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ABSTRACT 
 

My dissertation is titled “Ethnogenesis, Identity, and the Dominican Republic, 

1844–Present.” The topic is important because of the centuries-long influences of 

colonialism where peoples’ cultural and political identities are emerging through neo-

colonial ideologies. The processes of ethnogenesis are embedded in colonialism–

enslavement, ethnocide, genocide, and demographic collapse, to name a few. The 

expansive nature of imperialism has affected the cultural production of identity, to the 

extent that ethnogenesis can no longer be understood in isolation within particular 

societies because it operates in sophisticated networks where multilingual and 

multicultural factions create and re-create distinct identities through a sense of both 

history and hybridity.   

The research that I carried out in this study answered crucial questions relevant to 

a range of issues in the process of identity formation for a cohort of the African Diaspora 

in the West Indies. Rather than portraying changes as inevitable movements from 

colonialism to postcolonialism, I placed identity within a much broader scope of 

understanding in terms of the impact of historical evidence and material culture in the 

process of ethnogenesis. Probably the most important aspect of my research for academic 

circles is that it exemplified an example of identity not commonly associated with people 

of African descent in the Americas.  

There are significant numbers of Dominican immigrants living in and coming to 

the United States. These immigrants are socially located within a parameter of 

classification unlike anything they encountered in the Dominican Republic. My findings 
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demonstrated that dark-skinned individuals do not self-identify as Black in the 

Dominican Republic yet when placed in the U.S. Diaspora there is many times no other 

choice than to be labeled Black along with many of its social implications. My findings 

also showed that although Dominicans have removed themselves from Blackness, they 

have not collectively detached themselves from distinct influences of their African 

heritage. 

To understand the Dominican Republic from the year 1844 to the present, it is 

necessary to unfold the intricate conditions present within the parameters of 

independence and dependence, diversity and sameness, and colonial and neo-colonial 

ideologies, which simultaneously divide and unite the “Self” and “Other.”  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The island of Hispaniola is the second-largest island in the West Indies (Figure 1). 

It is divided into two separate countries, the Dominican Republic and Haiti. The 

Dominican Republic lies southeast of Cuba and west of Puerto Rico: “in size similar to 

the state of Maine, the island ‘Columbus loved best’ measures 30,528 square miles, 

making it the second largest of the Caribbean” (Matibag, 2003, p. 19). It is separated 

from Cuba on the northwest by the Windward Passage, from Puerto Rico on the east by 

the Mona Passage, and from Jamaica on the west by the Canal de la Jamaique. The 

population of the Dominican Republic in 2004 was 9,219,800, with 2.25 million people 

residing in the capital city of Santo Domingo (retrieved at: 

http://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/namerica.caribb/do.htm). The climate of 

the Dominican Republic is semitropical with temperatures ranging from 74 degrees 

Fahrenheit to 95 degrees Fahrenheit, varying between highlands and lowlands. The 

monsoon season is from June to November. The official language of the Dominican 

Republic is Spanish, but in the borderland regions most people speak Haitian Creole. In 

the Dominican Republic, there is free compulsory education for children between the 

ages of 7 to 14 years of age.  
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Figure 1. Map of Hispaniola. 
 

The Dominican Republic is a mulatto nation. Yet, while there are noticeable 

influences in the racial composition of many Dominicans that would identify them as 

members of the African Diaspora, it would be rare that those individuals would refer to 

themselves as “Afro-Dominican.” The Dominican Republic has often been accused of 

denying its “Africanness.” The theorists who have accused the Dominican Republic of 

being anti-Black need to better establish the multifaceted definition of the term “Black” 

and how those definitions relate to both national and cultural identities in the 

aforementioned country. The embeddedness of a racial identity in the Dominican 
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Republic relates to its neighbor, the Republic of Haiti, in historical as well as modern-day 

complexities of political and national ideologies. The Republic of Haiti controlled the 

island of Hispaniola for twenty-two years as a unified state. Dominican identity is 

inextricably tied to this history, yet at the same time it has attempted to cognitively locate 

itself outside of the shared space with Haiti.    

I looked at the creation of spatiality and how it relates to the cultural identification 

of Dominicans through postcolonial theory. Postcolonial theory is defined by Ashcroft et 

al. (1998, pp. 186–187) as “an attempt to critically and dialectically engage the effects of 

the various processes of European conquest and colonization on the histories, cultures, 

societies and self-conceptions of both ‘the colonized’ and ‘the colonizers.’ 

Postcolonialism is a continuing process of resistance and reconstruction”  

I thought that this overarching theory, or meta-theory, would allow for the 

integration of the different theoretical perspectives I chose for my study and the 

incorporation of perspectives from other researchers who have studied Dominicans 

through the black-white binary paradigm of Critical Race theory (see Delgado and 

Steffancic, 2000). My study differs from looking at the constraint of black/white 

paradigms in America because the dynamics involved in Dominican identity formation 

challenge the established Critical Race theory notions of conceptualizing race. I chose not 

to use Critical Race theory because it did not allow identity to be understood outside of 

the oppositional forces of black/white circumstances.  

The overarching theme for this study is the exploration of identity development in 

a postcolonial environment. The topics of ethnogenesis and racialization of Dominicans 
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in the Dominican Republic were explored using a three-pronged approach. The first was 

diachronic, where I created a historical context for understanding the factors contributing 

to the process of ethnogenesis for Dominicans. The second approach was synchronic, and 

the third focused on collecting information relating to present-day Dominican identity. 

The third approach was comparative and used already-published information on Diaspora 

Dominicans living in the United States.  

Through this approach I looked at themes and patterns regarding the nature of 

ethnogenesis. The gap in the data is that other researchers have not conducted the kind of 

studies needed to understand the bifurcated process of ethnogenesis as both cultural and 

national identities for Dominicans. It occurred to me that the question that needed to be 

asked is: What is the definition of “Black” in order to be able to assume whether or not a 

people should be considered “anti-Black?” I investigated the process of ethnogenesis, 

material culture, and spatiality as applied to the Dominican Republic from 1844 to the 

present. 

The following key terms are defined for the study. Definitions were established 

from an on-line resource at http://www.answers.com/.

Definition of Terms 

 

A) Ethnogenesis: Ethnogenesis concerns societal changes in terms of 

social spaces.  

It is a succession of complex amalgamations by which societies are 
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formed and modified continually over time. 

B)        Colonialism: A strategy by which one nation broadens its control 

over a distant dependency.  

C) Diaspora:  A dispersion of a people from their primary mother 

country and the subsequent community formed by such people. 

D) Hybridity: In regard to identity it is a splintering or ‘positioning’ of 

who someone is with a given social context.  

E) Spatiality: Refers to the composite of cognitive, social, and 

material space and the peoples involved in those spaces. 

F) Nationalism: The belief that nations will benefit from acting 

autonomously will have a greater advantage than acting 

collectively, emphasizing national instead of international 

objectives. 

G) Globalization: The expansion of associations and contacts that 

make people closer and more united. 

H) Transnationalism: The outpouring of goods, people and capital 

across and between national boundaries so as to destabilize the 

distinction of national groupings. 

I) Identity: For the purposes of this dissertation, it is the adherence of 

an individual or group to another group’s membership. 

J) Assimilation: The adoption by a minority collectivity to the larger, 

dominant culture. 



16

K) Acculturation: The altering of a group or person because of 

interaction with a different group or culture. 

L) Postcolonial: The phase after independence is attained.    

 

Research Questions 

 

The overarching theme of this study is the exploration of cultural identity 

formation and ethnogenesis in the postcolonial Dominican Republic. The following 

questions were derived from the aforementioned theme and were used to structure my 

research:  

(1) How does social space create identity for Dominicans?   

(2) How is identity racialized for Dominicans?  

(3) How does cultural identity relate to specific material culture for Dominicans? 

(4) What does it mean to be “Black” for Dominicans?  

(5) How does ethnogenesis reflect the processes of identity formation for 

Dominicans in the U.S. Diaspora?  

In order to investigate these research questions I collected information on material 

culture, narratives, and participant observation data.  

Methods 

 

I used material culture to exemplify the symbolic expressions of cultural identity 
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through time and to illustrate the bifurcated nature of identity for Dominicans. The 

bifurcated nature of identity formation was revealed in the study as one sphere of identity 

relating to a white, Hispanic heritage through the establishment of a national ideology 

and the other sphere to a representation of an African heritage embodied in their music, 

dance, religion, food, and their dialect of Spanish. 

 I began by investigating archival resources that exhibited evidence for the 

connection of material culture to Dominican cultural identity beginning in the year of 

their independence from Haiti in 1844. A brief historical overview of Hispaniola from 

1492 until 1844 was developed using secondary sources. Ethnographic data including 

examples of material culture were collected in the Dominican Republic. I performed 

source analysis on all collected material culture, maps, recipes, iconography, documents, 

etc.  

I employed perspectives used in material culture studies to analyze the 

information and “artifacts” that I collected. It allowed for the systematic and direct 

classification of data. Material culture studies demand that procedures verify the accuracy 

of statements about the past, to establish relationships, and to determine the direction of 

cause-and-effect relationships. The key questions of this study revolved around studying 

the distinct, yet simultaneous creation of a national and cultural identity. This study 

showed that the underpinnings of a postcolonial identity are embedded in an ideological 

formation of nationalism as well as a separate phenomenon of material, social, and 

cultural powers.    

The purpose of this research is to address the aforementioned research questions 
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through an examination of narratives, participant observations, historical evidence and 

material culture. The Dominican Republic is a unique opportunity to attend to the 

“colonial” of postcolonial. My purpose is to show that identity formation in a 

postcolonial society is not a generic application that cuts cross-culturally with equal 

significance in other New World societies. This research affirms that identity hinges upon 

history and what people use in order to identify themselves in Dominican society and 

how that history and the items they once used drastically change when located within the 

United States.   

Following this introductory chapter the dissertation is organized into five 

additional chapters. Chapter 2 is Theoretical Framework and Related Studies. Chapter 3 

is Methods. Chapter 4 is Historical Context, the Dominican Republic from 1492 to the 

Present. Chapter 5 is Findings, “Exploring Ethnogenesis and Identity in the Dominican 

Republic,” and Chapter 6 is Synthesis and Conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RELATED STUDIES 

My goal in this chapter is to illustrate the abundance of literature on racial 

identification and transnational identity of Dominicans outside of the Dominican 

Republic and demonstrate how it connects to the ideological and social construction of 

who they are in host societies, drawing upon the racial hegemony of black/white 

paradigms.  

Silvio Torres-Saillant (1999) focuses on the “historical centrality of race in the 

formation of the Dominican Republic in an attempt to encourage the development of 

‘indigenous paradigms’ that explain the place of black consciousness—or the lack thereof 

—within Dominican society. He states that “Dominicans are anti-black with historical 

importance given to Haiti as the racialized national antithesis to the development of a 

non-black Dominican collective identity” (Torres-Saillant, 1999, p. 2). In addition, there 

has been research done on Dominican identity through Critical Race theory as understood 

through black/white paradigms. Critical Race theory has its roots in the more established 

fields of anthropology, sociology, history, philosophy, and politics. Richard Delgado has 

been a significant contributor to the Critical Race theory discourse from the 1980s to the 

present and contends that “persons of color speak from an experience framed by racism. 

Delgado argues that the stories of persons of color come from a different frame of 

reference, and therefore give them a voice that is different from the dominant culture and 

deserves to be heard. Critical race theorists believe that in order to appreciate their 
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perspective, the voice of a particular contributor must be understood” (Retrieved from: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Critical_race_theory, August 15, 2005).  

My research differs from the restrictive dimensions of Critical Race theory as it 

relates to Blacks in an American context of civil rights and related social issues.  I studied 

identity in a West Indian mulatto society, where, although a majority of the population 

would be considered Black in America, they do not self-identify as Black in their 

country, the Dominican Republic.  

There has been much work completed regarding migrants, such as Dominicans in 

the United States and Puerto Rico, and how they “bring their own cultural conceptions of 

their identity, which often do not coincide with the ideological constructions of the 

receiving societies” (Duany, 1998, p. 147).  Duany’s (1994) book Quisqueya on the 

Hudson: the Transnational Identity of Dominicans in Washington Heights examined how 

Dominican immigrants in New York City have resisted assimilation with mainstream 

U.S. society to a degree by developing cogent transnational identification systems with 

the Dominican Republic. Transnationalism holds that immigrants are not moving to the 

host society to remain, rather they “develop networks, activities, patterns of living, and 

ideologies that span their home and the host society” (Basch et al., 1994, p. 4).  

Duany demonstrated what I call transnational ethnogenesis between the 

Dominican Republic and New York City based upon continual back and forth 

movements. In an article in the journal Latin American Perspectives, “Reconstructing 

Racial Identity: Ethnicity, Color, and Class Among Dominicans in the United States and 

Puerto Rico,” Duany pointed out that “Dominican migrants bring their own cultural 
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understandings of their identity, which often do not coincide with the ideological and 

social constructions of their host societies. In particular, Dominicans of darker skin who 

do not self-identify themselves as black within Dominican society’s anti-black nationalist 

constructions and are often racialized as black within U.S. and Puerto Rican racial/class 

hierarchies” (Duany, 1998, pp. 147–172).  

The contrast between the racial constructions of Latin America and the Caribbean 

and in the United States has been analyzed from various perspectives, focusing on 

religion, slavery, racial demography, and other factors as explanatory variables” (e.g., 

Degler, 1971, Harris, 1964; Hoetink, 1967; Tannenbaum, 1946). Vital to the U.S. 

definition of whiteness, black/white binarism is based upon the tenets of hypo descent: 

one drop of African blood makes one a part of the African community. 

For Dominicans who have lived within the constructs of a mulatto nation that 

deemphasized their association with a Black heritage because of their conflicted past with 

Haiti, it is a process of ethnogenesis for Dominicans to realize their membership in the 

U.S. Black community through patterns of immigration to the United States. Black 

immigrants are often made aware of what it means to be Black in America through 

various social, cognitive and material elements. These elements may be quite distinct 

from what it meant to be Black in their country of origin, if it meant anything at all. 

 

Examples of Ethnogenesis 

 
The concept of ethnogenesis will be established initially through three different 
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examples not related to the Dominican Republic. After a foundation is constructed, the 

focus will shift toward demonstrating the processes of ethnogenesis in the Dominican 

Republic through applicable theory. The three examples of ethnogenesis are: The Lemhi 

Shoshoni tribe of Idaho, Maroon societies of Jamaica, and the Cimarrones in Venezuela.  

An understanding of ethnogenesis as a fluid medium central to all forms of 

interaction facilitates the disembedding of cultural identity and the conceptual basis of the 

transmission and transformation of culture. A productive way of viewing cultural identity 

emerges when the boundaries and influences of cultural distinction are understood 

through elements such as ethnicity, nationalism, religious movements, cultural revivalism 

emancipation, assimilation, and alienation.  

 

The Lemhi Shoshoni 

 

Ethnogenesis concerns societal changes in terms of social spaces. It is a 

succession of complex groupings by which societies are formed and modified continually 

over time. The Lemhi Shoshoni of the Idaho are an example of the creation and 

recreation of an indigenous population who incorporated social heritage as well as 

colonial factors in order to avoid the complete loss of their precontact identity. Precontact 

tribal nations continually underwent ethnogenesis. Societies compose and re-create 

themselves throughout history in a “series of transformative episodes, during which 

people, cultures and languages of diverse origins join to create, new, hybrid and original 

ethnic constructions” (Moore, 1994, p. 2).  
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The social and spatial impact of ethnogenesis is understood through the example 

of the Lemhi Shoshoni and their establishment of a neo-tribal identity after first contact 

with Mormon settlers. In the past, researchers comprehended the sociological paths of 

tribal units as homogenous and coterminal. The theory of uniformitarianism among tribal 

people is assessed critically by John H. Moore (1994, pp. 925–948) in the following 

excerpt: 

The criticisms of synthetic theory currently being 
developed come largely from experienced field-workers 
and are based on the observation that historical scenarios 
postulated by synthesis—in which ethnic groups split, 
evolve homogenously within ethnic boundaries, then split 
again in a cladistic manner—simply do not seem familiar 
ethnographically or ethnohistorically. How many tribal 
societies are there in which all the members are 
monolingual in the same language, marry only among 
themselves, and are homogenous in their traditions and 
material culture? The answer is practically none.     
 

Heterogeneity among tribal societies is more common than once thought by researchers. 

Depending on historical circumstances, some societies will eventually achieve a singular, 

normative language and culture. Moore (1994, p. 10) states, “After a degree of cultural 

and linguistic standardization is achieved, societies will institute and maintain an 

adhesion among its language, cultural traditions, and, possibly, phenotype through 

crafting a social structure, ceremonies, and ideologies that perpetuate itself.”  

There are other examples where tribal societies will progress socially as 

autonomous linguistic, cultural, and ideological groups and will remain as such as long as 

it is useful. Moore points out that every society will reach a crisis point where no solution 

can be found within the existing social infrastructure, traditions or ideology. The society 
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will either re-create itself again through the processes of ethnogenesis or fragment and be 

incorporated into other societies that are ethnically distinct from themselves (Moore, 

1994, p. 10). The Lemhi Shoshoni represent an ethnonym for the ethnogenesis of 

Agaidika (Salmon Eaters), Tukudeka (Sheep Eaters), and Kucundika (Eaters of Buffalo). 

The fusion of these tribal units in the Lemhi Valley in the Salmon River valley in Idaho 

produced the Lemhi Shoshoni involving various villages.  

The Lemhi Shoshoni were distinctly impacted by the infringement of colonialism 

in the form of religious ideology. The Mormon settlers arrived in the Lemhi Valley in 

1855 and built a guarded settlement where they began trade and conversion with the 

indigenous populations. “In a symbolic gesture, the Mormon missionaries journeyed 

twenty-two days, like the Nephite king, Limhi. Thus they decided to name the mission 

after him. The Lemhi mission, originally called Fort Limhi, was built in June 1855” 

(Moore, 1994, p. 31).  

The mission and settlement were established to fit Brigham Young’s vision to 

convert the local indigenous population to further Mormon settlement of the region” 

(Madsen, 1958, p. 32).  The Mormons intended to convert and possible intermarry with 

the Lemhi Shoshoni. Some members of the tribal community converted, but the majority 

did not. The Lemhi used the mission as a winter camp. “While the ideological impact of 

the Mormon presence was minimal, the Salmon River Mission experience held 

significant sociological consequences for the Tukudeka, Agaidika Kucundika (and 

neighboring Bannock) in the Salmon River Valley” (see Madsen, 1958). 

As an institution, “the mission offered an opportunity to incorporate material 
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items in the form of new trade goods, to increase their subsistence output, as well as to 

provide a degree of protection from their enemies. In other words, local Indian people 

went to the mission because it furthered their own self-interest, while allowing them to 

maintain their sociopolitical autonomy” (Crowder, 1969, p. 36). It is evident through the 

interaction off the Mormon and Lemhi Shoshoni populations that ethnogenesis is an 

interdependent process where two or more groups need one another for the re-creation of 

each; “Self” and “Other” existing within shared social space re-create cultural identities.  

 

Maroon Societies of Jamaica 

 

Ethnogenesis signifies the process of fluid sociocultural and sociopolitical 

movements by individuals and societies. It usually progresses along a continuum that 

includes historically based aspects of some previous stage of the society and continues to 

build upon those elements in neoteric or cenogenic directions. The African slave trade in 

the Americas gave rise to runaway slave societies known as Maroons; the Maroons 

embarked upon ethnogenetic processes by the desire to rid themselves of colonial powers 

in the form of the plantation system.  

The Maroon societies of Jamaica are of interest because descendents of Africans 

brought to the New World as a result of the slave trade united together even thought they 

had broad tribal differences among them to create maroon societies that would serve as 

collective units of identification. First, initial groupings tended to grow out of military 

alliances. Political authority among early Maroons was typically vested in a handful of 
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military leaders who gained respect as able fighters and skillful strategists and became 

recognized as chiefs (Campbell, 1988, pp. 50–52; Hart, 1985, pp. 80–81; Kopytoff, 1973, 

pp. 70–79, 1978; Schafer, 1973, pp. 60–61, 64–65). Political authority also had a 

religious dimension, and in some cases ritual specialists, Obeah men and women, who 

did not necessarily play an overt military role nonetheless exercised considerable political 

influence (Campbell, 1988, pp. 51, 123, 176–177; Hart, 1985, pp. 80–81; Kopytoff, 1973, 

pp. 83–89; 1978, pp. 298, 301).  

Each Maroon village had its own chief who oversaw areas of agriculture that 

eventually became settlements. “By the early eighteenth century a number of major 

Maroon towns existed in the Blue Mountains of the eastern part of the island, the most 

famous being Nanny Town, named after the legendary female religious leader of the 

Windward Maroons” (Bilby, 1996, p. 121). Nanny was considered the leader of the 

Maroon communities in Jamaica; she would play a pivotal role in the ethnogenesis of 

Maroons in the Windward Islands. The Maroons began to collectively organize 

themselves in the forests thus establishing parameters of existence and cooperation 

among group members. The emergence of a cultural identity for the Maroons was 

founded upon kinship, religious ideology, and socio-military configurations.  

For the Maroon societies of Jamaica there was a distinct connection among 

religion, kinship, and land rights. The Maroons would maintain a link with their deceased 

ancestors by way of possession in Kromanti play and dance. The special individuals who 

channel the communication and intentions of the deceased are know as fete-man (male) 

and fete-uman (female). “The fete-man cultivates special relationships with a number of 
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individual human ghosts, some of whom were spirit mediums during their own lives. 

These ghosts devote themselves to the fete-man and carry out his bidding in exchange for 

offerings and favors” (Bilby, 1996, p. 123).  

Maroon land rights were determined by “Maroon blood.” “All members of the 

Maroon community, whether actual ties of kinship can be traced or not, are said to belong 

to a single family by virtue of their common descent from an original ancestress, Grandy 

Nanny, who is sometimes characterized as the “mother of the Maroons” (Bilby, 1984, pp. 

11–13; Bilby and Steady, 1981, p. 458; Martin, 1973, pp. 53–57). 

Individuals need to be able to prove their blood lineage to a village chief in order 

to be given land rights. Maroon descendents are also able to participate in Kromanti play 

where the ancestors of Maroons are channeled through specified people. During the 

ceremonies, non-Maroon people, or obroni, are said to have a smell and will be attached 

by the possessed individual. Non-Maroon people may attend the ceremonies, but they 

must receive permission from a village leader. “This complex ritual drama, which is 

enacted whenever non-Maroons visit Kromanti Play for healing, as they frequently do, 

constitutes the clearest and most powerful symbolic representation in Maroon culture of 

the line dividing Maroons from non-Maroons”(Bilby, 1981, pp. 76–80). The process of 

ethnogenesis for Jamaican Maroon society was based upon common blood, spirituality, 

and land rights. 

