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ROUTES FOR ROOTS: ENTERING THE 21ST 
CENTURY IN SAN ANDRÉS ISLAND, COLOMBIA

James Ross

ABSTRACT

The article traces the historical development of the ‘Raizal’ ethnic 
community on the island of San Andrés in the Colombian Caribbean. It 
explains how this Anglophone, Protestant community has survived the 
attempts, by first Spain and then Colombia, to incorporate them into 
the Hispanic and Catholic world. It investigates the bases for Raizal 
culture and identity, explaining the strategies adopted at different 
times, and evaluating their success, or failure. It focuses particularly 
on the opportunities afforded by the Colombian Constitution of 1991 
to the Raizal community, but how these have not been developed 
to the extent, or speed, that was hoped. It concludes by placing the 
Raizal struggle in the wider context of developments in the Southwest 
Caribbean, arguing for a regional rather than national approach to the 
general crisis faced by the ethnic communities of the region, and to 
the opportunities that are opening up.

Keywords: roots, routes, ethnicity, culture, identity, sustainability.

RESUMEN

Este artículo traza el desarrollo histórico de la comunidad étnica 
‘raizal’ de la isla de San Andrés en el Caribe colombiano. Explica 
cómo esta comunidad anglófona y protestante ha sobrevivido todo 
intento, primero por parte de España y luego por Colombia, para 
incorporarla al mundo hispano y católico. Investiga las bases de la 
cultura e identidad raizal explicando así las estrategias llevadas a cabo 
en momentos diversos para evaluar su éxito o no. Se centra en particu-
lar en las oportunidades que presenta la Constitución colombiana de 
1991 para la comunidad raizal aunque éstas no se hayan desarrollado 
tanto ni tan rápidamente como se pudiera esperar. Concluye situando 
la lucha raizal dentro del contexto más amplio del suroeste caribeño, 
apostando por un acercamiento regional más que nacional hacia la 
crisis general que enfrentan todas las comunidades étnicas de la región 
y las oportunidades que se les brinda.

Palabras clave: raíces, rutas, etnicidad, cultura, identidad, sosteni-
bilidad
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RÉSUMÉ

Cet article trace le développement historique du peuple raizal de 
l’Archipel de San Andrés dans les Antilles colombiennes. Il vise à 
expliquer comment cette communauté anglophone et protestante a 
survécu les tentatives d’incorporation au monde hispanique et catho-
lique – d’abord par l’Espagne, puis par la Colombie. Les bases de la 
culture et l’identité raizal sont ainsi analysées, pour expliquer les dif-
férentes stratégies adoptées par ce peuple dans des contextes divers, 
afin d’en évaluer le succès ou l’échec. L’article met l’accent sur les 
opportunités octroyées à ce peuple par la Constitution colombienne 
de 1991, bien que celles-ci ne se soient pas développées aussi vite ni 
autant que ce que l’on aurait pu espérer. L’auteur conclut en consi-
dérant la lutte raizal dans le contexte plus large des développements 
dans le sud-ouest des Antilles, à partir d’une perspective régionale 
plutôt que nationale, compte tenu de la crise générale confrontée 
par les communautés ethniques de la région, et des alternatives qui 
se présentent à eux.

Mots-clés: racines, routes, ethnicité, culture, identité, développement 
durable (durabilité)
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This paper investigates the ‘routes’ and ‘roots’ of the peoples 
of the Archipelago of San Andrés, Providencia and Santa 
Catalina, a Colombian territory in the south-western Carib-

bean. To investigate the routes which have led people to the islands, and 
the roots some of these have put down, the identities that its peoples have 
developed at different times in the islands’ history will be investigated. 
The paper suggests how the identity of the islands’ population can be 
reconstituted for the needs of the new century.

“Human history shows numerous combinations of tension, con-
flict, and accommodation related to conflicts between loyalty to a past 
ethnicity, a present status, or a future idealized concept of society” 
(Romanucci-Ross et al. 1995:43). The islands have been in perpetual 
crisis for the last 25 years and arguably from well before. At its bottom 
is the unresolved conflict between the Islander ethnic group and the 
new communities. Since the mid-70s the largest group has been that of 
immigrant mainland Colombians but there are at least three significant 
communities on the islands. The Islanders, though even this is now a 
fuzzy boundary with many of mixed heritage, and even when not, heavily 
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influenced by the predominance of Spanish and Colombian culture on 
San Andrés; the immigrant mainlander Colombians and the ‘Turcos’1 in 
control of the islands’ economy. 

The Constitutional reforms of 1991, which were designed to address 
the conflicts on the islands, have not succeeded because they mean dif-
ferent things to the different communities. For example, all communities 
saw the need for more autonomy so specific solutions to the islands’ 
particular set of problems could be implemented. For Islanders it meant 
a clear Islander voice in all the important decisions affecting the islands 
and in some instances a veto so their cultural and ethnic identity would be 
protected. For the business community it meant more local control over 
the Freeport economy with less interference and regulation by DIAN.2 For 
the majority mainlander community, it meant political power and control 
through the ballot box dividing on ethnic lines. This so far non-violent 
conflict has made the islands ungovernable; not as in the rest of Colombia 
where this problem has manifested itself in civil war between the guerril-
las, the paramilitaries and the forces of the state, but nevertheless with 
profound consequences for the islands themselves and their inhabitants. 

The islands are also suffering from an identity crisis brought about 
by the territorial dispute with Nicaragua—are they part of the wider 
Caribbean, are they part of the Miskito region, are they Colombian? All 
of these geographical realities have their ‘roots’ in the islands’ history but 
they have been uncoupled, and a reformulation of the islands’ position 
is needed to open up new ‘routes’ for the future.

‘Routes’ makes plain the history of the peoples on the islands; all 
are ‘immigrants,’ some came by chance and put down ‘roots,’ some by 
force, others came with clear plans, yet others came and went without 
putting down roots. These migratory paths have historical explanations 
but they all imply that the people have their origins elsewhere. The depth 
of their roots on the islands has come with time and circumstance; some 
have flourished and ‘done well,’ many have remained marginalised and 
impoverished. The unsustainable population of the islands, particularly 
San Andrés with one of the highest densities in the world, has led to 
programmes for ‘reubicación,’ relocation, and it is those with the shallow-
est roots who are targeted. An additional notion of ‘routes’ considered 
is that with its origins in the Enlightenment, the belief in mankind on a 
journey, seeking and developing a ‘better’ future. From this has come the 
desire to plot a ‘route’ from the present into the future through organ-
ised and conscious planning. This paper will seek to map ‘routes’ for the 
islands’ future taking account of the new dynamics of the 21st century.
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‘Roots’ is a clearly defined anthropological term,3 but its more 
common sense meaning leans heavily on its association with the 
natural world. Plants need roots to survive and the roots need to be 
in the appropriate soil and with sufficient water and light. For people 
and communities this is also the case—sufficient land and water; but 
also the resources, material and cultural, to develop. In the case of 
the Archipelago come the 21st century, all of these are in inadequate 
supply.

Roots for Routes: The Miskito Coast

To trace Islander ‘roots’ we must turn to history, and not just the 
‘official’ history but people’s own sense of it. The first ‘route’ to the 
islands was from Miskito coast of Central America and the ‘roots’ were 
of the various indigenous groups of the region. They are to this day the 
dominant population in the region, but the most marginalised of all. 
However, this historical condition is being strongly challenged. While 
this route has suffered as a result of the territorial division of the region 
by Colombia and Nicaragua,4 each in its nation building project doing 
their utmost to cut the ties and the influence of the other in the region, 
it has remained open and has seen some growth since the 1990s and 
end of the civil war in Nicaragua and the reopening of shipping routes 
between the islands and Bluefields. However, the real traffic has always 
been in contraband: guns and drugs, the means and the finance for the 
Nicaraguan and Colombian civil wars, and the lobster and shellfish trade. 
This underground route has been significant since the very beginning of 
islands’ history.

Islanders of the Archipelago still have strong family ties with the 
English and Creole-speaking community on the Nicaraguan coast, a 
wider family stretching from Panama to Cape Gracias a Dios and with 
a large diaspora, particularly in North America. These family ties were 
severely disrupted by the division of the region in two along the 82nd 
meridian by Colombia and Nicaragua in the Bárcenas-Esguerra Treaty of 
1928. However, in the Nicaraguan crisis of the 1980s many in the Creole 
community went into exile with some coming to stay with relatives on 
the islands. Their numbers were such as to cause debate in the islands in 
the 1980s, particularly as the whole issue of over-population was coming 
to the fore. To strengthen their position, one of the demands to the 
Constitutional Assembly from the islands in 1990 was for dual national-
ity precisely so these Nicaraguan relatives could secure their residency 
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rights in the islands. The new Constitution not only enabled this dual 
nationality but the immigration system set up by Transitory Article 42 
and its subsequent incorporation into Law 47 of 1993, included these 
wider family members as being entitled to a gold card; as being ‘Raizales’. 
These long and deep family ties are important if the islands are to find 
their place again in the region.

