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Th%re are few pcople who can claim to command as much knowledge of the prehistory of the Caribbean as Irving Rouse. Professor
Rouse began his field work in the Caribbean in the mid-1930’s; this book is his synthesis of the vast amount of information he has
accumulated on the region in the half century that has elapsed since that time., In ordcr to accomplish the tremendous task of interpret-
ing nearly 6000 years of the region’s prehistory, Rousc focused this book on the culture history of the Native American group known
as the Tainos, the name given to the people who occupied much of the Caribbean upon the arrival of Europeans to the area in the 15th
century A.D.

Profcssor Rousc utilizes an cvolutionary approach to construct his culture history of the Tainos and their ancestors that is bascd upon
the tenets of cultural ecology, ¢.g., “Classic Taino culture appears to have been evolving toward (ull civilization...” (p. 19), “To what
extent these rescmblances are the result of interaction or of paralic] adaptation to similar ecological conditions remains to be deter-
mined” (p. 21). His analysis proceeds from the argument that there were three distinct cthnic groups inhabiting the Caribbean at the
time of contact, the Guanahatebeys in western Cuba, the Island-Caribs in the south-western islands of the Lesser Antilles, and the
Tainos themselves in the Greater Antilles and the Bahamas, This argument (presented in the introductory chapter) is based on Rouse’s
analysis of ethnohistorical information provided by the 15th and 16th century chroniclers of the Caribbean region and corroborated by
the available archaeological evidence.

In Rouse’s model, ethnic groups and subgroups are distinguished by their cultural, linguistic and biological hesitages. He seeks to
define these heritages and thus to form a culture history for the peoples of the Caribbean by considering their archacological, linguistic
and biological records. The resulting culture history, based primarily on ceramic analysis, suggests that the ancestors of the Tainos
originally migrated into the Canibbean from‘the Orinoco Valley of mainland South America at about 2000 B.C. eventually assimilat-
ing and/or replacing groups that had migrated through the region several thousand years earlicr; he suggests that the scarcer linguistic
and skeletal evidence corroborates this theory of Taino ancestry, as well as subsequent migrations through the Caribbean. :

The middle three chapters of the book, chapters III, TV and V, present Rouse’s culturc history of the Caribbean. He uses a taxonomic
system to distinguish between groups and subgroups of people, which is based primarily on ceramic sequences and augmented by
other classes of material culture. His scheme must be commended for its comprehensive spatial and temporal coverage; however his
presentation of the culture history sequences can be difficult to follow at times. For cxample, someone not well-versed in Caribbean
prehistory could casily confusc the Casimiran Casimiroid, Courian Casimisoid and Corosan Casimiroid subgroups. Such complexity
would not necessarily be a problem, except that Rouse states in his preface that the book “is addressed not only to...colleagues in
academia but also to the interested public” (p. xi). Someone with no background in taxonomy or ceramic analysis could find this
section of Rouse's book extremely challenging to follow. Similarly, his presentation of Archaic Ageand subsequent Ceramic Age
migrations could have easily beer made more lucid by the inclusion of maps outlining the migratory schemes he propases.

In the sixthand final chapter of the book, Rouse presents his version of the European conquest of the Caribbean, which he calls “the
second repeopling.” While his chronology of events surrounding the voyages of Columbus is solid, I must disagree with his conclu-
sion that the genocide of the Tainos in the 15th and 16th centuries “resulted from circumstance.” Rouse takes exception to revisionist
scholars of the Caribbean who blame Columbus and the Spanish conquistadors for causing the genocide of the Tainos (e.g., Konig
1976; Sucd-Badillo 1992a, 1992b). Rouse maintains, rather, that the genocide of the Tainos “resulted from circumstance; all the
parties to the event had to adapt to the natural, cultural, and social conditions in which they lived” (p. 139). While this interpretation of
the events of the late 15th and early 16th centuries does try to elevate the Tainos from the role of passive victims, it natiralizes the
violent demographic crisis initiated by the Europeans. It would not be a far leap to suggest that because the Tainos were unable to
adapt to conditions of slavery and widespread violence, it was only natural that they should become extinct. Although based in
cultural ecology, such an interpretation dangerously resembles social Darwinism. Furthermore Rouse equates the depopulation caused
by the European colonization of the Caribb@an, which took decades, with the cultural cxpansion of the Saladoid peoples, which took
centurics.
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T he Tainos is an historically impoetant book. It is the culmination of half a century of rescarch on a region whose archacological
complexity is compounded by the complexity of its political, social and linguistic diversity. Furthermore, its publication date, 1992,
makes this book an significant addition to the body of literature publishcd to commemorate the momentous events which resulted from
the Spanish landfalls in the Caribbean, Unlike many coniibutions to that body of literature, this book explicitly attcmpts to construct
an understanding of the long history of those Native American populations which fclt the first blows of Europcan socio-economic
expansion into the New World.
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