Cimarronaje Culture of Venezuela 

 

The next example of ethnogenesis is understood through the framework of the 
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Cimarronaje Culture of Venezuela. The slave trade in Venezuela was unique in the 

Americas because in an overt manner the African descendents were not allowed to 

remain connected linguistically or ethnically to mother Africa. Ethnogenesis for people of 

African decent in Venezuela has been a strategy employed both consciously and 

unconsciously by black Venezuelans and the white elite population. For black 

Venezuelans, ethnogensis is a “means of transforming the present through the re-

imagining of one’s past. It was through the cimarrones that black Venezuelans were able 

to reconnect to their past because the escaped slaves maintained elements of African 

cultural heritage through their isolation.  Venezuela’s elite “turned their creative energies 

to extolling the virtues of whitening rather than making racist comments” (Wright, 1990, 

p. 72). 

Winthrop Wright (1990) also writes of racial democracy in Venezuela in Café con 

leche: Race, Class, and National Image in Venezuela. Wright points out that delineations 

were made based upon class instead of race, but in essence in stating that it is an issue of 

class instead of race still makes race an issue indirectly. Arturo Uslar Pietri stated that, 

“whoever speaks of blacks or whites, whoever invokes racial hatred or privilege, is 

denying Venezuela. In Venezuela, in political and social matters, there are neither whites 

nor blacks, neither mestizos nor Indians. There are only Venezuelans” (Wright, 1990, p. 

122). Such sociological tactics have been prevalent in Brazil, Cuba, the Dominican 

Republic, and Puerto Rico (Wright, 1990, p.2).  

The slaves who were brought to Venezuela were not directly from Africa, but 

were descendents of slaves from the West Indies. Ideologically, the elite class in 
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Venezuela wanted them to fuse into a state where race would be indistinguishable. Black 

Venezuelans who have wanted to cultivate a connection to their African past have had to 

go to the conuco communities along the northern coast of Venezuela near Yaracuy and 

Zulia. In the 1970s, many Afro-Venezuelans identified with their African heritage 

through music and drum in the small farms (conucos) along the coast. “These festivals, 

with their cultural core of African drumming and dance, have been used as vehicles for 

the telling of a new narrative, one in which Africans are not simply victims and slaves but 

heroes and liberators. It is a story that above all focuses on resistance, with the central 

character that of the Cimarron” (Wright, 1990, p. 123).  

It is the story of the cimarron which gives us another definition for the meaning 

of ethnogenesis because in Venezuela the cimarron symbolized an escape from the 

domination of the European class structure; small festivals in the coastal villages where 

the cimarrones escaped to have served both as a historical reference to Afro-Venezuelans 

who seek to re-Africanize themselves through traditional gatherings and education. It 

would be through the school system that the Afro-Venezuelans would investigate and 

diffuse their African origins. “That bastion of national ideology must now be breached 

and a curriculum based on the actual Afro-Venezuelan experience offered. It was with 

these objectives in mind that a group of organizers from throughout Barlovento joined 

together in 1984 to found CIDOCUB, the Centro de Investigacion y Documentacion de la 

Cultura Barloventena” (Guss, 1996, p. 185).  

Barlovento is a small community where Venezuelans of African descent would be 

taught through the school system. Teachers would instruct students on their African 
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cultural heritage in an attempt to decentralize the educational system. The new 

curriculum would also include the performing arts. It is through identification with the 

cimarron that the Venezuelans who are members of the African Diaspora in the New 

World have connected to a history that is truly their own.  

 Next, I establish a framework for how material culture impacts identity formation 

and ultimately plays a role in the processes of ethnogenesis. I consider material culture as 

artifact and material culture as social phenomenon. 

 

Material Culture as Artifact 

 
The investigation of identity formation through a society’s expression of beliefs is 

explicitly noticeable in its objects. 

 
Material culture is the study through artifacts of the 
beliefs—values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions—of a 
particular community or society at a given time. Material 
culture is based upon the obvious fact that the existence of 
a man-made object is concrete evidence of the presence of 
a human intelligence, operating at the time of fabrication. 
The underlying premise is that objects made or modified by 
man reflect, consciously or unconsciously, directly or 
indirectly, the beliefs of individuals who made, 
commissioned, purchased, or used them, and by extension 
the beliefs of the larger society to which they belonged. 
The term material culture thus refers quite directly and 
efficiently, if not elegantly, both to the subject matter of the 
study, material, and to its purpose, the understanding of 
culture [Prown, 1982, pp. 1–2].  

 

Material culture reveals a society because of its ability to embrace cultural 
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identity through artifacts or objects that are opportunities to consider who a people are 

both directly and unconsciously. Material culture does not include natural objects unless 

those objects are manipulated by human beings. For example, a tree would not be 

considered a from of material culture until it is carved into a totem pole, then it takes 

upon cultural significance that is evidence of human experience either on a physical or 

abstract level.  

 Jules David Prown established categories of material culture: 1. Art (paintings, 

drawings, prints, sculpture, and photography); 2. Diversions (books, toys, games, meals, 

theatrical performances); 3. Adornment (jewelry, clothing, hairstyles, cosmetics, 

tattooing, other alterations of the body), 4. Modifications of the landscape (architecture, 

town planning, agriculture, mining); 5. Applied arts (furniture, furnishings, receptacles); 

and 6. Devices (machines, vehicles, scientific instruments, musical instruments, 

implements) (Prown, 1982, p. 3).  

 “Material culture is the ideas about objects external to the mind resulting from 

human behavior as well as ideas about human behavior required to manufacture” 

(Osgood, 1940, p. 26). Material culture is also defined as “the totality of artifacts in a 

culture; the vast universe of objects used by humankind to cope with the physical world, 

to facilitate social intercourse, to delight our fancy, and to create symbols of meaning” 

(Herskovits, 1958, p. 119). 

 The relation between material culture and identity is evident in the following 

words of Henry Glassie, “only a small percentage of the world’s population is and has 

been literate, and that the people who write literature or keep diaries are atypical. Objects 



32

are used by a much broader cross section of the population and are therefore potentially a 

more wide-ranging, more representative source of information than words” (Glassie, 

1977, p. 29–30).  

A focus on culture allows us to investigate a society because “objects can make 

accessible aspects, especially no elite aspects, of a culture that are not always present or 

detectable in other modes of cultural expression” (Prown, 1982, p. 4). It is true that it is 

impossible to remove ourselves from our own cultural underpinnings, which can affect 

the interpretive process of objects with iconic or associational value. 

Arnold Hauser states that, “in response to the contention of Karl Marx that we see 

all things from the perspective of our social interests and our view is therefore inevitably 

distorted, that once we become aware of the problem we can struggle against subjectivity, 

against individual and class interests, and can move toward a greater objectivity” 

(Hauser, 1972, p. 272). Using material culture as a way to investigate cultural identity is 

not foolproof but it can provide a systematic analysis of objects that supersede the 

researcher’s own cultural biases. “Cultural expression is not limited to things. But the 

techniques of material culture should be part of the tool kit of the well-equipped cultural 

scholar. An investigation that ignores material culture will be impoverished” (Prown, 

1982, p. 2).  

Objects or artifacts as the sole communicators of history are impoverished yet 

they are important manifestations of culture that represent the realities of societies past 

and present. Objects such as art are examples of now one can establish understandings 

within a society that implicitly relate people to one another and to the symbolism of 
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human activity that organizes and unifies cultural identity within another experience of 

reality. Mukarovsky alludes to the fact that art “that does not pertain to things, even when 

they are represented in the work, but to a certain attitude toward things, a certain attitude 

on the part of man toward the entire reality that surrounds him, not only to that reality 

which is directly represented in the given case” (Mukarovsky, 1978, p. 228). 

Art can be seen as a social activity that is conditioned socially as well as 

culturally. Prown states “all artifacts, all objects [are] made or modified by human 

agency. And by cultural art history I mean the investigation of the entire range of visual 

and material culture. Every work, high or low, embodies belief, consciously or 

unconsciously…an artifact—a made object, whether you call it art or not—is an 

historical event, something that happened in the past. But unlike other historical events, it 

continues to exist in the present and can be reexperienced and studied as primary and 

authentic evidence from the past” (Prown, 1995, p.2).  

 Material culture is a growing field of studies that defies established disciplinary 

boundaries. It reveals the relationship between artifacts and social relations 

notwithstanding time and place. It links a social reality with the creation of material 

culture and the significance placed within it. Christopher Tilley’s definition of material 

culture demands a sequence of negations: 

First, any distinction between matters ‘sociological,’ 
‘anthropological,’ ‘philosophical,’ ‘archaeological,’ 
‘psychological,’ or ‘literary’ is arbitrary and unhelpful. The 
second is any attempt to separate out philosophical and 
theoretical questions from the practical business of 
research. Theory is practice and all practice is theoretical. 
Both theory and practice are philosophical in nature. The 
third is to subscribe to a subject-object dualism that the 
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investigator can be neatly separated out from that being 
investigated. The fourth is the reification of categories, 
ideology or more specifically, art, literature, utilitarian 
artifact, etc., which then desperately have to be linked back 
together in some way [Tilley, 1990, p. vii.].  

 
Material culture studies have a descriptive power, which when combined with 

other methods of data collection such as participant observation or interviewing will shed 
light upon the formation and persistence of identity of a people. Dell Upton revealed the 
significance of artifacts as material culture when he argued, 
 

Whatever else they might be, artifacts are the deepest level 
expressive forms. The manufacture of an artifact is an act 
of creation equal to, rather than reflective of, the 
manufacture of a social system or an intellectual concept. 
All are part of the symbolic process that continuously 
recreates the world by imposing meaning and order on it. 
As a primary phenomenon equal to social structure and 
intellectual reasoning, the artifact must be questioned on its 
own terms [Upton, 1985, p. 87].  

 

Material Culture as Social Phenomenon 

 

The concept of material culture as social phenomenon is embedded in 

interpretation. Anthropologist, Clifford Geertz uses a “textual metaphor” in order to 

understand culture. He employs multifaceted statements that metaphorically reveal 

aspects of culture and social interaction that are analogous to literature—through the 

emergence of prismatic orientations the metaphorical concept of culture is understood. 

 Geertz is considered an interpretist in cultural anthropology. Talcott Parsons, who 

was key to the integration of Max Weber’s anti-materialist and anti-Marxist 

methodology, social action, and analysis, studied with Geertz at Harvard University in 
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the 1950s. Weber, Parsons, and Geertz all adhered to sociocultural aspects of life. 

“Culture, refers to values, ideas, and symbols rather than social interaction. Along with 

other cultural anthropologists who studied with Parsons (e.g., Schneider 1976, 1984) 

Geertz assumed these orientations (see Peacock, 1981). Geertz assumed the Weberian 

stance, which discarded the examination that social action was linked to economics and 

modes of production (see Weber, 1958).  

Culture molds social action. Weber asserted that individuals are “collective and 

anonymous. He investigated how culture directs action rather than how persons integrate 

cultural idioms into meaningful experience. In a textual perspective, particularly 

Geertz’s, this view obscures the active role of the individual” (Silverman, 1990, p. 124).  

 Geertz was attentive to “actors” not persons, subjects, or individuals. For Geertz, 

actors cling to the totality of a broader culture and the collective meaning it maintains. 

Culture is analyzed as a whole entity, absent of “actual subjects, exemplified in ideal-type 

cultural texts” (Silverman, 1990, p. 124). He believed that “Collective experience far 

transcends the individual” (Geertz, 1983, p. 108). He does not expand on “the dialectic 

between culture and the individual’s agency, choices and strategies…culture determines 

social action and its meaning” (Geertz, 1973, p. 345). Devoid of culture, he states, that 

human existence would be “a mere chaos of pointless acts and exploding 

emotions…experience virtually shapeless” (Geertz, 1973, p. 46).  

“Culture is the medium through which lives acquire meaning, both locally and for 

outsiders” (Geertz, 1973, p. 14). For Geertz, culture blends social activities with 

significance and meaning. “Weberian points of reference are shown quite prominently in 
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the Balinese Negara, a ‘theatre state.’ The ‘power’ of the Negara is viewed through 

cultural axioms during Balinese displays. In Balinese terms, ‘power’ was a 

“poetics”…not a mechanics” (Geertz, 1980, p. 123). “Statecraft is a thespian art” (Geertz, 

1980, p. 120). 

 Geertz is important to the aggregate discernment of culture, through a semiotic 

framework. In Geertz’s “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight,” he illustrates the 

symbolism of money. “What makes Balinese cockfighting deep is thus not money in 

itself, but what, the more of it that is involved the more so, money causes to happen: the 

migration of the Balinese status hierarchy into the body of the cockfight” (Geertz, 1973, 

p. 436). Money is symbolic of culture instead of the traditional understanding of what 

money represents in Western society or psychological truth; this is analogous to power in 

the Negara, power represents culture. Money, like power, is a cultural construction that 

entails local significance.   

 Geertz states that a symbol is “any object, act, event, quality, or relation which 

serves as a vehicle for a conception—the conception is the symbol’s meaning… 

[symbols] are tangible formulations of notions, abstractions from experience fixed in 

perceptible forms. Concrete embodiments of ideas, attitudes, judgments, longings, or 

beliefs…they are as public as marriage and observable as agriculture” (Geertz, 1973, p. 

91). Cultural meaning is a unified facade.  He does not believe in the fluidity of symbolic 

meaning as well as their incapacity to be polysemic. 

Geertz values a static as well as twofold outlook. “Meaning and the autonomous 

symbolic forms or texts in which meaning is fixed—reference specific cultural ideals and 



37

a single public reality” (Silverman, 1990, p. 126). His hermeneutic orientation is 

understood as a “textual model” for the understanding of culture. It is a collectivity from 

the native’s point of view, but Geertz informs us that “accounts of other people’s 

subjectivities can be built up without recourse to pretension to more-than-normal 

capacities for ego effacement and fellow fielding. … Understanding the form and 

pressure of, to use the dangerous word one more time, natives; inner lives is more like 

grasping a proverb, catching an allusion, seeing a joke—or, as I have suggested, reading a 

poem—than it is like achieving communion” (Geertz, 1983, p. 70).  

The hermeneutic reading of cultural texts is achieved less by attempting to enter 

the “others” head than by trying to understand the public significance of an event or value 

(see Geertz, 1983, pp. 202–203). He tries to connect the idiosyncratic dimensions of local 

cultural events and compare those phenomena with other examples—“in order to further 

our understanding of cultural diversity rather than reducing diversity to a primordial 

cause or essential template” (Silverman, 1990, p. 131). The meaning of text is enduring, 

the meaning of culture is fixed and an overarching theme of cultural idioms that infiltrate 

a society. Cultural tests are diverse; the “object” is a “stratified hierarchy of meaningful 

structures” (Geertz, 1973, p. 7). He probes sociocultural change and alteration as a 

separation between culture as a system of meaning whereas society is the patterning of 

interaction, thus society is more easily altered than culture. Culture is the formalization of 

localized patterns of significance and symbolism that are interconnected, which yields a 

system. Culture, either expressed as religion (Geertz, 1973, pp. 87–125), ideology 

(Geertz, 1973, pp. 193–233), common sense (1983, pp. 73–93) or art (1983, pp. 94–120) 
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is a “system.” He believes that cultural relativism is not synonymous with detachment. 

Cultures are meaningful because people are “symbolizing, conceptualizing, meaning-

seeking animal[s]” (Geertz, 1973, p. 140). 

 In discussing material culture, Michel Foucault’s work is important because the 

relationship between “signifiers” and things poses a fundamental gap. Foucault 

demonstrates this disparity by using Magritte’s painting of a pipe to which he adds a 

message “Ceci n’est pas une pipe”—“This is not a pipe.” The association between the 

image and the words implies a distinct negation of any connection between the two. 

Foucault sets apart four possibilities:  

 This is not a pipe but a drawing of a pipe. 

 This is not a pipe but a sentence saying that this is not a pipe. 

 The sentence “This is not a pipe” is not a pipe. 

 In the sentence “This is not a pipe,” this is not a pipe: the painting, the 

written sentence, drawing of a pipe—all this is not a pipe. 

He states “it is not that the words are imperfect, or that, when confronted by the visible, 

they prove insuperably inadequate. Neither can be reduced to the ‘others’ terms: it is vain 

that what we say we see; what we see never resides in what we say” (Foucault, 1966, p. 

9). The description of material culture generates discursive objects that produce a 

discourse which inevitably is not based upon dealing with a real subject.  

The linguistic production of material culture is revolutionary. Tilley reminds us 

that: 

studying material culture means transcribing artifact. The 
end product is both something more and something less 



39

than the raw materials worked upon. The text mediates: it is 
neither a direct expression of reality, nor is it totally 
divorced from it. The textual embodiment of an artifact is 
always partial, less than that artifact. … Every material 
object is constituted as an object of discourse. What this 
means is that objects only become objects in discourse. 
Such a position does not deny that a pot or a rock carving 
could constitute itself in a particular manner without 
discourse [Tilley, 1990, pp. 332–333]. 
 

Human behavior is manifested in the material object, whether it is a text or pottery, and it 

is of vital interest to understand the motives involved in the human behavior.  Prown 

reminds us that 

 
Material culture studies are concerned with the cultural 
belief structures and the arrangements of those structures 
by societies. Modern linguistic theory has made us aware of 
the significance of language as the manifestation of man’s 
capacity, indeed compulsion, to impose structure on the 
world and his experience of it. Man’s structuring, apparent 
in language, is the only reality he knows. His reality is 
relative, endlessly changing, true only for the moment; it is 
the empirical shadow of a hypothetical underlying 
permanent universe, a world of ideas, a unified field. The 
reality man experiences is created by man, and language, 
the naming of that reality, is a manifestation and measure 
of the current structure of reality in any given place and 
time…there is a language of form as there is a language of 
words; a naming through making as there is a naming 
through saying. That man expresses his human need to 
structure his world through forms as well as through 
language is a basic premise [Prown, 1982, p. 6]. 
 

Glassie informs us that “Things are composed of words and things crafted out of 

scraps of the world differ in the experiences to which they bear clear witness. … The text 

is an entity woven together out of other entities, a textile, and the process by which texts 

are created, through mental and physical effort in social life, brings material culture and 
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language into connection” (Glassie, 1999, p. 45). This notion of text as material culture 

adheres to what Edward Sapir stated in 1949, “Language is at one and the same time 

helping and retarding us in our exploration of experience, and the details of these 

processes of help and hindrance are deposited in the subtler meanings of different 

cultures” (Sapir, 1949, p. 8). 

It is quite an illusion to imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially without the 

use of language and that language is merely an incidental means of solving specific 

problems of communication or reflection. “The fact of the matter is that the ‘real world’ 

is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits of the group. … We see 

and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do because the language habits of 

our community predispose certain choices of interpretation” (Sapir, 1949, p. 162). 

Language, words, or a text are rich in the demonstration of material culture. Language 

represents the social, cognitive and cultural underpinnings of society. Language as text is 

the foundation of Western education; this form of material culture has proven effective in 

guiding critical thinking.  

Material culture as both artifact and social phenomenon is important within the 

existence of spatiality. James Delle (1998) uses the various spatial phenomena: material, 

cognitive, and social place and processes, which generate and define specific behaviors 

and social relations. Delle’s analysis of social space on coffee plantations will help in 

studying cultural identity in the Dominican Republic through the symbolism of spatiality. 

Hispaniola is illuminating in that it is a classic example of separate and unequal within 

the same spatial context, both within the nation and the geography of an island.  
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Spatiality and Identity Formation 

 

In order to understand how “spatial phenomenon” intersect with identity as 

viewed through a postcolonial discourse, definitions need to be established for each. 

“Material space is the empirically measurable universe that has been created and/or 

defined by humans. It comes in an infinite variety of forms, some directly created by 

human hands, others mediated by human definition” (Soja, 1989, p. 132). Social space is 

a bit more imprecise to establish. James A. Delle uses the term to refer “to spatial 

relationships that exist between people and that are experienced in material space. Social 

space is the complex set of relations that define a person’s spatial relationship with other 

people and with material space” (Delle, 1998, pp. 38–39).  

Social space is vital to the development and working alliance of social relations. 

The third space is cognitive space, which is based as a mental function. “The concept of 

cognitive space also defines the processes of rendering space as a map, globe, atlas or a 

verbal or written description of space; in short, a symbolic representation of the world or 

part of it” (Harley, 1998, p. 58; see also Harley, 1994, and Lefebvre, 1991, pp. 39–46). 

These three aspects of space allow us to consider how postcolonial ideology is a 

continual recognition and redefinition of identity in Hispaniola.  

Soja establishes that the three spheres together constitute “spatiality”; they are 

synchronized and “together create a material, cognitive, and social place and 

process…spatiality is the created space of social organization and production” (Soja, 
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1989, p.79). National identities and relations in postcolonial Hispaniola are critical to 

look at in sense of spatial breadth, “ the manner in which they define the meaning of the 

national identity and nationhood by their contradistinction to the image of an Other with 

regard to the terms of place, region, location, interaction, and movement” (Matibag, 

2003, p. viii). The “positioning” of “Self” and “Other” in the Dominican Republic by 

spatial representations is essential for total comprehension of the power structures within 

postcolonial discourse as it relate to ethnogenesis in the Caribbean.   

Dominicans have created their own postcolonial identity through ethnogenesis by 

building upon the evolution of context within the confinement of one island shared with 

an opposing neighbor who speaks a different language, possesses distinct material culture 

yet is still apart of the same African Diaspora which shares some of the same elements of 

social, material and cognitive space. The fundamental elucidation of identity in the 

Dominican Republic implies a three-fold manifestation of acculturation and belonging: 

they are Dominican, African (by phenotypic association), and they are also Latino.  The 

notion that intrinsic and interacting systems possess the potential to acquire a pattern 

from random elements (see Bateson, 1972) does connect to the boundary-making process 

of ethnogenesis that Frederik Barth speaks of in 1969, but it goes one step further and 

illuminates the fact that boundaries of ethnic groups persist but are more fluid than he 

originally conceived.  

Frederik Barth wrote about the persistence of boundaries notwithstanding the flow of 
groups. 
 

Categorical ethnic distinctions do not depend on absence of 
mobility, contact and information, but do entail social 
processes of exclusion and incorporation whereby discrete 
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categories are maintained despite changing participation 
and membership in the course of individual life histories. 
Secondly, one finds that stable, persisting, and often vitally 
important social relations are maintained across boundaries, 
and are frequently based precisely on dichotomized ethnic 
statuses [Barth, 1969, p. 294]. 

 
For Barth, ethnicity is considered as “a boundary-making process, we seek to understand 

the dynamic of interracial and interethnic conflict” (Barth, 1969, p. 295; also see Soolors 

1986).   