Roots for Routes: Spanish and British Colonisation

It is not clear when the islands were ‘discovered’. Parsons (1956:8) 
suggests “it may be reasonably presumed that both islands were first 
visited by the same expedition, for on the church calendar Saint Cath-
erine’s Day falls on November 25 and Saint Andrew’s Day only five days 
later.” However, the Spanish had no time or use for the islands, or for 
the Miskito coast, as they had no evident ‘riches’ and so they remained 
unsettled. The route was opened up but no roots came to settle. This is 
the first evidence of the long-running split between the formal, official 
reality of the islands as part of the Spanish empire, and the other reality 
on the ground—the first to find a use for the islands were privateers.

These privateers were mainly Dutch and English and used the 
islands as bases from which to raid passing Spanish treasure galleons. 
For both these nations, their presence was helpful to wider political 
objectives; to challenge the Spanish claim to all the Americas and in 
particular, the restrictions on others conducting trade in the area. The 
British took this further by enabling the first settlement of the islands in 
what was a joint economic, religious, political venture. The next route to 
the island was from the east and the roots were British. They had come 
in search of more productive lands for the cultivation of tobacco but 
they had to share with Dutch and English privateers who were operating 
from them. Privateers had four interests in common: traffic in slaves, 
assaults on Spanish galleons, contraband trade and the sacking of Span-
ish settlements. The only one of these activities not still prevalent in the 
region is the sacking of cities. The slavery is now of a lesser degree, the 
trafficking of economic migrants into the U.S.A. Piracy on the high seas 
is linked to the contraband trade now centred on the trafficking of drugs 
to Mexico and Central America en route to the U.S.A. The other form 
of contraband exists around the so-called ‘Freeport’ declared in 1953 to 
integrate the islands’ economy into that of the mainland. These continu-
ing practices reflect the fact that governance in the region remains weak 
and ineffectual.
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Settlement was boosted in 1629 when many of those involved in the 
settlement of Massachusetts, set up the ‘Company of Adventurers of 
the City of Westminster for the Plantation of the Islands of Providence 
or Catalina, Henrietta or Andrea, and the adjacent islands lying upon 
the Coast of America’. These merchants were often deeply committed 
Puritans who saw the opportunity for financial gain enhanced by the 
possibility of establishing refuge settlements for those wishing to flee 
the Catholic tide rising in England. The New World colonists and the 
Merchant Adventurer Companies were interested in agriculture and 
commerce rather than politics or war,5 but on the islands these were 
often two sides of the same coin.

The first Puritan colonists to arrive directly from Europe came on 
the Seaflower—sister ship to the Mayflower—in 1631 and by 1635 there 
were some 500 white men, 40 white women and a few children living on 
Providencia. Slaves had first arrived in 1633, the settlers unable to cope 
with the hard physical demands of tropical agriculture and the building 
of fortifications, and within a few years there were as many slaves as set-
tlers. The harsh conditions caused a rebellion to break out in 1638, which 
was only put down with difficulty. These slaves represent the other main 
route to the island, that of forced migration from Africa, and they are 
the ones who established the deepest ‘roots’ on the islands.

The failure of the economic venture of export crops quickly led the 
Company to encourage attacks on Spanish shipping as the only means 
to recover their investment but this had the inevitable consequence of 
forcing the Spanish into action. The Spanish, as a presence hovering over 
the islands, played an important part in the developing of identities in the 
islands. Their role in this was to act as the culture and identity against 
which the identity of the community was formed. Identity acts to both 
include and exclude; the ‘self’ needs the ‘other’ in order to make sense 
of itself. It is this which lies at the heart of the existing ethnic divisions 
on the islands and which needs to be resolved in a new identity for the 
population which accommodates all the existing communities.

In 1641, a Spanish force of 600 soldiers led by Francisco Días de 
Pimienta and a Catholic priest arrived from Cartagena came with orders 
to ‘clean’ the islands. The garrison soon surrendered and there were 
few deaths. Pimienta’s policy and intentions were made clear when two 
nights later the colonists were forced to attend a funeral mass for their 
colleagues killed in action, which, as devout Puritans, was repugnant to 
them. This religious division continued to be a major issue on the islands 
until the Constitutional Reforms of 1991.
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The identity of slave was all embracing, their position was the same 
be their masters British or Spanish. However, the Creole culture which 
emerged in the interaction between master and slave, although in many 
respects similar, was different in the British and Spanish colonies of 
the Caribbean and Latin America. The ‘civilising’ missions of the two 
empires were to mould their conquered and enslaved peoples in their 
own image and culture, and slaves on the mainland developed into Span-
ish-speaking, Catholics while on the islands they became Creole-speaking 
Protestants. The difference became very clear on the islands following 
the large-scale immigration of mainlanders after the Freeport declared 
in 1953. Many of these were Afro-Colombians from the Caribbean port 
cities of Cartagena and Barranquilla who came to work on the construc-
tion projects in the development of the Freeport commercial houses and 
tourism. However, they found little common ground with the Islander 
community despite the Islander community itself going through a period 
of positive re-evaluation of their ‘roots,’ their African heritage.

Despite another twenty years of turn taking between the British and 
the Spanish, the end result was that both parties lost interest. The taking 
of Jamaica in 1655 gave the British the base they desired from which to 
extend their influence over the western Caribbean and the Spanish still 
found little of interest in the region; the islands were left uninhabited. 
The first ‘roots’ withered under the harsh tropical climate, poor com-
munications and geopolitical struggle between Britain and Spain. But 
not all disappeared as other seeds had been sown from Providencia that 
managed put down ‘roots’ and struggle on. Some colonists and slaves had 
managed to escape to San Andrés and from there on to the Corn Islands 
and other outposts on the Miskito coast, so beginning the first of many 
emigrations in the islands’ history with the islands serving as staging posts 
into the Miskito coast. It was thus both a false beginning to the history 
of the islands—in the end they returned to being uninhabited—and a 
true picture of what was to come. The only link to this first phase, apart 
from the symbolic importance for Islanders of Captain Morgan, who 
briefly held Providence as a base for his notorious raid and sacking of 
Panama, and the British superiority over the Spanish, was the Miskito 
coast where some continuity was maintained. 

The future ‘routes’ for the islands had already been laid: centuries 
of conflict amongst the British, their slaves, the Spanish (later Colom-
bians and Nicaraguans), the Creole English-speaking community and 
the Miskito Indians. All of these conflicts have at various times been 
formally dealt with but on the ground the problems did not disappear 
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but evolved. Today these forces are on the move again, a consequence 
of failed national solutions to the problems of the peoples of the region 
and the global economy encouraging oil exploration in the region. Since 
the 1990s, the region has increasingly been opened up to transnational 
logging, mining and fishing interests and this has met with strong 
resistance from the local communities all the way along the coast from 
Talamanca in Costa Rica through to the RAAN6 in Nicaragua. With 
oil also in the equation, these disputes are set to increase and deepen 
not just between the communities, the companies involved and their 
national governments, but between the nations of the region. These are 
currently centred on the adjudication of the territorial dispute affect-
ing Nicaragua, Colombia and Honduras by the International Court of 
Justice in The Hague.

All the while, the British were consolidating their position in the 
western Caribbean. In 1687, they took a leading Miskito Indian chief 
from Sandy Bay to Jamaica, where they had him crowned King. He then 
returned to the Miskito coast to reign, but as a puppet of the British. This 
enabled the British to expand their commercial activities along the coast 
and by 1700, they had established trading posts and settlements along the 
coast at Belize, the Bay Islands, Black River, Cape Gracias, the Cayman 
Islands, Bluefields and the Corn Islands. These were all nominally under 
Spanish jurisdiction, but allied with the Miskito Indians, the British did 
as they willed. They had a particular interest in the San Juan river which 
provided an easy inter-oceanic route to the Pacific, and the Spanish fort 
at its mouth was attacked on several occasions.

The resettlement of the islands came from Jamaica some time in 
the early eighteenth century with reports from the 1680s of Jamaicans 
visiting the islands in search of fine woods such as cedar. In any event 
these new settlers were agriculturists, fishermen and woodcutters and 
occupied San Andrés unmolested. Formally relations between Britain 
and Spain in the region were settled by the Treaty of Versailles of 1783, 
and the Clarifying Amendments of 1786, which required the British to 
evacuate the Miskito Shore and its off-shore islands. Although, San 
Andrés and Providencia were not specifically mentioned, ships were sent 
and removed some white settlers from San Andrés to Jamaica and Grand 
Cayman. However, not all went and those remaining petitioned the 
Governor of Cartagena and the Spanish Viceroy of Nueva Granada to 
be allowed to stay in return for a pledge of loyalty to Spain. This request 
was supported in Bogotá and in 1788 Islanders were given permission to 
land produce, mainly cotton, in Cartagena but this was no real substitute 
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for trade with Jamaica. This desire to turn trade and communication 
away from Central America and Jamaica towards the Colombian main-
land, particularly Cartagena, was a constant feature of ‘official’ policy, 
but never achieved until after the Freeport was initiated in 1953. The 
‘natural’ routes from the islands have always been west and north.

