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San Andres: 

Continuity and Change in the Culture of a Caribbean Island 

By Emilio Willems, Nashville 

1 

Located in the western Caribbean Sea, about 110 miles from the coast of Nicaragua 
and 300 miles from the Colombian coast, the island of San Andres has been exposed, 
throughout most of its history, to the conflicting influences of various cultures. In so 
far as size and population are concerned, the island is small and relatively unimportant. 
Eight miles long and from two to three miles wide it harbored in 1951 a population 

• 
of 3.,705 which in recent years has grown to approximately 6,000. Notwithstanding 
such unimpressive figures San Andres may be regarded as one of the most interesting 
«hun1an laboratories» of the Caribbean area, mainly because Colon1bia, to which San 
Andres (and Providencia, its northeastern neighbor) belong, has atten1pted, over the 
last three or four decades, to validate its jurisdictional power by deliberate and systematic 
cultural penetration with the ultimate objective of blending the distinctive way of life 
of the islanders with that of continental Colombia. This means in fact that a firmly 
entrenched Anglo-Saxon-African culture, closely related with Jamaica and certain 
coastal sectors of Middle America, has been put in a posirion of defense against a mode 
of life which in many of its basic aspects seems incompatible with, or even diametrically 
opposed to the cultural tradirions of the island. 

Puritans from England, who began to settle the archipelago in 1629, were more 
concerned with Providencia than with San Andres. In fact, San Andres was practically 
abandoned by 1632. In 1640 Providencia was captured by the Spaniards and its 
population deported. (Parsons, 1956: 6- 8.) In 1680 Sari Andres was found to be still 
uninhabited, and a first group of settlers - twenty families from the Canary Island -
seem to have arrived only in 1738, but there are no references to their fate. Forty-two 
years later the American captain of a British troopship reported the existence of about 
twelve mulato families on San Andres which, at that time, entertained rather close 
relationships with Jamaica and the Central American coast. (Parsons, 1956: 14.) Yet 
a number of white settlers must subsequently have migrated to San Andres because, 
when the island fell to Spain in 1786, some of them were deported to Ja1naica, Grand 
Cayman and the Bahamas. Another group, however, was allowed to stay, and in 1793 
the population consisted of «35 families and 285 Negro slaves». (Parsons, 1956: 15.) 
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Apparently, the development of a cotton agriculture producing a fiber of high quality, 
attracted settlers from Jamaica who, together with their slaves increased the population 
to about 1200 including 800 Negroes by 1806. (Parsons, 1956: 16.) When San Andres 
and Providencia fell to Colombia in 1822, a long history of extreme population 
instability, characterized by in1migration and abandonment, by conquest and deportation, 
came to an end. No further solution of continuity occurred, and the culture of the 
island was allowed to consolidate virtually without interference from Colombia. This 
is not intended to imply, however, that San Andres remained untouched by changes 
throughout the nineteenth century. There were changes which profoundly affected the 
islanders' way of life, yet it is our contention that these changes played a decisive role 
in shaping the self-image of the island society, its values and attitudes, especially towards 
continental Colombians. 

The development of a plantation economy in the early nineteenth century sug­
gests the opulence and splendor which are supposed to go with slave-holding and cotton 
planting. In fact, a visiting official, quoted by Parsons, confirms this image: «Butter, 
rum and Madeira wine are their luxuries and provide splendor to their reciprocal 
banquets, by means of which they cultivate a certain degree of friendship and are thus 
enabled to keep order without a magistrate and without any public religion.» (Parsons, 
1956: 15.) If this statement is correct, the economy of San Andres must have deteriorated 
thereafter, f or another witness, writing in 1873, presented the plantation economy of 
the island in a completely different light. - The author of the following remarks 
quoted ipsis letris, is Philip Beekman Livingstone, a native of Providencia and resident 
of San Andres, who called himself a «physician, surgeon, apothecary, chirurgeon, and 
minister of the Gospel». (Livingstone, 18 71.) 

«The social and commercial changes on this Island from the year 1850 to this 
epoch have been marvelously great. At that time slavery existed and cotton was 
cultivated by slave labour. Some straggling coconut trees were in existence from which 
coconut oil was made, and some tortoise shell was also taken. These were exhanged for 
cloathing and other necessaries by the slave holders, who were themselves comparatively 
poor, living mostly in houses thatched with grass and wattled with sticks, with two 
trading vessels from Jamaica, money being seldom seen, none being in regular circulation. 
As for the slaves and their children, I cannot conceive how they could have subsisted 
otherwise than by stealing f rom their owners that which, however, was the work of 
their own hands, for they had no allowance either of cloathing or food from their owners 
and were only allowed one saturday per fortnight and every sunday to cultivate a piece 
of land lent to them, f rom the. products of which they were expected to provide food 
and cloathing for themselves and children: the cultivation of cotton for themselves 
being prohibited at that. In those days the slave adult or child would bow low and 
with profusion of <tanke massa's> pick up a five cent piece if thrown to him, and would 
be on hand in what was called <his time> to work for his owner or any other person 
for a small ren1uneration in cloathing, soap, salt or tobacco. At that time two Schooners 
regularly visited the Island from Jamaica which supplied cloathing and other neces­
saries, and took away the cotton, coconut oil and tortoise shell. A brig owned by 
Messrs. Henry and· David Cotheal and Co ... which went regularly to San Juan del 
nort and Salt Creek from New York, occasionally touched at the Island to harter 
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merchandise for cotton and tortoise shell. A New Granada packet Schooner brought 
the mail from Carthagena once a month and vended (illegible), sugar, tobacco etc. 
receiving tortoise shell in return.» 

