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Abstract
This article analyzes cultural persistence in Guam through plaiting, material cul-
ture, and maintenance activities, a set of daily practices that are essential to social 
continuity and well-being. The colonization of Guam began in 1668 with the Jesuit 
missions. Jesuit policies utilized maintenance activities to colonize Indigenous life-
ways and subjectivities, but we believe those activities also functioned as reservoirs 
of traditional knowledge. Although plaiting has been situated in different historical 
contexts across the centuries, it no doubt expresses material continuities stretching 
from a precolonial past. The article also challenges today’s widespread belief that 
the search for change is a universal value. It argues that societies appreciate conti-
nuity over change in inverse proportion to technological control over nature, asym-
metrical relationships of power, and specialized fragmentation of functional tasks. 
In the absence of such features, the best guarantee of survival lies in maintaining the 
balance achieved by traditional lifeways.

Keywords Modern colonialism · Cultural persistence · Gender and material culture · 
Guam

Introduction

The archaeological literature emphasizing cultural persistence continues to grow 
in volume every year. This trend is grounded in Indigenous, postcolonial and femi-
nist archaeologies (Atalay 2006; Colomer et al. 1998; Deagan 2004; Flexner 2014; 
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González-Ruibal 2014: 16–33; Hernando 2013; Lightfoot et al. 2017; Lydon 2009; 
Panich 2013; Pauketat 2001; Schreiber and Mitchell 2010; Silliman 2009; Swidler 
et al. 1997; Wright and Ricardi 2015) that have emphasized the need to establish cul-
tural continuity in order to understand the past and how it has shaped the present. 
Cultural continuity has, however, traditionally been disregarded by mainstream analy-
ses of cultural processes. The idealization of change—coupled with the Enlighten-
ment notion of progress and the more recent concept of innovation—has resulted in 
the almost exclusive presence of dynamics of cultural change in narrations of the past. 
Human history, nonetheless, has been a combination of continuity and change (Has-
trup 1992; Montón-Subías and Hernando 2018; Sahlins 1985: 144), although it has 
been expressed in various ways, because societies appreciate continuity over change 
in inverse proportion to technological control over nature, asymmetrical relationships 
of power, and specialized fragmentation of functional tasks (Hernando 2002). When 
this technological control does not exist, the best guarantee of survival lies in main-
taining the balance achieved by traditional lifeways.

Despite today’s widespread belief that the search for change is a universal value, 
ethnography portrays many societies that do not subscribe to “renew or die,”  but 
instead to perpetuating themselves in their customary ways of life (Appadurai 
1990; Clastres 2014). In Europe, for instance, the concept of risk did not general-
ize in common speech until the seventeenth century (Giddens 1991: 111–112), 
when science and technology had developed sufficiently to make humans—or some 
humans—believe their power was superior to that of nature (Elias 2000; Hernando 
2002; Merchant 1980; Mumford 1967). This was indeed a deep transformation in 
dominant mindsets because opening oneself up to an uncertain future began to be 
preferred over the traditional ways of doing things. The changing nature of modern 
knowledge and the introduction of abstract systems into daily life made change seem 
less threatening and more synonymous with progress, as would be so blatantly evi-
dent a century later in the Enlightenment (Elias 1987; Giddens 1991; Wagner 2016).

Importantly, our standpoint has nothing to do with romantic views of unmov-
ing “primitive” societies, or with evolutionary interpretations of human history 
that equate stability with stagnation (Montón-Subías and Hernando 2018). Human 
explanations of the world (and of the people in it) seek to provide human beings 
with the idea that they will remain safe within it and will survive. Such explanations 
always convey the belief that one’s own group has a greater chance of survival than 
any other (Hernando 2013, 2018). When reality is explained through science, the 
secret of survival lies in scientific explanations of nature’s physics and in technolog-
ical development, both of which are associated with a positive assessment of change 
(Midgley 2011). When reality is explained through myth, the secret of survival is 
found in safeguarding the traditional lifeways revealed by the sacred realm, which 
implies a negative assessment of change (Eliade 1959).

However, we do not seek to “binarize” societies according to the presence or 
absence of change because it is not possible to speak of societies with and without 
change as two antithetical and absolute poles (see Ardener 2012; Pezzarossi 2014). 
We could say that mythic explanations of the world and knowledge of nature’s phys-
ics coexist in many societies. The tendency to change will appear gradually as divi-
sions of functions, specialization of work, and social differentiation emerge and 
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increase. It will be incarnated by those holding the most specialized or powerful 
positions. Confidence in the sacred realm will then be combined with confidence 
in one’s technological control in order to neutralize ontological anxiety (Hernando 
2002). The appearance of alphabetical writing and abstract reasoning will boost con-
fidence in technology, but the actual inversion of the two perspectives will occur 
only since the Enlightenment (Midgley 2011).

Both attitudes (the quest for change and the quest for persistence) are equally opera-
tive, intelligent, functional, and successful because both provide ontological security 
to those who embrace them. From the Western perspective, we tend to think that only 
our way of understanding the world, reality, and ourselves has reached its zenith. We 
sometimes label those who value tradition and permanence over change as “back-
ward” or “primitive.” However, this is nothing but an ideological prejudice rooted in 
the Enlightenment’s teleological vision of history, which considered Western society 
as the culmination of human development because it had dared to change over time 
(Kant (1991) [1784] is a clear example). From this position, it is not understood that 
change—or innovation or even creativity—does not rest on any moral grounding and 
is not good or bad in and of itself. Nor is it understood that all societies are equally 
complete even though they organize reality differently. Finally, it is not recognized that 
continuity and stability, despite forfeiting acknowledgement in Enlightenment main-
stream discourse, have continued to operate up until the present day in the West as 
well.