However, Madrid refused the request and a ship was sent to expel 
the British inhabitants in December 1789. On board was Thomas 
O’Neille, an Irishman raised in the Canaries who became Governor 
in 1790. A second petition by the inhabitants to remain on the islands 
met with a positive response but on three conditions: loyalty to Spain, 
conversion to Catholicism, and an end to trading with Jamaica. The 
conditions were accepted but enforcing them was another matter. Many 
Islanders went through the formalities of conversion, accepting baptism 
to strengthen their case for being allowed to remain on the islands and 
the first conversion came as early as 1789 during the expedition led by 
Gastelú to evacuate the islands (Clemente 1991:38). Their permission 
to stay was confirmed from Spain in the Royal Order of May 20, 1792, 
which also included the instruction to give San Andrés the rank of minor 
port and freedom from all import and export duties. For the Spanish, it 
was more convenient to have the islands populated by a peaceful Brit-
ish under Spanish rule than unoccupied altogether but for a disgruntled 
garrison. O’Neille requested the continental authorities to send priests, 
including a request to Spain to send English-speaking priests like those 
already sent to other parts of Central America. Although nothing initially 
came of these moves, in 1803, a parish priest was appointed at a salary 
of 30 pesos a month and with funds from the Royal Treasury and Royal 
Coffers in Cartagena, a church was constructed.

These inhabitants had to struggle to keep themselves from being 
uprooted, again by geopolitical issues, and the price for staying was to 
be cut off from their economic and cultural source, Jamaica; the renun-
ciation of their ‘roots’ (British) and their religion. It was ‘colonial’ in 
all its aspects but giving reality to this formal agreement was difficult 
as the community resisted. Into this space, the inhabitants were able to 
project and build their own identity based on their British heritage, but 
free from Britain as a colonial ruler; the position of the Americans after 
expelling the British in 1776.

The contradictory nature of the Spanish position is highlighted by its 
making land grants to settlers from Jamaica. While in the census of 1793 
there were 391 inhabitants, by 1806 the population had risen to 1,150; 
850 of whom were slaves (de Friedemann 1989:149). Some of these were 
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Miskito women brought as consorts and the only Spanish were O’Neille 
and the force of 30 soldiers under his brother. The economy was based 
around the production of cotton of the highest quality on plantations 
worked by slaves, together with the hunting of turtle and the growing 
of provision crops. San Andrés served as a staging post for others who 
moved on to the Corn Islands, also administered by O’Neille, and the 
Miskito coast where the contraband trade was flourishing. Migrations 
from the islands focused on Pearl Lagoon and sites north of Bluefields 
where plantations of cotton and sugar were established. In reports to 
Cartagena, O’Neille admitted that some 50% of the only export crop, the 
excellent long-fibred cotton, was lost to contraband in years of disruption 
caused by war. In theory, trade could only be conducted with the Spanish 
ports of Cartagena, and Trujillo in Honduras.

In O’Neille’s opinion, loyalty to the Spanish crown and acceptance 
of Catholicism was strongest amongst the ‘mestizos’ born on the island, 
and among ordinary workers. The planters he felt remained loyal to Brit-
ain, English and Protestantism. This proved to be the case again when 
Colombianisation came to the islands in the 20th century; the Islander 
élite were better able to resist Colombianisation while ordinary Islanders 
were more vulnerable. The state offered free schooling, but in Catholic, 
Spanish-medium schools, and jobs in the public sector were only open 
to Catholics.

O’Neille was also the first to suggest that the reason for the poor 
take up of Catholicism was English: “la lengua inglesa se consideraba 
indisolublemente ligada al pensamiento protestante y un obstáculo 
para la difusión del catolicismo” (Clemente 1991:39). However, he 
adopted a gentle approach to these issues preferring to have the Island-
ers as “buenos herejes y no como malos católicos” (Clemente 1991:43). 
Rather than push the matter with the adult population, the emphasis 
was on baptising the children that would, in the course of time, lead to 
the general conversion of the population. To this end, on his return to 
the islands as Governor, O’Neille once more requested the sending of 
a priest, even suggesting various names, but the events in Spain in 1808 
and the outbreak of the wars of Independence in the Spanish colonies 
brought a halt to this first series of attempts to Catholicise the Islanders 
and turn them into Spanish speakers. This was not to be the last attempt, 
and religion and language remain distinguishing features of the divisions 
on the islands today.
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Roots for Routes: Islander Identity Formation

In 1810, Nueva Granada entered into turmoil with the start of the 
war of Independence from Spain and in 1811 the Governor was replaced 
by a locally elected Council, as stipulated by the Constitution of Cádiz. 
This was difficult to implement on the islands because there were so few 
inhabitants who spoke Spanish and were Catholic; the conditions for 
holding public office. On San Andrés, this remained the ruling authority 
until the establishment of independence from Spain by Bolívar’s forces 
in 1821. Providencia had come under the control of the privateer Luis 
Aury who claimed to be fighting for the Republic against Spain, but 
Bolívar kept his distance. The defeat of the Spanish led to the creation 
of Bolívar’s dream, the Federation of La Gran Colombia, comprising 
Venezuela, Nueva Granada (Colombia) and Ecuador. This was formal-
ised by the Congress of Cúcuta in 1822, at which representatives from 
the islands were present.

This account is challenged by Islander oral history. As they would 
have it, the Republican authorities when they arrived on the islands 
were met with resistance. The first Republican military commander 
of the islands was a Haitian, Captain Juan Faiquere. It is said that he 
took Providencia on the June 20 but was only able to hold the official 
ceremony on the 23rd due to the fight put up by the 53 men and 300 
slaves on the island. Faiquere then moved on to San Andrés, arriving 
on the 9th of July but only holding the ceremony on the 21st. He was 
then unable to continue his mission to the Corn Islands and the Central 
American coast because the situation remained tense and so sent his 
assistant. He, however, had to turn back before getting there because 
trouble had resumed in Providencia. Bill Francis (1988) put it this way: 
“They (Colombia) have twisted our history and teach our children that 
their great-grandparents freely asked to be part of the Gran Colombia. 
That is not true; nothing has been done freely on this island.”

Throughout the Americas, the claim over territories of the former 
Spanish Empire was based on the doctrine of uti possidetis, on prior pos-
session. In 1810, the outbreak of the War of Independence, the Miskito 
Coast and the islands had been administered from Bogotá, thus making 
them part of South rather than Central America. This is at the core of the 
current dispute over the sovereignty of the Archipelago at The Hague. 
Formally therefore the Miskito region fell to La Gran Colombia but for 
the Islanders there was a more pragmatic reason why the islands ended 
up as part of South rather than Central America.
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In this decision to adhere to Gran Colombia, Islanders were attach-
ing themselves to a visionary project for a new Republican order under 
Bolívar stretching from Ecuador in the south, to the Central American 
coast as far as Cape Gracias a Dios in the north, and Venezuela to the 
east. The war of independence in South America had been a much 
harder struggle than that which took place in Central America, which 
was left very much under the influence of Mexico which was the initial 
driving force behind the Central American Federation. No doubt feel-
ing the need for protection from somewhere, the British clearly having 
withdrawn from the islands,7 Gran Colombia was seen as a better bet 
than the Central American Federation and the islands came to be admin-
istered from Cartagena, the principal Colombian coastal city. Whatever 
the reality, some Islanders never fully accepted rule from Colombia and 
have held that even if the voluntary adherence was true, what is freely 
given can later be withdrawn.

Both the Federation and the Republic of Nueva Granada had much 
larger and more immediate problems to deal with than the detailed admin-
istration of these distant islands and the Miskito coast, and the region 
remained virtually autonomous. In this space there developed communi-
ties unique to the region; the Miskito Kingdom under British protection on 
the mainland and Islanders in the Archipelago, not under British protec-
tion but largely untroubled by the mainland Colombian authorities. Both 
communities increasingly developed links to the U.S.A. through trade and 
by virtue of their strategic position in the search for trans-oceanic rail and 
canal routes. San Andrés lay on point where the principal shipping routes 
between the southern U.S. ports and the coasts of Central American and 
Colombia crossed. “San Andrés y Providencia es la ‘entrada’ a la zona de 
la cuenca del caribe occidental” (García 1989:85).