Barth’s identification of the boundaries of ethnic groups assists in establishing 

basis for understanding the incorporation and exclusion of members to specific groups. 

 
The ethnic boundary canalizes social life—it entails a 
frequently quite complex organization of behavior and 
social relations. The identification of another person as a 
fellow member of an ethnic group implies a sharing of 
criteria for evaluation and judgment. It thus entails the 
assumption that the two are fundamentally ‘playing the 
same game,” and this means that there is between them a 
potential for diversification and expansion of their social 
relationship to cover eventually all different sectors and 
domains of activity [Barth, 1969, p. 300]. 

 

Cultural identity is embedded in culture and the perception of culture is situational; it 

may be a “boundary” of distinction or a “hybrid “boundary.”  If culture can be considered 

situational then ethnogenesis can be considered situational as well; it is created in and 

through postcolonial identity. Postcolonial cultural identities are fusions endowed with 

significance a “positioning” of power extracted from the taxonomy of spatiality.  

Societal change within social spaces is a process that involves symbolism within 

spatiality; that process will reveal not only the socio-political boundaries of identity but 
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ethnogenesis itself. The function of identity is primarily used to constitute gratifying 

relationships, meet the socio-emotional needs of group interrelatedness and amass and 

achieve objectives of personal and public aims. “The categories and symbols that make 

up a person’s identity serve dual functions: they mediate reflection on self and the 

intentions, desires, and goals that orient the self in a particular behavioral environment, at 

the same time, identity expressions invoke tacit knowledge of life-chance differences 

linked to status domains” (Shaw, 1994, p. 83). The concept of identity from a semiotic 

perspective for “Other” in postcolonial societies such as Hispaniola is intriguing because, 

as Shaw points out, the symbolism of identity possesses an interceding “reflection” on 

self and on intentions, yet the goals that orient the self are muted due to the development 

of the Other’s ethnopsychology of culture.  

The “packaging” of a culture is as representative of the expression of cultural 

identity as conscious meanings are. “Although identity systems work” (see Obeyesekere, 

1990) to permit individuals to adapt public cultural meanings tot heir personal needs and 

desires, they also function to characterize themselves in a way that makes them 

intelligible to others” (Shaw, 1994, p. 84). Yet how does a true authentic postcolonial 

ideology spring from the vestiges of colonial discourse of Hispaniola? How does the 

status of “Other” metaphorically and metonymically become apart of the membership of 

a status category that to some extent does not totally disengage from the “old regime”?   

The semiotic mediation of cultural identity produces and enlivens the unification 

of representation, as well as reiterates social stratifications of status in Hispaniola. The 

condition of the individual within postcolonial discourse is said to possess the free will to 
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establish an “attachment or commitment to a common body of symbols” (Cohen, 1985, p. 

16) that seemingly supercedes the constraints of colonialism. “Such a position, by 

dichotomizing concepts of ‘the individual’ and ‘society,’ reifies both and pit one against 

the other in a struggle that falsely assumes the independence, and defines the close 

interdependence, of each” (Shaw, 1994, p.85). Identity symbols and practice in 

postcolonial Hispaniola have attempted to redefine the principled attributes of a 

collective identity created through rebellion to restructure the feature of a wielding pre-

colonial hegemony. How is identity exploited by postcolonial marginality which 

reproduces it through the semiotics of identity expression? How does a postcolonial 

ideology of cultural identity circumscribe precisely stigmatized semiotic functions which 

communicate and constrain ideology of colonial rule? The ethnopsychology of culture is 

located differently for the two different cohorts of the African Diaspora; again it relates to 

what Shaw illuminates as the categories and symbols that make up cultural identity.  

Identity plays a salient role in the symbolic interpretation that is expressed 

through postcolonial ideology in Hispaniola, and Hall puts forth two ways of reflecting 

on “cultural identity” which are useful in understanding the people of this Greater 

Antillean Island: the Haitians and the Dominicans. “First, identity is understood as a 

collective, shared history among individuals affiliated by race or ethnicity that is 

considered to be fixed or stable, and second, identity is understood as unstable, 

metamorphic and even contradictory—an identity marked by multiple points of 

similarities as well as differences” (Hall, 1990, p. 222).  

Haitians and Dominicans share a history of slavery that affiliates them through the 
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collective symbolism of race but not ethnicity. Race is quite distinct from the concept of 

ethnicity, although most often assumed to be synonyms; race is identified by 

phenotypical differences that are visible (skin color, hair type, etc.). 

Ethnicity identifies social and cultural associations which are shared by groups of 

people. “Ethnic identity implies a sense of belongingness, founded as an attachment to an 

actual or possible homeland, is cultural heritage, belief system, political history, 

language, characteristic myths, customs, manners, food, sports, literature, art, or 

architectural style” (Brooker, 2002, pp. 92–93). Through Brooker’s definition of ethnicity 

it appears that Haitians and Dominicans share more than race, they share two different 

homelands: Africa and Hispaniola. And at times they have shared belief systems, political 

history, language, and more. Also, through a perspective of archaeological landscape, 

Haitian and Dominican enclaves share a “cultural identity” that is a “collective one true 

self hiding inside the many other, more superficial or artificially imposed ‘selves,’” (Hall, 

1990, p. 234).  

In 1937, the transformation of the colonial struggle pushed toward a postcolonial 

ideology that was shaped unilaterally regarding racial significance with Haiti when 

Rafael M. Trujillo embarked upon the Haitian Holocaust in the borderland region near 

Dajabon. The essential notion of identity for Dominicans was based upon a hegemonic 

implementation of disconnection Africa from Dominicans, taking the “Blackness” out of 

the Dominican people by slaughtering Haitians near the Massacre River that separates the 

two nations. Trujillo was thought to be of pure Spanish descent, he claimed to not possess 

even one drop of African blood. He wanted the Dominican Republic to reflect European 
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values, European phenotypes, and European/white American culture. He attempted to rid 

the Dominican population of Africa per se, but he was unaware of the fact that although 

Haiti represented Africa in a more overt manner than Dominican Republic, facets of 

Africa had already been incorporated into the Dominican culture, never to be removed 

because it was intertwined with the music, language, dance, art, architecture, agriculture, 

and history of the people. 

 A connection to Africa was present in an overt manner from an Haitian 

ideological stance, yet components of Africa in the New World were indirectly connected 

to a Dominican cultural system of beliefs; to be Black in Haiti meant being African, but 

in the Dominican Republic being Black was removed any association to Africa as it was 

present in their cultural domain. To be Black in the Dominican Republic meant being 

Haitian.  

It was an unrealistic expectation of the dictator to expect that a country racially 

compromised of African, Indigenous Caribbean, French, Spanish, and a smattering of 

other peoples would be cleansed and officially made “white” by an act of genocide. 

Difference for Haitians meant separation from the oppressive rule of white French 

colonialism. 

Dominicans today still reflect this artificial implementation of disparity. This 

approach to difference; “divide and conquer” is quite unique from Hall’s 

conceptualization of differance. He generated a specific understanding for concepts like 

“differance, hybridity, and diaspora…they exploit and develop interdisciplinarity, and 

resist exclusivity and closure” (Rojek, 2003, p.11). Through his development of 
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structuralism in the 1970s, Hall restarts culturalism, “he turned to poststructuralism and 

postcolonialism notably by recruiting the concepts of dissemination, differance, diaspora 

and hybridity” (Rojek, 2003, p. 12). It was “after the 1937 Haitian massacre, the state 

embarked on a heavy propaganda campaign to demonize Haiti, constructing the slaughter 

as the result of popular tensions between Haitians and Dominicans in the border region. 

After fifty years of anti-Haitian socialization through schools and press” (Derby, 1994, p. 

490)   

Hispaniola survived colonialism; Haiti slaughtered and ousted the French and the 

Dominican Republic incorporated and overcame the Spanish. Both have received U.S. 

intervention form time, to time whether they desired it or not. “Perhaps we can remember 

and adapt Marx’s insight: we make our identities, but with inherited resources and not 

under circumstances of our own choosing” (Gilroy, 2000, p. 127). Belonging is symbolic. 

“Belonging” is the crux of the fruition of postcolonial ideology and practices, which are 

mediated by individuals and collective characteristics (government, ethnic enclaves, etc.) 

in post-emancipation societies. “Belonging opens up the possibility of another theory of 

identity and otherness of identification and affiliation. For a geography of belonging is 

not, at least the first instance, mappable onto an economy of difference and signification. 

… One is ‘placed’. Human beings are always and necessarily historical” (Grossberg, 

2000, p. 148). How nations are formed through their colonial history clearly impacts their 

postcolonial identities and ideologies. 

If our attention has been to look at postcolonial ideology, practices, and the 

interpretation of symbolic mediation in Hispaniola, we must understand the two nations 
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geographically “sharing” the same space. They are both nations of the African Diaspora, 

but they are not unified by that fact. Africa is not the hegemonic depiction that it is in the 

United States.  

Ethnicity is also apart of postcolonial discourse in Hispaniola because it 

invariably surfaces through ideology, practices, and symbolism. Ethnicity is reflected in 

the cultural identity of all people of Hispaniola; “ethnicity is a question of cultural 

positioning, not biological essentialism” (Rojek, 2003, p. 178).  It is my supposition that 

Hispaniola is a key area of the world to study the deconstruction of blackness, a 

phenomenon that has resulted in two nations residing on the same island with distinct, 

vibrant cultures and languages. “Otherness” has enabled both nations to realize who they 

are both through Hall’s differance as hybridity and as difference established through 

diametrically opposing sameness. Although oxymoronic in nature, opposing sameness is 

Hispaniola in a nutshell. As Antonio Benitez-Rojo stated, “none of these sounds could 

exist by itself within the fugue or in any polyphonic system; none is an irreducible unity 

within the counterpoint; they form among themselves a harmonic ensemble of themes 

and responses that unfold, in opposition, in alliance, juxtaposition, and pursuit, until the 

piece’s end, an end that in a fugue is always arbitrary” (Benitez-Rojo, 1992, p. 175).  

 “Categories and symbols serve two functions: they mediate reflection on self and 

on the intentions, desires, and goals that orient the self in a particular behavioral 

environment, at the same time, identity expressions invoke tacit knowledge of life-chance 

differences linked to status” (Shaw, 194, p. 83). The categories and symbols of 

Hispaniola have after all been tragic or at the very least problematic for two countries 
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hampered with historical antagonism that has resulted in a “shared insularity.” Hispaniola 

is illuminating in that it is a classic example of separate and unequal within the same 

spatial context. Spatiality is distinctly related to postcolonial ideology, practices, and the 

interpretation of symbolism in the mediation of identity in Hispaniola because space: 

material space, social space, and cognitive space (Werlen, 1993) manifest in 

interdependent condition; “one cannot exist in isolation from any other; changes in one 

will theoretically result in changes on others (Soja, 1989, p. 120). 

“Cultural identities are the points of identification, unstable points of 

identification or suture, which are made, within the discourses of history and culture. Not 

an essence but a positioning” (Hall, 1990, p. 237). Cultural identity is always present and 

restructuring itself in relation and counter to the Other’s present and shifting sense of 

cultural identity. “Positioning” as Hall suggests is complex; it is especially intricate for 

two countries placed on one island in the Greater Antilles. “Positioning” is key to cultural 

identity in Hispaniola because what it is in the borderlands region between Haiti and the 

Dominican Republic is distinct from the more dogmatic views on the eastern and western 

coastlines or interior regions of both countries. “Positioning” is always alive in 

systematic relationality to spatiality.  “[O]ne cannot possibly view or begin to understand 

Dominican history and culture without fully realizing or recognizing the intricately 

interwoven textures that flow between the two neighboring cultures, Dominican and 

Haitian. Their evolving societies on the jointly shared island of Hispaniola have been 

quite intimately interconnected since the earliest periods of the island’s history” 

(Cambeira, 1997, p. 148). Material space for Dominicans has been continually 
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manipulated by local as well as government factions in order to serve the imprecise social 

space which is the set of complex relations with people and the material space which are 

then revealed as symbolic representations of “their world.” 

 Spatiality and the boundaries of identity for the people of Hispaniola is an 

example of the function of space within socio-political boundaries. “In stratified societies 

spatialities will be understood and manipulated differently by members of different social 

classes” (Paynter and McGuire, 1991, pp. 11–12). It should be further added that gender, 

racial, ethnic, cultural and religious stratifications will define the meaning and utility of 

spatiality. Historical processes are inescapable within the boundaries of spatiality; history 

recreates a dialogue of power or lack there of for a given society. Although both Freud 

and Nietzsche argued that the negation of the past may be germane to modernity itself 

(see Freud, 1989; Nietzsche, 1989), it may also be reasonable to contend that spatiality 

cannot exist within the boundaries of modernity without the acknowledgment of a 

historical wisdom. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the development of Dominican identity 

through the processes of ethnogenesis in a postcolonial environment. I used observations 

on particular elements of Dominican material culture and participant observations and 

interviews to answer the research questions presented in this work. The examination of 

material culture and the documentation of narratives allow us to conceptualize the 

formation of identity in the Dominican Republic. 

 Qualitative research is a process of investigation where the researcher grasps and 

reveals information by the researcher’s implementation of comparing, replicating, 

cataloging, and classifying objects of study (Miles and Huberman, 1984). 

 

Narratives 
 

I collected narratives composed by native Dominicans in response to baseline 

questions relating to Dominican identity. The narratives were conducted in Santo 

Domingo, Dominican Republic with the help of three assistants in the capital: Joselyn 

Fernandez Felin, Miguel Landando, Mercedes Villareal. Initially I prepared a list of 

questions relating to Dominican identity based upon cultural and nationalist definitions. 

The list contained twenty questions, which I narrowed down to five. The five questions 

were then checked for clarity and language accuracy through various telephone 



53

conversations with Joselyn. The five questions used as baseline questions were: A) ¿Qué 

es ser dominicano? B) ¿Qué es la raza? C)  ¿Qué diferencia hay entre un blanco y un 

negro? D)  ¿Qué significa ser un Negro en Republica Dominicana? E) ¿Qué piensas de 

los dominicanos que regresan a la isla despues de haber vivido en E.E. U.U.? The 

translation of each is as follows: A) What does it mean to be Dominican? B) What does 

race mean? C) What is the difference between white and black? D) What does it mean to 

be black in the Dominican Republic? E) What do you think of Dominicans who come 

back to the island after having lived in the United States?   

I also collected a narrative on the music and dance form Merengue from a 

Dominican man who has lived his entire life in Santo Domingo. I thought it was 

important to collect narrative data on Merengue music/dance of the Dominican Republic 

because it is a union of influences that can be traced specifically to the indigenous Taino 

population, the Spanish colonizers and the former African slave populations. Dominicans 

have an embedded identity in Merengue. Whatever other types of music or dance that 

may exist in the country do not hold the same position in the hearts and minds of the 

people, as does Merengue. The Merengue participant was provided with a set of baseline 

questions in order to elicit information on the significance of Merengue for Dominican 

identity formation. 
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 Data Limitations 

The use of baseline questions to elicit participant responses may have guided the 

participants’ thinking in some way. My intention of having the participants respond and 

write about specific might have unintentionally guided their thought processes. The issue 

may also be whether or not the words were “leading” in some way. At times I used the 

word, “Negro” while at other times I used, “negro.” I also translated the narratives from 

Spanish to English, which could have introduced some errors of interpretation even 

though I would consider my Spanish skills as quite adept. An additional limitation is my 

sample size. I collected five narratives and although much information can be extracted 

from these items it is a small group.

Historical Research

The historical data I collected are based upon secondary sources. I had to glean 

information from these sources in order to construct a historical framework for 

understanding and contextualizing the process of identity formation and ethnogenesis for 

Dominicans. I had to decide how to sift through the mass of secondary literature related 

to Dominican history in order to extract and then present in an understandable format the 

dates, names, and places that are essential background information for the reader. The 

focus of my study is the Dominican Republic, 1844 to the present, but I ultimately 

decided for contextual purposes to include chronological information beginning in 1492, 
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the year of the first European contact with the indigenous Taino peoples. 

I created this historical framework from secondary sources written by a variety of 

authors, including former presidents of the Dominican Republic, scholars, and 

anthropologists who have written extensively about the country. The dates, times, and 

places presented in the collection of secondary data is less susceptible to 

misinterpretation. The dates, times, and places presented in the collection of secondary 

data are less susceptible to misinterpretation simply because they are generally agreed 

upon facts.

Data Limitations

I think a limitation of using secondary sources is that I am the person selecting 

what the actual books are to be used. I am not a historian, therefore I may have 

overlooked important historical research that I could have gleaned information from in 

order to answer my research questions. Another limitation is that I may have been self-

selecting what was important in the historical research and what was not thus overlooking 

or placing too much emphasis upon certain, specific events.
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Comparative Information

I collected primary and secondary data on Dominicans in the U.S. Diaspora 

because it was crucial to the overarching theme of my study. The formation of identity 

for Dominicans in the U.S. Diaspora was gleaned through secondary sources dealing with 

Dominicans in Washington Heights, New York City, and other east coast ethnic receiving 

communities. I collected the secondary sources at the University of Arizona library and 

through interlibrary loans from Columbia, Harvard, the University of Miami, and Boston 

College. Also, I needed to develop critical reading strategies to make the best use of 

secondary resources such as textbooks. Tertiary sources like websites and databases were 

increasingly helpful for my data collection. Some of the information came from a 

previous paper I had prepared as part of my doctoral coursework. For that paper I 

collected primary data on a first hand account of identity formation for a Dominican 

immigrant in Washington Heights, New York City.  

Data Limitations

I felt the limitation of using primary data is that the person giving the account will 

only be giving it from their account of the situation or they may even be untruthful. 

Another limitation of using comparative data is lack of awareness of sources of 

error/biases. I also would not be able to determine if the data has been manipulated prior 
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to my examining it. The secondary data I used also presents limitations of survey data in 

terms of representativeness and validity of responses. It was important for me to look at a 

first-generation immigrant’s view of identity in a host culture but this perhaps posed its 

own set of biases because if I would have gathered primary data from a second or third 

generation Dominican in Washington Heights my data may have revealed disparities.

Material Culture 

I collected information on various aspects of Dominican material culture because 

it could inform on basically four of my five research questions. It provides us clues as to 

the establishment of self-identity. I focused on four different types of material culture: 

drawings, cedulas, la mujer dominicana, and recipes. 

Drawings as material culture were elicted from fifth graders in a government, 

public school in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic. Escuela Nicolas de Las Palmas, 

Barrio Herrera. I had all of the twenty-one students in the class respond to two separate 

questions about Dominican socio-cultural identity formation. I wrote the two questions in 

Spanish on the chalkboard in the classroom. The first question I posed was: “What does it 

mean to be Dominican?” The children drew pictures in response to this question. They 

had roughly 15 minutes to respond. The second question, “What does it mean to be black 

in the Dominican Republic?” was given a fifteen-minute response time as well. I selected  
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the four best-illustrated drawings. I say best illustrated because most of the drawings 

were poorly drawn and difficult to distinguish what was being illustrated. I decided to 

collect this because it would assist me gleaning information in order to answer my 

research questions. I hypothesized that the drawings would illustrate the concept of 

“Self” and “Other” through a child’s imagination. 

 

Cedulas 

 

I decided to collect information on cedulas or national identification cards on the 

formation of Dominican identity because they are an integral part of how Dominicans 

view themselves through one lens. In order to further establish what identity is in terms of 

“color” for Dominicans as established by the government I set out to investigate cedulas 

in the local populations of the following barrios: Altos de Chavon, Herrera, Feria, Savica, 

Los Alcarrizos, and Enriquillo Herrera.  

I spent the day walking around and introducing myself to people, explaining to 

them that I wanted to look at their cedula because I was interested in the way the 

Dominican government identified them on their cedulas. I was specifically looking at 

what was the color of the skin identified by the government of its citizens; most people 

were very friendly and immediately showed me their cedulas. I viewed 48 cedulas in 

total on three different days, and not one indicated black as their skin color even if the 
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person was very dark-skinned.  

 

La mujer dominicana 

 

I decided to collect the cultural icon, la mujer dominicana. It is a piece of art that 

is representative of Dominican women. It is a doll made out of red clay. It is a slender 

woman who does not possess facial features. The clay doll is depicted in a traditional 

long dress with a large brimmed hat and a thick black braid curling along one side of her 

neck. She is portrayed holding a bouquet of flowers or simply has her hands clasped 

together. This clay doll is between six inches and seventeen inches in height on average. I 

went to the Mercado Modelo, Colonial Zone; Museum of Man; and a canuco (shack) 

shop outside of the cemetery in el barrio Las Palmas, Santo Domingo in order to look at 

dolls. I also interviewed an elderly woman in the Mercado Modelo, Colonial Zone, Santo 

Domingo. She was eighty-eight years old.  

Recipes 

I chose to collect Dominican recipes as evidence of material culture because food 

is an integral part of identity. I hypothesized that traditional recipes would inform on my 

study of African influences in Dominican culture. The data collection of recipes involved 

conversations with different Dominicans asking them what recipes were representative of 

Dominican culture.  
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Data Limitations 

 

The limitation of collecting student drawings as a form of material culture is I 

only gave them two questions to respond to in their drawings plus the sample size was 

small. By my good intention of narrowing the research focus to two questions, I may 

have unintentionally eliminated other focal points. It was up to me to decide which 

drawings to use and which to discard, thus I may have been remiss about the 

opportunities the discarded drawings could have brought forth. 

 Also, I had to extract meaning from the drawings that seemed to answer the two 

questions posed. The limitation of collecting cedulas as data is that it is only one 

perspective of how Dominicans view themselves. Also, I was not able to visit the 

hinterland region of the Dominican Republic with Haiti. I might have encountered 

Dominicans in that region labeled as “negro” on their cedula.

The limitation of la mujer dominicana data is I am making assumptions about a 

piece of art from an etic as well as emic perspective. I am relying upon the 

trustworthiness of the participant and my own understanding of the symbolic 

representation of the doll in Dominican society. Another limitation of the data is I didn’t 

collect any dolls from the hinterland regions where they may be depicted differently due 

to the Haitian influence in the region. 

 The limitation of collecting data on recipes is that I may have overlooked some 
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recipes that could be viewed through a Spanish lens as impacting Dominican culinary 

techniques and the resulting impact on identity formation. I am aware that I self-selected 

the recipes; those selections were based upon my years living in the Dominican Republic 

and my own assessment of what Dominicans have told me to be representative of their 

culture. In doing so, I may have unintentionally influenced what recipes and ingredients I 

used in my study because I had a particular interest in gleaning information of the 

African influences in Dominican society. 

