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I.

Introduction
Quechua has been spoken in Peru since the start of the Inca Empire and remains

the second most spoken official language in the country after Spanish. The number of
Quechua speakers in Peru is estimated at 3,361,750 people, approximately 13 percent of
the total population (Censos Nacionales 2007). However, UNESCO has declared
Quechua a vulnerable language in Peru, and even an endangered language in some areas
of the country (UNESCO 2014). Quechua speakers face constant shame from rural and
urban society due to the language’s negative association with indigenous identity,
campesino origin, poverty, marginalization and social exclusion (UNESCO 2014). The
increased discrimination over time has made many Quechua speakers decide not to teach
their future generations the language for fear they will be scorned and rejected by society.

In order for Quechua to be preserved and promoted, the deep-rooted negative
attitudes toward the language must be reversed. Although the Peruvian government
cannot change all negative attitudes toward Quechua, it does play a vital role in the
distribution of educational resources, initiatives and legal efforts to raise the profile of
Quechua. Since the 1970s, Peru has created and approved language laws and legislation
to grant official status to indigenous languages and preserve its use within cultural
identity and territory. The country focused on education to implement the policies set out

in their state constitution. Children who are mother-tongue speakers of Quechua were of
main concern. The creation of bilingual and bicultural education projects in primary
schools and universities, Quechua awareness campaigns in schools and public areas and
municipal offices in which citizens can seek help in Quechua are some of the numerous
initiatives taking place to enable maintenance of the endangered language. However, the
Peruvian government has always been prone to implementing “top-down” policies that
may be misunderstood and resisted by those who should benefit from them (Saroli 2001).
The 1993 Peruvian Constitution declared, “Toda persona tiene derecho: A su
identidad étnica y cultural. El Estado reconoce y protege la pluralidad étnica y cultural de
la Nación. Todo peruano tiene derecho a usar su propio idioma ante cualquier autoridad
mediante un intérprete” (All Peruvians have a right to their ethnic and cultural identity.
The State recognizes and protects the ethnic and cultural plurality of the Nation. All
Peruvians have a right to use their own language before any authority through the
medium of an interpreter)(Constitución Política del Perú 1993). However, in modern day
Peruvian society, it is apparent that Spanish is the language of power and prestige. All
governmental, educational and economical affairs are conducted and written in Spanish.
Unless steps are taken to promote the Quechua language in the public sectors, the real
possibility exists that it will decline in importance to the point that it is no longer used
with any frequency, as has been the fate of minority languages in many countries (Saroli
2001).

In the spring of 2014, I conducted an investigation to discover the value placed on
Quechua learning and usage in the schools and households in San Pedro de Cajas. San

Pedro de Cajas, a rural Peruvian town located in the northern Andean sector, is home to
5,808 inhabitants, of which 20% speak Quechua. The small town strives on an active
economy focused 45% on agriculture, 30% craftsmanship, and 12% on services (Censos
Nacionales 2007). The objective of my study was learn if the schools and family
households fostered and integrated Quechua learning and usage, or if they isolated
themselves from the language and its cultural stigmatization. Through numerous surveys,
interviews and observations I concluded that the use of Quechua is minimum in San
Pedro de Cajas. Quechua learning does not take place in the school, nor are there
resources to learn the language. In the household, the recent migration trends from rural
to urban settings have played a huge role in stressing the importance of Spanish and
English. Rural migrants face prejudices and negative stereotyping when they speak
Quechua not only in Spanish urban settings, but also in San Pedro de Cajas. After
speaking with numerous generations of San Pedro de Cajas inhabitants, I concluded that
majority of younger generations only want to learn Quechua as a means to speak with
their elders. For mobilization means, the youth and their parents prefer the learning of
languages connected with the globalized world, including English, Chinese and French.
The results of my investigation hint at the drastic decline of Quechua value and use in
San Pedro de Cajas overtime if resilient efforts to maintain the language cease to exist.

Current Peruvian officials are faced with the pressing dilemma of how to
recognize the important historical and cultural significance of Quechua and how to
encourage its continued use in modern society. The importance of my study is to discover
the interconnected dynamic between government actions taken to preserve and promote
Quechua, and the views and attitudes of minority groups toward Quechua language and

culture. I hope that this investigation will encourage the Peruvian officials to rethink
language maintenance and policy planning, not only to incorporate local needs and
participation, but also to politically and legally acknowledge Quechua as a vital identity
of the Peruvian nation.

II.

Methodology and Research Question
The main questions guiding my thesis research are: First, what are the current

Peruvian national and provincial education directives and language maintenance
initiatives of Quechua? Second, how does the San Pedro de Cajas community compare
with these initiatives in the value its people place on Quechua?
The research for this project will involve five steps. First, I plan to read and
analyze language shift, maintenance and preservation studies and theories from wellknown scholars including, Joshua Fishman (The Rise and Fall of the Ethnic Revival),
David Crystal (Language Death) and Suzanne Romaine (Vanishing Voices). Later, I plan
to apply the findings and theories of past linguists and anthropologists to the current state
of Quechua as an endangered language. Second, I will research Peru’s national,
provincial governmental and educational websites to collect documents concerning the
institutional preservation and promotion of Quechua. Third, I will categorize all findings
into pertinent categories: i. legislation and laws; ii. educational programs; iii. economic
services; iiii. public services; etc. Fourth, I will incorporate my administrative findings
with the results of my San Pedro de Cajas study to evaluate how the community’s values
of Quechua compare with governmental initiatives. Lastly, I plan to critique the efficacy
of Peru’s legal, educational and public services, in order to offer my own proposal for
improvement and restructuring of Quechua language initiatives.
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