The Monroe Doctrine of 1823 became the cornerstone of U.S. 
policy. It repudiated European colonial expansion in the Americas, 
‘America for the Americans,’ but did not call for their withdrawal from 
territories already held. U.S. influence over the region during the nine-
teenth century was primarily economic and led by private individuals 
and organisations rather than the U.S. government itself. It was one of 
these American sailors who arrived in Providencia in 1814 and later mar-
ried the daughter of O’Neille, whose son, Philip Beekman Livingston, 
became the most influential man in the islands (Cabrera 1980:79). The 
objective was the opening up of markets for U.S. capital but was by no 
means one-dimensional; commercial, religious, cultural, ideological and 
strategic considerations also existed.
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The British, out of Jamaica, continued to dominate trade in the area 
and increased their markets in the newly independent states of Central 
America. However, Texas was annexed in 1845 and the Mexican War 
of 1846-47 ended in the acquisition of one third of Mexico, including 
California on the Pacific coast. This was of fundamental importance for 
Central America, the islands included, as new routes had to be estab-
lished linking the Atlantic states and California, further fuelled by the 
California Gold Rush of the 1850s. The routes across the U.S. were haz-
ardous, slow and unreliable and until the building of the transcontinental 
railroad across the U.S.A. in 1869, Panama virtually monopolised trade 
between New York and California. The pursuit, by both Britain and the 
U.S.A., to construct an inter-oceanic canal, stiffened rivalry.

However, the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty signed in 1850 ceded control 
of the area to the U.S.A., without any consultation with Nicaragua, and 
was a major diplomatic achievement. For the British, Central America 
had become expendable and authority in the area had never been official, 
even to the Colonial Office. There followed the Treaty of Managua, or 
Celerón-Whyke, between the British, under pressure from the U.S.A., 
and Nicaraguan governments in 1860. By this, Britain recognised the 
sovereignty of Nicaragua over the region. On the ground nothing much 
changed but it put an end to the Miskito monarchy which the British had 
established, transforming it into the ‘Reserva Miskita’ with an elected 
chief rather than a hereditary King. It did however open the way for 
the Nicaraguan government, with U.S. support, to ‘reincorporate’ the 
coastal region in 1893. Although Colombia still held claim to the coast 
and protested, it never attempted to enforce its authority.

In this virtual autonomy, the forces shaping the history of the islands 
in the nineteenth century came from wider currents sweeping the Carib-
bean. In the islands there were three main shaping forces: the abolition 
of slavery, the arrival of the Baptist church, and the development of the 
coconut economy based on export to the U.S.A. Philip Beekman Living-
ston, at the age of 17, had gone to the U.S.A. with his parents to finish 
his education and at the age of twenty was sent back to the Caribbean to 
free the slaves they had on their plantations and estates. After doing so in 
Jamaica, he continued on to the islands where he concentrated his slaves 
in Bottom House. There, in August 1834, he granted them freedom and 
lands, and other slave masters on Providencia soon followed suit. 

Abolition, itself a geopolitical force coming from Britain initially, 
brought to an end the plantation economic system. In many places, the 
newly freed slaves were thrown into poverty as there was no work on the 
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crumbling plantations and no new opportunities emerged. However, the 
islands did not suffer the decline experienced by many of their fellow 
Caribbean islands previously dependent on the plantation trade. The 
switch to coconuts enabled the islands to escape the decline of planta-
tion-based economy by providing Islanders with a valuable cash crop 
that did not need much labour or land. Their standard of living was 
way above that of subsistence farmers, the fate of many ex-slaves in the 
Caribbean. Some slaves received land from their former masters while 
others proceeded to clear the bush to plant coconuts. Coconuts could 
be developed economically on small plots, or gardens, and cultivated 
by a single person or family enabling a society of small landowners to 
develop. This social arrangement was reinforced by the spread of the 
Baptist faith, with its principles of individual responsibility and righteous 
living. The coconut economy provided the means by which a socially and 
economically homogenous society could develop.

Coconuts had been grown on a small scale for some time, with the 
first recorded export of coconut oil being to Kingston, Jamaica in 1841. 
The first export of fresh coconuts to the United States was in 1855 and 
rising prices encouraged the spread of coconut cultivation to all parts of 
San Andrés. By 1873, two million nuts were being exported to the United 
States annually. The trend continued and in 1883, exports totalled four 
million nuts with prices still improving. A peak was reached at the turn 
of the century, with production reaching sixteen million nuts annually 
and accounting for nearly half the total coconut imports into the United 
States.

Providenceans continued to rely on the raising of cattle and the pro-
duction of cotton and fruit. There was also some trade in fine woods such 
as mahogany and cedar, and turtle shells. While San Andreans turned 
from the sea towards agriculture, Providenceans continued to sail and 
work aboard ships the world over, their knowledge of the sea and English 
being great advantages. Turtle hunting, mainly for their meat, had been 
an important activity of the Miskito Indians from the earliest days. While 
this continued to be an important source of food, the main value of the 
turtles came to be for their shells. The Cayman Islands developed into 
the centre for the turtle fleets and many of these ships called at Provi-
dencia to sell their meat and do trade. Many present day Providenceans 
are of Cayman descent as a result of these contacts.

The position of these smallholders in the market place did not much 
improve, however. The merchandising of the coconut harvest was in the 
hands of a few merchants, ex-masters, who, in collusion with one another, 
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kept the price of coconuts low. To counter this Philip Beekman formed 
a type of co-operative for the small producers enabling them to bypass 
the white merchants and trade directly for the building materials, food-
stuffs and clothing that they needed with the captains of the ships that 
called. The black community thus became prominent in the trade even 
displacing some of their former white masters.

Beekman, after freeing the slaves, concerned himself with their 
well-being and education. He held free open-air classes in which he gave 
lessons in literacy with Bible reading, and prayers. After being ordained 
into the Baptist church in the U.S.A., Philip returned and established 
the first chapel on May’s Mount, San Andrés, in 1847. He became such 
a successful preacher and educator that he soon had virtually the whole 
island converted. His religious and education work was continued by his 
successors (Turnage 1975:56), and the Baptist church was to become the 
mainstay of Islander culture in the face of attempts by the Colombian 
authorities to ‘Colombianise,’ through the imposition of Spanish and 
Catholicism, the Islanders in the twentieth century. The first active 
Catholic missionaries did not arrive on the islands until the turn of the 
century and due to the hold the Baptists had established, they found it 
difficult to make any headway, especially on San Andrés.

These close commercial and religious ties with the U.S.A. influenced 
the cultural development of the islands, principally through the introduc-
tion of baseball, U.S. newspapers, idioms and the dollar. In 1869, the 
United States established a Vice-Consular office and appointed Pastor 
Livingston its agent and the next year he also assumed the function of 
Vice-Commercial agent. The work involved collecting taxes on cargo 
going to the U.S.A., granting visas, helping captains and crews with dif-
ficulties and representing them in run-ins with the law.

In 1868, administration of the islands passed from the Province 
of Cartagena to Bogotá. The Territory of San Andrés and San Luis de 
Providencia, under direct rule from the capital of the Republic, contin-
ued until 1888. It was while under direct rule from Bogotá that in 1873 
the suggestion of Spanish-speaking teachers being sent to the islands 
was revived. It was thought that with the establishment of schools and 
colleges functioning in Spanish, in the long term it would be possible for 
the Islanders themselves to run the local administration, and so avoid 
having to send mainlanders who were either uninterested or incapable of 
understanding the needs and customs of the Islanders. A benign colonial-
ism which never materialised, and in 1888 administration of the islands 
returned to the Department of Bolívar, formerly Cartagena, becoming 
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the Canton of Providencia. This is the golden age, the mythic past which 
Islanders returned to when threatened by the Colombianisation process 
that followed.

Roots for Routes: Colombianisation

The anarchy which had largely prevailed on the mainland was miti-
gated by a new Constitution in 1886 known as the ‘Regeneración’; “un 
programa de asimilación cultural como base para la unidad de la nación” 
(Clemente 1991:3). In this, the role of the schools was to be central; 
“La escuela como instrumento para la centralización política ha sido 
un hecho característico de los procesos de modernización del Estado, 
particularmente en los países de tradición cultural latina” (Clemente 
1991:3).

Prior to the imposition of this acculturation process, the Islander 
community had been natural, or ‘formal’ in the terminology employed by 
Bastide (1963:529). That is to say the customs and values of the planter 
class, foremost of which was racial prejudice, had survived the egali-
tarianism preached by the Baptist church. Both these forces combined 
to modernise Islander society by suppressing the Afro and implanting 
Anglo culture into the population. However, these manifestations did 
not entirely disappear, instead forming an uneasy co-existence with the 
dominant, western culture. This bi-polar division of values between 
‘respectability’ and ‘reputation,’ as described by Peter Wilson (1973), 
reproduced the former polarities master-slave and white-black.