This rather unusual association of a stratified, slave-holding society of cotton 
planters with a barter-economy in which money seems to have played a no more than 
peripheral role, constitutes the socio-economic background against which we shall 
examine the changes which transformed the economic system and the social structure 
of San Andres. 

«lt was about the year 1850 that the attentions of five or six slave holders were 
turned to planting coconuts and before the emanicipation of their sla ves, they had 
secured large coconut groves which is now the support of their offspring in easy 
circumstances who would otherwise be destitute. The emanicipation came off in the 
year 1853. Thrift was soon manifested among the emanicipated part of the population, 
- lands were purchased and cleared, the timber felled, and coconuts planted and by 
the time 1856 had dawned upon San Andres it had become a coconut country, American 
vessels bad become regular traders and the former slave the present principal controller 
of the commerce. Coconuts at that time fetched eight dollars per thousand, and the 
people viewing it in the light of a great favour fron1 God, were thankful and quite 
satisfied with the price, not expecting or anticipating any increase in that department. 
The American vessels were regular traders, but none could load up at this place alone.» 

A Contrast 

«Rather unusually the price of the article kept pace with the increase of the article; 
the price advancing first to ten dollars, then to twelve, till by the year 1865 it was 
co1nmanding sixteen dollars per thousand, and one hundred and fif ty thousand could 
be furnished per month. The people now would complain that coconuts were bringing 
nothing if they fell to fifteen dollars; showing also the usual increase of covetousness 
with the increase of prosperity. The price of coconuts is now twenty five dollars; 
occasionally going up to thirty and even thirty five dollars, and 1nore than two hundred 
and fifty thousand are furnished per month. - Four American Schooners are regular 
traders whilst others come f rom San Blas to fill up. One bargue and two Schooners 
under the English flag, <white washed yankees>, are regular traders and others under 
same flag come to fill up, or load for the Costa Rica Rail Road Company who have 
established a large store here. Said Rail Road Company have a Steamer that comes here 
occasionally f rom Port Lemon. The controllers of the commerce of the Island are 
principally those who used to be slaves or their posterity, their homes are now shingled, 
boarded round and painted, much nicer and more expensive than their owners houses 
were; money is plentiful and the persons who in 1850 would bow low to the earth to 
pick up a five cent piece, and who were wont to utter their plaintive <ha de n1assa> with 
naught but tatters to do on any occasion, are to be seen in broad cloth, muslins, costly 
fashionably dressed hats; and go on board the vessels to order their boats to be sent for 
their coconuts, and to order goods brought for them from the United States. Whilst 
the Captains call these people niger, or orangotang in their absence they are highly 
flattered by them in their presence which makes them conceive themselves to be of as 
n1uch importance as Emperors or Kesars. They know or own no distinction whatever 
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among the whole race of man on the earth, will not hire themselves to be cooks or helps 
lest it derogate from their gentleman or ladyship, and the offspring of their former 
owners have to beg and wait as weil as pay to get their coconuts prepared for shipment, 
are obliged to carry loads on their heads and do all kinds of work themselves. Bone and 
sinue is the capital of being in wealth here. lt is king coconut that reigns, and he that 
furnishes a good supply that receives deference: And whilst an attempt to depreciate 
the price of coconuts below twenty five dollars per thousand would bring on the trader 
the wrath of the holder, and the threat to feed his swine with their nuts, the opertunity 
arising out of four or five vessels being here to load to get the price up to thirty or 
thirty-five dollars, causes an excitement proximating to electioneering in the United 
States among the sable growers and venders of the nectre of the coconut palm tree. 

«Üranges and other tropical fruit abound: casada starch, pimenta and tortoise shell 
are shipped; and these may rise and fall in price without creating a sensation, but one 
word unfavorable to coconuts reign will change the pleasant sable visage to that con­
traction of brow, and that defiant expression of countenance, which has, I have been 
credibly informed, at least in one instance caused those limped drops to flow f rom the 
fountain which is an indication of despair.» (Livingstone, 1873, December 31 .) 

