusion

In this essay, I have described the linguistic issue in Puerto Rico from the beginnings of the 20th century to the
present day. Language planning and policy in the island have been shaped by the socio-political relationship
with the United States. e growing instrumental and economic value of learning English has modified
past attitudes and beliefs and allowed the language to penetrate some domains of Puerto Rican society,
without becoming a threat to their identity. A viable language policy for Puerto Rico must attend to the
island’s complex sociolinguistic heterogeneity, including: Puerto Ricans of less privileged classes, who are
more monolingual in Spanish; the middle and upper classes, who are more bilingual in Spanish and English;
and the Puerto Rican diaspora, some of whom tend to be monolingual in non-standard English.
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