
Reputation and Respectability
Fifty years after Crab Antics.

Professor Peter J. Wilson’s reflections

I wish to thank Universidad Nacional de Co lom bia at San Andres for in vit -
ing me and bring ing me back to these is lands. I never imag ined that my
visit would be filled with such a mix ture of hap pi ness and sad ness since
many of the peo ple I wanted to see since I left Prov i dence have al ready
passed away. But also, I be lieve I did n’t ex pect many of the changes the
Ar chi pel ago has gone through.

In spite of the changes, the spirit of the fish er man as I saw it some fifty
years ago is very sim i lar to what we heard from the video that Camila pre -
sented to us about fish ing. The feel ing of in de pend ence of the fish er man
rep re sented in Cap tain Archbold and his re la tion to the In sti tu tions re -
minds us of the in de pend ent spirit of those fish er men who used to go fish -
ing three times a week with the sea at their hands, avail able as their main
re source. No body used to tell them when to go fish ing; they did it when
they felt they should; I re mem ber that peo ple used to feel sad when their
men did n’t go fish ing. Through this ex am ple I wish to ex plain that the
mean ing of po lit i cal free dom that we han dle in west ern so ci ety is not the
same one used in this type of Ca rib bean so ci ety since the fish er man used 
to go fish ing be cause he was free and his per for mance in it de pended en -
tirely on his will; not on what in sti tu tions de fined. He did n’t have to ask
per mis sion in or der to go fish ing, and no body needed to know where he
went or how many pounds or ki lo grams of fish he could catch, nor how
much fuel he needed for his boats or whether these had an en gine. This
makes me think that the cur rent sit u a tion of fish er men on the is land and
their con flict with au thor ity de rives from the fact that In sti tu tions im pose
their laws through reg u la tions and sanc tions that fish er men don’t want to
ac cept; they are reg u la tions that, in my opin ion, re strict the lib erty and in -
de pend ent spirit of the fish er man.

An other ex am ple that co mes to my mind is the fol low ing. If af ter his jour -
ney, a fish er man ar rived with great quan ti ties of fish and lob ster, and this
was ev i dent to the other fish er men, the lat ter would avoid the suc cess ful
fish er man from bring ing more fish in his next fish ing jour ney. They would
find a way to do some dam age to the bot tom of his boat so that his fish ing
would not be suc cess ful. As a re sult, of course, much fish would be lost
and the boat would sink. This par tic u lar way of act ing can help us
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un der stand how rep u ta tion works. It is an or ga niz ing prin ci ple of this Ca rib bean so ci ety, which ac ti -
vates in or der to pre serve a so cial bal ance and a com mon or der for all: equal ity.

In the past, when most peo ple used to de mand fish, they used to choose who to buy it from ac cord -
ing to the gen eral con cept of the com mu nity with re spect to who was a “good fish er man”, and this
usu ally meant some one in par tic u lar. The qual ity of his prod uct and his suc cess gave him the rep u -
ta tion of be ing a good fish er man and so he got the high est num ber of cli ents.

The same prin ci ple can be ap plied to the own ers of small or chards and farms. When I was in Old
Prov i dence, most is land ers had small strips of land that ran across the moun tains in par al lel form,
where they grew their crops. The farmer, whose crop was within the sight of pass ers by, that is,
close by the road, was con sid ered to be lucky since ev ery one could see his crops and this helped
him show his tal ents as a good farmer. It was usual though that if he was too suc cess ful, peo ple
would take away his plants or would move his fence at night, but he would only re al ize it later; then
there could be a con flict. In fact, in va sion and claims about in va sion show how sen si tive peo ple are 
about their prop erty, and it is also sign of the close iden ti fi ca tion of peo ple and their land. In va sion
is a way to make fun of the real or imag i nary in eq uity that ex ists among peo ple (see Wil son,
1973:93).

Some times, in or der to re solve their con flicts, the com mu nity would go to the Mayor; other times to
the el ders who would solve the prob lem. To most of them, rep u ta tion was the mech a nism used to
ob tain ef fec tive bal ance within so ci ety. With re spect to the idea of po lit i cal free dom that I men -
tioned be fore, I could tell you that in most east ern com mu ni ties where I have worked, two le gal sys -
tems co ex ist, the one from the gov ern ment and the one from the com mu nity. The same hap pens in
Prov i dence; there is a le gal sys tem im posed by Co lom bia, and a sys tem of so cial co er cion of the
peo ple, which is based on rep u ta tion and re spect abil ity. All the com mu nity was aware of the two,
and they knew they were all un der the same con di tions.
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With re spect to rep u ta tion and re spect abil ity in man and woman from Prov i dence, it is a fact to say
that both had ways of be hav ior that dif fered ac cord ing to their so cial con di tion. Just as man ex -
pressed, through his ac tions, his worth, woman should re spond to what so ci ety ex pected from
what was fem i nine. Their be hav ior made them ei ther re spect able or rep u ta ble. With re spect to kin -
ship, man felt this was a way of ex press ing the feel ing of equal ity at a ju rid i cal-political do main;
while woman felt it was a way of ex press ing emo tional or sen ti men tal links at a do mes tic do main.
This does not mean that both did not cre ate af fec tive links or ad vanced ac tions at a po lit i cal do -
main; they both did, but with their dif fer ences (see Wil son 1973:152).