The substitution of coconut palms for cotton and the emancipation of the slaves, 
who constituted about one half of the total population of San Andres, caused no less than 
a social revolution. Livingstone's rather laconic re1narks about how the former slaves 
came to be landowners leaves one wondering whether «thrift» among a class of paupers 
and mendicants could possible have transformed them, within a few year, into 
prosperous owners of coconut groves. lt is of course p ossible that new land which had 
not previously been under cultivation, was made available to the ex-slaves at a nominal 
price. In the oral tradition of the island, Livingstone's name is linked with the freeing 
of the slaves, as weil as with the dissemination of the coconut palm. lt is said that he, 
as a prestigious leader and minister of the Gospel, brought his authority to bear on the 
slave owners who considered themselves as American or British citizens, and as such 
not subject to Colombian law. At any rate, within a generation or so, the former slaves 
or their descendants had established themselves as a new upper class in control of most 
of the island's resources. The radical change in the local class structure seems to be 
closely related to the gradual change in the racial composition of the population. Since 
there is now hardly any entirely white family left among the old-stock islanders, the 
former slave-holders and their descendants either intermarried with members of the new 
colored upper class or left the island. 

Another change which in a yet remote futur~ was to become a major source of 
cultural conflict, was initiated by the conversion of the islanders to a brand of 
Protestantism with definitely fundamentalist leanings. Livingstone was an ordained 
Baptist minister who is generally given credit for having implanted his creed single­
handed among the islanders. While in 1835 an English visitor expressed his astonishment 
at the absence of any kind of organized religion (Collett, 1937: 207-208), the first 
Baptist chapel was erected in 1947, and in 1888 a revival «swept across the island» to 
complete the task initiated by Livingstone. (Parsons, 1956: 48.) 

The coconut economy of San Andres continued to expand during the decades after 
Livingstone, serving as a commercial agent for the U.S., had written bis aforementioned 
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report to the U.S. Department of State. Apparently the peak was reached between 1900 
and 1906: «San Andres was harvesting fourteen to sixteen million coconuts consumed 
in the United States, but thereafter production declined because of drought, disease, rat 
infestations, and the fact that the palms had been much too closely spaced.» (Parsons, 
1956: 29.) 

The decline of the coconut agriculture, combined with a steady increase of the 
population made emigration inevitable. The construction of the Panama Canal and, 
subsequently, employment opportunities in the canal zone attracted numerous islanders 
f rom San Andres and Providencia, especially those with navigational skills. «One 
informed observer estimated in 1953 ·that there were more than 2,500 San Andres- and 
Providencia-born adults living in the Col6n area, including Silver City.» (Parsons, 
1956: 40.) In recent decades, however, an increasing number of islanders migrated to 
continental Colombia. Ten years ago, when James J. Parsons gathered the field data 
for his monograph he thought that the number of islanders living elsewhere was not 
inferior to those who had remained in San Andres. (Parsons, 1956: 41.) Two facts 
about these migrants seem to be significant in the present context: 

1. The nature of the contacts they established was such that most migrants wished 
to return or actually returned to the island. Tensions between the Protestant, English­
speaking, migrant laborers from various Caribbean islands and native Panamanians have 
been pointed out by Biesanz. (Biesanz, 1955: 77ff.; 215.) lt has also been said that 
islanders living in continental Colombia are likely to become victims of racial dis­
crimination, although such statements have never been corroborated by factual evidence. 
Yet to judge from numerous interviews with islanders, these at least believe that they 
are discriminated against by continental Colombians. 

2. A. steady flow of migrants from and back to San Andres see1ns to have exercised 

a deep and continuing influence upon the local culture. On the one hand, enduring 
relationships with the United States and the English-speaking colored Protestant 
society of the western Caribbean reinforced the traditional value orientation of the 
islanders. Yet, at the same time they could not fail to perceive their own level of living 
and educational achievements which compared favorably with those of the Panamanians 
and other communities anywhere between Cape Gracias a Dios and Panama. The per­
ception of «backwardness» in those who f requently displayed xenophobic concern about 
the competition of alien labor, probably explains why most islanders experienced pride 
in retaining their Colombian citizenship, or in joining the Colombian Patriotic Club 
which had been founded in Col6n by residents of San Andres and Providencia. (Parsons, 
1956: 40.) 