Analyzing the relationship between change and continuity becomes more com-
plex in studies of cultural interactions where contending parties weigh the two vec-
tors differently. This seems to characterize many Indigenous-colonial interactions 
following the conquest and colonization of wide regions of the globe by the modern 
European powers. We focus in this article on Guam, the southernmost island of the 
Micronesian Marianas (Fig. 1). Guam was formally incorporated into the colonial 
network of the Hispanic Monarchy in 1565. However, its genuine and permanent 
colonization began more than a century later with the Jesuit missions. Native ways 
of making sense of the self and the world, including perceptions of time and atti-
tudes towards change and continuity, were targeted from the outset.

Anticolonial, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars have long substantiated critiques 
of the Eurocentrism underlying many studies of colonialism. They have raised aware-
ness of historical experiences undergone by Indigenous communities as constituting 
historical contributions of their own (Fanon 1961; Guha and Spivak 1988). Adopting 
this perspective, we explore new approaches to how cultural transformations and con-
tinuities interacted under colonial regimes. Although cultural transformations figured 
as a core intention of the colonial-missional domination of Guam, cultural continuities 
persisted on the island. Maintenance activities provide a suitable sphere in which to 
examine them. We have developed this concept, together with others (González Mar-
cén et al. 2008), to refer to routine, recurrent, and quotidian practices that are essen-
tial to social continuity, stability, and well-being. They include (but are not limited to) 
basic food-processing, basic textile manufacture, basic hygiene, health and healing, the 
socialization and rearing of children, the provision of care, and the arrangement of liv-
ing spaces. Jesuit policies clearly utilized maintenance activities to colonize Indigenous 
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lifeways and subjectivities (Montón-Subías 2019). But we believe those activities also 
functioned as reservoirs of traditional knowledge.

The importance of recovering the reality of cultural continuity is also evident in the 
strong efforts that Indigenous rights activists in many regions of the world—including 
Guam (Clement 2019; Diaz 1994; Leon Guerrero 2019; Na’puti and Lujan Bevacqua 2015; 
Perez Hattori 2007, 2018; Perez Viernes 2016; Souder 1992; Taitano DeLeslie 2015; and 
see Atienza 2019: 3)—are making to establish bonds with noncolonial pasts through the 
reinvigorating of tradition, including connecting and reconnecting with precolonial material 
culture (see also Flores 1999: 16–17). In this article, we will focus on textile manufacturing 
and plaited objects. A few years ago, while reviewing materials from the Marianas curated 
at the Spanish National Museum of Anthropology in Madrid, we noted some nineteenth-
century plant-weaved artifacts (Figs. 2, 3, and 4) that were very similar to descriptions and 
illustrations in precolonial sixteenth- and seventeenth-century documents (Fig. 5). Likewise, 
twentieth-century photographs show that at least some such plaited materials were still in 
use until the middle of that century (Fig. 6). Although appearing in different historical con-
texts, they no doubt express material continuities stretching from a precolonial past.

Fig. 1  Location of Guam and the Mariana Islands.  Cartography by David Lloberas for ABERIGUA. 
Ortophoto: USDA, USGS, Esri Maxar, GeoEye, AeroGrid
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Fig. 2  Nineteenth-century 
CHamoru doga or sandals 
weaved with coconut leaves 
(CE2156, right, and CE2157, 
left) at Museo Nacional de 
Antropología, (Madrid, Spain). 
Measures: CE2156 (height: 
5 cm; length: 19.3 cm; width: 
8.4 cm); CE2157 (height: 
5.2 cm; length: 19 cm; width: 
8 cm). Photograph by Patricia 
Alonso Pajuelo

Fig. 3  Nineteenth-century 
CHamoru fan plaited with 
coconut leaves, diagonal pattern 
(CE2136) at Museo Nacional de 
Antropología (Madrid, Spain). 
Measures: length: 40 cm; width: 
24.5 cm; depth: 1.6 cm. Photo-
graph by Arantxa Boyero Lirón

Fig. 4  Nineteenth-century 
CHamoru basket plaited with 
pandanus leaves, diago-
nal pattern and double rim 
(CE6996) at Museo Nacional de 
Antropología (Madrid, Spain). 
Measures: height: 30 cm; 
length: 40 cm; width: 14.5 cm. 
Photograph by Miguel Ángel 
Otero
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Guam Before Modern Colonization

At this time, Guam is an unincorporated territory of the United States. Unfor-
tunately, colonialism is not new to the CHamoru people.  (CHamoru/Chamorro 
is the name that the Indigenous inhabitants of Marianas use to refer to them-
selves. The Kumisión I Fino CHamoru [CHamoru Language Commission], 
based in Guam, recommends the “CHamoru”  spelling  [Taitano 2019; https://

Fig. 5  CHamoru man with a 
plaited hat, Guam 1600 CE (du 
Nort 1602: 34)
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kumisionchamoru.guam.gov/]. However, Chamorro is also used, and even pre-
ferred in the Northern Mariana Islands. As this article is mainly about Guam, 
we will use the CHamoru spelling.) They have endured occupation by Span-
ish, German, Japanese, and US imperial powers since the seventeenth century. 
Interactions with Europeans commenced even earlier, in 1521, when CHamorus 
canoed out to Magellan’s fleet which had anchored in their waters while cir-
cumnavigating the world. Subsequent contacts intensified after the 1565 Legazpi 
expedition, when the Manila transpacific galleon route that realized the long-
dreamed-of round trip between Manila and Acapulco first began (Clossey 2006; 
Driver 1990; Giráldez 2015). Guam would often serve as a waystation on this 
route in subsequent years. Although Legazpi took formal possession of the Mar-
ianas for the Hispanic Monarchy in 1565, its actual and permanent colonization 
began later, in 1668, when Jesuit Diego Luis de Sanvitores established the first 
mission in Hagåtña, the current capital of Guam (Coello 2016; Driver 1988).