 

Summary 

 

These are things I collected that I can make some statements about Dominican 

identity. The sample size in all cases was small, but I am not concerned with this because 

I am looking for trends that can be investigated more intensively in the future. The 

translation of information from Spanish to English may have proven to unintentionally 

inhibit the full understanding of what was implied in the original statements, but I did my 

best to check for understanding. I could not help but look at the data as a matrix or 

intersection of personal, national and colonial histories and identities. In these data the 

inextricable materialization of ideology and the processes of identity formation are 

represented. I drew upon these small samplings of data in order to make broader 

generalizations of the populations as a whole.  
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The history of Spanish, French, and Haitian colonial rule as well as U.S. 

intervention is embedded in documents, narratives, participant observations, and material 

culture of the Dominican Republic. What these data showed me is that identity should be 

viewed as a juncture where all identifications, always involve a politics of exclusion, of 

separation. These data show the reconfiguration of identity and the continual refinement 

and articulation of it with their daily relationship to each other as a multifaceted 

development that is highly dependent on context. In the next chapter, I will review the 

intricate history of the island of Hispaniola. 
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CHAPTER 4 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 

In this chapter, I looked at the history of the Dominican Republic as a vital 

component for establishing of an understanding of the island of Hispaniola. It is this 

history that allows us to comprehend the lasting impact and influences of European 

empires and cultures upon the New World, which persists to this day.  

The Spanish Reconquista that raged through the Iberian Peninsula from 711 to 

1492 was built upon a fierce intolerance for Moslem infidels and Protestant unbelievers. 

This ideology reemerged with force for the inferior races of the New World when 

Spanish colonization established itself on the island of Hispaniola in the West Indies in 

1492. The concept of pureza de sangre that structured Spanish ideology in the New 

World sprung from the Reconquista; “the desire of the Spanish soldiers to possess land 

and to defend Catholicism was reinforced by two church-related developments: the 

militarization of the church during the Reconquest and the emergence of the soldier-

priest, figuring prominently in the history in which sword and cross were fused together 

in holy war” (Wucker, 1999, p.13). The historical implication of war, religion, and 

attitude poignantly materialized in Hispaniola between the Spanish and the French; it is 

the troubling history between these two empires that set the stage for difficulties between 

what would eventually become the countries of the Dominican Republic and Haiti. 

Spain’s imperial outreach in the New World would be fraught with the contestation of 

space and identity just as it had in the Spanish Reconquista (711–1492).  
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Before Christopher Columbus landed on La Isla Española in 1492, Arawak and 

Taino Indians had inhabited the land for thousands of years. The indigenous people of the 

island were brutalized by the colonizers and reduced in numbers from roughly a million 

to five hundred in the first fifty years of Spanish settlement. The indigenous people 

would play an insignificant part in the totality of Dominican racial and cultural 

composition even though hundreds of year later the indio identity would be proclaimed 

through overt nationalism that would serve to disconnect Dominicans from their African 

heritage.   

 

Africans in Hispaniola 

 
The first African to arrive in Hispaniola came on the second voyage of 

Christopher Columbus in 1493; he was only casually mentioned in the Columbus 

chronicles as being a member of the voyage. “In July 1502, Fray Nicolas de Ovando, 

Governor of Santo Domingo, authorizes the importation of ‘black slaves’ to their colony” 

(Saco, 1974, p. 164). The African Diaspora through slavery began in the Dominican 

Republic. The arrival of fleets in July 1502 ushered in a tragic beginning for Africans in 

the New World. Incrementally “the slave trade grew and slaves in Hispaniola numbered 

around thirty thousand by 1542, in comparison there were only six thousand Spaniards”   

( Lizardo, 1979, p. 24).  

Many different tribes contributed to the total African population in Hispaniola; at 

least seventy different tribes were recorded to have contributed to the total African slave 
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population. It is a salient point that African culture was not extinguished in Hispaniola. 

Africans sustained a discrete level of their multifaceted identities from the African 

continent through the realization that although the small, elite, governing class sought to 

“whiten” the Dominican Republic through processes of regional miscegenation and 

national redefinition, the Dominican people would forever keep Africa interwoven and 

sentient among its people.     

 

Las Devastaciones 

 
Dominican settlers began abandoning the island in the 1550s and relocating to 

Cuba and Puerto Rico because Spain had lost the ability to support the Spanish 

possession because Charles V of Spain and Francis I of France were in a dispute over 

control of the Holy Roman Empire in their declaration of war against each other over the 

contested lands of the French Netherlands, Burgundy, Navarre, Naples, and Milan. 

Charles V lost control over the territories west of the Rhine that led to the monarchy’s 

bankruptcy and Spain’s eventual incapacity to assist its colonies in the New World. The 

Dominican settlers who remained engaged in cattle ranching; cattle had been introduced 

to the island on Columbus’s second voyage. Cattle ranching became a vital industry for 

the families who had originally remained to forage a living in sugar production.  

The Spanish Crown did regenerate interest in Hispaniola when rouge Dutch and 

English Protestants arrived in the Monte Cristi, Puerto Plata, and Sosua regions to 

convert Catholics to Protestantism. In 1598, “Baltasar Lopez de Castro, a judge assigned 
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by the Audiencia to investigate the situation, submitted his opinion that the best way to 

eliminate the contraband and protect the colonists from the pernicious influence of 

foreign religion would be to relocate all the cattle of the Banda del Norte to the vicinity 

of the southernmost region of the island. Not only the cattle, advised the judge, but also 

the untrustworthy settlers of the Northern Band and their slaves. Thus was introduced the 

idea of las Devastaciones” (Moya Pons, 1995, pp. 54–55). It was through this avenue the 

French developed a stronghold on the island. There were runaway cattle that escaped 

from the main herds when being moved south during the Devastaciones. These became 

known as Cimarron cattle. The French settlers captured Cimarron cattle and traded the 

prized commodity of slaves for beef with ranchers of the north who had remained in the 

area.  

Colonial neglect had isolated the Dominicans, but they 
developed the means to support themselves in their 
dealings with colonial ‘Other’. Not only ranchers of the 
Northern Band, but also those of the southern coastal 
region around Santo Domingo were transporting their cattle 
to this borderland of the colony, which was fast becoming a 
conduit of exchange and communication; breaking the 
monopoly, maintaining illicit commerce with the political 
and ideological rivals of the empire [Moya Pons, 1995, pp. 
51–53, 215].  

 

Sainte Domingue vs. Santo Domingo 

 

The Spanish Crown’s abandonment of the Northern region of the island allowed 

foreigners, that is French pirates, to infiltrate the land. These bucaneros began businesses 
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dealing in the smoking of goat, “smoking their meat, and selling it to hungry freres de la 

cote. It is the goat, bouc, that gave up its flesh, and the smoking pit and grill, boucan, that 

gave its name to those uninvited boucaniers/bucaneros/buccaneers–rustic cooks and 

entrepreneurial vanguard–who quickly diversified their operation by hunting and roasting 

wild boar and cattle meat as well” (Inchaustegui, 1976, p. 40). The French buccaneers’ 

development of Dominican Cimarron cattle for slaves and commodities would influence 

upcoming interaction between the rival colonies of Spain and France. The French traded 

slaves with the regional groups of Hispaniola. The freed slaves of San Domingo became 

masters of slaves bought through trade with the French of San Domingue in the western 

region of Hispaniola; “Whereas the majority of slaves in the future Saint-Domingue 

would be bossales, imported directly from Africa and then forced to toil in the 

plantations, the majority of Santo Domingo’s slaves would be born on the island. When 

old enough to work, they did so under relatively relaxed conditions of servitude, with the 

definite possibility of buying their freedom. Through manumission, freed Santo Domingo 

blacks and mulattos could enjoy some privileges that were denied to the affranchise 

dominguois, thus explaining the latter group’s discontent and their motive, later on, for 

participating in the anti-colonial revolution”(Rodman, 1964, p. 23). It is not to say that 

the slaves of Santo Domingo were without a level of discontent, there were many slave 

uprisings in the Spanish colony.  

The first slave insurrection took place in December of 1522. “By 1545, some 

7,000 runaways were taking refuge in the manieles, palisaded settlements of cimarrones, 

that were concentrated around San Juan de la Maguana and in the south’s Sierra de 
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Bahoruco” (Cambeira, 1997, p. 76). Slave revolts in the colony were well documented 

and so wide spread, “many did not dare venture into the countryside unless it were in 

groups of up to 20 armed men” (Moya Pons, 1995, p. 36). The slave revolts of Santo 

Domingo were precursors to the black insurrection in Sainte-Domingue that would 

become known as the Haitian Revolution. Many of the cimarrones of Sainte-Domingue 

would flee to the manieles in the mountainous regions; “the runaways created semi-

independent neo-African societies, and they constructed neo-African cultures that could 

substitute for the real ones erased by slavery” (Franco, 1993, p.30).  

Sainte-Domingue and Santo Domingo developed fundamental differences in their 

economic configurations; there were also distinctions between master and slave that 

marked both colonies evolving identities. The Augsburg League War also lent to the 

delineation of identity in Hispaniola because when the war ended, Spain officially ceded 

the French-claimed lands when the Treaty of Ryswick was signed in September 1697. 

“Tolerance was the key word, as the cincuentenas took care not to cross over into land 

west of the Rebouc or Guayubin possessed now by France, and the French military kept a 

respectful distance from these mounted border patrols. The policy of tolerance was 

sanctioned now by royal decree, which required the Spanish Dominicans to recognize as 

the French lands occupied by the French by the time of royal ascension” (Weil et al., 

1973, p. 29).  

On the eve of the Haitian Revolution, August 14, 1791, the idiosyncratic nature of 

the ethnohistorical process of identity in the formation of both Dominicans and Haitians 

can be summed up as follows:  Santo Domingo utilized slavery in its livestock economy 
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which was reliant upon Sainte-Domingue for its existence yet slavery in Santo Domingo 

was a more relaxed situation than in the west, Dominicans were looked upon as survivors 

in spite of the Spanish Crown’s overt neglect toward the colony. Due to their illegal cattle 

trade with Sainte-Domingue they skirted Spain’s taxation which meant that Dominicans 

avoided the Crown’s control which made perfect sense to Dominicans because they were 

forgotten by Spain. Also, the unique progression of amulatamiento (“mulatto-ization”) 

was extraordinary in Santo Domingo; “the blurring of racial distinctions effected the 

formation of, if not equal relations between compatriots of differing skin color, at least a 

kind of community among those who shared work and hardships in common” (Mejia 

Ricart, 1985, p. 63). In addition, the intermittent exoduses of Dominican elite from the 

island also bred an uncommon closeness amongst the interracial society; “the quality of 

blackness was so much lightened in a way that a dark-skinned individual of the Spanish 

part (colony) could actually be considered ‘white’”(Mejia Ricart, 1985, p. 64).  Sainte-

Domingue developed a profitable income through the vestiges of slavery, due to the 

atrocious conditions of slavery in Sainte-Domingue the average life span of a slave was 

seven years. The French colony of Hispaniola produced huge cash crops and sadistic 

levels of acrimony among the grands-blanc (white slave masters), affranchi (mulattos) 

and slaves. The affranchise were the offspring of white Frenchmen and female slaves. So 

profuse were the indignities of slavery by the French that slaves from the Plain du Nord   

(Northern region of present-day Haiti) congregated and called upon African gods to help 

free them from bondage. The following passage by C.L.R. James concisely reveals what 

that night in August 14, 1791 must have been like: 
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The god who created he sun which gives us light, who 
rouses the waves and rules the storm, though hidden in the 
clouds, he watches us. He sees all that the white man does. 
The god of the white man inspires him with crime, but our 
god calls upon us to do good works. Our god who is good 
to us orders us to revenge our wrongs. He will direct our 
arms and aid us. Throw away the symbol of the god of the 
whites who has so often caused us to weep, and listen to the 
voice of liberty, which speaks in the hearts of us all [James, 
1989, p. 89]. 

 

On August 22, 1791, Toussaint L’Ouverture and Jamaican Boukamn initiated the 

first slave revolt. Toussaint was the only literate individual among the group; he had been 

was a domestic slave until the age of thirty three when he was emancipated in 1776. 

Toussaint’s participation in the revolt  was essential because through his literacy he was 

able to inform the illiterate masses of  the tactics of the French in Europe and in Sainte 

Domingue: “on the one hand, liberty, equality, and fraternity for all—and, on the other 

hand, blacks, mulattos, and free men of color on Sainte-Domingue. If all men were 

created equal, asked Sainte Domingues’s people of color, how could slavery 

exist?”(Appiah and Gates, 2003, p. 907). The French Revolution of 1789 had proliferated 

the canon of liberty and social justice, yet the tenants of that code of belief were 

situational because they did not apply to the oppressed of Sainte-Domingue. Toussaint 

would lead the slaves to achieve social justice and freewill. Toussaint eventually wanted 

to possess the whole of Hispaniola, but he had so infuriated Napoleon Bonaparte in his 

assertion of power through the slave rebellions in Sainte Domingue that had slaughtered 

white French masters. Napoleon had sent his brother-in-law General Victor-Emmanuel 

Leclerc to retake the colony. “Leclerc’s army consisted of 20,000 troops—the largest 
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colonial force ever sent out from France. Its mission was threefold: take-Saint Domingue 

back from the blacks, reinstate the Code Noir, and return the colony to the order once 

enjoyed by the grands-blancs under the ancien regime” (Fick, 1990, p. 206). The Code 

Noir stated that the affranchis who were the offspring of white Frenchmen and female 

slaves notably outlined the fact that having African ancestry would keep them from being 

truly equal to their white fathers. The affranchis were property owners who owned slaves 

yet the Code Noir denied them civil rights and political prospects and the right to bear 

arms. In essence, the Code Noir negated the concept of freedom for the mulatto social 

order in Sainte-Domingue. 

Leclerc’s army arrived in the Spanish colony because the Dominican elite were 

not inclined to see black slaves possibly taking over the whole of Hispaniola if 

Toussaint’s dream of the island being under his control came to fruition. Yet Leclerc’s 

campaign failed because of disease and political miscalculations. Toussaint desired a 

Haitian-French joint venture but Bonaparte did not fancy a black napoleon in charge of 

the most prosperous French colony. Toussaint attempted to use both the Spanish and 

French, he received arms from both the Spanish and counterrevolutionary French 

monarchist aristocrats who were allied with the Spanish. Toussaint was not in power for 

long because he was apprehended in June 1802 and sent to France only to die from 

tuberculosis and malnutrition in the castle of Joux. He avowed that “in overthrowing me, 

they have cut down in Sainte-Domingue the trunk of the tree of black liberty. It will shoot 

up again through the roots, for they are numerous and deep” (Cheong-Lum, 1995, p. 24).  

Jean Jacques Dessalines, was a protégé of Toussaint. Dessalines was not a 
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political strategist like his mentor nor was he impelled to look kindly upon the grands 

blancs. He slaughtered white masters and their families throughout the colony and was a 

bit more radical in terms of his plans for the eastern part of the island; “denial of 

citizenship to most whites, his program of nationalization and agrarian reform, and his 

plan to exact a contribution destined for the Haitian military” (Matibag, 2003, p. 78). 

Bonaparte sent Governor-general Jean-Baptiste-Donatien de Vimeur, Comte de 

Rochambeau to defeat Dessalines. Rochambeau’s forces would be overcome by yellow 

fever in the tropics of western Hispaniola and eventually be defeated by Dessalines. 

When Spain relinquished the Louisiana Territory to France in 1800, France’s occupancy 

in the New World would have been secured. “Thanks to Dessalines defeat of 

Rochambeau, President Thomas Jefferson could acquire all the territory that would 

become ‘the Louisiana Purchase’ for the bargain rate of the 50 million francs (15 million 

dollars) for which it was sold by Bonaparte, blocked in the pursuit of his dream to 

establish a French empire in the Americas. Who knows just how eager Bonaparte might 

have felt about selling Louisiana had he succeeded in subduing Toussaint, the upstart 

leader of Sainte-Domingue’s former slaves” (Price-Mars, 1953, p. 31).   

Dessalines announced Haiti as an independent nation on January 1, 1804. He was 

going to Africanize the nation by bringing slaves from the United States and Jamaica to 

Haiti; these slaves would be admitted to the ranks of the military and live in freedom 

among blacks. Freedom for blacks in Haiti meant freedom for blacks and mulattos in 

Santo Domingo although the latter were still under French control because the urban elite 

sought out the assistance of France in order to battle Toussaint and the rebelling black 
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slaves because this echelon of Santo Domingo’s society, as mentioned earlier, was not 

interested in being ruled by former slaves. The introduction of the French to Santo 

Domingo signified reinstating slavery.      

 In September 1805, Jean-Jacques Dessalines sent troops to invade Santo Domingo 

because Brigadier General Jean Lois Ferrand with a small group of French soldiers 

reestablished slavery in Santo Domingo. “Ferrand issued his directive to the Dominicans: 

all Haitian prisoners older than 14 years of age were to be enslaved. Desalines took this 

act as provocation enough to launch his offensive against the east. This he did, departing 

on 14 May 1804 from Cap Haitien with an army of 25,000, all of whom crossed the 

border in the southwest region” (Hazard, 1873, pp. 150–151). Ferrand was able to defend 

against Dessalines’s campaigns to take over Santo Domingo but in 1809 Dominicans 

expelled the Haitians and the French with the assistance of British Jamaicans under the 

command of Don Juan Sanchez Ramirez. Brigadier General Sanchez Ramirez and other 

Dominicans were incensed at Ferrand’s injunction against all sales of beef and hides to 

Haitians. The people of Santo Domingo had always been able to support themselves 

through illicit or even overt trade with the people of Saint-Domingue, and in taking back 

their land from the Haitians and the French, “the colony could now be reincorporated into 

the Spanish Empire under Fernando VII, an act subsequently recognized by the Treaty of 

Paris” (Balaguer, 1984, p. 159). Spain had regained possession of Santo Domingo, but 

because Spain was involved in Napoleonic confrontations it was unable to give economic 

support to Santo Domingo.   

 Jean-Pierre Boyer became president of Haiti in 1819. As a result of Boyer’s 
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entrenched discomfort over the re-Hispanized Santo Domingo, he advanced his troops to 

the East and annexed Santo Domingo under Haitian rule. “It was under Boyer that Haiti 

could come to the aid of the Dominicans in their struggle to separate from Spain and to 

fight for the independence of the Estado Independiente de Haiti Espanol” (Rouma, 1939, 

pp. 1–2). On February 9, 1822, Jose Nunez de Caceres who was a part of a 

insurrectionary group called the santiagueros who sought aid from the Haitians to 

override the ineffective assistance of Spain, the madre patria, met with Boyer to take 

control of Hispaniola “from Cape Tiburon to Cape Samana, in possession of one 

Government” (Wucker, 1999, p. 38). Boyer made many drastic changes to the former 

Spanish colony. He imposed Napoleonic law, restructured landholdings, implemented 

mandatory military service for sixteen to twenty-five year old males and took control of 

the Catholic Church’s latifundia (large estate)” (Franco, 1970, p. 130–131). Boyer also 

made French the official language, closed publicly funded schools in the capital, and 

forbade cockfights. He also backed immigration of blacks from the United States: “one 

important consequence of this immigration under Boyer is the predominance of the black 

population on the Samana Peninsula, where today a dialect of Spanish mixed with 

English words and Haitian patois is spoken” (Balaguer, 1987, p. 188).  

Boyer’s land reform policies undermined his support from the Dominican elite 

because the libertos were distributed land. However, the small peasant landholdings 

fragmented the large-scale agricultural backbone of the country. Santo Domingo’s rich, 

crop-growing land would have been depleted just as the land of Sainte-Domingue had 

been by the late 1790s because of small-scale family cultivation that emphasized pride in 
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tenancy not cash crops for export. “Although resembling the more successful liberal 

reform of Benito Juarez’s Mexico at the time, Boyer’s redistributive measures produced a 

discontent that spread to the urban mercantile sector, compromising those who felt 

slighted by the reform’s agrarian focus” (Cambeira, 1997, pp. 149–150).   

In April 1825, King Charles X of France acknowledged Haiti’s independence; the 

independence came with a price of 150 million francs paid over a five-year period. The 

five million francs were sought by Charles X to offset French assets that were lost during 

the revolution. The pact put Haiti in an incredibly disadvantageous position. Boyer had to 

start taxing the “newly” conquered Dominicans. The Haitians were not enthusiastic about 

the idea of buying their freedom from the former colonial power. Boyer ameliorated the 

situation. “After obtaining a reduced indemnification payment of 200,000 francs from 

each part, he resorted to printing paper money to pay the government debts and keep the 

economies afloat, a ploy that resulted in the devaluation of the gourde by 250 percent” 

(Moya Pons, 1995, pp. 240–241). The Dominicans were being taxed by the French, and 

in addition they were being denied educational prospects and had to endure the 

reimposition of French culture.  

 
La Trinitaria 

 
In 1838, Juan Pablo Duarte, Francisco Rosario Sanchez, and Ramon Mella 

founded the revolutionary group La Trinitaria to win back Dominicans’ land, freedom, 

and dignity. “The architectonics of Duarte’s emancipatory ideology was as simplistic as it 
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was idealistic: country, freedom, and independence formed its foundation; the principles 

of racial equality, municipal government, and representative democracy, its pliths; and 

for its columns, guarantees of civil rights and free elections. Duarte’s code of radical 

patriotism blended with reactionary provisions: it granted official status to the Catholic 

Church as it defined the nation as one and united against the Haitians” (Matibag, 2003, p. 

106).  The Dominicans along with a Haitian anti-Boyer conspiracy group were able to 

launch an offensive on February 27, 1844. Boyer sent troops to defeat the insurgency in 

its initial stage. The scantily equipped Dominicans who fought off the Haitian forces 

would be known as the febreristas for their victory on February 27, 1844. “Apart from 

the collective memory of a domination ended by separation and independence, the 22-

year occupation left a racial legacy in the new republic: the flight of white colonists and 

the more frequent incidence of interracial marriage resulted in a darkening of skin color 

in the eastern portion” (Cambeira, 1997, p. 148).  

The Dominican Republic was established through an anti-Haitian revolution 

steeped in prejudice against a surreptitious “Other” that shared a mutual “Self.”  In 

addition, the Dominican Republic had not won its independence from Spain, its European 

ruler. The Dominican elite wished for the nation to be visualized as “white” and 

Hispanic, which would be difficult in light of the fact that the great majority of the 

population was of African descent. In the year of independence, 1844, Dominicans were 

presented with the instrumental conception of power though political geography and 

sovereignty. 