On the other hand, the perception of discriminatory attitudes on the part of 
continental Colombians prevented the islanders from completely identifying themselves 

with Colombia. Again they could not fail to compare their own, relatively high level 
of living, their literacy, sanitation standards and Protestant ethics with the obvious 
manifestations of underdevelopment among the urban masses of Baranquilla and Car­
tagena where most of the migrants went to earn a living. lt would seem that such 
experiences generated the kind of ambivalence which characterizes the attitude of the 
islanders towards the country intent on winning their loyalty. 
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The fact that until very recendy the people were given litde opportunity to par­
ticipate in the government of their island further contributed to deepen the antagonistic 
components in their attitude towards continental Colombia. Writing in 1954, the 
American anthropologist Thomas J. Price, Jr. observed that the islanders did not regard 
the local government as theirs. lts activities were felt tobe opposed to the interests of the 
island, and thus their political behavior was marked by antagonism rather than support 
or cooperation. «The scarcity of jobs accessible to islanders regardless of political 
affiliation, constitutes a motive of open discontent, and the people like to recall the past 
when some of them formed a junta asesora of the lntendente. At the present time 1) politi­
cal activities are, to a large extent, carried on privately due to fear of reprisals; the 
traditional interest in political intrigue is now expressed either in the form of petitions 
against the local administration which are sent to the National Government in Bogota, 
or by refusing cooperation with the initiatives emanating f rom the lntendancy 2) or 
merely by arguing about what ought tobe done, and so forth.» (Price, 1954: 16.) Virtu­
ally excluded from the decision-making level of the local government, many islanders 
went to the continent in «search of employment more consentaneous with their edu­
cation». (Price, 1954: 16.) 

Another source of conflict is to be seen in the attempts made by Colombian 
institutions to interfere with the educational tradition which a century of close relation­
ship with the United States had established. «American idiom, customs, sports, currency 
and newspapers were all implanted on the islands as a result of the close commercial 
ties with the United States parts.» (Parsons, 1956: 30.) The diffusion of cultural elements 
from the United States apparently induced many well-to-do islanders to send their 
children to American schools, and «many a diploma from universities such as Tuskegee, 
Howard, and Fisk hangs proudly on the living room walls of the better homes». (Parsons, 
1956: 41.) Close ties with American churches further reinforced the islanders' receptivity 
to American educational values. Membership of the loca l Baptist church in the Southern 
Baptist Convention, as well as the implantation of the Seventh Day Adventist church 
with its well-known emphasis upon vocational training provided the institutional chan­
nels through which numerous islanders gained technical or prof essional proficiency in 
various f ields. 

The establishment of a Catholic Mission in San Andres in 1902 could only mean 
an organized attempt to win the population over to the Roman faith. Ten years later the 
archipelago was declared mission sui juris by the Vatican, and a treaty on missions 
signed by the pope and the Colo1nbian government in 1953, est,ablished jurisdictional 
prerogatives of the mission chiefs concerning the school systems of the mission terr itories. 
Article nine of the treaty defines the «attributes of direction and vigilance» of the chief 
prelates, so that education conform to «the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church». 
The mission chiefs are given authority not only to create primary and secondary schools, 
to hire and fire teachers, but also «to inspect and oversee the instruction in the 
cducational centers of the respective mission territories, including private institutions». 

1) Dr, Price refcrs to the dictatorship of gencral G uscavo Rojas Pinilla. 
2) Adn1inist ratively, San Andres and Providencia constitute an In t c n d c n c i a divided 1nto two 

a 1c a1 d 1 a s, one in San Andres, the other in Providcncia. 



WILLEMS San Andres 321 

Furthermore, the moving of schools and the dismissal of teachers «Cannot be disapproved 
by the corresponding Colombian authority when they are based 011 motives of a religious 
or moral order». (Goff, 1962: 21;) 

Although the mission treaty virtually proscribes non-Catholic schools, there has 
been only one attempt so far to enforce this particular provision. In 1954 the local 
school inspector, a Spanish Capuchin monk, closed the Protestant schools, but «this 
order was later rescinded by presidential decree in the face of vehement protests both 
from the islanders and from abroad». (Parsons, 1956: 50.) 3 ) 

Through church and school the Capuchin missionaries have endeavored to dis­
seminate the Catholic faith as well as the Spanish language. The effects of their rather 
strenuous efforts ar~ difficult to assess. The proportion of people baptized in the Catholic 
church is probably higher than the 10 per cent estimated by Parsons (Parsons, 1956: 50) 
but no official figures are available. There seems to be a certain an1ount of religious 
syncretism reflecting the tendency on the part of the islanders to adapt the new faith 
to traditional values and attitudes. «lt is interesting to note» observed Price in 1954, 
«that the majority of the Catholics, called <job Catholics> ( catholics of convenie11ce) by 
the others, speak and think as Protestants, occasionally attend services in the Baptist 
church and, like Baptists, emphasize the reading of the Bible and its use as a guide to 
daily living. For this reason, more than for any other, there is a notable lack of dis­
crimination among the adherents of the two religions, and conflicts and discussions of 
a doctrinal nature are almost non-existent. According to informants, only recently has 
there developed a feeling of aggression against the Catholic Mission (although not 
against the Catholics of the island) which has been due to the closing of the Protestant 
schools and to the belief that the civil and ecclesiastic authorities intend to outlaw the 
Baptist and Adventist faiths and eventually to abolish them.» (Price, 1954: 39.) 