Although hostilities soon began, missionaries were initially welcomed by 
CHamoru Latte societies. Latte is a word likely deriving from Latde, the term 
CHamorus used in the nineteenth century to refer to the stone remains they 
believed had survived from their ancestors’ houses (Russell 1998: 55). This is 
indeed what these remains are: stone foundations arranged in two parallel rows 
made of shafts (haligi) and semicircular capstones (tasa) to support thatched 
rooms on top (Fig.  7). Two main repertoires are informative of Latte societies: 

Fig. 6  Women thatching, Agat, Guam 1945. United States National Archives
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the archaeological evidence and documents written until ca. 1700, when Latte 
villages seem to have vanished following a forced reduction process.

Latte Communities in Historical Documents

Between 1521 and 1668, a series of expeditions and missionary visits produced 
accounts that gathered some of the Latte CHamoru practices and customs (Pigafetta 
1525; Pobre de Zamora 1599–1603; Kerr 2013). Post-1668 reports emphasized, 
in addition, some of the changes that occurred during the mission’s early stages 
(Aranda 1690; García 1683; Ledesma 1670). These documents were written over a 
period of a century and a half, a lapse of time long enough to have witnessed social 
changes within Latte communities. Some of the inconsistences and contradictions 
in the documents might have, in part, a chronological explanation. They are invalu-
able for understanding Latte society before and during the first years of the colony, 
but they must be approached critically, with questions of who wrote them and for 
what purposes at the forefront of the inquiry. Early modern explorers and missionar-
ies were not professional anthropologists. European societies were the norm against 
which CHamorus were measured, without any concern for subjective Eurocentric 
biases (see also Russell 1998: 143).

One of these contradictions refers to social organization and hierarchy. Magellan’s 
chronicler, Antonio di Pigafetta, wrote that there were no lords among the natives of 
Guam (1525: fol. 17v), but other sources, including members of the same expedi-
tion (Lévesque 1992: 465), identified chiefs who were later called principales. In 

Fig. 7  Reconstruction of a Latte building by Talafofo River, Guam. Photograph by the author
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the early seventeenth century, Franciscan Juan Pobre de Zamora characterized the 
principales—he said were called magaries or macaries (Martínez 1997: 446) and 
chamuri (Martínez 1997: 467)—as those enjoying social respect and advantages but 
nonetheless having very limited power. He also noted ranked lineages. Later, in situ 
Jesuits classified these lineages into low, medium, and high (Ledesma 1670: 4; 
Lévesque 2000: 15; Sanvitores et al. 1671) but noted, again, the lack of social power 
of the chamorris’ or chamoris’ despite the fact that they were treated with respect 
and reverence. A strong twist is found in Le Gobien’s Histoire (1700: 49) in which 
he divided CHamoru society into three rigid states: the nobility, the common people, 
and the people of a medium condition. Le Gobien, who never set foot in the Mari-
anas, based his Histoire on previous documents. He converted lineages into social 
states, most probably reflecting the rigid Old Regime three-state society he belonged 
to (see also Russell 1998: 143). Even so, Le Gobien (1700: 51) also copied the idea 
that principales did not have real power. In his 1719 Annual Letter from Rota, Jesuit 
Joseph Bonani (1719: 7) also mentioned three social castes: the matóa, the acháot 
and the mangachang (also see Russell 1998: 142). With slight changes, this was 
the social division recorded by Freycinet (1829: 364) in the nineteenth century, and 
accepted by some twentieth-century scholars (for instance, Thompson 1945: 13).

Documents from the seventeenth century also noted rivalries between the differ-
ent villages. Pobre de Zamora was the first to notice social deference manifested by 
the mangachanes—or inland villagers—towards the coastal inhabitants, who were 
portrayed as more important and as controlling access to the coast (Martínez 1997: 
448). The principals were, notwithstanding, also reported as existing inland (García 
1683: 153). In any case, documents also made it very clear that there was no single 
inter- or intra-island political authority (García 1683: 201–202; Ledesma 1670: fol. 
3; Martínez 1997: 446).

According to the sources, most principales would have been men, although the 
presence of female peers is occasionally recorded (García 1683: 205, 577–578; 
Lévesque 2000: 18). It may be possible that the Jesuits did not notice magahagas, 
the women in chief positions. However, the fact that they did notice and report some, 
as well as a number of situations—such as marital disputes (Aranda 1690: 217–218; 
Lévesque 2000: 18; García 1683: 447; Martínez 1997: 447)—that they interpreted 
as events where women enjoyed more power and privilege may give credence to the 
fact that most principales were men.

Referring to the division of labor, the texts report that some tasks were shared 
and others divided between men and women in a complementary fashion. Women 
would cook and plantweave (Martínez 1997: 444) while men would take charge 
of deep-sea fishing (Martínez 1997: 442). Jesuit Peter Coomans, however, also 
noticed, with surprise and admiration in equal measure, women’s dexterity in boat 
handling (Lévesque 2000: 13). Both women and men would cultivate their lands, 
fish in the lagoon, and teach their children the activities they would be expected to 
know (Martínez 1997: 444). Communal cooperative tasks such as building houses 
(Martínez 1997: 445) or providing for the sick are also described, as are feasting 
banquets and celebrations that gathered different villages where dancing, chanting, 
and what seem to be ritualized male contests took place (Martínez 1997: 445, 446, 
450). Likewise, specific female festivities are also noted (Ledesma 1670: 3v).
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Another activity consistently appearing in the written records is the food-for-iron 
exchange with European vessels. Although other items were also exchanged, iron 
seems to have been prominent in Native demands. Unfortunately, we have less than 
full information about its uses. Nevertheless, it seems mainly to have been employed 
for manufacturing fish hooks and tools such as knives and adzes to work the wood 
used in canoe- and house-building (Martínez 1997: 442, 443, 448; Lévesque 1995a: 
479), shaving the body (Lévesque 1995a: 321), and working the fields to sow 
rice and some vegetables (Donoso 2016: 4–5; Ribadeneira 1601: 85; and see also 
Quimby 2011). Importantly, it is said that urritaos (bachelors) used iron to buy or 
rent women from their parents while the men were in what the Jesuits called “public 
houses” (García 1683: 201).