 The complex history of the island of Hispaniola in the Greater Antilles of the 
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Caribbean involves two countries: the Dominican Republic and Haiti. The Dominican 

Republic won its independence from Haiti in February 1844, which set the new nation on 

a path of ethnogenesis through the reconstruction of nationalism, cultural identity, 

spatiality, and the continuing effort to resist the imposed hegemony. The two countries 

created cultural identities that continually separated and intertwined the diverse African 

people who endured forced relocation through the impacts of slavery as well as the 

factions that produced an internally fragmented social order. To understand the 

Dominican Republic from the year 1844 to the present it is necessary to unfold  the 

intricate conditions present within the parameters of independence and dependence, 

diversity and sameness, and colonial and neo-colonial ideologies, which simultaneously 

divide and unite the “Self” and “Other.”  

The Haitian-Dominican understandings of territorial claims were not a fixed 

element even after the Dominicans achieved independence on February 27, 1844. The 

Dominican Republic’s desire for self-determination signified an intense reassertion of 

geo-political integrity by Haiti.  

“Haiti launched four invasion campaigns: those of 1844, 1845-9, 1849-55, and 

1855-6. The invasions formed a part of a uniquely contradictory process from 1844 to 

1856: the Haitian soldiery probably felt certain ambivalence toward a nation that had 

claimed the same rights and freedoms that the Haitian people had attained in 1804. At the 

same time, they were obligated to rise to the defense of the Haitian independence and 

emancipation. Not a single one of the invasions during that 12-year period succeeded, but 

they made a national hero of General Santana” (Munoz, 1995, p. 32).  
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The black Haitian president Faustin Soulouque I desired to unite the Dominican 

Republic with Haiti for agrarian and economic reasons but much more so because of his 

fear of a third party intervening in the eastern region of the island, taking control of the 

Dominican Republic and eventually Haiti. “The dispute took on the aspect of a fierce 

racial antagonism between two unequal groups: 600,000–700,000 black or mulatto 

Haitians seemed to threaten the status and livelihood of several hundred million white 

Americans, especially those of the slaveholding South, who despised the upstart Faustin 

I” ( Heinl and Heinl, 1996, p. 211).  

The black nation was becoming a threat to the colonial order of thinking in the 

free world; the first black nation in the New World was an abnormality and posed 

disastrous consequences for the said Hispanic eastern portion of the island if left to their 

own devices. Interestingly, despite the failure of Haiti to control the whole island, the 

Haitian influence in the borderlands region combined with Dominican influences to 

develop a unique frontier culture. “In 1861, the same authorities traced public disorders 

to imputed origins in the sites where certain Afro-Haitian dances were performed—and 

they included the denois, vodoun, and bamboula —and would be banned throughout the 

republic” (Lizardo, 1979, p. 69, 73).   

The first president of the Dominican Republic was Pedro Santana. Santana and 

Buenaventura Baez were the foremost caudillos (strong men) of this era who wanted to 

annex the Dominican Republic to France, which was preferable to being reoccupied by 

Haiti. The Dominican elite headed the movement for annexation because they had 

prospered under colonial rule. There was an affection for Spain that permeated the 
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Dominican “Self,” at least as far as the privileged class was concerned. Ranchers and 

other landowners had been in economic collapse since even before the Haitian 

Revolution, thought their interests would be better protected under colonial domination. 

Historically, the eastern side of the island was dependent upon the western side in order 

to sell their hides, smoked meats, and other cattle by-products. The re-colonization of the 

Dominican Republic by Spain in fact did not serve to protect the interests of the 

Dominicans in general; instead there were only select elite who benefited from the 

annexation. The Trinitaria movement, which was lead by Juan Pablo Duarte, the group 

that plotted against Boyer during the Haitian occupation, was now conspiring as a modest 

bourgeoisie staunchly asserted the right that they had always believed that the Dominican 

Republic should be free and independent. The Spanish presence only served to accelerate 

revolutionary forces in an effort to establish a Dominican national identity free from 

colonialism. Spain also implemented “numerous taxes previously unknown to the 

community. … Of course, these and other measures were reflections of the decisively 

colonial status of the country, which in theory was considered a ‘province’ of Spain and 

as such had to contribute to the public treasury of the monarchy” (Jimenez Grullon, 1974, 

p. 122). In July 1865, Spanish troops withdrew from the Dominican Republic.  

 
U.S. Intervention 

 

In 1869, after being approached by President Baez, Ulysses S. Grant considered 

annexation of both the Dominican Republic and Haiti. The Dominican bourgeoisie who 
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were pro-nationalist and the Haitian government were preoccupied with the notion of the 

United States; eventually between both groups uniting the sent Baez into exile and the 

newly elected General Ignacio Maria Gonzalez ascended to the Dominican presidency. 

President Gonzalez sincerely desired for the best interests of Haiti and the Dominican 

people to be considered. Much progress was made in the way of economic and national 

well-being under his presidency. One of the most important aspects was that there were 

no taxes imposed upon Dominican commercial goods entering into Haiti. In 1906, the 

Dominican Republic and the United States entered into a fifty-year treaty that placed the 

Dominican customs department under the control of the United States in exchange for 

buying its debts. Constant quibbling over borderland issues between Haiti and in 1907 the 

Dominican Republic led U.S. President Taft to consider intervention. “Continued unrest 

in Haiti and the Dominican Republic served to justify an armed intervention and 

occupation by U.S. Marines. Whereas the United States would occupy the Dominican 

Republic during 1916–24, it was to enter Haiti the year before that period began and to 

leave a decade after it closed, staying on the island all told from 1915 to 1934” (Matibag, 

2003, p. 131).  

During the time the United States occupied both countries, many changes 

occurred that exemplified the unequal investment of resources by the northern imperial 

power. The sugar industry in the Dominican Republic boomed during the occupation. 

“Receiving massive injections of U.S. dollars during the occupation, the Dominican sugar 

production took off…an economic boom that would be called la danza de los millones. In 

that pre-depression boom enjoyed by sugar, the Dominican Republic would earn more 
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than double the Haitian profits: that is, $58.7 million…while those who cut the cane and 

others of the rural and urban proletariat continued to live their lives in abject poverty” 

(Bosch, 1988, p. 280). The United States turned the Dominican Republic into a sugar-

producing nation from one that had mainly relied on cattle-raising. An adherence to the 

socio-political ideology of the occupier increased an interdependent cycle where the 

Dominican Republic became dependent upon Haitian workers and both countries were 

connected to the United States. The United States improved roads, education, public 

assistance, health clinics, and civil infrastructure but “mapped, measured, and 

technologized by the same project that set them up for an unprecedented exploitation of 

their resources and for a future of authoritarian rule, the Haitian and Dominican 

Republics during the occupation were pushed and pulled into dependence on the masters 

of modernization” (Alcantara Almanzar, 1990, p. 61). In 1924, the United States 

withdrew from the Dominican Republic after a constitutional government took control 

and Horacio Vasquez was elected president. 

 
The Trujillo Regime 

 

The years from 1930 to 1961 were clouded by the Trujillo dictatorship, which 

deeply impacted Dominican society and culture for decades even after the regime had 

ended. “A lower middle class man with a few years of schooling from a small town of 

San Cristobal, Trujillo joined the Dominican National Guard in 1919, soon after it was 

formed during the U.S. occupation (1916–24). Having risen through the ranks of the 
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military, in 1927 Trujillo was named commander-in-chief by then president Horacio 

Vasquez. When a small civilian-led rebellion was organized to unseat Vasquez in 1930, 

Trujillo, through his control of the army, was in a position to facilitate a coup and three 

months later seize the presidency” (Roorda, 1998, p. 62). During the United States’ 

occupation of the Dominican Republic, Rafael Trujillo rose to become, with time and 

treachery, the wealthiest and most powerful man in the nation” (Castor, 1974, p. 132).  

 The process of ethnogenesis in the Dominican Republic would enter a 

treacherous time of nationalism: “Nationalism is a deeply contradictory enterprise” 

(Sarup, 1996, p. 149). Nationalism for the Trujillo regime signified the establishment of a 

dominant class ideology that elevated Dominican identity through the attempted 

elimination of the “Other” in a particular region of the state. For Trujillo, this meant the 

obliteration of Haitians in the borderlands, while Haitians in the eastern regions who 

worked in the sugarcane fields were not executed.  

The 1937 Haitian massacre was an extraordinary episode in the process of 

ethnogenesis for Dominicans because its occurrence began the anti-Haitian rhetoric that 

persists to this day. Before the massacre, the Haitians in the hinterland region were well 

integrated into Dominican society and accepted by the Dominicans. “The story of the 

Haitian massacre is also one of Dominicans versus Dominicans, of Dominican elites  

versus Dominican peasants, of the national state against Dominicans in the frontier, of 

centralizing forces in opposition to local interests, and following the massacre, of newly 

hegemonic anti-Haitian discourses of the nation vying with more culturally pluralist 

discourses and memories from the past. It is also a story of how multiethnic communities 



83

and shifting, complex, or ambiguous national identities come to be perceived as a 

problem for the state” (Turtis, 2002, p. 593). Dominicans living in the frontier region 

were indifferent to the urban, elite images of Dominican nationality. The Haitian 

massacre is vital to discuss in the analysis of ethnogenesis in the Dominican Republic 

because it deconstructs the essentialized interpretation of Dominican cultural identity as 

based upon alleged notions of anti-Haitianism.  

In the pre-1937 era, children and adults alike freely moved back and forth over 

the border to go to markets, visit family, attend school, and sell goods. Oral histories 

render the obvious fluidity of ethnic fusion of Haitians and Dominicans as illustrated 

through the research of Lauren Derby: “This place was made of an amalgam of people, of 

Haitian men marrying Dominican women and Dominican men marrying Haitian women. 

Many here are the products of Dominican-Haitian unions. So many that right away there 

were more Dominican-Haitians than pure Dominicans. …  [T]here never were many pure 

Dominicans here” (Turtis, 2003, p. 507).  

The phenotypic and cultural distinctions, linguistic, and religious practices were 

distinct at times between Haitian and Dominicans and yet they were shared by both 

groups; the concept of “Other” did not exist in the borderlands, but without 

marginalization. “The ways of life and cultural complexity of the Dominican frontier 

collided with an elite and urban ideal of a Dominican nation excluding and reviling 

everything Haitian. Dominican intellectuals represented the Haitian presence in the 

Dominican frontier as a “pacific invasion” that was endangering the Dominican nation” 

(Balaguer, 1927, p. 1). Dominicans, Haitians and Dominican-born Haitians were living in 
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a region that was structured in stark contrast to the rest of the state. In the town of 

Dajabon, there were efforts made in the 1920s to reform the frontier population; “the 

government attempted to implement laws requiring official documents (identity cards, 

passports, visas, or certificates of good conduct) for people to pass through the legal port 

of entry in Dajabon” (Derby, 1994, p. 502).  The elite ideologues also wanted to 

“improve” the Dominican national identity by proposing European immigration; 

European immigration would reinforce Dominican identity and contrat it with Haitian 

identity, which represented a Black identity. 

 A formula for the improvement of identity is problematic in a country such as the 

Dominican Republic, “which was predominantly of African descent” (Turtis, 2002, p. 

602). In the end, the pre-1937 massacre years were a bilingual, bicultural phenomenon 

steeped in transnationalism for the people living in the frontier of Haiti and the 

Dominican Republic. In the pre-1937 regime years, Trujillo approached the issue of 

Haitians present in the state as one of assimilation and acculturation. Trujillo was deeply 

influenced by the regime’s elite statesmen. He “had acquired a number of exceptionally 

anti-Haitian thinkers, above all Joaquin Balaguer, Julio Ortega Frier, and eventually 

Manuel Arturo Pena Batle, who would hold numerous key posts in the regime. These 

men were part of a small Dominican elite in the Trujillo era: white-identified, university 

and foreign-educated, and, save Balaguer, members of the urban upper class from 

Santiago and Santo Domingo” (Stephan, 1991, p. 112). The profound experience of 

European imperialism had formulated an essentialist notion of identity for Dominicans 

and yet they could not escape the reality of being uniquely bonded to the “Other” that the 
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elite system wished to paradoxically push away from and beyond. Construction of an 

imagined identity (see Anderson, 1983) would be the only manner in which to 

accomplish this task on some level,  in spite of Trujillo’s amicable relationship with 

then–Haitian–president Stenio Vincent and his compassion for the Haitian people 

because Trujillo was of partial Haitian descent” (Turtis, 2002, p. 609). 

Trujillo initiated the Haitian Holocaust in October 1937 that would attempt to 

reinforce a previously fluid border between Dominicans and Haitians and implement an 

anti-Haitian ideology.  The majority of Haitians killed were technically Dominican, 

because they were born on Dominican soil. The Dominican military started killing people 

with machetes in the early morning; they used machetes because gunfire would draw 

attention, and if machetes were used Trujillo could blame the genocide on locals. 

“Trujillo sought to simulate a popular conflict, or at least to maintain some measure of 

plausible deniability of the state’s perpetration of this genocide” (Turtis, 2002, p. 615). 

 Trujillo’s army incorporated the use of civilians but most of the killings were 

done by active troops. It was these military troops who would decide who was Haitian 

and who was Dominican in a hinterland society that had developed an appreciation for 

both cultures, languages, and nationalities. “The basis on which Trujillo’s genocidal army 

would draw their imagined absolute distinctions between ‘Haitians’ and ‘Dominicans’ 

was not obvious. Were Haitians whose families had lived in the Dominican Republic for 

several generations and who spoke Spanish fluently still ‘Haitian’?” (Vega, 1988, p. 337).  

One way in which the army distinguished between the two groups was through 

the use of language. The soldiers would make the suspected Haitians say the word, 
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“perejil”; individuals were determined as being Haitian due to their inability to 

pronounce the Spanish “r”. In interviews performed by researchers Turtis and Derby a 

participant revealed the following information when Dominican soldiers would yell, “Di 

perejil! And so you say, ‘Perejil, perejil, perejil!’ ‘Say claro, Claro, claro, claro!’. As 

soon as you could say that [“perejil” or “claro”], you didn’t have any problems with 

them.” (Turtis, 2002, p. 617).   

The violence of the Haitian massacre stopped on October 8, 1937, five days after 

it began. Haiti had no military response for the violence. “He prohibited public discussion 

of the massacre, and refused for a long time even to allow the church to perform masses 

for the dead. It appears that Vincent was constrained by fear of losing control to his 

domestic opponents. If troops were sent to the frontier, the palace would be left 

vulnerable to attack” (Finely, 1937, p. 18).  

In addition to Vincent not taking any action regarding the Haitian massacre, he 

received $750,000 from Trujillo. The Dominican government signed an indemnity 

agreement in January 1938 which released the Dominican state from all responsibility of 

the massacre and initiated a new modus operandi; “More than an indemnization, a 

sacrifice to pan-American friendship…[this] also represents an acquisition of legal 

positions that assure the future of the Dominican family, and preclude the single deed 

capable of altering the peace of the Republic, the only threat that hovers over the future 

of our children, that constituted by the penetration, pacific but permanent and stubborn, 

of the worst Haitian element into our territory” (Cuello, 1985, pp. 456-466).  

Trujillo’s regime could have been dismantled if the international community had 
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taken notice of their anti-Haitian stance. Anti-Haitian discourse in the Dominican 

Republic developed after the genocide which contradicts the normative nature of racism 

where due to established ideology the annielation of the “Other” is justified. For Trujllo, 

the anti-Haitian discourse was a product of the state terror. “In the 1930–1937 period, the 

dictator’s participation in anti-Haitian and racist discourse appears unexceptional within 

Dominican history” (Turtis, 2002, p. 628). The Trujillo regime began to focus attention 

upon Haitian culture as “Africaness, creolized French, and, above all, the superstitions 

and fetishisms of Vodou, and circulated them as official ideology” (Diaz Ordonez, 1938, 

p. 10).  

In the end, the Haitian massacre has been more linked to the elimination of 

Haitians or Haitian-Dominicans in the borderlands instead of throughout the country 

because the Dominican economy was dependent upon Haitian labor. The Haitian 

Holocaust destroyed the fluid, transnational, and bicultural/bilingual frontier. “Instead of 

free and constant movement between Haiti and the Dominican Republic, the state 

established a regulated border between the two countries for the first time, one that was 

well patrolled via a proliferation of new military command posts” (Hinkle, 1938, p. 710). 

It would not be easy for the Trujillo regime to dismantle the embedded Afro-Caribbean 

roots from the nation but the state-imposed ideology by the elite would construct a 

monoethnic nation with “a profound social division, clear hierarchy, and increasing 

cultural distance between the populations” (Turtis, 2002, p. 632). Haitians who remained 

in the Dominican Republic were positioned at the bottom of the social ladder which is 

still true today. “In this new context and in the context of the Dominican Republic’s 
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growing economic and military superiority over Haiti after the massacre, Dominicans’ 

notions of Haitian ethnic and somatic difference would be transformed into a new mode 

of racism rendering Haitians inferior and permanent outsiders” (Baud, 1996, pp. 140–

141).  

 The anti-noirist of the regime invoked a distinct appreciation of the island’s 

Hispanic heritage such as in Joaquin Balaguer’s 1947 book, La Isla al Reves, where 

photos of light-skinned Dominicans were praised for their fine features in contrast to the 

dark-skinned African descendents of Haiti. Balaguer stated, “In order to protect the 

country…from losing its characteristics of a purely Hispanic people, what was necessary 

was to put in practice a policy of Dominicanization of the borderlands and at the same 

time awaken the people’s feeling for the grandeurs of their tradition” (Balaguer, 1984, p. 

131). The Trujillo regime was a major impetus for ethnogenesis in the Dominican 

Republic because through the processes of genocide committed against the “Other,” the 

elite Dominicans formed a cultural identity for the nation that attempted to distance itself 

completely from the concept of “Other.” “Difference had been transformed into otherness 

and marginality” (Turtis, 2002, p. 634).    
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 

 

There has been research completed on ethnogenesis by authors such as Stuart Hall 

(1990) and Geoff Emberling (1997). I found Stuart Hall’s discussion of “cultural 

identity” applicable to the postcolonial situation in Hispaniola: “First, identity is 

understood as a collective, shared history among individuals affiliated by race or 

ethnicity that is considered to be fixed or stable, and second, identity is understood as 

unstable, metamorphic and even contradictory—an identity marked by multiple points of 

similarities as well as differences” (Hall, 1990, p. 222). His second assumption about 

cultural identity is reflective of a type of “ethnogenesis.”  

 Hall rethinks the “positioning and repositioning of Caribbean cultural identities 

in relation to at least three ‘presences,’ to borrow Aime Cesaire’s and Leopold Senghor’s 

metaphor: Presence Africaine, Presence Europeenne, and the third, most ambiguous, 

presence of all—the sliding term, Presence Americaine” (Hall, 1990, pp. 240). When I 

started to write this section of the dissertation, I went back to these ideas in order to flesh 

out the significance of all three in terms of my work on Dominican ethnogenesis. 

“Presence Africaine is the site of the repressed. Africa was, in fact, present 

everywhere: in the everyday life and customs of the slave quarters, in the languages and 

patois of the plantations, in names and words, often disconnected from their taxonomies, 

in the secret syntactical structures through which other languages were spoken, in the 

stories and tales told to children, in religious practices and beliefs in the spiritual life, the 
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arts, crafts, music, and rhythms of slave and post-emancipation society” (Hall, 1990, p. 

240). I thought that this lengthy quote about Presence Africaine is noteworthy because it 

is the basis of understanding the Africa that exists within every pattern and arrangement, 

gaze, and event: “this was – is – the ‘Africa’ that is alive and well in the Diaspora” (Hall, 

1996, pp. 441–449).  

Dominicans and Haitian are members of what Anderson (1991, pp. 5–7) calls an 

“imagined community” that is conceived of in distinct ways. Anderson suggests that an 

imagined political community is both inherently limited and sovereign.  

 
It is imagined because members will never know most of 
their fellow-members, yet in the minds of each exists the 
image of their communion. It is limited because it has 
finite, though elastic boundaries beyond which lay other 
nations. It is sovereign because it came to maturity at a 
stage of human history when freedom was a rare and 
precious ideal. And it is imagined as a community because 
it is conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship 
[Anderson, 1991, pp. 5–7]. 
 

What I find intriguing is that on one island in the Greater Antilles, Hispaniola, an 

“imagined community” connects to Africa distinctly. Although not often articulated in 

the African Diaspora, there are rumblings that the Dominican communities in the United 

States and on the island homeland deny their black roots. By contrast, Haitians do not 

deny their past and they have been overtly praised for being the first black nation in the 

Western Hemisphere to overthrow a white colonial power. Haiti’s revolutionary war 

lasted thirteen years, with its independence from French colonialism established on 

January 1, 1804. It was an independence that resulted from “African slave revolts, not 

white emancipation efforts” (Trouillot, 1990, p. 35).  
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I discovered that Haiti exemplified how slaves took their destinies into their own 

hands and overcame slavery. “Haiti became the symbol of anti-colonialism, African 

regeneration, and racial equality. Free colored men, united with former black slaves and 

wanted to cast off forever the yoke of slavery, colonialism, and white supremacy” 

(Zephir, 1996, p. 37). General Jean-Jaques Dessalines demanded that all whites that still 

remained on the island be murdered. The elimination of white men would mean that 

white dominance would no regenerate itself in Haiti. “Saint-Domingue as a colony was 

dismantled, and Haiti as a free Black nation was born” (Zephir, 1996, p. 37). 

 “The Presence Europeenne is about exclusion, imposition, and expropriation, we 

are often tempted to locate that power as wholly external to us—an extrinsic force, whose 

influence can be thrown off like the serpent sheds its skin” (Hall, 1990, p. 242). Europe 

has merged intersecting cultural elements in a synergetic manner to produce a 

creolization of the people. The Presence Europeene has infiltrated Hispaniola, but it has 

played itself out differently on either side of the island. For both Haitians and 

Dominicans, the historical implications of a dominating European presence are 

inescapable; the African Diaspora only came into being as a result of European 

colonialism. Whatever the influence of Africa has become in both Haiti and the 

Dominican Republic is in effect due to imperialist intentions of Spain, France, and the 

United States.  

 Finally, I thought about Hall’s writing of the Presence Americaine. It is what he 

refers to as the “New World.” It is “the beginning of Diaspora, of diversity, of hybridity 

and difference, what makes Afro-Caribbean people already people of a Diaspora… 
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defined, not by essence or purity, but by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and 

diversity” (Hall, 1990, p. 244). Postcolonialism entails levels of heterogeneity and 

diversity because I believe it is necessary in order for identities to flourish. I analyzed the 

meaning of “Blackness” and understood it as decentered and destabilized through 

national, cultural identities.  

