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The CHamoru language is unique to
the Mariana Islands. It is an Austronesian
language, which means it shares origin with
languages as far West as Madagascar to the
Easter Islands in the East, from the Hawaiian
islands in the North to New Zealand in the
South. Austronesian languages also include
those in the Philippines, Indonesia, Micronesia,
Melanesia, and Polynesia.

CHamoru is part of the Malayo-Polynesian
branch of the Austronesian languages. There
are many similarities between the island
languages in this branch, but the CHamoru
language does not share enough similarities
to be listed in any sub-groups of the Malayo-
Polynesian branch. CHamoru is unique and
of all the Malayo-Polynesian island groups,
it shares some similarities to only one other
island group in the world, Indonesia. In fact,
when Ferdinand Magellan landed in 1521,
his manservant, who was from the Maluku
Islands in Indonesia, was able to communicate
with the CHamorus even though he had never
been to Guam.

The Austronesian languages expanded
through the islands in two waves of
migration. The first voyagers settled in the
Philippines, Indonesia, and Melanesia. The
second migration sailed in to Oceania with
new languages, settling in Polynesia and
Micronesia. The early CHamorus were the first
settlers of the Pacific islands and have been
in the Mariana Islands for over 4,000 years.
The CHamoru language is the oldest language
in the Pacific although it has adapted over the
years, dropping words and adopting new ones
as times have changed.

Colonization has caused the most change
to the CHamoru language over the last few
hundred years. During the Spanish era, as
the CHamorus were converted to Christianity,
they learned Spanish to understand the
teachings of the missionaries. Spanish words
found their way into the CHamoru language,
sometimes to represent words that didn't exist
in CHamoru and sometimes not.

Two prime examples where Spanish
substitution was unnecessary would be the
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number system and greetings of the day.
If you ask most CHamoru speakers how to
say “good morning,” they will say “buenas
dias.” In Spanish, it is “buenos dias.” The
CHamoru words for |, 2, 3 are unu, dos, tres.
In Spanish, they are uno, dos, tres.

The Spanish had the greatest impact on the
CHamoru language. There are many examples
of adopted words in the CHamoru language.
The pronunciation might be slightly different
and the spelling changed by a letter or two,
but the CHamoru word is still clearly Spanish
in origin. For example, the word “talk.” In
Spanish, it is cuentos and in CHamoru it is
kuentos. Or the phrase “what time is it?” In
Spanish it is que hora es? In CHamoru, it is ki
ora es?

What is unfortunate about the adoption
of Spanish is that frequently, a word already
existed in the CHamoru language. Or, as in
the case of the counting system, several sets
of words. The CHamorus not only had their
own words for numbers, they had different
sets of number words for counting different
things. There was a basic set of number
words for |, 2, 3... which were hacha, hugua,
tulu and so on. If you were counting animate
objects, like people or animals, then there was
a different set, which started with maisa (1) ,
hugua (2), tatu (3), etc. If you were counting

inanimate objects, there was a completely
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I/ Ronald Laguaiia, former head of the Guam Department of Education's CSSPD. 2/ Short Film “Maisa the CHamoru girl who saved

new set of numbers that began with hachiyai
(1), huguiyai (2), and totguiyai or togiyai (3),
etc.

Another example is colors. Most of the
CHamoru words used for color are Spanish,
but the CHamorus had their own names for
certain colors, too. “The CHamorus had words
for three colors, red, black and white,” said
Ronald Laguaia, former head of the Guam
Department of Education's Chamoru Studies
& Special Projects Division (CSSPD), “they
were agaga', attelong, and &'paka’. These are
the colors you see used on the Sakman (a
large ocean-voyaging canoe) and the other
canoes.”

When the Americans gained possession of
Guam as part of the Treaty of Paris, there
was a huge impact on the CHamoru language.
At the time, three quarters of the CHamorus
spoke and wrote their language, half could
also speak and write in Spanish, but only a
small portion could speak English. In 1917
the Navy government issued a General Order
that forbade CHamorus from speaking their
native language, unless it was to interpret for
official occasions. Students would be punished
if they were caught speaking CHamoru at
school. One Naval governor even went as far
as to collect and burn all CHamoru-English
dictionaries.