This reaction of the islanders may be interpreted as an attempt to overcome the 
disintegrative effects of religious change within the community and to focus opposition 
and hostility on governmental and ecclesiastical institutions whose alliance is felt to be 
a potential or actual threat to the islands' mode of lif e. 

II 

The Student of culture conflict is usually aware of the fact that the development 
of antagonistic attitudes depends 011 the way in which the societies in contact perceive 
and interpret each other's behavior rather than 011 the actual meaning or intentions of 
such behavior. There is little doubt that many actions and reactions of both, continental 
Colombians and islanders, v.rere determined by prejudice and suspicion, misi11terpretation 
and distortion, but this is to be expected if a society is forced, by the circumstances of 
contact, continually to reappraise at least son1e of its most cherished values which are 
being challenged by another society determined to play the role of a benevolent donor. 
Thus in accompanying the course which the relationship between - the people of San 

:i) Some is!anders attributed the reopening of thc Protestant school to an intcrpcllation · of Queen 
Elizabeth of England, ·eo w hon1 some islanders allegedly had sent a request for protection, on the ground 
that Great Britain had renounced her jurisdiction over the archipelago under the condition that the 
islandcrs be allowed the ·Janguage and religion of thcir own free choice. 
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Andres and continental Colo1nbians have followed since 1956, no attempt has been 
made to separate fact from fancy in the image of Colombians and their institutions 
which our informants carried in their mind and which seemed to influence-at least their 
verbal attitudes, if not their actual behavior. 

The conversion of San Andres into a free port in 195~, and the completion of an 
airport in 1956 initiated a sequence of changes whose proportions will eventually exceed 
those of the past century which so drastically altered the economic system as well as the 
social structure of the island. The establishment of the free port meant that merchants 
located on the island were allowed to import wares exempted f rom duty, and that any 
resident of Colombia could introduce a certain amount of such merchandise anywhere 
in continental Colombia, equally without paying duties. The opportunity to purchase 
goods unavailable or very expensive in continental stores, combined with the facilities 
of air transportation, very soon attracted increasing numbers of Colombians. Hundreds 
of n1erchants f rom a variety of widely different countries established themselves in 
San Andres, and within a few years the island became one of the most important trading 
center of the western Caribbean. The natural beauty of the island, its balmy climate 
and excellent beaches furthermore led to a rapid development of tourism and the 
f acilities required by the tourist trade. 

Statistical data furnished by the intendencia show that during the first four months 
of 1961, 19,847 persons arrived in San Andres by airpla:ne or boat. Four Colombian 
airlines carried out 645 flights between Colombian airports and the island during this 
period. Although more recent data were unavailable, there is evidence that these figures 
were substantially higher in 1963. 

By April 30, .1961 a total of 256 busi~ess establishments had been registered by the 
alcaldia of San Andres. In J anuary 1963 we wer.e inf ormed by an of ficial of the 
intendencia that this total had grown to 450. Of the 256 businesses existent in 1961, 36 or 
14 per cent were owned by islanders, 113 or 44.1 per cent by continental Colombians, 
and 106 or 41.4 per cent by aliens. In January 1963, 64 hotels and 23 restaurants, bars 
and taverns including two gambling casinos were in operation, and the construction of 
a sumptuous new hotel was being terminated. 

The construction of hundreds of new buildings in and near the so-called North End 
of San Andres changed the former bucolic aspect of this settlement into· that of a busy 
town congested by automobile traffic and crowds of shoppers. Two mangrove swamps 
east and west of the town had been drained and filled in to gain additional land f or 
urban expansion. The total land value of the island which was in the neighborhood of 
nine million pesos in 1955 had risen to fifty million pesos in 1960. 

Prior to the construction of a road around the island, which is now pa ved in and 
near the North End, the horse was the predominant means of transportation. Nowadays 
the sight of a rider is most unusuat, and all transportation is by automobile and truck. 
Business employees who live in the more distant villages commute to the North End 
by taxi. Usually four or five of them make arrangements with a particular driver who 
agrees on a relatively low fate to be shared by the commuters. 

A new central power plant was put into operation in 1962, but since it runs on 
imported diesel oil, the price of electricity is high and many of the more modest homes 
are still illuminated by kerosene lamps. 
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How do the islanders react to these changes? One of the first things our informants 
insisted upon was that most of the deliberate changes had been initiated without con­
sulting or even informing the people of San Andres. According to their interpretation, 
the «government» ( of course, not «their» government) had planned the construction 
of the airport without paying any attention to the human problems which this project 
might involve. «Suddenly they started with bulldozers without having explained 
anything», one informant put it. «The landowners received small su1ns as a co1npen­
sation, and those who did not want to sell, got their properties declared utilidad publica 
and received a fixed price. Colombians look down on natives. They treat us like the 
savages of the Putumayo and Amazonas, and the islanders resent this very 1nuch. They 
do not feel inferior, rather on the contrary. They certainly do not kill each other for 
political reasons. 4) . Each islander is worth two Colombians because he speaks two 
languages.» 

