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Methods 

My final research data includes forty-two interviews with members of the Raizal 

community, and four interviews with members of the continental community. I also 

attended church services, parades, community meetings and any other event I 

could. Because my goal was to understand the Raizal community as a whole, I 

attempted to document the perspectives of individuals representing a wide range of 

experiences and occupations. 

Who are the Raizal? 

The Raizal are the descendants of African slaves brought to the San Andrés 

archipelago in the mid-1600s to work on the sugar plantations of the English 

Puritans who had settled the islands. They are now recognized by the Colombian 

government as the indigenous people of San Andrés, Providencia, and Santa 

Catalina.  

San Andrés 

San Andrés, Providencia, and Santa Catalina are the three largest and only 

inhabited islands in an archipelago located in the Caribbean Sea. Though the 

island chain is only 140 miles of the coast of Nicaragua, it has been part of the 

nation of Colombia since the deconstruction of Gran Colombia in 1831.   

Introduction 

During the summer of 2012, I traveled to San Andrés, Colombia to conduct 

ethnographic research on the linguistic and cultural identities of the Raizal people. 

Over the past sixty years, political, economic, and population changes  to the islands 

and their people have created generational differences in how the Raizal view their 

own culture as well as their role in Colombian and global issues. This poster will 

discuss those generational differences, primarily through my observational of 

language use within the Raizal community.  

The Eldest Generation 
The oldest generation was the most likely to speak in creole and the least likely to differentiate 
between creole and Standard English. 
• Before the Free Port decree, both tourism and immigration from mainland Colombia were almost 

non-existent.  
• While at times the schools made an effort to teach in Standard English, there was really no 

practical application of the language as all those who lived on the islands at the time knew and 
spoke San Andrean Creole.  

• When conducting interviews I would introduce myself as an American college student making it 
clear that I did not understand the islanders’ creole many of my informants from this generation 
would still speak to me in a Standard English – creole mix. 

• If I asked them to repeat something, because I did not understand they would still mix the two 
languages, suggesting that to them any distinctions between the two were arbitrary.  

The Youth  
In today’s world, the Raizal youth feel more culturally and economically tied to Spanish than the 
generations before them.  
• While the Raizal youth acknowledge that they belong to the islander community, they have grown 

up with the children of continental immigrants who have never known life outside of San Andrés. 
• They will speak in creole to their parents at home, but the children and adolescents are much more 

likely to speak in Spanish at school and in town.  
• They do not feel the same need to learn Standard English because they hold more of a mixed 

Colombian-Raizal identity. 
• The youth who told me they wanted to become more fluent in English cited economic, not cultural 

reasons; however, most of their families struggled to send their children to the mainland for higher 
education and sending them to another country would be downright impossible.  Thus being able 
to speak Spanish was, in the end, more beneficial and realistic.  

The Middle Generation 
In order to compete with an increasing Colombian population, Raizal ages 35-60 were forced to 
change their linguistic practices and distinguished between Standard English and their creole. 
• In order both to maintain their cultural identity after the Free Port Decree and remain 

competitive with the continentals coming to the islands for economic opportunities, they claimed 
Standard English as their language.  

• During my interviews, I found that members of this generation generally used Standard English, 
and though they too would code switch between Standard English and creole, they used Standard 
English to “correct” themselves when asked to repeat or clarify.  

Conclusions 
1) The validity of any form of English, including Standard English, is based local context. The findings here 
contradict two assumptions: 
• In the United States, the assumption has been that the forms of Standard English spoken in the U.S. and 

Britain are more correct than the “English Creoles” of the Caribbean, or even Ebonics (African American 
Vernacular English).  

• Another common assumption is that English is becoming the global language: the language of international 
business and communication. Standard English education is often promoted as a way through poor or 
unstable populations can increase their global status (McArthur 2009).  

2) For the Raizal, English is not always the language of “progress”.  
• The knowledge of Standard English has failed to provide the Raizal with any sizable economic advantage 

over their continental neighbors. 
•  Raizal English provides the islanders something that few believe Standard English can, a connection to their 

roots. 
• In San Andrés, if you can speak Spanish, then most likely you can attend university in mainland Colombia and 

receive a higher paying professional job. If you can speak ASE, you have a slightly better chance of getting a 
job on a cruise ship. 

The Free Port Decree 
A free port is a duty-free port with relaxed jurisdiction on visitations and 
commerce. San Andrés was declared a free port in 1953 which led to a 
flood of immigrants to move to the islands from mainland Colombia, 
mainly because the islands were seen as much safer and full of economic 
opportunity. Tourism also took off after the Free Port Decree, though the 
majority of profits from tourism went to continentals or foreign investors, 
not to the Raizal. 