Finally, I reflected upon Geoff Emberling’s article, “Ethnicity in Complex 

Societies: Archaeological Perspectives.” It is useful to my argument because information 

on the “processes of ethnogenesis—that is, the creation of ethnicity—and the long-term 

persistence and disappearance of ethnic groups often are accessible using archaeological 

data” (Emberling, 1997, p. 296). In my study, I substitute information on material culture 

for archaeological data. He goes further to state that ethnic identity, however, is one of 

many social identities a single person may have; membership in status or occupational 

groups, for example, may connect members of different ethnic groups. Second, a 

boundary has a physical sense that is sometimes inappropriate. The metaphor leads us to 

use other physical terms: ethnic groups construct and maintain boundaries, boundaries are 

permeable (or not), a boundary encloses cultural traits. These associations tend to make 

us view ethnicity as absolute, rather than based on perception of difference (Bateson, 

1972; Lotman, 1990). I think it is important to look at the aforementioned literture on 

ethnogenesis because it will provide a background for the overarching theme of this study 

and what my findings signify. 

Originally, I had intended to conduct four traditionally oriented open-ended 

question interviews in the Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic, during March of 2005. 
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The four participants were intended to be Dominican residents who had lived their entire 

lives in the Dominican Republic. The more I investigated the nature of qualitative 

research, however, the more I realized that my research questions would be more 

adequately addressed through the employment of narratives. I felt that the collection of 

narratives from Dominican people would give a certain flavor and intent to my study that 

might have been difficult to capture otherwise. By collecting narratives and information 

on material culture, I examined the lived experiences of my participants and the symbols 

of culture that exist in their environment.  

 

The Researcher’s Role 

 
As mentioned earlier, the researcher is the foundation of all the data collection 

that resides upon her interpretation; that interpretation obliges the suppositions, canon, 

and prejudices of the study. My perception of identity in the Dominican Republic is 

tertiary in its simplest form: I am an outsider, an insider, and I am both all at once.  

 
The moment the insider steps out from the inside she’s no 
longer a mere insider. She necessarily looks in from the 
outside while also looking out from the inside. Not quite 
the same, not quite the other, she stands in that 
undetermined threshold place where she constantly drifts in 
and out. Undercutting the inside/outside opposition, her 
intervention is necessarily that of both not quite an insider 
and not quite an outsider. She is, in other words, this 
inappropriate other or same who moves about with always 
at least two gestures: that of affirming “I am like you” 
while persisting in her difference and that of reminding “I 
am different while unsettling every definition of otherness 
arrived at” [Minh-ha, 1990, pp. 374–375].  
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My role as researcher demands my awareness of being American and Caucasian, 

yet my familiarity with the Dominican culture, its people, the language and customs 

permits my entry into the culture as most foreigners would not either desire or be 

afforded the opportunity to encounter. The Dominican Republic has its beautiful resorts 

and private beaches, which are the primary destinations for non-nationals visiting the 

island. Seldom will a foreigner venture into the barrios, where in my opinion the real 

cultural experiences begin. I am aware that at all times I will be identified as an outsider. 

Yet, Dominicans are very open to people who are sincere in their intent to understand 

their culture and language.  

It has been my experience over the years that most Dominicans are shocked by 

the fact that I am so open to and interested in their culture given the fact that I am an 

American. I was not the typical American who stayed at a private resort and was far 

removed from the local culture. Most Dominicans view me as somewhat of an anomaly, 

because I appreciate their culture as it is and have never viewed it in a derogatory sense. 

My previous experiences with Dominican culture will bring particular biases to 

this study.  I will make every effort to remain objective, but I must acknowledge that my 

biases may have inadvertently influenced the manner in which I collected, viewed, and 

analyzed the data. I embarked upon this study with a keen appreciation of my unique 

position of being able to explore ethnogenesis and identity in the Dominican Republic.  
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Findings 

 
The purpose of this study was to explore ethnogenesis and identity in the 

Dominican Republic from the year of their independence until the present. It was a 

qualitative study grounded in the collection and subsequent analysis of narratives and 

material culture. I thought it was important to point out that the qualitative research 

paradigm is embedded in cultural anthropology and sociology (Kirk and Miller, 1986). It 

is the study of a social situation, event, role, group, or interaction (Locke et al., 1987). It 

is vital to outline what qualitative research is for the reader because it is central to 

understanding how I have tried to answer my research questions through the information-

gathering process. It is a process of investigation where by the researcher grasps and 

reveals information by comparing, contrasting, replicating, cataloging, and classifying 

objects of study (Miles and Huberman, 1984).  
Qualitative research differs from quantitative research in the following ways: 

Qualitative research arises out of natural settings. The researcher is the primary 

instrument in data collection instead of an inert mechanism (Eisner, 1991; Frankel and 

Wallen, 1990; Lincoln and Gruba, 1985; Merriam, 1985). The significance of 

information is negotiated, because the researcher attempts to recreate the subjects’ 

realities (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1998). Finally, qualitative research is 

founded upon coherence, insight, and instrumental utility (Eisner, 1991) and 

trustworthiness (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) through a method of corroboration.  

Portions of this study were conducted at the main library at the University of 
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Arizona in order to research historical information. In Santo Domingo, Dominican 

Republic, information was collected at the following repositories: 1) Archivo General de 

la Nacion, 2) La Biblioteca Nacional en la Plaza de la Cultura, 3) Secretaria de Cultura 

and 4) Cultura de Educacion. In addition, I collected participant observation data from 

one school, the Escuela Nicolas de Las Palmas, a public school in the Barrio Herrera.  

There were five questions that guided my research. I am going to connect the data 

collected with the most appropriate research question in the following pages. I also 

considered which historical factors shaped the diachronic perspective of each research 

question.  

 

Does Social Space Create Identity for Dominicans? 

 
The first research question I will answer through specific data I collected is: How 

does social space create identity for Dominicans? The following is a reflective journal 

entry of the day I visited the Escuela Nicolas de las Palmas in Santo Domingo, 

Dominican Republic, where I collected participant observation data in the form of 

drawings from fifth graders. The drawings from Senora Acosta’s fifth grade class help to 

answer this research question. Also, data that answered this research question are map 

illustrations of the island of Hispaniola from 1492 to 1996. 
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Fifth Grade Drawings 

 

Señora Acosta’s classroom has one small bluish-colored chalkboard on the north 

wall by her desk. She said that in her thirteen years of teaching in public school in Santo 

Domingo, the students all have basically been the same—destitute. The majority of 

children attending the public schools are from broken and poverty-stricken homes. “Que 

los padres se separan todo el tiempo porque uno esta borracho o los dos estan sin trabajo, 

entonces un nino vive con una abuela un dia y despues vive con una tia y despues quizas 

regresa a su mama. No hay estabilidad nunca.” 

 I also asked her about the ethnic composition of the students. The phenotype of 

the students indicates to me that they are all of African descent. “De cual parte del pais 

son los ninos? Todos son capitalenos?” Señora Acosta responded, “Claro que la mayoria 

son capitalenos. Pero, hay haitianos aqui. Los ninos mas prietos son haitianos.” I was 

puzzled that she would say such a thing so openly. I asked her how is it that Haitian 

students can attend the government school. She replied, “No hay mucha gente que quiere 

assistir un colegio publico, entonces a nosotros no nos importa el asunto.” I asked her 

how she knew whether a child is Haitian, Haitian-Dominican or Dominican. She 

responded, “el color de la piel…los haitianos son mas prietos y muchas veces hablan 

patois, hay un acento frances.” I asked her to point out which children were Haitian or of 

Haitian ancestry in the classroom. She pointed to eight different students. Remarkably 

only two of the students appeared to be much darker than the rest of the class.  

Señora Acosta gave me permission to have the students in her class draw a picture 
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in response to the following questions that she read aloud several times and also wrote  

on the tattered chalkboard: “Que es ser dominicano?” and “Que significa ser un negro en 

la Republica Dominicana?” I gave Señora Acosta a stack of white paper that I had in my 

bag and I had extra pens and sharpened pencils in the event that a student needed one. All 

of the students worked very intently and quietly drawing their pictures in response to the 

two questions. Some of the students kept looking at me, studying me. I could almost see 

their eyes asking me why they were doing a task they had never been asked to do before 

and why was a tall, white woman (who had not even been introduced to their class) 

standing in front of them while they responded.  

After about 30 minutes, Señora Acosta asked the students to pass forward their 

drawings. I picked out the four best-illustrated drawings. I asked Señora Acosta if the 

parents or guardians of the students would be coming to the school when it was dismissed 

to get them. I got the parents to sign a release form stating that it was fine that I use their 

children’s work in my study. The fifth grade drawings are reproduced in Figures 2–5.  
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Figure 2. Papelusa. 
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Figure 3. haitiana. 
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Figure 4. La playa.
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Figure 5. La familia haitiana.
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Figures 2 and 3 were drawn by a Dominican fifth grader. Figure 3 is her pictorial 

response: “What does it mean to be Dominican?” She drew the Papelusa. This is a 

carnival character made out of dried platano stalks or sometimes plastic sacks. The head 

of the Papelusa resembles the Dominican flag. The character is saying, “Yo soy 

dominicano.” This statement translated into English means: “I am Dominican.” The flag 

is colored in red, white, and blue; Dominican colors. The girl who drew this informed me 

that the flag is important to Dominican identity. This is why she drew the face as a 

Dominican flag.  

 The same girl responded to the second question: “What does it mean to be Black 

in the Dominican Republic?” in Figure 3. She drew a female, darkly colored in order to 

look black. The girl in the drawing is labeled “haitiana.” The girl who drew this was very 

dark-skinned and when I asked her what does a Haitian look like when she handed me 

her drawing, she told me, “Son prietos.” She told me that they are really Black (prieto). 

She also stated that Dominicans are not prieto. 

 Figures 4 and 5 were done by another fifth grader from the San Nicholas school 

responding to the same questions as were posed for Figures 2 and 3. The boy responsed 

to “What does it mean to be Dominican?”  by drawing a picture of a beach with a boat, 

dolphin, palm tree, snake, and tent. There are two people lying on the beach. I asked the 

boy why he didn’t color in the people. He told me that if the people would be colored 

dark, they would then be Haitian. The boy who drew this picture was very dark in 

complexion.  

 Figure 5 was drawn in response to the question, “What does it mean to be Black 
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in the Dominican Republic?” The boy drew a Haitian family comprised of a father, 

mother and child. He labels the child pete which means child in Haitian patois. The three 

figures in the drawing are colored in so as to appear dark-skinned. There is a river drawn 

with the label Rio Massacre above it. This is the name of the river that divides the 

Dominican Republic and Haiti. The boy also drew a person running away from the 

Haitian family. The person is not shaded in so as not to look dark-skinned. The word 

aselera is written by person, this means flee in Spanish. 

 The drawings illustrate the complexity of belonging in the Dominican Republic 

through the eyes of school children. Belonging for Dominicans is shown as being related 

to race as it simultaneously removed from it through the content of these drawings. 

 

Map Illustrations of Hispaniola 1492–1996 

 

The map illustrations of the island of Hispaniola from 1492 to 1996 are an 

important piece of data for answering how social space creates identity for Dominicans 

because they shows the historical significance of two different groups of people on the 

same island. I retrieved the following map illustrations from a twelfth grade social studies 

consumable book from Dr. Cristobal Nuñez who works in the Ministry of Education in 

the capital. The text by Sang (1999) was called: Historia Dominicana: Ayer y Hoy 

(Yesterday and Today).

The following illustrations are from a twelfth grade Dominican history text book 

that shows the changing legal jurisdictions on the island from 1492 to 1996 (from Sang, 
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1999, Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Map illustrations. 
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Figure 6. Map illustrations (continued). 
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The following is a translation of the dates and statements regarding the island of 

Hispaniola from 1492 to 1996. The geographic parameters of the island have not changed 

since 1996 to the present day.  

 

The Multiple Legal Figures of the Island 

 

1492–1697 The whole island was a Spanish colony. 

1697–1795 By virtue of the Treaty of Aranjuez the island is divided into:  

 West: French Colony 

 East: Spanish Colony 

1795–1804 By virtue of the Treaty of Basilea the island is a French Colony. 

1804–1809 West: Independent Republic: Republic of Haiti (due to Dessalines  

 proclaiming independence). 

 East: French Colony. 

1809–1821 West: Independent republic: Republic of Haiti. 

 East: Spanish Colony as the result of the War of Reconquest against  

 French occupation. 

1821–1822 West: Independent republic: Republic of Haiti. 

 East: Independent republic for three months after Nunez de Caceres 

 proclaimed independence (independent state from Haiti). 

1822–1844 All of the island forms the Republic of Haiti, after Boyer occupies the 
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Eastern part of the island. 

1844–1861 West: Independent Republic:  Republic of Haiti. 

 East: Independent republic: Dominican Republic. They start their first  

 republic. 

1861–1865 West: Independent republic: Republic of Haiti. 

 East: Spanish Colony due to Santana’s annexation to Spain. 

1865–1915 West: Independent republic: Republic of Haiti. 

East: Independent republic after the War of Restauration; Second 

republic.  

1915–1916 West: Haiti’s loss of sovereignty due to American occupation in 1915. 

 East: Independent republic. 

1916–1924 All of the island was under the administration of the United States of     

America after the production of a North American occupation of the East. 

1924–1934 West: The American occupation of 1915 continues. 

 East: Sovereignty regained and the third republic is started. 

1934–1965 West: Independent republic: Republic of Haiti. Recovery of sovereignty 

after the American troops leave. 

1965–1996 West: Independent republic with high and lows. The regime of Jean 

Bertrand Aristide is overthrown by the intervention of the United Nations. 

 East: Independent republic. 

Through my efforts to read, organize, reread, and reassemble the data, I kept 

asking myself what is the common impression of the information and what does it 
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suggest or expose? I wrote notes in the margins of the reorganized data while 

continuously reviewing the data and forming it into chunks of information. I would 

reread the research questions I had developed for the study and then continue the iterative 

process of recording general thoughts and patterns that were emerging from the data. As 

the researcher and analyst I had to decide what should be emphasized and what should be 

left aside through both a combination of deductive and inductive examination.  

To organize the data I created a list of categories and codes for the drawings and 

map illustrations. “Coding is the process of organizing the material into ‘chunks’ before 

bringing meaning to those chunks” (Rossman and Rallis, 1998, p. 171). The codes and 

categories include: 1 = Self, 2 = Other, 3 = Cultural Identity, 4 = Nationalist Identity, 5 = 

Material Space, 6 = Social Space, 7 = Cognitive Space, and 8 = Race. Within the 2 = 

Other category there are eight sub-groupings: 2a = Black, 2b = Haitian, 2c = U.S.A., 2d = 

Spain, 2e = African, 2f = White/European, 2g = Non-Dominican, and 2h = Diaspora. 

After establishing these categories/codes I went through all of the field notes and 

categorized the information three different times to ensure consistency in the process.  

 I used this coding process to create a description of the people, events and 

settings from the data and successively developed a chart for each piece of data collected. 

In order to code information more efficiently on the chart, because the 2 = Other category 

has nine different subgroups, I decided that on the chart I would only list one cell for this 

category. If a word or phrase was applicable to the 2 category then within the cell I would 

identify which subgroup of 2 was being identified. 
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How Is Identity Racialized for Dominicans? 

 

The research question: “How is identity racialized for Dominicans?” was 

answered through the collection of information from cedulas (Dominican national 

identification cards) and analysis of historical illustration of how Dominicans were 

classified racially. 

 

Cedulas 

 

In order to further establish what identity is in terms of color for Dominicans as 

established by the government I set out to investigate cedulas held by members of the 

local populations of the following barrios of Santo Domingo: Altos de Chavon, Herrera, 

Feria, Savica, Los Alcarrizos and Enriquillo Herrera. I spent the day walking around and 

introducing myself to people, explaining to them that I wanted to look at their cedula 

because I was interested in the way the Dominican government created their national 

identification cards. I was specifically interested in seeing how the government identified 

the skin color of its citizens. 

I viewed forty-eight cedulas in total on three different days. There was never an 

instance where a Dominican refused me the opportunity to look at their cedula. Of the 

forty-eight cedulas, not one indicated “Black” or “negro” as their skin color even if the 

person was very dark-skinned. The cedulas only had two categories that seemed to be 

used quite fluidly: I for Indio, and M for Moreno.  
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There was only one woman that I encountered who was very fair skinned with 

blue eyes and strawberry blonde hair and her cedula stated, B for Blanca. It is quite rare 

to see a Dominican that looks white, in other words: very fair-skinned, blonde hair and 

blue or green eyes. Some participants wanted their names blackened on the copy of their 

cedula so that their real identity would not be revealed (because they thought somehow 

they might get into trouble with the government). I convinced those individuals that the 

Dominican government would not know about the copies because I would be using them 

for my study in the United States. 

 The resulting assessment of the data illustrates that even if a Dominican is dark-

skinned, the state will never identify the individual as being Black. The cedula has a 

section labeled P for piel (skin); there are three choices for skin color: indio (Indian), 

moreno (dark-skinned) or blanco (white) but never negro.

The purpose of investigating the cedulas was to look at as many as I could in 

order to establish whether or not it would be possible to locate one that indicated negro 

(black) for the section labeled piel (skin). Not one of the forty-eight cedillas that I viewed 

had N for negro in the piel section not matter how dark-skinned a person may have been. 

I also went to the Junta Central Electoral, the main office in the capital that issues the 

cedulas, and spoke with one of the administrators in the front office. I explained that I 

was interested in how people were identified by skin color by the government. I was 

informed that it depended on who was issuing the card as to how the skin color of the 

person would be identified, but a Dominican would not be considered Black. 
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Lizardo’s Chart 

 

Fradique Lizardo (1979) commented on the phenomenon of identity as seen 

through the classification of color in his historic book, Cultura Africana en Santo 

Domingo. Color was divided into various subgroupings depending on the racial mixing of 

an individual. The Trujillo dictatorship unified the Dominican people under the label of 

“indio”, “moreno,” and “blanco.” Figure 7 is an illustration from Lizardo’s book, La 

Cultura Africana en Santo Domingo, showing the complex system of identifying 

Dominicans by skin color used in the 1800s. The difficulty in identifying Dominicans 

racially is demonstrated accurately in the following document (Lizardo, 1979, p 11).   
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Figure 7. Lizardo's chart. 
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The above illustration shows the intricate, historical nature of classifying 

Dominicans racially. It was an extremely intricate system. For the purposes of this study, 

the illustration exemplifies how Dominicans, in the past, were divided and subdivided by 

the racial mixing of Africans, Spaniards, and Indians. The racialization of Dominicans in 

Figure 7 demonstrates the impact of a colonial history only to the point that history has 

determined the configurations and power structures of the present.  

In the present-day, Dominicans collectively self-identify as “indio” which is a far-

off from Lizardo’s reproduction of race as shown in Figure 7 is an example of the 

difficulty that once existed in racially categorizing people in the Dominican Republic; it 

is difficult at best to understand. Basically the first section states that an interracial person 

“crossed” with a black equals saltapatras, translated: a step backwards. The next column 

designates an interracial person “crossed” with another interracial person as tente en el 

aire, loosely translated to: hold or have oneself in the air. The following column states at 

the end of colonialism an interracial person “crossed” with a white would be labeled 

blanco de la tierra, translated means: white of the land. In the last column, contemporary 

terminology circa mid 1800s, indicates an extremely complex system of racial 

classification. Some of these terms might be heard in Santo Domingo today but 

Dominicans are referred to as indio, moreno, or blanco on their government issued 

cedula.

The process of coding the data collected from an analysis of cedulas and the 

historical illustrations from Lizardo’s work was undertaken in the exact manner as the 

fifth grade drawings and map illustrations. Good qualitative analysis is structured and 
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systematic even though there has been much criticism by qualitative researchers. Data 

collection and analysis must be a simultaneous process in qualitative research (Marshall 

and Rossman, 1989; Merriam, 1988). It entails the iterative process of examining the data 

in discreet stages. Qualitative analysis requires a cyclical pattern, where the researcher 

revisits the data while further inquiries are made and correlations are revealed. It is a 

process of discovery.  

 

How Does Identity Relate to Specific Material Culture for Dominicans? 

 

The research question “How does identity relate to specific material culture for 

Dominicans?” is answered through the collection of recipes, Meringue narrative, la mujer 

dominicana, a sixth grade social studies text from the government, and participant 

observation drawings from a public school. I will first show how recipes are reflective of 

Dominican identity. 

 

Recipes 

 

Dominicans take great pride in their traditional cuisine because it is emblematic of 

who they are as a people. Dishes such as Mofongo, Moro de Guandules, Aguaji, Mangu, 

Tostones, Mabi, and Jalao express Dominican identity. Mofongo, Moro de Guandules, 

Aguaji, Mangu, and Mabi are examples of African linguistic influences in Dominican 

Spanish.  A dish that is most symbolic of the people is the national stew known as 



116

Sancocho. The recipes for Sancocho and some of the other aforementioned recipes and 

are given in English below. The recipes were taken from Comidas Tipicas Dominicanas 

(de Bornia, 1965). I translated these recipes from Spanish. 

 

Mofongo (Green Plantains and Pig Skins Mashed) 

6 green plantains (roasted over charcoal) 

1 pound crisp pig skins 

Mash plantains together with pig skins in mortar. Sprinkle with salt to serve.  

 

Moro de Guandules (Mixture of Rice and Congo Peas) 

2 Pounds Rice  1  Sprig of Parsley 

4 Cups Congo Peas ½ C.  Cooking Oil 

½ Longaniza (sausage) 2  Coriander Leaves 

3 ½ tsp. Salt  8 Cups Water 

2 Ounces Salt-Pork 1 Green Pepper 

½ tsp. Oregano  3 Mashed Garlic Cloves 

5 Tbsp. Tomato  1  Large Onion Sliced 

1/8 tsp. Tabasco  1  Pound Tomatoes 

3 Tbsp. Vinegar 

Clean and wash Congo peas. Place with water over high heat. When boiling, cover and 

lower heat. Allow to cook more or less 50 minutes. Peas should be tender but whole. 
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Chop salt-pork and Longaniza. Place 2 tablespoons of oil in large pot where “Moro” is to 

be cooked; when hot fry slightly salt-pork and Longaniza, add onion, garlic, and tomato 

(chopped and clean of seeds). Add rest of seasoning. Allow to fry slightly then add peas 

strained of water, stir, several times. Add 5 cups of water to the rest of the ingredients. 

When boiling add rice cleaned and washed. When slightly dried, lower heat, cover, and 

cook 10 minutes. Add oil; cook 10 minutes more. Stir from center outward to loosen 

“Moro.” Cover and cook 5 minutes more. Add little more oil if desired to serve.  

 

Mangu  (Mashed Green Plantain) 

6 Green Plantains 2  Tbsp. Chopped Onion  

4 Cups Water  ½  Cup  Cooking Oil 

2 tsps. Salt  2  tsps.  Vinegar 

Boil plantains in 4 cups water until tender. Mash plantains while hot, adding a little of the 

used to boil the plantains were boiled to make the Mangu smooth. Heat oil and add 

onions soaked in vinegar, brown slightly and add to Mangu mixing well. Serve 

immediately. 