With the sudden influx of many newcomers intent on establishing themselves in 
business, the de1nand for land and the prices offered were such that one might have 
expected heavy ·selling on the part of the islanders. Actually, far fron1 being befuddled 
by buyers attempting to outbid one another, 1nany of the 272 islanders listed in the 
cadastre as owners of urban real state, grew suspicious. «They did not trust continentals 
or continental lawyers, and all lawyers are continentals. So they leased the land for 
a small rent, yet with the condition that all buildings erected by the leaseholder become 
property of the landowner after the expiration of the contract. Y ou see the value of the 
building is actually the rent.» Other informants doubted the validity of such contracts 
because «only verbal agreements had been made about the transfer of ownership of the 
buildings, so the landowners will eventually find out that they do not own the buildings 
after all. Of course, that is the intention of the continental lawyers anyway.» Fact is 
that about 90 per cent of the land has been leased rather than sold. 

Equally critical is the attitude of the islanders in regard to th~ many signs of sudden 
prosperity. Most of our interviewees agreed that change was necessary and perhaps 
inevitable, but they contended that the island was not prepared for the suddeness of it 
all. The f ree port and most of the new facilities, they argued, «had bought benefits only 
to the merchant class». True enough, electricity was available, but only in town, and 
the roads had not been paved beyond the perimeter of the North End. They recognized 
the advantages in finding jobs on the island instead of seeking them in Panama or 
Colombia, but they resented tb,e competition of white and blue collar labor imported 
from the continent. 

All informants were quite bitter about the high cost of living «which puts a terrific 
burden on the poor» and generally contributed, in the opinion of some, to a deterioration 
of the material patterns of living and moral standards. Earlier students of San Andres 
stressed the neatness of the clapboard houses and the care with which the islanders used 
to dress. But, as the minister of one of the major Protestant churches pointed out, «The 
houses are not painted as often as they were in the past, and people, especially the men, 
are not as well dressed as they used to be; maybe this is so because for1nerly they could 

4) Informant referred to the pattern of violence which has characterized the political life of 
continental Colon1bia. 
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af ford to buy American clothes in Panama and the Canal zone where they used to work. 
Job opportunities here brought them back from Panama, but here their earnings do not 
have the purchasing power they had in Panama or even Colombia.» 

Another Protestant minister who is, like his colleagues, member of an old island 
fa1nily, thought that «the changes really benefit only the turcos (Syrians and Lebanese) 
and the government officials who come to the island only to fill their pockets. I arri 
a Co101nb1an but I don't trust them. They are just out to make a fast buck regardless 
of the means. The free port brought moral degradation to the island. Lots of prostitutes 
come to the island and fill the cheaper hotels, and the islanders steal from each other 
to buy ru1n and women. There has always been some stealing, but now it has gone out 
ot hands, and the owner of coconut groves have to hire men who do the rounds at 
night. 'lhis is our bush police. And you can't leave the wash out on the line at night.» 

Thef t of agricultural produce seemed indeed to be a major problem. Some infor­
mants in San Lu1s thought it discouraged farming and sowed suspicion among neighbors. 
«Üf course», remarked an islander, «what can you aspect. Colombian laws are so lax 
that thieves are seldom punished, even when they are caught in the very act.» 

'lhe tale about prostitution was repeated by many islanders. Some were convinced 
that certain rourist agencies in continental Colombia contracted prostitutes, shipped them 
to the island, and atter a f ew weeks they would be replaced by a new shipment. Others 
thought that prostitutes came also f rom nearby Central American countries. Whatever 
the organization and origin of prostitution, the fact remains that it now exists in 
San Andres, while prior to 1956, it definitely was not a pattern of the local culture. 
There were, however, the so-called «Sport girls» who constituted «a minimal percentage 
of the island population». 1·here were (<women of any age who by personal choice or for 
having failed to secure a husband or steady companion lead a life characterized by a 
series of temporary aff airs which cannot be considered in any ways as mere economic 
initiatives». (Price, 1954: 24.) There was a certain tolerance for «sport girls», but in 
sharp contrast with the Colombian (and Latin American) pattern, a youth who 
habituatly sought the company of «Sport girls» was repudiated by <(decent girls» for 
being «poor husband material». 