An other way of il lus trat ing how rep u ta tion works is with ar tis tic abil i ties. Playing the gui tar was
some thing that many could do, but some had more tal ent than oth ers and this gave them rep u ta -
tion. How ever, when you had a tal ent for some thing you did n’t nec es sar ily be came pow er ful in
other ar eas. This is where rep u ta tion is mostly val i dated, act ing as a mech a nism of con trol and bal -
ance in so ci ety.

Be ing good at some thing gave you rep u ta tion. Be ing a good fish er man was not re lated only with
the ca pac ity to catch fish; it was also re lated, as Cap tain Archbold said, to be ing ac quainted with
the sea. The art of sail ing was trans mit ted from gen er a tion to gen er a tion as if be ing a good fish er -
man was linked to that. How ever, sail ing was not nec es sar ily linked to fish ing since all those born
on the is land were sup posed to be good sail ors. The rep u ta tion that sail ing cap tains got in their
voy ages to Puerto Limon, Pan ama and Cartagena, was due to their abil ity to sail not to their abil ity
to fish. Since Providencia is lo cated in the mid dle of the Ca rib bean Sea, peo ple are obliged to know 
the sea, since this is their source of liv ing.

I must ad mit that re spect abil ity is a value that takes place among the so cially priv i leged peo ple in
Prov i dence, and it gets in con flict with rep u ta tion ev ery time equal ity as a fac tor of so cial con trol is
at risk. Peo ple who feel ex cluded from priv i leged spheres do not al ways con form to their con di tion,
and there fore try to have ac cess to spaces of dom i na tion and re spect abil ity that oth ers oc cupy. In
fact, gen er ally, peo ple from Prov i dence do not see them selves as high class re spect able peo ple,
but they do not con sider them selves as not re spect able ei ther. How ever, they are ruled by the ide -
als of re spect abil ity.

I would like to add too that even if a man’s rep u ta tion is in ter de pen dent to a woman’s re spect abil ity,
and there are dif fer en ti ated prac tices for each gen der, ex am ples of the woman’s search for re -
spect abil ity can of fer us other el e ments for a better com pre hen sion of these two fea tures. The
church, one of the so cial spaces mostly as signed to woman, is a so cial in sti tu tion which is closely
re lated to do mes tic and sec u lar life, since it con demns the be hav ior of man and re lieves woman of
guilt over pov erty, mis ery and dif fi cul ties with men (see Wil son, 1973:131). This is seen mostly in
protestant and cath o lic churches of the is land, the Ad ven tist one be ing the one that de mands most
sub mis sion and sur ren der. So, the more Prov i dence is land ers ap proached the ide als of life set by
the church, the more re spect able they were; and, be sides, if the fam ily was well off or be longed to
the high class, you would be more re spect able. Ev ery is lander’s na ture and am bi tions were
judged, con demned and/or ac cepted by the rest of the so ci ety, ac cord ing to the value scale the
com mu nity han dled (see Wil son 1973: 132).

Since woman was the one who forged re spect abil ity at home and in church, Prov i dence is lander
women made great ef forts to better their so cial con di tions by guard ing their girls’ re spect abil ity.
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The most com mon meth ods were by mar ry ing their girls with a man from a higher class. This so cial 
prac tice was re lated to the search of “im prov ing the race”, since this was an ef fec tive way to be -
com ing re spect able.

It was fa vor able for women to keep close to the ac tiv i ties of the church and to fol low what this in sti -
tu tion pro moted, since it helped them be come ac cepted by the fam ily of their fu ture hus band and
by the rest of the so ci ety. The mother had to pre serve their daugh ter’s re spect abil ity by avoid ing
her preg nancy be fore mar riage. This would be one of the fac tors that would dam age the fam ily’s
re spect abil ity and their wish to go up the so cial scale; it would cause frus tra tion to the mother, who
would re act ag gres sively due to the fact that her daugh ter would have made her feel ashamed and
would have spoiled her search for re spect abil ity.

Rep u ta tion and re spect abil ity are also af fected by gos sip ing, since this is used as a mech a nism of
so cial bal ance. I would not dare say that this hap pens with the same in ten sity all over the Ca rib -
bean, but in Prov i dence it is an an tic that is used with fre quency to dam age some one’s re spect abil -
ity or to mod er ate their rep u ta tion. The idea of a pot full of crabs com pet ing against one an other in
or der to get out of it, ap plies to the use of gos sip ing as it den i grates the con di tion of re spect abil ity
and rep u ta tion of a per son, re veal ing as pects of the pri vate life of peo ple at their backs, in or der to
show that “no one is better than the other”.

I wish to fin ish my ex po si tion by say ing that the va lid ity of this eth no logic ap proach to the peo ple of
Prov i dence, de vel oped fifty years ago, can be a use ful eth no his toric el e ment into fu ture re search
about the ideas, prac tices and be hav iors that have per sisted in the Ca rib bean, no mat ter how
much the so ci ety seems to have changed.
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