Mabi (A Dominican Drink) 

2 ounces Bejuco Caro (root of snake bush) 2 small cinnamon splinters 

3 or 4 pieces of pineapple peeling   3 or 4 Malaguetas  

Molasses to sweeten     7 or 8 cups water 

Scape roots and place in water with pineapple peeling, cinnamon sticks, Malagueta and 

½ cup molasses. Pour into large earthen jar, cover, and let set 24 hours to ferment. Strain 
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and add molasses to taste. Pour into bottles and let set another day before using. Serve 

cold. 

Sancocho de Pollo  (Dominican Chicken Stew) 

1 Chicken (5 lbs.)  1  Pound Potatoes 

4 Mashed Garlic Cloves  1  Pound Yucca 

1 Pound White Yautia  1   Pound Sweet Potatoes 

1 Large Onion   ½ Cabbage 

1 Pound Yams   3 Tbsp. Salt 

1 Grain “Malagueta”  1 ½  Pounds Pumpkin 

2 Tbsp. Vinegar   3  Tbsp. Bitter Orange 

1 tsp. Oregano   3  Small Green Peppers 

3 Ears Sweet Corn  3  Green Plantains 

10 to 12 Cups Water 

Clean chicken and cut into serving portions. Wash with additional bitter orange juice or 

lime. Season chicken and place in a large pot. Add water and corn. Cook until meat is 

tender. Strain broth and add pieces of chicken and corn to broth. Add pumpkin (peeled 

and chopped), 15 minutes later add cabbage cut in 2 or 3 pieces. Then add other victuals 

chopped and washed. Be sure to add plantains first. Then add the rest of the ingredients. 

Add more salt and vinegar if needed. Vinegar and bitter orange juice should be added last 

to avoid turning “Sancocho” black. 

 The data collection of recipes involved conversations with different Dominicans 

asking them which recipes were representative of Dominican culture. As noted earlier, 
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the recipes presented above come from a Dominican cookbook (de Bornia, 1965) and 

published in 1965.   

I identified many ingredients that came to the island through the slave trade or 

with the Spanish colonizers, information on these ingredients is presented in Appendix A. 

I also obtained an African cookbook that gave a rich history of the various foods used on 

the continent (Harris, 1986). The African cookbook illustrated the Diasporic nature of 

various foods that had migrated through trade routes from one region of the world to 

another. Some of the names for dishes in the Dominican Republic could be located in 

William Megenney’s book (1991) on African linguistic influences in Santo Domingo, 

Africa in Santo Domingo. Mofongo in the Dominican Republic is a traditional dish of 

roasted platanos smashed with crispy fried pig skins and garlic. The word mofongo 

comes from a souther dialect of kiKongo in Africa where it means smashed or plastered. 

The kiKongo tribe has been identified as one of the more than sixty tribes brought from 

African through the slave trade. It was through the triangulation of Dominican recipes, 

African foods, and African words that I was able to glean information relating to 

Dominican identity. 

 

Merengue Narrative 

 

The next piece of evidence used to answer the research question is Merengue, 

which is both a dance and a style of music. Throughout Latin America Dominicans are 

known as the indirect “governors” of Merengue. The music of the Dominican Republic is 
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an amalgamation of many ethnicities and influences; its roots can be traced specifically to 

the indigenous Taino population, the Spanish colonizers, and the African slave 

population. Dominicans have an embedded identity in Merengue; whatever other types of 

music or dance that may exist in the country do not hold the same position in the hearts 

and minds of the people as does Merengue.  

The indigenous contributions to Merengue have viewed with some skeptism by 

music scholars. “The history and pentatonic construction of the Areito melodies have 

been thoroughly examined by many investigators” (de Marchena, 1942, pp. 23–24). The 

Taino Indians celebrated the Areito or Areyto music in their festivals and so recorded 

their traditions (See Loven, 1935, pp. 72–79). Although the indigenous population of the 

island undoubtedly influenced some aspects of Dominican music, it is highly conjectural 

if the degree of influence was significant; in all probability it is of Haitian-French origin 

(Ortiz, 1934, p. 6). Additionally, in 1502, Don Nicolas de Ovando was Governor in Santo 

Domingo and documented in his journal that nine-tenths of the native Indian population 

had expired, thus there was an almost complete disappearance of Indian influence on the 

island (Ortiz, 1934).  

The slave population had a more enduring impact upon Dominican music; 

Governor de Ovando in 1500 allowed Negroes to be imported from Spain, but soon 

advised that the slave trafficking stop due to the Negroes continually escaping to the 

mountains. “These Negroes for the most part born in Andalusia, were descended from 

slaves brought there by the Portuguese traders in the early 15th Century” (MacNutt, 1909, 

p. 327). The third element that figured in the development of Dominican music is that 
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brought by the Spanish through the guise of the Catholic Church. The Archiodiocese of 

Santo Domingo was created in 1504 by the Papal Bull of Julius II. “The first musical 

record of the colonial era was from a Mass sung in the New World instructed by Padre 

Boil with a choir at La Isabela (northwest of Puerto Plata) on January 6, 1494” 

(Demorizi, 1942, p. 12). The instrumentalists materialized in Santo Domingo in 1509; “a 

contract, prepared at Seville on February 28, 1509 was signed by Alonso de Mariana 

representing three trumpeters—Sebastian Ximenez, Fernando Pas, and Diego Hortis, all 

residents of Palma (Majorca)”(Alemar, 1943, p.12).  

Spain was continually sending shipments of books and sheet music from Seville 

to Santo Domingo. Dominicans cultivated a passion for singing and dancing. Tirso de 

Molina, the seventeenth-century Spanish playwright and theologian who was in the 

religious order of Mercedes in Santo Domingo, observed extraordinary religious 

festivals: “there were unending processions and contests by day and by night. Hundreds 

went to our church [that of the order of Mercedes]. The boys paraded on the streets in 

groups, singing villancicos and motets on their way to church” (de Nolasco, 1939, pp. 

28–29).  “In 1698, the French priest, Jean Baptiste Labat (1663–1738), observing the 

customs of the Negroes in Santo Domingo, states that the dance most frequently 

performed was the Calenda, which originated on the Guinea Coast of Africa” 

(Courlander, 1939, p. 88).  

There is a secret society that still dances the Calinda; the Zaubaups are members 

of this secret society called Societe Vinbindingue. The Calinda was a source of diversion 

for the slave populations, but it was also incorporated into their religion. There was also a 
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Cuban dance called the Upa that contributed to the creation of merengue. In 1850 the 

merengue became the national dance of the Dominican Republic. The instrumental 

service bands that traveled around the islands assisted in the distribution of musical style.  

Flerida de Nolasco stated that the dance’s name came from the confection of the same 

name, the rhythm is light and whipped like egg whites, thus it was merengue.

Jorge Duany affirmed in Music and Black Ethnicity that “merengue is recognized 

as an essential part of Dominican identity” (Duany, 1996, p. 80). Simon Frith stated that, 

“Music seems to be a key to identity because it offers, so intensely, a sense of both self 

and others, of the subjective in the collective” (Frith, 1996, p. 110). Music is what 

Schlesinger calls the “mythico-cultural apparatus” of identity whether it is collective or 

national (See Schlesinger, 1991). The complexity of stances regarding race in the 

Dominican Republic can be viewed through the history of Merengue.  

Jean Fouchard has pointed out that Dominican Merengue is similar to Haitian 

Mereng in that it is a fusion of slave music and ballroom dances from Europeans. 

Fouchard go as far as to assert that Dominican Merengue is directly descended from 

Haitian Mereng (Fouchard, 1988). Dominicans were convinced through years of colonial 

domination that they were a Hispanic country and to admit that there was some form of 

African influence in their culture would be to admit to being unpatriotic. When 

Dominican folklorist Fradique Lizardo pronounced that there was a connection between 

Africa and Dominican culture, he was overtly labeled as being disloyal to Dominican 

nationalism. The composer, Luis Senor said of Lizardo’s claim “This outlandish 

statement is unpatriotic”! (Ysalguez, 1976, pp. 50–51). While origins of Merengue have 
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been a point of debate in both national and international discussions, it undoubtedly is the 

national symbol of a hybrid people in the New World.  Merengue is a fusion of diverse 

elements that expresses the identity of the people in song and dance. The following auto-

ethnography expresses how a Dominican relates Merengue to his identity. 

 I also had a 45-year-old male who is a professional recording studio assistant in 

Santo Domingo write a narrative about what Merengue means for the Dominican people. 

The following is the narrative he wrote in Spanish in response to how Merengue relates 

to Dominican identity, which I have translated into English. 

Merengue for me represents most the music of my country, 
Merengue represents my identity. Merengue represents the 
happiness of Dominicans; everything that happens to us 
everyday at home, work, in the street or in the countryside; 
it represents the daily battle that we live for a better future; 
with our friends and fellow man; with our families; it 
represents triumph and defeat, love and coolness about how 
we are and how we live; what we eat and what we don't 
like.  

Merengue for me represents a fingerprint, the DNA 
of our culture, our way of thinking and our customs. The 
origin of Merengue has a lot of influence from Africa, the 
presence of drums and percussion instruments that is just 
like African songs still have today, it is a huge presence in 
our music. It is my understanding that Merengue was born 
in the countryside and sugarcane plantations and farms 
from a combination of the canticles that the countrymen 
and laborers sang while doing their work; also during the 
parties and religious celebrations of African customs. The 
original instruments of Merengue are: the drum (a type of 
drum that makes sound on both ends; one side is a opaque 
and the other side is acute), the guiro (it is made out of a 
type of dried pumpkin or gourd and produces a sound 
similar to the maracas, it was substituted for now what we 
know as the metal guira), los palos (three different drums 
with different circumferences that produce three opaque or 
acute sounds that were eventually substituted for the 
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congas), la marimba (a resonating box with three metallic 
teeth that produce a basic sound  that was substituted with 
the base guitar).  

Merengue has the influences of Spanish music 
which made it possible for merengue to incorporate the 
guitar, the piano, and wind instruments of the merengue we 
know today. The word merengue is from African origin. 
The Trujillo era meant a surge in Dominican musical 
identity: during the Trujillo years public institutions were 
formed for the cultural and recreation of the Dominican 
pueblo. Due to the creation of the National Music 
Conservatory and the National Folkloric Ballet not only 
was Merengue benefited but many musical aspects not only 
incorporating the  Merengue dance but up until that time it 
had unstable manifestation that had been very informal and 
undocumented and together typical way colors and dress of 
the country era were created.  

Ultimately, there was a creation of Spanish 
orquestras (very similar to those of the American Big 
Bands) by the merengue movement.There was a 
manifestation of development and identity from this 
musical genre with the sound and flavor of our people and 
our beliefs which unfortunately we owe a great deal to the 
Trujillo regime. Haitians know what merengue is because 
we have been neighbors both geographically and culturally 
since before the nations of Haiti and Dominican Republic 
were constituted.  

Haitians have a similar style of merengue but like 
imported cultural manifestations they have added their own 
ingredients through their race and customs; even though I 
don’t know the Haitian Merengue, when I was little there 
was a Haitian Merengue band called Los Diplomaticos de 
Haiti (that dad and mom liked a lot) that played merengue 
in a way very much like the Afro-Caribbean music called 
Soca. Merengue was born due to all the things I have 
explained to you… culture, racial origins, religions, and 
evolution and social interaction; just like Tango belongs to 
Argentines, the Chachacha belongs to Cubans, Salsa 
belongs to Puerto Ricans, and Rock and Roll belongs to 
Americans in the same way Merengue was born in the 
Dominican Republic and represents every aspect of our 
culture and customs.   

 
The narrative data collected about Merengue’s influence upon Dominican identity 
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is important because we understand through a Domincan’s own words what Merengue 

means to their culture. I had also investigated the history of Merengue through resources 

I retrieved from the main library at the University of Arizona. The literature I read about 

Merengue was another indication of borrowing from other cultures. Merengue 

symbolizes influences from the Taino, Spanish, and Africans cultures that have 

contributed to its development.  

 

La mujer dominicana 

 
The next source of information for answering this research question is the clay 

figurine, la mujer dominicana, a cultural icon in the Dominican Republic that is produced 

for both tourists and local residents. It is a doll made out of red clay that depicts a slender 

woman who never has any facial features. The clay doll always wears a traditional long 

dress with a large-brimmed hat and usually has one thick black braid curling along one 

side of her neck and either holds a bouquet of flowers or simply has her hands clasped 

together. This clay doll is representative of Dominican women in that she doesn’t have 

any facial features because Dominican women have a range of features that could not 

possibly be narrowed down to one exact phenotype to represent collectively.  

In general the dolls either have a reddish-brown color or are painted so as to 

represent a fair-colored maiden. It is rare to find a clay doll that is depicted with dark-

brown and even more remote to encounter one with black skin. I was told by an elderly 

woman in the Mercado Modelo that the dolls have been made for decades. She was 
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eighty-eight years old and said that, “La muneca de barro perteneciente a la cultura 

dominicana no tiene cara debido a que nuestro pais no tiene una cultura que se saco 

propiamente de nuestro origen, ya que ha sido una liga de diferentes culturas 

provenientes de Africa, Espana, y otros paises” (Ana Ochoa de Latria, personal 

communcation, March 13, 2005). The English translation of such is as follows: “The clay 

doll that belongs to Dominican culture doesn’t have a face because our country doesn’t 

have a specific culture of origin. We have been a mix of different cultures from Africa, 

Spain, and other countries.” 

 The absence of facial features is characteristic of the doll because Dominican 

women are creoles or mulatas. Dominicans are a part of a racial milieu that has been 

translated into portraying the clay figurine without a face so as to leave the broader 

interpretation of what Dominican woman looks like up to the individual. The 

pigmentation of Dominican women in their country is variable with many women being 

dark-skinned due to the racial influence of black Africa. Interestingly, the dolls are rarely 

depicted as having dark skin. This fact is symbolic of Dominican identity in terms of how 

they want to be portrayed in society and to the outside world. 

Figure 8 shows a typical mujer dominicana that I bought in the Colonial Zone, 

Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic.  
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Figure 8. La mujer dominicana. 
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I hypothesized that la mujer dominicana would reflect identity formation for 

Dominican women because it is a doll that is supposed to show Dominican women in an 

egalitarian sense in society. I felt that in collecting this artwork as a piece of data it would 

provide clues as to the establishment of self-identity of Dominican women collectively. I 

felt that information on la mujer dominicana gave the Dominican woman’s perspective 

on the possible importance of the doll as a symbol in Dominican culture. 

 

Sixth Grade Social Studies Text 

 

The final source of information for answering this research question is a sixth 

grade Social Studies consumable textbook entitled:  Dejando Huellas (2001) has been 

translated into English. It is an important item of material culture because the Dominican 

school text shows the contributions from Taino, Spanish, and African cultures to 

Dominican identity to official educational programming. I collected a sixth grade social 

studies text from the government school. I read the entire consumable book looking for 

evidence of cultural identity that is taught in the school system. Unit 6, from page 174 to 

190 specifically called: Identidad cultural dominicana (Dominican Cultural Identity) 

portrayed Dominican identity as stemming from three distinct groups: a) Taino, b) 

Spanish, and c) Africans.  
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The unit gives the contributions of each group with the African receiving the 

smallest section and the Taino Indians received the largest, the Spanish were somewhere 

in between. The last section of the Unit 6 entitled, El dominicano hoy (the Dominican 

Today) that reveals the mixture of previous cultures and various influences which have 

created the Dominican identity of today. These are summarized below.  

Spanish Contributions 

The Spanish occupied the island of Santo Domingo, establishing their domination over 

the territory and transferred their cultural characteristics to the colony. The colonizers 

contributed to Dominican culture in the following ways: 

1. The Spanish language, which has endure despite Haitian, French, and American 

invasions. 

2. The Catholic religion. Christian evangelization started in the New World on the 

island  of Santo Domingo and became consolidated to the Catholic saints, in 

particular Our Lady of Mercy and Our Lady of Altagracia. Each town has a 

patron saint and a festival is dedicated to that saint and celebrated each year. 

3 The colonial education system was funded by Spanish religious groups under the 

governance of  the Catholic Church. 

4 The songs, music, and dances were influenced Dominican tap dancing. 

5 The Spanish influenced childhood games, sayings, storie,s and artistic styles. 

6 The urban constructions in the cities were adopted from existing designs in Spain. 

7 The Hispanic political division and administration was maintained throughout the 

country in respect to the structure of provinces and municipalities although with 
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some variation. 

African Contributions.  

The African slaves on the island of Santo Domingo were numerous, and the white slave 

masters put them to work on the farms where they did the most exhausting work. In the 

cities and surrounding areas they worked as domestic servants, sales people (usually of 

merchandise sold in the streets), and artists. The Africans and their Creole descendents 

played an important role in the economic life of the colony. African influences upon 

Dominican culture are manifested in the following ways: 

8. Popular religion reveals a mix of both Christian and African elements. Beliefs 

based in mystery, dead spirits and playing drums and dances. 

9. Culinary customs of Africa brought the banana, the pigeon pea, and the yam, 

foods that were relished by the slaves. The pigeon pea is one of the most mouth-

watering legumes in the Dominican diet. 

10. Music and dance:  African heritage is present in these artistic expressions. It is 

noticeable in the Calenda, in the Congo dances and the musical instruments like 

balsie,  gallumba, marimba, and palos. 

11. In Dominican Spanish one can see African influences in the vocabulary and the 

way of  using the language. Some words come from Africa: Angola, Cambita, 

mandinga, maniel, calinga, Palenque, naga, and fucu among others. 

 

The Dominican of Today.  

The national Dominican culture is a result of a long historical evolution, where the 
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heritage of the Tainos, the Spanish, and the Africans is present. The Dominican 

population is made up of more than eight million inhabitants and is composed of the 

following racial and ethnic elements: Mulattos, 69.5%; Whites, 17.0 %; Blacks, 9.4%; 

Haitians, 2.4%; and Other, 1.7%. The predominance of the Mulatto population in 

Dominican society is what characterizes them from an ethnic point of view. Dominicans 

are known for being the following: 

12. Hospitable to their neighbors and others in their country. 

13. Communicative and social and possesses a great sense of humor. 

14. Family is extremely important in their lives. 

15. They are musical and love to dance. The Merengue is the national dance, and it is 

enjoyed by each town according to their style. The Perico Ripiao is a part of 

Dominican folklore. 

The Dominican Republic is the Land of Merengue and tells of many musicians who have 

taken their rhythm to international heights and fame. Merengueros (Merengue 

musicians) who are internationally known are: Joseito Mateo, Jhonny Ventura, Juan Luis 

Guerra, and Fernando Villalona, among others. 

16. Other Dominican dances are the Sarandunga, la Jaiba, el Carabine, la 

Mangulina, belt dances, el Chenche Matriculado, Yucca, Callao, and the 

Bachata.  

17. Poetry is a deep-rooted popular art. They use verses that express love and 

patriotism.  

18. The Carnival parties constitute traditional culture. The devil masks and groups 
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have given the festivals great color and beauty. They possess spectacular artistic 

value and folklore.  

The mentioned cultural characteristics are the base of Dominican cultural identity that is 

also Caribbean and Latin American. The Dominican pueblo shares a geographic space in 

the Caribbean with the Greater and Lesser Antilles. There is a historical relation with 

Cuba, Puerto Rico, Jamaica and the rest of the small Caribbean Islands. The Dominicans 

share a common history and cultural traditions and customs with West Indians, that 

makes them like brother cities.  

Summary 

 

The recipes, Merengue narrative, and la mujer dominicana were coded in the 

same manner as the previous data I collected. I went through the recipes, meringue 

narrative, sixth grade text, and la mujer dominicana data on three separate occasions in 

order to code words and phrases with the same system as used with the previous data 

collected.  
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What Does It Mean to be Black for Dominicans? 

 

The research question: “What does it mean to be Black for Dominicans?” was 

answered with the four narratives I collected from Dominicans plus the information I 

presented in Chapter 2, Theoretical Framework and Related Studies, and Chapter 4, 

Historical Context. 

 

Narratives 

 

My original intent in doing the narratives was to find at least ten Dominicans with 

the assistance of my friend Joselyn who lives in the barrio, Los Alcarrizos in the capital, 

who would be willing to write about themselves and respond to some baseline questions 

regarding race, Dominicans in the United States., etc. Joselyn made inquiries in several 

different barrios as well as her own to get things started; this began in December 2004. I 

went to the Dominican Republic in March of 2005 to collect data in person, but I wanted 

to find people to do the auto-ethnographies in advance of my visit so that they would 

have time to think about the stories they wanted to tell and to think about the baseline 

questions with plenty of time given to write. When I went to the Dominican Republic in 

March 2005, there were four narratives that I chose for the study out of six that had been 

completed. These four were selected because they had been completed as I requested 
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with a brief history of the participant’s life, and responses were given to the baseline 

questions. The four narratives were by coincidence from women. They were written in 

Spanish and I translated them into English. 

 

First 

 

The first narrative was provided by Bonita Gomez, a thirty-year-old woman. 

According to her government cedula she is  an india, but she is a beautiful dark-skinned 

woman who would be classified as black in the United States (for example). She is single 

with no children. 

My name is Bonita Gomez, native of Santo Domingo from 
the sector Guzman in the national district. My parents are 
Roberto Gomez and Catalina, who come from the province 
of La Vega. I was born in 1972. My primary school years, I 
took classes in the school San Martin and finished my 
secondary school years at the night high school named Los 
Alcarrizos Carmen Balaguer from 1991 to 1992. I 
graduated from the university Federico Henriquez y 
Carvejal in Basic Education and obtained another degree 
at the same university in Social Science in October of 2004. 
Right now I work in the school San Augustin.  
 
To be a Dominican means maintaining your high values 
and customs. It means being friendly and hospitable, and 
relate to your fellow man; respect people and be united 
during your differences. It means being a good citizen; 
respect your country and what it symbolizes. Race is how 
groups are divided based upon their physical features like 
skin color, eye color and hair, among other things. For 
Dominicans the racial mixing of Spaniards on our island 
has resulted in what we know today as being creole. The 
difference between a black and a white is that the people 
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with black skin are treated with indifference and are 
discriminated against just for being black whereas a white 
is always preferred.  
 
To be a black in the Dominican Republic means to be 
treated with indifference. I think that some Dominicans 
who come back to the D.R. after having lived in the United 
States it hasn’t been good for them, for others it has 
resulted in difficulty to adapt to the prevailing situation in 
this country and the first reason is that returning to your 
country like a good Dominican loves and returns to their 
country of origin and all that it represents. To not be 
Dominican means to not have respect or valor for your 
country; to not be hospitable; not fulfill your obligations as 
a citizen; imitate the style of a foreigner instead of your 
own; not participate in the changes and customs that 
happen in your country; never are happy with the 
education system, politics, and social system of the country; 
always criticize the way politics and the government is run. 