Latte Communities in the Archaeological Record

Most archaeological efforts in Guam have concentrated on the Latte period. 
Even so, multiple questions await further investigation, such as the meaning 
of the significant size differences in Latte buildings, the most iconic element 
in Marianas’ archaeology. Stone pillars may measure from 50  cm to 5  m in 
height. They are paired in rows that average from 3 to 6 m in length (Carson 
2016: 233). Latte buildings clearly varied in size. Roughly speaking, however, 
the same material culture has been documented in most of them, although 
sometimes in different proportions (Bayman et al. 2012; Bayman and Peterson 
2016).

Archaeological excavations and surveys (Graves et al. 1990; Moore 2012; Russell 
1998) have recorded a series of artifacts, some described and others unmentioned by 
the sources. In the first category, we can find hooks of different materials (including 
iron), stone adzes, sling stones, and human bone tools. Pottery and lusong grinding 
stones figure in the second category. Features like paving, debris accumulation, post 
holes, hearths, and earth ovens have also been documented (Bulgrin 2006; Dixon 
et al. 2006; Moore 2005), as well as evidence of swidden farming, household gar-
dening, jungle harvesting, shellfish gathering, and lagoon and pelagic fishing (Car-
son 2012; Dixon et al. 2011; Manner 2008).

Pit burials have been found below and in the immediate vicinity of Latte build-
ings, making it clear that Latte CHamorus frequently used spaces inhabited by 
the living to bury their dead. Not everything was, however, orthodox Latte in the 
Latte period since caves and rock shelters also served as domestic spaces and burial 
grounds (Dixon and Schaefer 2014). Although more comprehensive archaeological 
mortuary studies are needed, at the moment, no significant sex disparities regard-
ing funerary practices or the presence of sex-exclusive grave-goods have been 
published (Stodder et  al. 2015; Walth 2016, p. 341). Although women at Naton 
Beach displayed more beads than men (Amesbury et al. 2020), both groups wore 
beads; and both were buried with sling-stones and adzes at this same site (Walth 
2016: 341). The sources state that these materials belonged to men and “princi-
pales” respectively (Martínez 1997: 468). Many burials, however, featured no 
grave goods at all. In addition, only some adult skeletons (both female and male) 
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displayed dental modifications (Heathcote et  al. 2012: 147;  Ikehara-Quebral and 
Douglas 1997; Pietrusewsky et al. 2014: 329; Stodder et al. 2015: 532; Thompson 
1945: 10).

Skeletons deprived of their skulls and diaphyses have also been recovered 
(McNeill 2005: 314; Walth 2016: 354), as have isolated skulls in burials (McNeill 
2005: 309). These findings are consistent with the use of human bone, related by 
the Spanish sources, to manufacture tools (Lévesque 2000: 25; García 1683: 200) 
and worship the skulls of the ancestors (de Aranda 1690: 220; Lévesque 2000: 17; 
Martínez 1997:448–449; and see Driver 1983). The findings are also consistent 
with the Jesuit’s forced reburials of these skulls that were mentioned by the same 
sources (García 1683: 408; and see Montón-Subías et al. 2020: 66).

Change and Continuity in Latte Societies

Conflating archaeological and European textual information, it appears that Latte 
societies exhibited complete orality (thus no writing, and no or few abstract repre-
sentations of reality and scientific explanations of nature’s mechanics), and no clear 
social stratification. They were also characterized by the performance of recurrent 
tasks driven by horticulture and household gardening, lagoon and deep-sea fishing, 
shellfish gathering, jungle foraging, and maintenance activities. In such a situation, 
it is possible to assume a perception of reality mediated by mythical explanations, 
with importance given to ancestors and tradition (as emphasized by the sources here 
and there), and by an absence of a deliberate search for change. This is the case 
in oral societies with similar features (Clastres 2014; Hernando 2002, 2018; Ong 
1982). It is probably true for the Latte CHamorus as well because, among other rea-
sons, most of their daily activities were governed by recurrence and lack of func-
tional fragmentation, generating the same recurring perception of other aspects of 
reality. It is possible that there were ranked lineages, none of them prevailing over 
or controlling the others. The idea that these lineages were of matrilineal descent is 
a deep-seated belief in today’s Marianas (Atienza and Coello 2012; Bayman et al. 
2012; Bayman and Peterson 2016; Hunter–Anderson 2011; Hunter–Anderson and 
Butler 1995; Perez Hattori 2018; Peterson 2012; Souder 1992; Thompson 1945). 
While more investigation is required to understand the actual social implications of 
such matrilineal kinship, it is still compelling to contemplate a society with less gen-
der asymmetry than during the colony (Montón-Subías 2019).

Although Michael Graves (1986) argued that the different sizes of Latte buildings 
indicated social stratification, such disparities have been most frequently interpreted 
as resulting from different functions (as the sources say) or architectonic traditions. 
As already emphasized by Cordy (1983), the span of the early documents posits lin-
eages of different statuses, not social classes. Most archaeologists of the Marianas’ 
prehistory subscribe to horizontal, not vertical, social organization (Craib 1986; 
Dixon et al. 2006: 56; Hunter–Anderson and Butler 1995; Laguana et al. 2012: 87; 
Peterson 2012: 202–203; Russell 1998: 139–151; Stodder et  al. 2015). Following 
classical anthropology (Clastres 2014: 111–116), the principales could have been 
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chiefs or community leaders without real power over their communities (see also 
Driver 1983: 208).