On top of this socio-cultural complex, ‘Colombianisation’ added 
other values, ideas and forms of racial discrimination, and a way had 
to be found to co-exist with them. This was particularly the case with 
language where Islanders had to develop their Spanish despite resisting 
all that it implied. To Islanders, Colombianisation was “dominación por 
una minoría extranjera, ejecutada por unos funcionarios por completo 
extraños a su comunidad” (Clemente 1991:9). This attempt to establish 
public schools on the islands promoting Spanish and Catholicism did not 
immediately take off but such ‘incorporation’ into the State came to their 
closest kin and neighbour. In 1894, the Nicaraguan government for the 
first time managed to incorporate the Atlantic coast into the Nicaraguan 
State and the Archipelago was divided; the Corn Islands to Nicaragua 
and San Andrés to Colombia.

In response to this Colombianisation, there were Islanders towards 
the end of the century who spoke for the annexation of the islands by 
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the U.S.A., but many continued to advocate loyalty to Colombia. When 
Panama, with U.S. backing, declared independence from Colombia in 
1903, Panamanian officials arrived in San Andrés aboard the U.S. war-
ship Nashville, offering the islands the opportunity to join in breaking 
away from Colombia. The offer was rejected but the Colombian authori-
ties were given grounds for suspicion of the Islanders’ loyalty. For San 
Andrés and Providencia, the U.S. intervention in Panama and along the 
Central American coast had profound consequences. They found them-
selves even more isolated from the Colombian mainland with their near-
est points on contact with the rest of the world, Nicaragua and Panama, 
now managed by the U.S.A. This had a deep commercial and cultural 
effect on the islands; baseball, boxing and basketball spread through the 
region; Protestant churches made further inroads into what had been 
officially Catholic lands; English was strengthened as the medium of the 
region, and Spanglish made inroads into Spanish-speaking areas. The 
Archipelago was, after Panama, the area of Colombia most influenced 
and connected to the U.S.A.

As the Colombian government established control over its fron-
tier territories through its Intendential system and ‘Colombianisation’ 
policies, Cartagena and Bogotá developed an importance for the islands 
that had never previously been possible. The commercial focus which 
had always been on the Central American coast and the U.S.A., shifted 
through the imposition of trading barriers and restrictions on the previ-
ously uncontrolled movement of people in the region. Much of this was 
a result of policies established in the respective capitals—Managua, San 
José and Bogotá—, which were all seeking to consolidate their control 
over these marginal territories and did not want the task complicated by 
free trade and movement.

This change was marked by the arrival in 1900 of Josephite Catho-
lic missionaries, led by Father Albert Stroebelli, an Italian American. 
Although some progress was made on Providencia where three schools 
and two churches were established, they largely failed in San Andrés. The 
missionaries were based in Baltimore but they relied on the Colombian 
government for the financing of their activities, especially in the schools, 
which created endless problems. There was intense pressure applied on 
the national government by an Islander Civic movement led by Francisco 
Newball to do something about the abandonment of the islands. Admin-
istration from Bolívar was inefficient, services were poor and Islanders 
wanted to have more control over the governing of their island. It was 
felt that the functionaries sent from the continent did not understand 
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or even care about the concerns and needs of the island community. 
Newball’s position typifies the conflict Islanders faced. To move into the 
new century, to develop and modernise the islands, there was a need for 
effective government. However, this need opened the door for central 
government to consolidate their Colombianisation of the islands.

These concerns for more effective governance found echo in Bogotá, 
still smarting from the loss of Panama, which was looking for ways to 
incorporate the islands more effectively. Administration from Bolívar 
ended in 1912 with Law 52 that once more returned the islands to direct 
control from the Bogotá as the Intendency of San Andrés and Providen-
cia. It was governed by an Intendent appointed by the President of the 
Republic and administered by the Ministry of Territories in the capital. It 
also provided for a regular system of communication between the islands 
and the continent by assigning a government ship to provide a regular 
mail service with Cartagena.

The native population had pushed for Newball to be appointed the 
first Intendent but instead they got Gonzalo Pérez, a mainlander. This 
naturally aroused the hostility of the population who considered they 
could only be properly represented by one of their own, of whom there 
were many competent and qualified candidates. In 1915, Newball did 
become the first Islander Intendent and started the construction of the 
Intendential Palace and police headquarters in North End, which had 
been designated the capital of the new Intendency. In 1913, partially 
as a consequence of the loss of Panama and fears over the continuing 
influence of the U.S.A., the Baltimore Josephites were replaced by 
fellow Brothers from the Mill Hill Mission in London. They continued 
the work of their predecessors and even made progress on San Andrés. 
One factor that facilitated their work was that they spoke and ran their 
schools in English. Another was that the public Catholic schools had 
the advantage of providing their services free, financial responsibility 
lying with the state. The Baptist and other schools had to charge fees for 
education that many of the poorer families were unable to meet. Edu-
cation was considered by all Islanders to be of the greatest importance 
and so the Catholic State schools fulfilled a real need in the community. 
However, this relatively harmonious relationship between the Protestant 
and Catholic churches was broken in 1926 when the much respected 
Mill Hill missionaries were replaced by Spanish Capuchins sent from 
Antioquia on the mainland.

Colombia has been one of the most staunchly Catholic of all Latin 
American countries, reflected in the ‘Concordat’ signed with the Vatican 
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in 1887. This had given the Catholic Church given a free hand in the 
Mission Territories to convert the local populations. The Capuchins did 
not speak English and they were involved in similar ‘civilising’ missions 
in other frontier territories of Colombia, performing the role of front-
line troops in implementing the central government’s policy of ‘Colom-
bianisation,’ forcing the Spanish language and Catholicism on minority 
communities. The Capuchins brought the full force of this missionary 
policy to the islands.

However, the situation on the islands was very different to that 
the Capuchins faced in other frontier territories where the people had 
indigenous customs, beliefs and languages. San Andrés was in many 
ways more ‘civilised’ than many areas of the mainland. Literacy rates 
were higher than elsewhere, the English language was the vernacular of 
most of the Caribbean and was a world language, trade had for many 
years taken place with the metropolitan centres of the United States and 
Britain, and the population, though not Catholic, were Christians fol-
lowing a world-wide faith. The benefits which, it could be argued, could 
be accrued by the native population from the missionary work of the 
Capuchins, literacy and incorporation into the modern world, were of 
no relevance to Islanders. The Capuchins did little by their behaviour to 
make their acceptance easier. The threat to Islanders came particularly 
in the area of education where attempts were made to force all schools 
to teach in Spanish, despite the students not understanding a word.

In the first half of the century, the islands went through the first 
phase of integration or incorporation into the Colombian State. Con-
flicts, particularly over religion, language, education, and administra-
tion, arose and were never satisfactorily dealt with, but the fabric of 
the Islander community had remained relatively untouched. Islanders 
turned to Catholicism in increasing numbers and Spanish came naturally 
to the generations who had passed through the public schooling system 
but their society was still largely pre-modern made up of small farm-
ers and artisan fishermen. There was little cash economy and property 
rights were customary rather than legal, the population mix was largely 
unchanged, the lingua franca was Creole-English and Colombia was still 
up to a week away by ship. This was all to go with the introduction of the 
Freeport by President Rojas Pinilla with Decree 2966 of 1953 and the 
Missions Agreement signed between Pope Pius XII and the Colombian 
government in 1953.

This amendment to the Concordat banned all forms of non-Catholic 
Christian activity in Mission areas, the islands included. The head of 
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the Catholic Mission on San Andrés already had complete control over 
education in the public schools, but he was now empowered to inspect 
and oversee the private schools. Getting and maintaining a license to 
operate required his approval and in March 1954, Prefect Friar Gaspar 
de Orijúela, ordered the three Baptist and two Adventist schools on the 
island to close on the grounds of failing to follow the curriculum of the 
Ministry of Education, and having English as the medium of instruc-
tion. Six hundred children were suddenly left without an education and 
McCulloch, the Baptist pastor, was forced to leave the island. The ‘roots’ 
of the Islander community were clearly threatened.

The driving forces behind the changes were the Colombianisation 
of the school system and its curriculum, the commercial development of 
the Freeport, the tourist industry enabled by the building of the airport in 
San Andrés and the immigration of large numbers of mainland Colom-
bians. A new ‘route’ into the islands was opened up and the subsequent 
change in the islands population mix and size has required Islanders to 
graft on new ‘roots.’ However, the immigrants have failed to reciprocate 
by grafting on Islander roots and in this imbalance lies the source of 
the current conflict. Previous immigrants had been absorbed into the 
Islander community but this was not desired by either community.