When the Japanese colonized Guam during
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World War I, they also insisted CHamorus
learn their language. They opened schools for
CHamoru children age 7 - 16 and a boarding
school for adults to teach Japanese language.
After the war, when the Americans returned,
they upheld the CHamoru language prohibition
and put up signs that said “Speak English
Only” in schools, offices, and public spaces.
By the 1970s, the number of fluent
CHamoru speakers on Guam had dwindled
from 75% in the 1900s to a mere 20% of the
population. The crisis resulted in a cultural
reawakening and resurgence to protect and
preserve the language. In July 1973, Public
Law 12-31 was passed which authorized
the Guam Board of Education to develop a
CHamoru language program. The following
year, Governor Carlos Camacho signed Public
Law 12-132, declaring both CHamoru and
English as Guam's official languages. In 1977,
Senator Franklin J. Quitagua introduced what
would become Public Law 14-53, making the
instruction of CHamoru language mandatory
in all public elementary schools. In 2013, that
law was expanded to include grades 7 - 10.
The fight to perpetuate the CHamoru
language of the Marianas has faced
challenges. One of its fiercest battles involved
the very spelling of the name of the language

and her people. For many years, CHamoru
was spelled Chamorro. The argument stems
from the CHamoru alphabet, which includes
the letter “CH” which makes the sound at the
beginning of the word. At one point, Chamorro
was the accepted spelling and “CHamoru”
was the accepted phonetic spelling. This
was before “CH” had been recognized as an
official letter.

In 2018, the Commission of the Chamorro
Language and Teachings of the History
and Life of the People of the Land officially
recognized “CH” and “NG” as single letters
of the CHamoru alphabet, despite being
symbolized by two characters. They also
decreed CHamoru as the official spelling,
whether it was written in English or CHamoru.
Other progressive changes have taken
place in recent years, too. Prior to retiring
from GDOE/CSSPD, Ronald Laguaia and
his team completely revised the CHamoru
Language and Culture Content Standards &
Performance Indicators and developed new
teaching materials for each grade level (K-12).

The project Ron is most proud of is the
production of “Maisa the CHamoru girl who
saved Guahan,” the first animated film
featuring the CHamoru language. The story
was put together with public school students
who worked on the voices and the key art
used in the production. The short film has
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aired locally on KUAM TV and PBS Guam.
It has also aired at several international film
festivals, including the prestigious Pasifika
FilmFest in 2016 where it won Best Short
Film. You can watch it on YouTube.

According to Ronald, the number of fluent
CHamoru speakers is still too low but he is
optimistic. Ron believes speaking the language
as much as possible is the key to preserving
it. He arrived for our interview with his two
year old grandson, who only speaks CHamoru
to his Grandpa. “Children are amazing. Their
capacity to pick up language is amazing. Eli
only speaks to me in CHamoru, but he can
speak English to his Dad with no problem.
Then as soon as he sees me or his Mom, he
switches right back to CHamoru,” Ron said
proudly. “People need to speak CHamoru at
home. You learn by doing it. The speakers
who speak it must pass it on.”

The CHamoru language must live on. It
is unique. It is the oldest language in the
Pacific Islands. It must survive... and when
you listen to someone as young as two year
old Eli chatting away in fluent CHamoru to his
Grandpa, you feel like it has a good chance.
So, the next time someone says “Buenas
tatdes” (good afternoon in adopted Spanish)
to you, stop them and say, | think you mean
“Minagof Ha'ani!” (good afternoon in true
CHamoru).
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CHamoru language alphabet. The indigenous CHamoru language does not include the letter "R," but it is
represented in the CHamoru alphabet for adopted words that include it. Fv¥ERBOTLT 7Ry bo F¥
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