Interactions with Spanish Manila galleons and other European vessels no doubt 
impacted Latte CHamorus. Rodrigue Lévesque (1992b: 653–655; 1995a: 687–690) 
found that about 180 vessels landed in Guam during the protacted period spanning 
1521 to 1668 (1992a, 1993,  1995a). Since iron was associated with prestige and 
social transactions in CHamoru society, Frank Quimby (2011: 16) noticed that such 
trade “may have intensified indigenous dynamics, including social differentiation.” 
Repercussions in land use, agriculture, and fish weirs to meet galleons’ provisioning 
demands have also been compellingly argued (Dixon et al. 2010, 2020: 68).

It is within this social scenario that we must situate CHamoru attitudes towards 
change and continuity, as well as the desire to incorporate iron and accept castaways. 
These actions were possibly directed by principales—though not, in this case, out of 
any intrinsic taste for cultural innovation, creativity and cosmopolitanism on the part 
of the elite (Quimby 2011: 25). Once technological innovations are incorporated, 
they have effects in the community; or more precisely, on persons or groups within 
the community who use these innovations. This increases their sense of technologi-
cal control, which in turn will lead them to seek more changes, augmenting their 
feeling of difference.

Likewise, the gender variable must also be considered when analyzing the 
dynamics of social change and continuity. If we posit that those with more power 
or privilege will adopt a greater tendency to change, and power or privilege is gen-
der sensitive, then gender differences will emerge or be aggravated. In the case 
of CHamoru Latte societies, where differences in work specialization between 
the genders were not great, women and men might have shared quite similar atti-
tudes toward change and continuity, with the possible exception of the principales. 
Unfortunately, the endogenous CHamoru historical pathway was truncated by the 
Jesuit mission, and we cannot know with certainty what would have happened 
without the Jesuits. We do know, however, that colonialism promoted social dif-
ference between men and women (Souder 1992) and the increasing association of 
women with tasks, such as maintenance activities, that were expressive of continui-
ties (Montón-Subías 2019).

Missions and Reducciones

Coinciding with increasing critiques of illicit enrichment and corruption in their 
order, the Jesuits started their first mission in the Marianas in 1668. Nothing served 
their purpose better than a bunch of lonesome islands featuring no “diamonds, fra-
grances, pearls, nor gold” (García 1683: 244), only richness in “poor souls” (García 
1683: 143, 170). This served to offset the charges laid against them and show the 
world their true religious vocation. Their initial welcome on Guam soon turned to 
hostility and open resistance by those CHamorus having no desire to follow Chris-
tian guidelines developed abroad. Diego Luis de Sanvitores subsequently dropped 
what were initially peaceful intentions and requested military support from the 
Crown. Such support was instrumental in implementing La Reducción, a process 



1 3

International Journal of Historical Archaeology 

by which native CHamorus were forcibly uprooted from their ancestral lands and 
nucleated into a reduced number of villages or towns (Driver 1988).

Various studies of the Marianas have emphasized the changes that occurred dur-
ing La Reducción (Bayman and Peterson 2016; Montón-Subías 2019; Montón-Sub-
ías and Moral de Eusebio 2021; Peña 2020; Russell 1998: 317–322). Indeed, the 
missions on Guam brought about abrupt and profound changes, as did modern colo-
nialism in the rest of the world. The reducciones were not only administrative cent-
ers serving to control mobility and avoid uprisings. They functioned as true “civi-
lization” centers where the settled quotidian routines were changed into new ones. 
New corporeal disciplines (sensu Foucault 1975) related to food, health, body care, 
dress, and sexuality were imposed, as well as new labor regimes, kinship systems, 
land-tenure patterns, and Native land dispossessions, among other things.

There can be no doubt that colonization impacted the CHamoru social structure, 
creating new intersections of social, economic, and racial inequality. Gender was 
part of this changing social structure. Political offices were, for instance, only given 
to male CHamorus who were considered loyal to the Crown, which promoted male 
hierarchy (Perez Hattori 2018: 175; Souder 1992: 76). Local institutions were for-
bidden while new ones were installed. The destruction and substitution of the so-
called guma’uritaos, or bachelor houses, by formal schools where indissoluble mar-
riage and nuclear monogamous families were promoted, is a telling example (Moral 
de Eusebio 2016). Perhaps the most conspicuous physical correlate of the social 
unrest that ensued is to be found in the plummeting population that even endangered 
the very continuity of the colony (Hezel 2015: 80–81).

CHamoru Latte subjectivities must have been affected in the process. Interactions 
between CHamorus and missionaries constituted a clear example of acute cultural 
distance. The two groups exhibited very different ways—almost as different as pos-
sible at that moment—of understanding and ordering the world. Alongside scien-
tists, Jesuits occupied the highest levels of logocentrism, self-reflection (Molina 
2013), and individualization at that time. These features are all connected to the 
hierarchic binary thinking that subordinates the body, animals, and nature to mind, 
humans and culture; and women to men, with simultaneous efforts to eliminate pos-
sible others. Through the disciplines of reading and writing, for instance, mission 
schools converted oral CHamoru children into literate children, thereby promoting 
abstract thinking, self-objectification, and identification with Jesuit subjectivities, 
values, and worldviews in all those who attended the schools. Sixteenth- and sev-
enteenth-century documents are full of references to the concrete way of thinking of 
oral native CHamorus. Striking examples are Jesuit complaints about literal under-
standings of Christian religion (Ribadeneira 1601: 87), counting systems adapted 
to what is being counted (Kerr 2013: 5), and CHamoru personal names linked to 
nature or the person’s behavior. Juan Pobre de Zamora even reports that he was 
named “Dios” (God) by CHamorus, emulating the expression “Dios, Dios” that he 
employed frequently (Martínez 1997: 424). We can therefore imagine how awkward 
Christian names received after baptism would feel to CHamorus, who could find no 
meaning in them.