The airport, by radically improving the islands’ accessibility, changed 
the direction of their development for all time by altering its geographic 
reality: the 4 to 14 day boat trip to Cartagena became a few hours flight. 
With all this came massive immigration of mainlanders, particularly from 
the Atlantic Coast and Antioquia, who brought with them their own 
culture and customs. The agricultural and fishing community of English, 
Creole-speaking, Protestant peoples became physically displaced by 
Spanish-speaking, Catholic immigrants from the Colombian mainland. 

However, they were displaced economically by the ‘foreign’ mer-
chants, ‘Turcos,’ who came to take advantage of the incentives offered 
by government to develop the commercial and tourist opportunities of 
the Freeport. Law 127 of 1959 acted as a stimulus to industry through 
exempting investors setting up hotels, restaurants, apartment buildings 
and industrial projects from paying income taxes for ten years. Much of 
the growth in commerce and tourism fell not to Islanders but to immi-
grants who had the financial capital and business experience to take 
advantage of the special status of the islands. Chamber of Commerce 
returns for 1962 record 356 businesses of which 115 belonged to foreign 
nationals, 189 to continental Colombians of foreign origin and only 52 
to Islanders. Moreover, the trading value of these businesses shows the 
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same pattern: foreign owned businesses had a capital of $25 million; 
continental owned businesses, $38.5 million; and Islander businesses 5.5 
million, or 8% (Gallardo, Julio 1993a:39).

Discrimination played an important part in Islanders being mar-
ginalised in employment in tourist related activities, but so too did the 
attitude of Islanders. The historic enmity with the ‘Pañaman,’ stretching 
back to the 17th century and revived by the Colombianisation policies 
imposed on them by successive central governments, meant that Island-
ers were not immediately willing to become employees for those they 
considered invaders of their island. In addition, as independent minded 
coconut farmers and fishermen, they were not prepared for the routine 
of work and servitude required of employees working in a service indus-
try. They were also proud and uncomfortable in having to, as they saw 
it, ‘beg’ for a job and preferred to work independently as taxi drivers or 
whatever. Most at the beginning had assets, mainly in land, and so had 
no need to seek a salary.

One consequence of the investment that took place on San Andrés, 
in particular North End, was a change in traditional use and relation-
ships with the land. Almost all Islanders had been landowners, land 
having been passed down and parcelled out over the generations. With 
the arrival of immigrants, land values started to appreciate and started 
to acquire a commercial value for Islanders. They started to rent and 
sell plots to the new arrivals, but this seemingly ‘easy money’ proved a 
problem. Scarcity and demand caused land values to rise rapidly and 
many Islanders had sold all their land before the short-term nature of 
this advantage became clear. The pressures on Islanders to sell land 
did not only come from dazzling cash offers. As land values rose, so did 
their rateable values. This in many cases forced Islanders into selling 
plots. As the Islanders did not have much cash or cash income, the land 
tax demands could often not be met except by selling land. This set up a 
vicious circle, requiring the selling of yet more land to meet ever higher 
tax demands.

The point of no return for Islanders seems to have been reached 
when Islanders became the minority population. Immigration was at 
its highest between 1962 and 1977 and a census in 1973 conducted by 
Servisalud found 31,000 people. By then, a whole generation had grown 
up under the Freeport and the total ban on English in the schools. The 
trend of foreign investment, immigrant workers, uncontrolled develop-
ment and environmental destruction had been established and control 
over the islands by Islanders, lost. No longer was it only those Islanders 
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who had spent time living on the mainland who no longer felt comfort-
able at ‘home’; ‘home’ itself had been changed and all Islanders now had 
their identity and customs threatened. This brought Islanders together. 
The traditional divisions in the Islander community, English/Creole, 
Anglo/African, white/black, had become less marked in the 100 years 
since Abolition, and the external threat further dissolved differences. 
Through resistance, Islander identity was strengthened and clarified 
but simultaneously it was eroded by the constant and growing presence 
of mainland Colombians in their midst. The question of who was an 
‘Islander’ started to become problematic.

Islanders not only demonstrated against the ‘abuses’ of the govern-
ment but also tried to have the matter raised at an international level by 
appealing the British Queen, the Vice-President of the U.S.A., and the 
United Nations with the argument that they should have the status of a 
‘Self-governing Territory of Colombia.’ None of these met with a positive 
response but in Bogotá, the ‘Club Archipiélago Unido’ met throughout 
the 1960s and 70s and acted as a pressure group to defend Islander cul-
ture under the slogan “La isla para los isleños” (Clemente 1991:254). 
Their main aims were the removal of the Mission Territory status of 
the islands, the election of Mayors and the development of education 
programmes in traditional Islander activities such as fishing. They also 
advocated the setting up of schools and social centres through commu-
nity action. They focused on the issues of identity and the preservation 
of the traditions and the ecology of the islands. The main difference 
between these and previous movements was that they operated outside 
of the authority of the church, the traditional channel for Islanders to 
voice their opinions on matters that affected them.

In the 1970s, they also appealed for the support of the Jamaican 
Ambassador at the UN. With the election of Michael Manley in Jamaica, 
the idea of building a pan-Caribbean community was being developed 
and came to be considered an option by some Islanders. It was natural 
for Islanders to turn for support to the place from where their ancestors 
had come but despite some supportive statements from the Jamaican 
Foreign Minister in 1973, nothing resulted. In 1977 the call for separation 
was revived with street protests and meetings on The Hill. The Colom-
bian press attributed this new outbreak to the machinations of the then 
Intendent, Zacarias Williams, an Islander. 

These protests and actions had the effect of stirring Islander con-
sciousness about the way that their lives were being controlled from 
Bogotá. The conviction that Islanders were the victims of a colonial 
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policy grew, and with it the demand by some for independence as the only 
viable way out. By the end of the 1970s these feelings had developed into 
a clear resistance to Colombianisation with the appearance of publica-
tions and organisations such as the Islander Civic Movement, founded 
in 1978, and followed in the 1980s by MAR (Movimiento Autónomo 
Regional) and SOS (Sons of the Soil). The Islander Civic Movement 
proposed a return to traditional Islander culture, the officialisation of 
English, bilingual education and television programmes, the restora-
tion of civic pride and consciousness and the right to self-government 
(Clemente 1991:163). MAR and SOS continued the resistance in these 
areas but focused particularly on controlling immigration and establish-
ing political autonomy.

The name ‘Islander’ points to geography as a determining factor in 
how the Native population came to see themselves. The total land area 
of the Archipelago is only 52.5 sq. kms: San Andrés 26, Providencia 17.2, 
Santa Catalina 1, with the rest made up by small cays and banks. How-
ever, the total area of the Department, including its maritime territory, 
is 333,000 sq. kms so vastly increasing the Department’s strategic impor-
tance to Colombia. This smallness in size was matched, until the 1960s, 
by the size of the population, which together assisted in the development 
of the islands and Islanders into ‘one family’ and one identity. Small 
islands everywhere have been shown to develop strong self-identities: 
‘La insularidad y la identidad son partes de la conciencia espacial y, por 
ello, componentes importantes de un complejo cultural en desarrollo … 
también puede ser vista como variable psicológica’ (Ratter 2001:100). 
The new immigrants to the islands need to come to understand these 
factor so that they can start to understand and accept this vision of 
the territory and its ecology. The source of the ethnic conflict while 
clearly one of a political struggle for territory is also psychocultural—of 
what occurs within individuals when “confronted with the necessity of 
changing … in order to participate in a dominant political society that 
is ethnically alien” (Romanucci-Ross et al. 1995:17). This is what the 
Islanders have to continue to try and resolve while ensuring the survival 
and strengthening of their culture.

The term ‘Islander’ also reflects a certain naivety on the part the 
‘native’ population. It is so general as to be applicable to all island peo-
ples of the globe and so ‘fails’ to define the boundaries necessary for the 
construction of a separate and unique identity. However, it reflected 
their relationship to Colombia: the ‘mainlander’ or ‘continental.’ ‘Other’ 
who had forever simultaneously neglected the fate of their fellow citizens 
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and interfered insensitively against the wishes of the Islander population. 
But this boundary began to erode (Ruiz 1989:116) as immigrants started 
producing a new group of Islanders; sons and daughters of immigrants 
born on the islands who were Spanish-speaking, Catholic and with family 
roots on the mainland, but Islander by birth. These were Colombian 
Islanders whose primary reality was unlike that of other Colombians 
due to the unique geography, ecology and culture around them. The 
same was true for the ‘Turco’ immigrants but they kept themselves 
apart, shielding themselves from both Islander and Colombia cultural 
influences. Many received at least part of their education back in the 
Middle East.

Thus there developed new communities of Islanders and the 
boundaries between them and the Native Islanders were by no means 
impermeable. There had always been instances of Islanders marrying
‘Pa a’ but their new close proximity accelerated the process. The evolu-
tion of ethnic consciousness in many instances is not a slow and gradual 
one. It does not necessarily develop slowly or spontaneously out of a 
growing awareness of differences with other groups of different origin. 
A new ethnic loyalty can be created deliberately as can a fabricated or 
enhanced mythology of origin.

