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In 1990, the U.S. Congress passed the Native American Language Act, legislation sponsored by 
Hawai’i Senator Daniel Inouye. The act endorses the preservation of indigenous languages and encour-
ages the use of American Indian languages as languages of instruction. Some tribes have received fund-
ing for language preservation. The Yurok was predicted to soon be extent. It is now taught in several 
Northern California schools. Other gaming tribes are funding instruction in their languages them-
selves. It was said that movement to make English the official U.S. language mobilized many tribes to 
recognize that linguistic survival is the same as cultural or tribal survival.

Puerto Rico and Statehood. Another story is being played out in Puerto Rico, where the official lan-
guage has been a part of the argument over statehood. Populated for centuries by aboriginal peoples, 
the island was claimed by the Spanish Crown after Columbus’s second voyage to the Americas. Under 
colonial rule, the indigenous population was nearly exterminated and African slave labor introduced. 
The island was made a U.S. territory after Spain ceded it to the United States as a result of the Spanish-
American War in 1898. Residents became U.S. citizens in 1917, and in 1952, Puerto Rico became a 
commonwealth. Residents cannot vote and pay no federal income tax. A 1967 nonbinding plebiscite 
had 60.4% voting for commonwealth status, 39.0% for statehood, and 0.6% for independence. A 
1993 nonbinding plebiscite had 48.6% voting for commonwealth status, 46.3% for statehood, and 
4.4% for independence. A third plebiscite in 1998 had 46.5% voting for statehood and 50.2% voting 
“none of the above,” which was the commonwealth option. The most recent plebiscite in 2012 saw 

Figure 5.5  American Indian Language Speakers 5 Years and Older
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2011).