Missionization also brought a fundamental change in the perception of time. The 
emergence of time as something countable, measurable, externalized, capable of 
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possession, and even potentially productive became part of the process. In Europe, 
the first public clocks came into use in the fourteenth century. They were placed in 
church towers by public markets with a clear functional intent (Thompson 1970: 63). 
It is precisely this functionality that Jesuits incorporated into CHamoru communities 
as part of their colonial discipline. Jesuit documents, for example, praised punctual-
ity as well as time distribution and maximization at schools, where the disciplines 
of abstract time and counting were introduced; and which obliged children to wake 
up early to attend classes (García 1683: 240; Lévesque 1995b: 142). From then on, 
as in Europe, time would be scheduled not only by nature but by church bells (Díaz 
1994: 43; Russell 1998: 317). Abundant references to native “vagrancy” in the writ-
ten records, however, may indicate that the new temporal patterns were not accepted 
to the extent desired, and can be interpreted as acts of CHamoru resistance. Indeed, 
resistance and persistence both obtained in the colony. Illustrations and written docu-
ments from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries describe some uses and customs 
that bear more witness to cultural continuities than a too-literal reading of seventh-
century sources would suggest. These uses and customs can be understood as acts of 
cultural reaffirmation in response to outside imposition, and as assertions made by 
CHamoru communities to escape cultural dissolution. As in other areas of the new 
colonial world, resistance was very often expressed in a determined effort to maintain 
one’s own traditional personal appearance, activities and tasks.

A range of scholars from a variety of viewpoints have noticed cultural persistence 
in Guam (Atienza 2019; Clement 2019; Diaz 1994; Leon Guerrero 2019; Lujan 
Bevacqua 2020; Na’puti and Lujan Bevacqua 2015; Perez Hattori 2007; Perez Vier-
nes 2016; Souder 1992). A new avenue of archaeological research is also investigat-
ing the topic in archaeological sites such as lånchos, ranch-type farms that remained 
beyond immediate colonial surveillance (Bayman et  al. 2020; Dixon et  al. 2020). 
We will focus in this article, however, on cultural persistence within the very reduc-
ciones themselves, using material culture, maintenance activities, and textile manu-
facture as case examples.

Cultural Persistence and Maintenance Activities

We contend that cultural persistence is more easily found in those activities and in 
those persons that, despite being affected by changes, are less or not at all involved 
in full-time specialization and therefore in processes of individualization that will in 
turn promote a positive appraisal of change. Maintenance Activities are a most suit-
able domain to search for cultural continuities.

Maintenance Activities is a concept that highlights the structural role of all those 
tasks of everyday living that are: (a) repetitive, recurrent, and routine; (b) essential 
to social reproduction and well-being; and (c) performed in the same known spaces, 
usually within the bounds of the house, the settlement, or its immediate vicinity. As 
noted previously, they include (but are not limited to) basic cooking, basic textile 
manufacture, basic hygiene, health and healing, children’s socialization and rear-
ing, the provision of care, and the arrangement of living spaces. They may take on 
different forms according to geography and chronology, but they always cement a 



1 3

International Journal of Historical Archaeology 

group’s cohesion through the strengthening of basic bonds. Their structuring role 
guarantees the recurrence of the group’s activities and/or the channeling of changes 
into new recurrence patterns that reinstate basic stability and permit social continu-
ity (González Marcén et al. 2008).

By dint of being structurally aimed at communal well-being and at bolstering the 
group’s sense of cohesion, their performance fosters a particular type of personal 
identity where the self is understood in relation to others. They are thus very differ-
ent from activities associated with individuality and social power (Hernando 2008; 
Montón-Subías 2010). While always fundamental, their social value is nevertheless 
less recognized the greater the social asymmetries are. In such situations, they are 
usually performed by those enjoying less social power (usually women in the his-
torical and ethnographic record).

Importantly, the specific knowledge sets, techniques, and skills required by main-
tenance activities can sometimes be used by the same persons for purposes that sur-
pass maintenance activities. Plant-weaving is a clear example.

Plaiting as Cultural Continuity

Coconut and pandanus leaf-weaving is now considered “one of the lasting artistries 
of Chamoru culture” (Anderson-Taft 2019). Master weavers of the present treasure 
an ancestral knowledge that they share with all those willing to learn it (Auyong 
2019; Flores 2019; Tolentino 2019). We were shown parts of the process at Gef 
Pa’go Cultural Village (Inålahan), where traditional arts, crafts, and cooking are 
demonstrated to visitors. Although plaiting and its products are less prevalent today 
than in the past (when plaiting laid at the core of CHamoru daily life), and although 
they are now situated within a different historical and social context, they remain a 
clear example of resilience in Indigenous material practices.

Pre-Reducción documents referred to plaiting as one of the finest industries of 
the archipelago and as women’s work. Inspired by twentieth-century ethnographies, 
we believe it is justified to assume that the savoir faire involved in plant weaving—
knowledge of a plant’s characteristics, the optimal time for harvest, techniques to 
work the leaves, and piece manufacturing (Anderson-Taft 2019; Flores 2019; Tolen-
tino 2019)—was shared and transmitted by most Latte CHamoru women. These 
twentieth-century ethnographies show that most women and most men are able to 
perform the tasks assigned to their gender when division of labor takes place only 
according to gender (Clastres 2014: 201), as must have occurred in CHamoru Latte 
societies. It also seems plausible to assume that the entire process—from planting to 
harvesting to the final product—remained in the same hands. Unfortunately, no spe-
cific information is given about how plaited artifacts were made (i.e., how materials 
were gathered, prepared, and woven together into the different forms), but even so 
we have broad information regarding their varied uses.