The traditional class structure of San Andres is certainly undergoing major trans­
formations under the impact of recent economic changes. Price discovered a two class 
system although the islanders insisted on denying the existence of any class distinction 
at all. «The two groups, in the European tradition, are called clase alta and clase baja, 
or more frequently with the words: <families which do not seek to improve> in 
opposition to fa1nilies <which seek to keep up app.earances>. The two principal criteria: 
econon1ic situation and social conduct, are interdependent. Solely one is not enough to 
produce discrimination, and rarely advance1nent in only one aspect occurs without 
notorious changes in the other. » Furthermore, members of the lower class sent their 
children to public school while those of the upper class, critical of public schools, prefer 
to send their offspring to the Baptist school and later on to institutions in English 
speaking countries; if this was not feasible for economic reasons, «they continued 
education by themselves by taking correspondence courses in the United States». 
(Price, 1954: 33.) 
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According to estimates of intendencia officials there are now close to one thousand 
islanders and continental Colombians who are employed in stores, hotels and restaurants. 
Most of these jobs are in the white collar category and therefore several notches above 
the social level of menial work. Also the civil service offers more opportunities now 
mostly because islanders are no longer discriminated against as much as they were in 
the past. In fact, for the first time in history a native of San Andres was appointed 
intendente of the archipelago. There are now 235 persons employed by local government 
agencies including the national government, the intendencia and the alcaldfa. The only 
factor which prevents more islanders f rom obtaining public employment is the parity 
arrangement between the liberal and conservative party. Since there are not enough 
conservatives on the island to fill the quota, approxin1ately one half of all conservative 
employees have to be imported from the continent. 

There is little doubt that this relatively !arge contingent of white collar workers 
constitutes the beginning of a middle class. lts ranks are swelled by an increasing 
number of people - islanders and continentals - who own small businesses of the 
type that thrives on tourists. There are owners of motor boats and taxi cabs, of f ruit 
stands and tiny food or variety stores who by no means can be included in the same 
class with stevedores, street cleaners, domestic servants and the rural laborers who work 
in the coconut groves and are sometimes allowed to cultivate a small piece of land for 
5ubsistence farming. 

And there are of course the three hundred or so aliens and continental Colon1bians 
who own the larger stores and do most of the businesses which are centered around the 
free port facilities. Many of them have amassed fortunes in a few years, but their 
relationships with the native population and with one another are ill-defined and shot 
through with prejudice and mutual suspicion. So~e of the newcomers behave like 
transients intent on making money as fast as possible in order to return to wherever they 
came from. Others have built residences suggesting stability and social aspirations. In 
fact, in the northernmost section of the island overlooking the ocean, one discerns the 
beginnings of a presumably upper class residential barrio in the style of the suburbs 
which have sprung up in outlying areas of the fast growing metropol itan centers of 
Latin America. At the present time it is of course impossible to assign class status to 
these newco1ners. Whatever their place will be in the future, they are likely further to 
accentuate the structural changes whose outlines are now barely perceptible: The 
development of a perhaps subdivided middle class and the emergence of a new 
upper class. 

The changes of the last decade have doubtlessly brought the islanders closer to 
Colombia. Continuous contact with many thousands of Colombian visitors and 
n1erchants has been acting as a constant reminder that, for better or for worse, the 
island is really a part of Colombia. Spanish has gradually been gaining ground and 
many, probably the majority of the younger people, prefer it to English. In April 1961, 
of the 23 schools existing in San Andres, 13 were public and as such controlled by the 
Catholic church, two were run directly by the Catholic church, two by the Seventh Day 
Adventists and six by the Baptist church. Enrollment was distributed as follows: 
Public schools 1268 Adventist schools 158 Total 1891 
Baptist schools 307 Catholic schools 158 

• 
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Except for two secondary schools, only Spanish is taught in the public and 
Catholic schools, while the Protestant schools teach both, English and Spanish. 

In spite of the gradual hispanization of the island, the Protestant elite shows no 
sign of being overwhelmed by the influx of Latin values. They recognize the need to 
ad just to certain changes imposed by a closer economic ancL political integration with 
Colombia, yet there is no intention to compromise with or surrender to the «low Standards» 
attributed to the Catholics. «lt does not matter», one Protestant minister remarked, 
«whether a man whores, drinks and gambles. lf only he goes to mass and confesses 
everything is all right. The priests give charity away against the promise of the people 
to go to church. The ones that conf ess get most of the food. The priests try to be 
friendly with everybody, but this is a trick to win people over. They have poison under 
their nails.» Like other islanders he complained about the local hospital «run by Catholic 
nuns and a couple of Catholic directors. The services are so poor that 1 have given strict 
orders not to take me to the hospital, even if 1 am unconscious, because my life would 
be in <langer.» 

The Seventh Day Adventists are building a large new school in the center of town 
which, they hope, will attract more pupils than the present dilapidated building they 
are using as a church, school and administrative seat. All Protestant ministers agreed 
that it was much easier now to raise money for the church, but they also complained 
about what they called «loss of spiritual values». Much of the puritanical austerity 
seems to be gone. «In the old days» a Baptist minister pointed out, «people would never 
dance on sundays, not even those who were rtot members of the church. Now they 
dance all the time. The church tries to organize social activities to prevent the young 
people from going astray.» 

