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Arawaks 
 
The Arawak inhabited the islands of the Caribbean and Antilles. The Arawak 
were united by a common language and connected through trade among the 
islands. Trade was conducted in dugout canoes capable of carrying between fifty 
and eighty people. Among Arawak speakers were the Taíno, who inhabited the 
Greater Antilles. These were the peoples with which Christopher Columbus and 
his crew had first contact, at which time their population was estimated between 
600,000 and a million. Within fifty years after contact with Europeans, the 
population dropped by 75 to 90 percent of this estimate.  
 
The Arawak lived in circular houses with poles supporting roofs of straw and 
palm trees. Taíno society consisted of regional chiefdoms. These chiefdoms 
contained villages based on agriculture and hunting and fishing. The main crop in 
agricultural villages was cassava, a starchy root, which beyond the root could 
also be turned into flour and baked into bread. Among the other crops were 
beans, peppers, squash, and pineapple to supplement a diet of fish and, to a 
lesser extent, meat. There were also towns with plazas, ceremonial buildings, 
and ball courts. Taíno gods, called zumi, regulated the universe. There was also 
ancestor worship and belief in an afterlife. Although the Taíno did not use stone 
for building, they cultivated stone working and carved figurines of zumi that were 
used in religious ceremonies. These ceremonies were led by priests and spiritual 
healers and involved singing and dancing in the main plaza in towns.  
 
Taíno society was hierarchical with divisions between commoners and nobles. 
This division was also a feature of Taíno politics. The ruling elite lived in the 
towns and guided diplomacy among the various chiefdoms, which often included 
the formation of confederations. On the largest of the islands, what the Spanish 
named Hispaniola, there were five confederations and fourteen local chiefs. 
Regional chiefs paid a tribute to the head of their confederation, and all were 
advised by spiritual figures. Among the chiefs on Hispaniola was Guacanagarí, 
with whom Christopher Columbus and his crew established relations. The 
representatives of Spain negotiated with Guacanagarí, exchanging European 
goods for food and local treasures such as precious stones. The two men 
became allies, and when another regional chief attacked the Spanish fort of La 
Navidad in 1493, Guacanagarí assisted the Spanish. The foremost enemy of the 
Taíno was the Caribs, who inhabited the Lesser Antilles. The Taíno slandered 
the Caribs, identifying their enemies as cannibals to Europeans.  