Juan Pobre de Zamora indicated that palm and nipay leaves were employed to 
make mats for domestic and funerary equipment including mattresses and blan-
kets, tables to serve food, boxes for the ancestors’ skulls, shrouds for the deceased, 
and tomb covers. These leaves were also used for sending presents, making hats in 
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different styles, and fashioning small baskets to carry betel nuts (Martínez 1997: 
444, 447–448, 451). Other sixteenth-century sources mention plaited baskets to 
carry sling stones (Kerr 2013: 389) and plaited sails (Kerr 2013: 388; Donoso 2016, 
pp. 2–3), and they illustrate some of their functions (du Nort 1602: 34). All these 
uses are confirmed by seventeenth-century colonial sources which also record other 
functions: for houses, curtains, and wall covers (Lévesque 1995b: 124); for sandals 
(Lévesque 1995b: 39, 1995c: 429); for baby cradles, plates to serve food, and even 
armor (Lévesque 2000: 12, 27); and for funerals, small baskets to gather the soul of 
the recently departed, and bows and triumphal arches to ornament the streets when 
the deceased was a principal (Sanvitores et al. 1671: 125). Moreover, plaiting tech-
niques were employed to roof CHamoru thatched houses. Sources from that period 
state only that the building and repair of houses were collective efforts (Martínez 
1997: 445), but documents from the nineteenth century (Freycinet 1829: 320; Craig 
1982: 15) describe these as male activities, with women engaged in cooking for the 
subsequent fiesta (celebration). However, twentieth-century photographs show walls 
and roof-thatch plaiting as women’s work (Thompson 1947: 66, 268) (see Fig. 6). 
This seems to accord with the allocation of plaiting to women mentioned in six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century sources. Finally, although the CHamoru people 
of precolonial times did not use textiles to dress their bodies (Montón-Subías and 
Moral de Eusebio 2021), the few recorded exceptions in the written record—some 
of the women’s tifis to cover their pubic areas and female palm skirts usually worn in 
festivals—were also plant-weaved. Plaited goods were also used for social transac-
tions and exchange. Sources mention at least two such events. One refers to women’s 
dowries, which included a small well-crafted palm mat (Lévesque 1995a, 1995b: 
322). The other relates to exchanges with European vessels before the colony, and 
to the fact that palm mats figured among the CHamoru commodities, together with 
food supplies (Ribadeneira 1601: 84). The Boxer Code (Donoso 2016: 4–5) even 
records an episode in which palm mats are added to other trade goods to make the 
offer more attractive.

Many of these items and uses survived through La Reducción, and coexisted with 
the new weaving techniques, all of which related to cotton textile manufacture, that 
the Jesuits introduced. For instance, the seventeenth-century Annual Letters mention 
that girls continued plaiting traditional mats at schools (Bustillo 1690) in addition to 
learning how to spindle and sew. Exploration expeditions of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, while staying in the Marianas, also recorded and illustrated many 
of them. In 1819, for instance, the Freycinet (1829: 317–318) expedition included 
the CHamoru names of various artifacts. A few examples are alan mamaon (boxes 
for betel nuts), téfan (floor mats), sarghi (a tray for cooked rice), and laïman (a mat 
where fish and other commodities are left to dry—see also Flores 2019). Freyci-
net even noticed objects that had recently been abandoned, such as plaited cradles 
(fagapsan) and baskets to carry babies (aktɷ). He also noted others that coexisted 
with more recent goods made of cloth and leather, for example hats, and sandals 
used for fishing and walking on the reef (Freycinet 1829 308–309; Fig. 8).

Some nineteenth-century objects, such as those curated in Madrid, have survived 
until the present including fans, bags, sandals, baskets, and mats (see  Figs.  2, 3, 
and  4). These objects were first exhibited in 1887, in the Exposición General de 
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las Islas Filipinas (General Exhibition of the Philippine Islands) that took place 
in Madrid when the Marianas were still a Spanish colony. They were crafted upon 
request (Alonso 2021). Some of them clearly show the same diagonal plaiting pat-
terns as those depicted in 1600 (see Fig. 5). Unfortunately, we lack textile products 

Fig. 8  Different objects from the Marianas recorded by the Freycinet expedition (Freycinet 1829). From 
the collections of the State Library of New South Wales
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with previous chronologies. The presence, however, of manufacturing tools may 
have survived archaeologically, a possibility to be investigated. Although human 
hands are the main tools employed in plaiting, Judith Flores (1999: 64, 122) men-
tions that nowadays a triangular tool—the si’i—is used in the process, as well as 
needles in the making of roof thatch. These tools are now made of metal but were 
previously fabricated from bamboo or shell. Photographs from the twentieth cen-
tury and oral history bear witness to the protracted use of plaiting in pre-war Guam 
and even in the immediate postwar years (Auyong 2019; Tolentino 2019; Thompson 
1947; see Fig. 6). The 1950s, however, saw the replacement of traditional materi-
als by imported ones, such as concrete and plastic, and a subsequent decrease in 
plaited objects along with the number of islanders with the skills to produce them 
(Anderson-Taft 2019; Auyong 2019). Freycinet recorded (1829: 320) that all women 
plaited, regardless of social class. However, by the prewar twentieth century and 
according to Laura Thompson (1947: 159), only some women were specialists in 
the craft, demonstrating it was no longer performed by all of them (for an interesting 
parallel, see Brumfiel 2006: 869).