Even in one of the more distant villages the local minister found that the «spiritual 
life had changed a great deal. ' In the old days the people abstained from all wordly 
pleasures on sundays. They went to church, and those who did not go, stayed home or 
visited with friends. Now there is a great deal of dancing and drinking on sundays.» 

Recognizing the inevitability of cultural change the Protestant churches are redefin­
ing their educational policy. The Adventist church, for example, maintains schools in 
Medellin (Colombia) and in Costa Rica. At the present time twenty children of local 
Adventist families are studying in Medellin, and five in Costa Rica. The Baptists have 
sent about thirty children to various secondary schools of continental Colombia. Even 
the minister of the small Christian Missionary Church sent his daughter to a secondary 
school in Cartagena. When she first enroled, she could speak no Spanish at all, but now 
her Spanish is undistinguishable f rom that of her Colombian peers. The church leaders 
are decided to preserve the English language which is used in all religious services, but 
they are equally aware of the importance of Spanish. Close connections with American 
Protestant organizations have doubtlessly been instrumental in sustaining the islanders' 
awareness of their cultural origin. The Southern Baptist Convention regularly sends 
Gospel preachers to San Andres, and in January of 1963 a revival was conducted under 
the direction of a 1ninister f rom Virginia. 

The Protestant parish community itself is undergoing structural changes which 
seem to reflect the general process of individualization of the island society. In 1954, 
Price found that the Baptist church was still able to perform the function to rally its 

' 

' 
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parishioners for concerted action beyond the scope of the congregation proper. «Some 
projects begin within the church», he pointed out, «but eventually become com1nunal 
(projects) and thus indicate the importance which this institution has in the island. For 
example, in one case it happened that the men1bers of the church thought it necessary 
to repair a certain part of the road and the rncn, contributing cement and other mate­
rials, started to work collectively; within a short time the whole community catn.e to 
take part in the project. Thus, initiatives of common interest f requently begin an1ong 
the most active members of the church and are soon supported by others.» (Price, 
1954: 41.) 

Sixty-five years ago the central Baptist church of San Andres was imported in 
prefabricated pieces from Mobile, Alabama. Most male members of the congregation 
spontaneously cooperated to unload the parts, and carry them up the hill were the 
clapboard structure was to be erected. From the beginning to the end, the construction 
of the church was a community project in which monetary considerations played hardly 
any role at all. 

To rally a congregation for this sort of voluntary cooperation would be extremely 
dif ficult nowadays. The multitudes of strangers invading the island seen1 to ha ve further 
contributed to paralyse the capacity for concerted action. Problems which could easily 
be solved if the community decided to take a united stand, remain without solution. 
A number of buildings, partially destroyed by fire, storm or neglect, are neither rcmoved 
nor repaired„ Most merchants dump their rubbish and refuse on nearby en1pty lots 
without incurring any kind of sanction. Everybody bla1nes the local govern1nent, but 
no one takes the initiative to change a situation which seems irreconcilable with the 
promotion of tourism. 

However, attempts have been made to revive the lost capacity of concerted action 
by joining acci6n comunal, an institution hopefully designed by the national govern­
ment of Colombia to solve many of the country's problems by community action. 
Acci6n comunal is primarily conceived of as self-help, but with son1e governn1ent assist­
ance. One of the local promoters, an old-stock islander, proudly exhibited the first 
official document by which his name had been included in the government pay roll. He 
seemed firmly convinced that by getting government assistance and persona juridica 
(legal status) for acci6n comunal, success of the novel institution would only be a 
question of time. This expectation, it would. seem, fits the pattern of Latin American 
culture rather than that of the island. Thus the way in which acci6n comunal was being 
promoted suggests a degree of acculturation which seems incompatible with the attitude 
of self-reliance characteristic of other aspects of the local culture. However, such are 
the vicissitudes of acculturation that attitudinal inconsistencies are to be expected. 

Summarizing our findings, it may be said that the past history of change, parti­
cularly the transformation of an impoverished economy into a prosperous one affording 
a relatively high level of living and almost revolutionary changes in the class structure 
created self-reliance and pride among the people of San Andres. Such sentiments were 
.further bolstered by the ethics of Protestantism and the diffusion of educational and 
sanitary standards which are quite unusual in the Carribean area. Attempts to integrate 
the island into the culture of Colombia were thus received with reserve and suspicion, 
the more so as the islanders felt they were victims of racial discrimination and religious 
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intolerance. Under the impact of recent change, they have kept a cultural poise which 
expresses itself in attitudes of critical selectivity, restraint and antagonism. Hispanization 
proceeds f rom the bottom to the top of the social structure. In due time Spanish will 
perhaps be substituted for English, but Protestantism is probably there to stay, especially 
if the islanders become more aware of the fac t that their religious creeds are shared by 
a slowly increasing number of continental Colombians. 
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