What is interesting is how and why boundaries between groups are 
maintained, or fail to be maintained. It is not the same for all members 
of the group; “An individual, in a primary sense of belonging, can lean 
toward one of three orientations: a present-oriented concept of mem-
bership as a citizen in a particular state or as a member of a specific 
occupational group; a future-oriented membership in a transcendent, 
more universal religious or political sense; or a past-oriented concept 
of the self as defined by one’s ethnic identity, that is, based on ancestry 
and origin” (Romanucci-Ross et al. 1995:18). All three orientations were 
manifest on the islands. With the ‘invasion,’ those with a present-orien-
tation looked to assimilate themselves into the increasingly dominant 
‘Pa a’ culture—developing Spanish at the expense of their maternal 
Creole, converting to Catholicism and adopting other cultural features 
such as music, foods, and general style. The surest way of achieving this 
transformation was through marriage or cohabitation and in ensuring 
that the culture and identity passed on to the children was the dominant 
one. This was facilitated where the mother was a ‘Pa a’.

Those with a future-orientation, looking to transcend their predica-
ment, had the churches. Although the Baptist church had led Islander 
resistance prior to the Freeport, it was not able or willing to continue in 
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this role. A low profile ensured their survival and rather than offering 
their congregation, Native Islanders, solutions to their immediate prob-
lems instead gave hope in redemption. Nevertheless, through ensuring 
their ability to continue functioning, they provided a tradition and an 
orientation which was essential to those who had a past-orientation and 
a need to protect their ethnic identity as Native Islanders.

A weakness in this Orientations model is that it is static and it sug-
gests that any individual can have only a single orientation while in reality 
all are simultaneously available and different circumstances bring out 
one more than the others. It was possible for an Islander to wish to ‘get 
ahead’ socially and economically, seeking to maximise opportunities 
provided by the new society and economy of the islands, which included 
higher education only available on the mainland, but simultaneously 
seeking to hold on to their traditional culture, religion and ethnic iden-
tity. That this often leads to psychological difficulties in the individual is 
obvious, but it is rational; the social meaning of ethnicity is both rational-
instrumental and deeply emotional and expressive.

For Native Islanders, the boundary dividing themselves from the 
New Islanders had to change for the group to survive. “The ethnic iden-
tity of a group consists of its subjective, symbolic, or emblematic use of 
any aspect of a culture, or a perceived separate origin and continuity in 
order to differentiate themselves from other groups” (Romanucci-Ross 
et al. 1995:24). The symbolic and subjective sense of being Islander was 
no longer able to operate as an effective marker of difference; their 
identity had to be more narrowly defined and this coincided with changes 
taking place elsewhere which opened the way for a repositioning of the 
community as ‘Raizal’.

Roots for Routes: From Islander to Raizal

‘Raizal’ is clearly a translation of the term ‘Roots’ which gained 
prominence in the 1980s from two sources, both of which touched closely 
the community. Firstly, the growth and spread of reggae music which 
gave prominence to the idea of people needing to know their ‘roots,’ to 
where they came from, in order for them to know themselves. Secondly, 
the Alex Haley (1976) book ‘Roots: The Saga of an American Family’
and its subsequent TV realisation in 1977.8 That Islanders chose to be 
called ‘Raizales’ rather than ‘Roots’ is symbolic of the community’s 
displacement. It could also be that translation allowed certain difficult 
issues to be glossed over. The notion of a community calling itself ‘Roots’ 
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is slightly absurd in English where its meanings had already been fixed by 
the cultural forces prevalent at the time. The general gloss was that black 
peoples had to look to and recognise their African heritage; but how 
could this term with such wide reference be applied to a small community 
of some 20,000. Taking the idea in its ‘pure’ sense also would have forced 
Islanders to recognise the African heritage of many of the Pa as who 
had ‘invaded’ their islands, which would bring the contradictions in their 
hostility to the fore. Translating and using ‘Raizal’ avoided such problems 
by reducing the concept to the local; their islands. The ‘true’ peoples of 
the islands were those who have ‘roots’ in the islands; by definition the 
mainland immigrants, recently arrived, were excluded.

The idea of re-evaluating and celebrating the African in their origins 
did have an impact on the community. There was a revival of cultural 
practices, many of them drawing from the most Creole parts of the com-
munity, and the language itself was re-evaluated. Islanders had never 
fully shaken off their conflicting origins as masters and slaves and the 
competing ideologies these had given rise to. English had always been 
the prestige variety, particularly through the literacy and ‘civilising’ work 
of the Baptist and other Protestant churches and the English-Creole 
commonly used was marginalised and discouraged.

Creole had always been a device to keep the Pa a out while English 
potentially enabled some immigrants to participate, and certainly the 
chance to learn to participate, with English being the global language 
and part of the ordinary school curriculum for Colombians. Creole is 
not accessible in the same way; it can only be gained in interaction with 
other speakers and this means becoming included in their community, 
something under the power of the community itself to control.

No Raizales were directly involved in the Constitutional Assembly 
of 1990 but they found allies in the other indigenous groups of the 
continent as in many areas their concerns and needs were similar to 
those of the Raizales. Help also came from other quarters. When the 
government tried to get some of the more radical proposals changed 
or removed from the document, they were rebuffed and one of the 
ADM-19 delegates almost got a freeze placed on the selling of land to 
non-Raizales; the measure got through two readings but was squeezed 
out by time constraints.

The Constitution of 1991 was a radical departure from that of 1886 
that had initiated the policies of ‘Colombianisation.’ In contrast, this 
Constitution has created a pluri-cultural and multi-ethnic state in which 
previously marginalised communities such as the Raizales can play 
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a much more direct part in shaping their own futures and that of the 
country as a whole. The proposal put forward for the control of residency 
and stay on the islands was also approved. Article 42 Transitory gave the 
President the power to decree laws to control population density and 
protection of the natural and environmental resources of the islands, 
effected by Presidential Decree 2762 of 1991.

The ‘Raizal’ identity, although only recently adopted, has met trou-
ble. Raizal children growing up at the end of the 20th century have often 
rejected the narrow traditional meaning and values of the Raizal com-
munity, or at least were influenced by wider cultural forces coming from 
both the mainland and from the global centre, the U.S.A. The narrow, 
backward looking ‘Raizal’ identity is ill suited for the 21st century, many 
‘native’ Islanders’ finding it difficult to identify with. For those with 
higher education on the mainland, and a profession to develop, the 
Raizal identity is uncomfortable.

Emotionally its importance is recognised and so politically and ideo-
logically it has power, but instrumentally it makes little sense. These, now 
both adults and children, are themselves bilingual Spanish-Creole/Eng-
lish but not often diglossic. The languages maintain fairly rigid domains 
of use: Spanish for official communication and the lingua franca in mixed 
community situations; Creole for the familiar; and English for the formal 
community functions. They identify with Vallenato as much if not more 
so than Calypso, the strict traditional moral codes concerning drinking, 
dancing and music have been ‘catholicised’ and there is the pull of the 
global, U.S.-based global cultural forms and patterns on all the com-
munities. The history of social life in a culture is a continual rhythm of 
conflict accommodation between groups, both external and internal, but 
the Raizal concept has widened the ethnic divide and made the conflict 
more acute both at the level of groups and within individuals who have 
to make identity choices.

However, as in the meaning of ‘roots,’ it has given a needed and posi-
tive direction to the community in its times of crisis and has enabled the 
community to carry on with and strengthen its struggle for recognition 
and protection by the state. However, it is only when the community feels 
secure of its survival that it will be able to open out to the real challenges 
that face all on the islands and in the wider region.
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Roots for Routes: From Raizal to Aboriginal

Come the 21st century, both because of the increasingly blurred 
boundary of the Raizal identity and for strategic reasons, there has 
been an attempt to reposition. An even more narrowly defined name 
has been put forward, ‘Indígena,’ or in its Islander-English translation, 
‘Aboriginal.’ The direct translation of into English would be ‘indigenous,’ 
the term used in the United Nations and in most of the international 
conventions on such peoples. However, the meaning of this in English 
for many Raizales was contaminated by the connotations of its cognate 
in Spanish; hence, the alternative of aboriginal. This however was not a 
word familiar to most Raizales and its significance and use, specifically 
the case of Australian Aborigines, had to be explained. Many Raizales 
were indignant at this suggested change because of the associations of 
the word ‘Indígena’ in Spanish, they have always had the lowest status 
and been the most marginalised and ‘backward’ of all groups while Raizal 
contained echoes of being part of a proud African people.