According to Farrell (2011: 189–190), women at the reducciones were forced to 
weave sleeping mats and sails which were later exported to the Philippines, another 
Spanish colony at that time. Two centuries later, master weaver Lucia Fernandez 
Torres recounted that both she and her brother were obliged to weave baskets under 
Japanese colonial rule (Flores 2019). In between, plaited artifacts were apparently 
used to pay taxes during the first period of US rule. In this time period, plaiting 
was taught to girls at rural schools to encourage manufacture and export (Thomp-
son 1947: 117, 257). Other twentieth-century testimonies report male plaiting. For 
instance, master weaver Floren Paulino learned the skill from her father (Tolentino 
2019). She was born in 1925, which makes us suspect some men could have known 
how to weave in the very early twentieth century (see also Flores 1999: 124). We do 
not know if this ability among men extended further into the past.

Discussion and Conclusions

Indigenous rights activists have thwarted in Marianas narratives of CHamoru cul-
tural demise and led the defense of cultural resistance and revitalization (Clement 
2019; Diaz 1994; Leon Guerrero 2019; Lujan Bevacqua and Kelly Bowman 2016; 
Lujan Bevacqua 2020; Na’puti and Lujan Bevacqua 2015; Perez Hattori 2007, 2018; 
Perez Viernes 2016; Souder 1992; https:// 500sa ils. org/). The reinvigorating of tradi-
tion and the connection and reconnection with precolonial material culture as part 
of that effort have been at the core of such a movement. Archaeology in Guam has 
recently joined the search for cultural continuities through studies of lånchos. In this 
article, we have focused on the reducciones, maintenance activities, and plaiting in 
the course of acknowledging processes of CHamoru cultural resilience while at the 
same time highlighting the traumatic consequences, past and present, of modern 
colonialism. Cultural persistence existed but it cannot be used to soften or white-
wash the violent nature of colonialism.

https://500sails.org/
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In the particular case that brings us here, it is rather curious that while the Jesuits 
exposed and condemned abuses perpetrated by other colonial agents, such as gov-
ernors and the militia, they themselves were the ones who most comprehensively 
targeted the soul of CHamoru traditional lifeways and cultural logic. If we bear in 
mind the role that tradition plays in oral societies, where it is perceived as the key 
to a group’s very survival, we will fully understand the magnitude of the colonialist 
policies practiced by the Jesuits upon the Latte people. Even so, various precolonial 
practices, both tangible and intangible, resisted and persisted through the changing 
world of La Reducción.

As in other regions of the world, the role of women in preserving such traditions 
has been highlighted for Guam (Farrell 2011: 191; Leon Guerrero 2019; Souder 
1992; Taitano DeLeslie 2015). Far from grounding the quest for continuity in an 
allegedly female nature, we believe this common association—namely, women and 
continuity—is explained by women’s engagement in chores that do not imply func-
tional specialization and work fragmentation. These chores entail and require self-
perception as part of a broader group and thus relational identity. For this reason 
they are structurally associated to community building. This was the case with plait-
ing during the Latte and the modern colonial period in Guam. Needless to say, cul-
tural continuities will be found not only here, but in all those realms that express 
relational identity and group belonging.

The example of Guam also speaks to the progressive identification of mainte-
nance activities with women’s work during modern colonization, and the associated 
loss of social recognition. The aforementioned attitudes towards change and conti-
nuity in different types of societies apply to people in a single society when socio-
economic differentiation (which colonialism promoted in Guam and elsewhere) 
ranks high. Those further away from social positions of power and tasks increas-
ingly affected by functional fragmentation and rapid technological innovation will 
maintain high esteem for continuity and tradition. This is because the activities for 
which they are responsible will continue to require and promote identification with 
the group as a whole and thus self-construction in a more relational, less individu-
alistic way. It is important to note that we are not saying that maintenance activities 
and plaiting never change or that those who perform them lack technological skills 
and knowledge. What we are emphasizing is that the transformation of these activi-
ties is less accelerated and intense than are practices related to individualism and 
social power.

Through plaiting within reducciones, women nurtured the connection with their 
ancestral traditions, both for themselves personally and for the entire group. At a 
time when such traditions were under siege and in many cases disrupted, this was of 
the utmost importance. The manufacture and use of plaited material culture surely 
helped mitigate profound ontological disorientation after the forced relocation from 
ancestral lands. As in other areas of the globe (for instance, Federicci 2004: 299), 
missional attacks on Native traditions in Guam targeted the community as a whole, 
its historical roots, and its spiritual relationship with the land, territory, and nature. 
By the same token, however, we can assume that traditions surviving the assault 
defended and still defend those vital things.
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CHamoru plaiting has persisted through distinct historical contexts and has 
served diverse purposes through the centuries. No doubt Latte manufacture of daily 
household equipment was different than the manufactures requested under Spanish, 
Japanese, and American colonial mandates. Still, plaiting to serve the basic needs of 
the household coexisted with all these imperial (ab)uses. It must have been crucial 
to saving and adjusting tradition inside the reducciones, moving from one genera-
tion to the next in unison with an intangible heritage. At some point in recent his-
tory, women’s shared knowledge of plaiting concentrated into fewer hands, but the 
generalized use of plaited objects must nevertheless have helped preserve a sense 
of connection to the past. The postwar arrival of materials from abroad impacted 
plaited artifacts, diminishing their use. Yet plaiting has survived to the present. 
Today, it is vindicated as Kostumbren CHamoru (see https:// www. guamp edia. com/ 
voices- of- our- elders/), a rubric to refer to traditional relational values and practices, 
express CHamoru identity, and defend cultural continuity.
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