This change is in recognition of the wider debate taking place 
around indigenous peoples which, with its international conventions, 
particularly ILO Convention 159, and global network, provides a space 
for Raizales to exploit. This attempt to redefine themselves to fit with 
this international discourse has been strongly resisted by the Colombian 
government, as evidenced in the negotiations which took place in 2001 
following the civil disturbances centred on the blockade of the Texaco 
depot, the sole source of fuel on the islands. Raizales had, through the 
reforms instigated by the 1991 Constitution, made contact and alliances 
with the Indígenas of Colombia who succeeded where Raizales failed, 
in getting both their own representatives into the Constituent Assembly 
and in having reserved seats in Congress.

It is not clear whether this new identity will endure. It has and will 
continue to meet strong resistance by the state as it would clearly open 
up other, and international, means by which Raizales could pursue their 
claims. Neither is it clear that Raizales themselves will be convinced of 
this new identity. It is however both more apt and useful than the other 
identities they have adopted. Apt because, in a real rather than legal 
sense, the islands were ‘empty territory’ at the time of their settlement by 
ancestors of the Raizales. They are the (ab)original people even though 
not present at the time of the ‘discovery’ unlike the Indígenas. Useful 
because it would synchronise with events taking place among other com-
munities in the wider Miskito region and put on common ground their 
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struggles for autonomy, or even independence, from their respective 
states. Moreover, it would enable them to be part of the ever-growing 
and powerful indigenous movement and to internationalise further the 
conflicts in the region both between Colombia and Nicaragua and each 
state with its minority peoples in the region.

Conclusion

The problem with this development is that only serves to deepen 
the divisions between the communities living on top of one another on 
these crowded islands. Other ‘roots’ have taken up residence on the 
islands, sometimes mixing in with existing ‘roots’ but most remaining 
separate and apart, even in the areas they inhabit. For the islands, and 
its peoples, to progress and develop there needs to be a clearer rec-
ognition and taking account of the realities of the islands today. The 
‘ Pa a’ need to recognise and value the islands and their (ab)originals 
for their knowledge and understanding of their spatial territories, and 
their unique culture. Many of the issues9 which Raizales are struggling 
for are also good for the islands and all its peoples, but to implement 
them requires the goodwill and co-operation of all, but with most of the 
sacrifice falling to the ‘Pa a’.

This is particularly the case over reducing the population of the 
islands and of granting special territorial rights to Raizales within which 
they would exercise a high level of autonomy. In many ways the islands 
as a Department also require greater autonomy; their conditions and 
concerns do not easily fit with many wider policy requirements of the 
Colombian State. At this level, the ‘Pa a’ community could, through its 
natural majority, balance the more local autonomy of the Raizales and 
keep the lands which really matter to them—those of the commercial 
and tourist centre of North End.

In the over ten years since the new Constitution, Raizales have made 
great advances on paper but conditions on the islands have not really 
improved. It might be true that without them, the situation today would 
have been much worse but that is little comfort. Legislation has gone half 
way; it has put a ‘cap’ on immigration but even if this were fully effec-
tive, the existing population is subject to a natural increase.10 Therefore 
unless measures are taken, as contemplated in the legislation, to reduce 
the population by ‘repatriating’ those mainland immigrants without the 
necessary means to sustain themselves on the islands, the strain on the 
natural resources will intensify. While the population remains high, the 
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pressures on land and the environment will continue and Raizales will be 
unable to secure their future. They have campaigned for a ‘Land Bank’:11 
a bank that would buy any land for sale outside North End. If the seller 
is a non-Islander, the land bank would buy it at a commercial rate and 
would then pass it to an Islander in need of land for housing, business 
or farming. Alternatively, the land would be set aside for environmental 
purposes such as nature parks. When challenged that the idea of a land 
bank is unrealistic because land prices are high and the government 
would never find the finance for it, Juvencio Gallardo (1991) responded; 
“When I and others started talking about controlling the population 
some ten or twelve years ago, everybody thought we were madmen but 
now we see it in the Constitution and the Law”.12

Raizales in turn would have to move on. They would have to accept 
the ‘Pa a’ as also being Islander and this older, more geographic, term 
revived to embrace all those with residency rights on the islands. Many 
second and third generation ‘Pa a,’ and even ‘Turco,’ born on the islands 
already have a sense of this identity—it has been their space and they 
have a distinct Colombian identity in the same way as Paisas and Pastu-
sos do; regional identities in Colombia are very strong. Many Raizales 
themselves accept their Colombian identity; their problem has been in 
having this recognised and valued without having to give up their ‘roots’. 
In this way the present can resolve some of the problems of the past 
that have bedevilled efforts to develop a better future. But to generate 
sufficient enthusiasm in the present to deal with these legacies of the 
past, all the communities have to come to common general agreement 
on the future direction—there has to be a prize worthy of the sacrifices 
required in the present. And this is a real difficulty.

The whole of the Caribbean and Central America is passing through 
dramatic change, willingly or not. The global economy is forging ahead 
and the region needs to make fundamental decisions about its future, 
especially in relation to trade and the development of the region’s natural 
resources. The Free Trade negotiations embrace all potential actors in 
the region but Central America has forged ahead rapidly with its own 
free trade agreement with NAFTA; CAFTA. Much of the Caribbean’s 
historic trade ties to Europe are under threat both from the WTO and by 
moves to reform trade agreements within the E.U. Plan Puebla Panamá 
launched by Vicente Fox in Mexico, although only making slow progress 
due to grass-roots opposition movements in the region, shows an intent, 
which is unlikely to go away, to develop the infrastructure of the region 
in order to attract investment, primarily in the extraction of the natural 
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resources of the region: oil, minerals, lumber and fishing.
Overarching all of these is the border dispute with Nicaragua. The 

real motive behind Nicaragua’s claim is not for the islands but for the 
maritime resources around them. The current tension over the oil explo-
ration rights granted by Nicaragua to international oil companies off 
the Miskito coast, is clear proof of this. Colombia itself has prospected 
for oil in the region but claim that results indicate that the fields are 
uneconomic to develop. This case indirectly also throws open the issue 
of who should be governing in the region. There needs to be a means 
of getting beyond the legalisms of the situation to the real human rights 
issues facing its peoples. What matters is that there is a ‘route’ whoever 
‘wins’ that will transform relations and opportunities in the region by 
recognising the strong demand by the peoples of the region for genuine 
autonomy. These international disputes should take account of those in 
the region and they should be the primary beneficiaries of any success-
ful development of the region’s resources. This requires a real degree of 
autonomy but this will not be possible while the inhabitants of the islands 
are unable to unite in such a common purpose. This common purpose 
need allies and the ethnic communities of the Miskito and Talamanca 
coast are engaged in the same struggle for autonomy and control over 
their natural resources.
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Notes

 1 Syrio-Lebanese and Jewish merchants, some of who were already estab-
lished on the Atlantic Coast, and others who came directly from the Middle 
East.
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 2 Departmento de Impuestos y Aduanas Nacionales – the National Customs 
and Excise Department.

 3 It classifies types of family relationships, sources of power, meanings of 
place, aspects of identity.

 4 See later.
 5 These merchants had close political ties to Cromwell and one aspect of 

his foreign policy was to extend British influence into the western Carib-
bean.

 6 RAAN - Región Autonoma Atlántico Norte.
 7 In 1806, Captain Bligh in H.M.S. Surveillante accepted the joyful surrender 

of the inhabitants of San Andrés, who claimed to be British subjects. They 
pleaded with Bligh for the British protection to which they felt themselves 
entitled. However, two months later Bligh departed, leaving the islanders 
unprotected but well armed in case of further slave uprisings.

 8 ROOTS: The Saga of an American Family, 1976 - TV films in 1977 and 
1979. Juuret. 

 9 The ‘Archipelago Native Ethnic Movement for Self-determination’ listed 
thirteen demands:

a) Investigation into the death threats against religious and community 
leaders.

b) Strict enforcement of the immigration laws by OCCRE.

c) Initiation of a ‘relocation’ programme for legal residents who wished 
to leave and deportation of those illegally present.

d) Revision of international treaties and conventions affecting Islander 
marine resources.

e) Eradication of shanty towns and illegal constructions.

f) Appointment of Islanders to decision making positions in the Archi-
pelago.

g) Appointment of a new Governor chosen from a list approved by 
‘Raizal’ organisations.

h) The securing of local government employees jobs until there was an 
adequate employment strategy.

i) The protection of Islander culture by a ‘Raizal Statute’ as provided 
for by Art. 310.

j) Review by Islander organisations of all development plans, especially 
those concerning tourism.

k) Financial support to CORALINA for its environmental projects.

l) Declaration of an environmental and health emergency on San Andrés.
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m) The presence of the President to take decisions directly in consultation 
with Islanders.

 10 The islands have one of the highest birth rates and teenage pregnancy rates 
in Colombia. 

 11 Project Laws 95 and 96.
 12 Interview conducted with Juvencio Gallardo in 1991.