 

Second 
 

The second narrative was provided by Maria de la Vega, a thirty-two year old 

who is married and has three children. Her cedula states that she is an india but by 

American standards she would be considered a light-skinned Black woman. 

 My name is Maria de la Vega. I was born in the city of 
Santo Domingo, in the neighborhood of the capital called 27th of 
February. My father Cirilo was born in a town called Santiago de 
los caballeros in San Jose Afuera, and my mother, Rosa Emerita 
Flete Perez was born in Santiago de los caballeros. My primary 
schooling took place in the school Juan XXIII, high school was in 
the poly-technical school Las Caobas, and university was in the 
Universidad Federico Henriquez y Carvejal (1999-2004) where I 
graduated in Social Sciences. I have worked in the school San 
Augustin since the year 1995, where I teach grades 6th, 7th and 8th.
Also the Secretary of Education put me to work as a teacher in the 
school Nicolas Urena de Mendoza teaching sixth grade.  
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I am married to Mr. Ramon Julian Vega who was born in 

Santo Domingo with whom I have three daughters: Lorimar 
Jhoset, 11 years old; Deborah Bismar, 9 years old; and Larimar 
Argentina, two years old. To be a Dominican means to defend our 
national flag. One is patriotic, happy, hospitable, and maintains 
our values. Race is divided by groups within the human race by 
skin color, hair, and facial features among others. The difference 
between a white and a black is a point of view, primary based 
upon the skin color but other things: your beliefs – your culture – 
your way of life.  

They say that the white is from the European race or 
Caucasian and the black is from the African race. To be black in 
the Dominican Republic is related to the Haitian race; a black is 
discriminated against, whether they be or not be Haitian. The 
Dominicans who return to the Dominican Republic after having 
lived in the United States arrive with a very different form of life, 
they compare this country with the United States; they say that the 
life over there (U.S.A.) is more comfortable, that here they can no 
longer live, that everything is expensive, that there are 
criminals/criminal activity, they go to the United States to find a 
future. What it means to not be Dominican is to have another 
nationality. One does not fight for our country, don’t defend 
against the bad things that affects our society. 

 

Third 
 

My third narrative was provided by Amalia Furron de Betancourt, a thirty-nine 

year old married woman who is identified as india on her cedula. She has two children. 

She has a very dark complexion and would by all accounts be considered Black in the 

United States.  

 

I was born in the neighborhood called Ensanche 
Quisqueya in the capital of Santo Domingo. My mother is a 
native of Puerto Plata, and my father is from the municipal 
province of Azua, called Padre Las Casas. I did my basic 
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studies from first to eighth grade in the school Carmen 
Celia Balaguer, high school diploma from the night high 
school Los Alcarrizos and college degree from the 
Dominican University OAM from 1993 to 1997 where I 
graduated in Philosophy and Letters. I have been working 
in school San Pablo III for fourteen years as a teacher. I 
am working with the seventh and eighth grades and first 
grade in the areas of Spanish and Social Science. 

 I am married to Mr. Andy Bentancourt and we 
have two boys: Nefi Giovanny and Wanly Alexander, six 
and two-and-a-half years old respectively. My husband is a 
native of Neyba in the province Bahoruco. What it means to 
be Dominican is to maintain our values and customs in 
esteem without imitating those of other countries. One 
respects our patriotic symbols and is proud of our country 
wherever we are. Race is a combination of physical and 
cultural features that identify us from others. There doesn’t 
exist a difference between a white and a black except for 
the color of the skin. The white race considers itself 
superior and discriminates against the black race just for 
the sole reason of being black. I don’t agree with this, and 
the capacity and human qualities of a person are not 
measured by the color of one’s skin. To be black in the 
Dominican Republic means you don’t get the same 
treatment as a white. A black doesn’t have the same 
opportunities as a white person. 

 I think that the Dominicans who return to the 
country after living in the United States have made a good 
decision and with this action demonstrate the love for their 
country and the national sentiment of sharing with their 
people and die in the land where they were born. To not be 
Dominican means to not show respect for our patriotic 
symbols, feel shame about your country of birth, ennoble 
the values of another country, and devalue your own. To 
not be Dominican is to speak without pride of your country, 
cursing it, including swear allegiance to another flag just 
to obtain personal benefits. Some Dominicans reside in 
another countries and participate in criminal acts which 
stain the good image of Dominicans.  
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Fourth 

 

The fourth narrative was provided by Mercedes Estrella Reyes, a thirty-four year 

old woman who is divorced with one child. Her cedula states that she is a morena but in 

the United States, by the general public, she would probably be considered a light-

skinned Black woman. 

 
I am the daughter of Mario Estrella and Bienbenida 

Reyes, I am the second child of six siblings. I am thirty-four 
years old. I was born in Corocito, Jarabacoa, Dominican 
Republic. I went to primary school in the school Carocito. I 
graduated from the high school then in technical courses as 
an archive typist in the Felix E. Colon progressive institute 
of the township, English in Mr. Pedro Ofimatica Institute. I 
studied at the University of Agroforesstal – Fernando 
Arturo de Merino and graduated at a basic level. Now, I 
live in Santo Domingo and I am teaching second at San 
Miguel 29 School.  

To be a Dominican pertains to all the people who 
are born in the Dominican Republic but even though they 
are born in another country their race is from here and 
they feel like Dominicans because their parents were born 
here and they were born in the United States. Race is the 
where your culture comes from, your origin. The difference 
between a white and a black is the color of the skin, one is 
dark, the other light because we are all equal. To be black 
in the Dominican Republic means the person is dark-
skinned comes from Haiti. I think that the Dominicans who 
come back to the Dominican Republic after having lived in 
the United States come back with a future sometimes for 
their family and others don’t and they can help 
economically if they are working honestly, but if they are 
into drugs or gangs they can bring about the death and 
detriment to their family in all senses.  
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How Does Ethnogenesis Reflect the Processes of Identity 
Formation for Dominicans in the U.S. Diaspora? 

 
The research question, “How does identity relate to specific material culture for 

Dominicans?” is answered through the examination of segmented assimilation as a form 

of ethnogenesis for Dominicans in the U.S. Diaspora. I also looked at what it means to be 

Black in America and how this social phenomenon relates to Dominican immigrants. 

Finally, I examined the economic and social status of Dominicans in Washington 

Heights, New York City. 

The Dominican Diaspora is confronted with multifarious divisions of identity that 

must coalesce into “being American,” “being Latino American,” and “being African 

American” or a “Black American.” Assimilating into the idea of being American is an 

enigmatic process for Dominican immigrants; it means developing an identity that hinges 

upon transient yet fixed components which culminate into being American. I propose 

segmented assimilation is a model of ethnogenesis for immigrants. 

Dominican immigrants struggle many times in the United States because they are 

either identified as being Black or African American and only marginally accepted as 

being Latino in some instances. In a world of globalization, high numbers of Dominican 

immigrants are coming to the United States and their identities are undergoing a specific 

process of ethnogenesis. Cultural identity is progressive, it proceeds along a continuum 

based upon situational phenomenon; in this chapter the examination of Segmented 

Assimilation will illustrate a form of ethnogenesis. In addition the general examination of 
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Dominicans in the U.S. Diaspora will demonstrate the intricate nature of representation, 

adaptation, and Americanization for those who are associated with the African Diaspora. 

 

Segmented Assimilation 

 

Ruben G. Rumbaut and Alejandro Portes state that segmented assimilation “is a 

complex story that hinges on a number of factors, among which the following can be 

considered decisive: 1) the history of the immigrant first generation, including the human 

capital brought by immigrant parents and the context of their reception; 2) the 

differentiated pace of acculturation among parents and children, including the 

development of language gaps between them, and its bearing on normative integration 

and family cohesiveness; 3) the cultural and economic barriers confronted by second-

generation youth in their quest for successful adaptation; and 4) the family and 

community resources for confronting these barriers” (Portes and Rumbaut, 1996, 2001).  

Portes and Rumbaut express through their research that the social and linguistic 

infrastructures that immigrant’s form keeps them “afloat” in the host society. Family 

structures and the interconnectedness function in sync with “the government policies and 

programs, the state of the economy in the areas where they settle, employer 

preferencesim, local labor markets, the extent of racial discrimination and nativist 

hostility, and the strength of existing ethnic communities”(Rumbaut and Portes, 2001, p. 

6).  The aforementioned assists in the establishment of permitting conditions that enable 

immigrants to adapt and flourish in a host society.   
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“Culture is the totality of learned attitudes, values, beliefs, traditions, and tools 

shared by a group of people to give order, continuity, and meaning to their lives” (Garcia, 

1991, p. 68). It is impossible to conceptualize culture without the elements that unify a 

people through language, history, education, family, and the many other points of 

synthesis that are central to the success of immigrants in the United States. 

 Portes and Rumbauts’ theory of Segmented Assimilation is a mode of ethnogenesis that 

demonstrates a model composed of the following articles: background factors, 

intergenerational patterns, external obstacles, and expected outcomes.  

 

Background Factors 

 
The background factors are comprised of the following: parental human capital, 

modes of incorporation and family structure. The background factors combine to reveal 

three distinct levels of acculturation: 1) dissonant acculturation, 2) consonant 

acculturation, and 3) selective acculturation. The process of segmented assimilation 

model exemplifies the bearing each mode of acculturation and how it advances through 

the external obstacles of racial discrimination, labor markets and subcultures. Each of the 

external obstacles coalesce with one form of acculturation to state a dissimilar manner in 

which the second-generation confronts, filters or counterweighs the host countries’ 

cultural, linguistic, economic and racial barriers.  

The model asserts three different expected outcomes: dissonant acculturation 

leads to downward assimilation, consonant acculturation to mostly upward assimilation, 
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blocked at times by discrimination and selective acculturation to upward assimilation 

combined with biculturalism. The applicability of the process of segmented assimilation 

model will crux upon the inimitability of background factors that are generally 

experienced by the majority of Dominican immigrants and their American-born children.  

Immigrant groups have a multitude of complex issues to contend with in order to 

live successfully within the U.S. social order. These groups must assimilate into varied 

fragments of society; their consequent success hinges upon many factors. Factors that 

have been considered as decisive by sociologist Alejandro Portes are as follows: 

1) the history of the immigrant first generation, including 
the human capital brought by immigrant parents and the 
context of their reception; 2) the differential pace of 
acculturation among parents and children, including the 
development of language gaps between them, and its 
bearing on normative integration and family cohesiveness; 
3) the cultural and economic barriers confronted by second-
generation youth in their quest for successful adaptation; 
and 4) the family and community resources for confronting 
these barriers” [Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 307]. 
 

In considering these factors, the challenges of adaptation to a host society are 

formidable for immigrants. The paths of acculturation are distinct. “The adaptation 

process registers individual variants and exceptions but, by and large, it follows a 

predictable sequence where outcomes build on each other, with earlier successes and 

failures decisively affecting future outlooks, identities, and achievements” (Portes and 

Rumbaut, 2001, p. 307). The first generation affects the “new” family environment in the 

host society due to the totality of what Portes and Rumbaut (2001) describe as skills, 

experiences and resources and the environment that receives them.  

The first generation resides within a state of continued struggle in order to achieve 
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pre-determined economic, cultural and linguistic markers; at the same time they are 

dealing with stress of their children’s sociocultural and sociolinguistic evolution as 

Americans. There are both direct and indirect expectations for the second generation. 

“The second generation consists of those who are native born and who have at least one 

foreign-born parent” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 24). Second-generation immigrant 

children in the U.S. reflect new ethnic traits that flourish along a continuum that reflects a 

diverse range of cultural synthesis.  

 The Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study (CILS) carried out by Ruben 

Rumbaut and Alejandro Portes was based on a study performed in the 1990’s “on both 

coasts of the United States, which followed over 5,200 youths from several dozen 

nationalities, mostly from Latin America and Asia”(Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. xvii). 

A comprehensive amount of data was collected and analyzed regarding the patterns of 

acculturation, family, and school life, language, identity, experiences of discrimination, 

self-esteem, ambition, and achievement”(Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. xvii). The CILS 

study proved that nationality and ethnicity are intrinsic to migrant adaptation.  

Immigrants are not uniform in population; there is great multiplicity among them 

that pertain to three basic realms: “1) their individual features, including their age, 

education occupational skills, wealth, and knowledge of English; 2) the social 

environment that receive them, including the policies of the host government, the 

attitudes of the native population, and the presence and size of a co-ethnic community; 

and 3) their family structure” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 46).  

Individual features in the form of occupational experience, education and 
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knowledge of language are conveyed in terms of “human capital”.  Human capital is 

education and work experience that affects immigrant adaptation, and specifically the 

human capital of parents affects the educational outcomes of children (see Pearlman, 

1995; Portes and Rumbaut 1993; Shultz 1993).   

Human capital is not the sole factor in economic success or failure that assists in 

immigrant adaptation but it is important. “Educated immigrants are in a much better 

competitive position and are more likely to succeed occupationally and economically in 

their environment” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 46). Human capital in many respects is 

contingent upon government policies. Government reception is exemplifies through the 

following categories “1) exclusion, 2) passive acceptance, or 3) active encouragement” 

(Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 46). If new immigrants do have government support it 

proves to be a conspicuous hindrance in their integration into American society. 

Government’s exclusion thrusts immigrants into a reality that is static and non-

productive. The government protects immigrants yet there are no special concessions 

made for them; it should be noted though that the government can give vital resources 

that aid in their development as Americans.  

 Secondly, the host society and its reception to immigrants can revel that the more 

similar immigrants are, the more likely they will integrate into the host society usually 

with greater ease. For example, European immigrants that have much “human capital” 

are more likely to succeed in middle class America than Black Haitians that maintain the 

same “human capital.” “A racial gradient continue to exist in U.S. culture so that the 

darker a person’s skin is, the greater is the social distance from dominant groups and the 
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more difficult it is to make his or her personal qualifications count”(Portes and Rumbaut, 

2001, p. 47). 

Finally, the reception of new immigrants by family is important to consider 

because they can assist, cushion, and impact the American experience for their co-

ethnics. Co-ethnics work together to confront the challenges of adaptation in the U.S. 

(Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 48). A key example is how Cuban immigrants have 

flourished due to such co-national networks that have provided cultural, linguistic and 

economic support. In short, the fundamental dimensions that typify immigrant adaptation 

are particularly reflected in the following: “no matter how motivated and ambitious 

immigrants are, their future prospects will be diminished if government officials 

persecute them, natives consistently discriminate against them, and their own community 

has only minimum resources to offer” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 49). 

 Specifically this model scrutinizes the background factors of parental human 

capital, modes of incorporation and family structure which produce three 

intergenerational categorical patterns: Dissonant Acculturation, Consonant Acculturation 

and Selective Acculturation. The intergenerational patterns compose specific external 

obstacles of racial discrimination, labor markets and subcultures. The External Obstacles 

create specific expected outcomes: Downward Assimilation (outcome for Dissonant 

Acculturation), Mostly Upward Assimilation, blocked at times by discrimination 

(outcome for Consonant Acculturation), and Upward Assimilation (Selective 

Acculturation) combined with biculturalism.  

“Dissonant Acculturation takes place when children’s learning of English and 
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introjection of American cultural outlooks exceed their parents’ as to leave the latter 

hopelessly behind” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 308). Dissonant acculturation 

maintains that there are high levels of familial discord where children disregard “parental 

authority because of divergent expectations and children’s diminishing regard for their 

own cultural origins” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 308). In this model, children of 

immigrant view fidelity to original culture as socially nonprofitable.   

 Consonant Acculturation ensues as parents and offspring acquire cultural and 

linguistic capital at roughly speaking the same time. “More educated parents and those 

fluent in English are more likely to come closer to this path, as they are better able to 

understand and empathize with changes in their children’s lives” (Portes and Rumbaut, 

2001, p. 308). There is an absence of vital ethnic ties, internal family problems occur and 

lower self-esteem can occur among the youth of these immigrant families. 

 The final intergenerational pattern that lies within the process of segmented 

assimilation is Selective Acculturation. “Selective Acculturation is commonly associated 

with fluent bilingualism in the second generation” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 308). It 

is significant to preserve the language of the first-generation immigrants because it 

provides a vehicle for communication that serves to interconnect generations that might 

otherwise suffer from lack of commonalties that could perhaps lead to loss of culture. 

“Such a path may appear inimical to successful adaptation in the eyes of conventional 

assimilation, in fact it can lead to better psychological and achievement outcomes 

because it preserves bonds across immigrant generations and gives children a clear 

reference point to guide their future lives” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 309). 
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 Adaptation to the host society is affected by discrimination. “A key and common 

finding of the studies of individual nationalities is the progressive ethnicization of self-

identities during adolescence…youths increasingly shift to ethnic and racial minority 

identities, ranging from the pan ethnic labels into which they are commonly classified 

(Asian, Black, and Hispanic) to a reactive embracing of their parents’ nationality” (Portes 

and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 309). Each mode of acculturation either confronts or filters racial 

discrimination, labor markets and subcultures differently, which ultimately terminates in 

none of the aforementioned expected outcomes.  

Labor markets create their own ethnic niches; Dominicans living in the 

Washington Heights area of New York City will be more likely to find work due to co-

ethnic ties that reside within their co-ethnic niches. Becker and Portes’ concept of 

cumulative causation functions according to the access or lack there of moral and 

material resources which are essential in determining success on the upward versus 

downward assimilation. Path dependence gives rise to the causation of potential 

outcomes; “children of impoverished immigrant parents living in inner-city 

neighborhoods and attending custodial public schools will graduate from elite 

colleges…equally possible, but not likely, that children of immigrant professionals or 

entrepreneurs ensconced in a social environment that promotes bilingualism and selective 

acculturation will end up in drug gangs and in prison” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 

313). Path dependence “estimates” a potential social outcome; it does not predetermine it. 

Social capital cannot be purchased but is received through terms of dispensations and free 

exchange.  
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Ethnic communities generate key resources for immigrants in order to avoid 

social and economic dysfunction, which could lead to dissonant acculturation, foray of 

subculture and critical barriers that negatively impact second-generation immigrant 

youths. The theory of segmented assimilation functions to represent on an individual 

basis the symmetrical embeddedness of society established ethnic groups and the host 

government’s reception. For example, mode of incorporation  “function to piece 

individuals in different positions at the entry of the funnel of adaptation, determining the 

extent to which individual skills can be put into play and the level of social capital 

available to first generation parents” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 314).  

 Parental human capital is one of three foundational components that foster the 

foundation of segmented assimilation.  Parental human capital is the education and work 

experience that first-generation immigrant parents bring with them to the host society. It 

stems from the supposition of human capital, “education and work experience, affects 

immigrant adaptation” (see Pearlamn, 1995; Portes and Rumbaut 1993; Shultz 1993). 

Human capital is a key element in the production of segmented assimilation theory. 

Human capital which feeds into the production of Parental Human Capital must be 

viewed in terms of pre and post immigration discourse. Dominicans certainly were in 

possession of human capital immigrating to the United States; it simply was a different 

estimation of what it was in their societies. Education and work experience were vital to 

their existence, yet within the parameters of a third world nation, it cannot be 

synonymously translated in a super power country such as the United States.  
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Modes of Incorporation 

 

The concept of Modes of Incorporation highlighted “the basic and separate 

components of this context of reception, consisting of official policy toward specific 

nationalities; public receptivity, indifference, or rejection toward them; and the character 

and resources of preexisting co-ethnic communities” (Portes and Rumbaut, 1996, p. 309).  

“Modes of incorporation are important because they can facilitate, alter, or prevent the 

deployment of individuals’ skills” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 307).  

The final component of background factors is Family Structure. “The combination of 

these initial factors determines the socio-economic status of immigrant families and the 

character of the communities that they are able to create” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 

307).  

 The concept originally proposes there is a “generational gap” and complications 

of two cultures likely at odds over values and normative prospects (see Rumbaut 1991, 

1994; Rumbaut and Ima, 1988).  The parents maintain high expectations within cultural 

contexts that place credence upon the cohesiveness of family responsibilities. The 

intermingling of background factors produces three typologies within the concept of 

segmented assimilation. The first is Consonant acculturation which occurs as parents and 

children learn the language and culture at approximately the same pace and adjust their 

behavior accordingly (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 307). However the investigation 

performed by Espiritu and Wolf states, “clashes of expectations still occur between 

parents and children increasing awareness of racial discrimination brought about by the 



150

fast pace of acculturation in this group can lower children’s self-esteem and encourage a 

reactive ethnicity” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 307). 

 The external obstacles under consonant acculturation as illustrated in the model 

relates to racial discrimination, labor markets, and subcultures. Racial discrimination as it 

relates to the category of consonant acculturation within the model is multipart. The 

complexity arises out of racial discrimination that exists in America against members of 

the African Diaspora. The final component of external obstacles is subcultures. This 

structure “countervails” messages based on family aspirations. The family provides the 

cultural, linguistic and social support to face the detrimental effects of mainstream 

society.  

Dissonant acculturation in its original sentiment takes place when children’s 

learning of English and introjection of American cultural outlooks so exceed their 

parents’ as to leave the latter hopelessly behind (see Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 308).  

There are high levels of family conflict and decreasing parental authority because of 

divergent expectations and children’s diminishing regard for their own cultural 

origins…Parents enjoining their youths in Creole or Spanish to abide by the norms of 

their culture may have little to show for it (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 308). Secondly, 

under the subdivision of Labor Markets in the model, postulates that the individual again 

would meet “resources alone” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 306). 

The model postulates that “no countervailing message to adversarial attitudes and 

lifestyles are present” (see Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 306). Immigrant families lack 

strong support due to diminished co-ethnic communities, which puts them at greater risk 
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of acculturating into poverty and weakened authority with children. The expected 

outcome for dissonant acculturation is downward assimilation. Downward assimilation 

for the immigrants can be attributed to the sociological concept of cumulative causation 

(see Becker, 1963 & Portes, 1995) that refers to the progressive narrowing of options for 

action brought about by the accumulation of past decisions and events.   

Selective acculturation is commonly associated with fluent bilingualism in the 

second generation, as understood through the immigrant experience. Modes of 

communication are preserved across generations due to the maintenance of linguistic 

features from culture(s) of origin and high levels of co-ethnic community networks that 

function to provide better psychosocial and achievement outcomes for children (see 

Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 308). In the original application of the model, “the key 

element in Selective acculturation is the absorption by second-generation youths of key 

values and normative expectations from their culture and concomitant respect for them” 

(Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, pp. 308–309). The expected outcome for the category of 

Selective acculturation is Upward assimilation combined with biculturalism (Portes and 

Rumbaut, 2001, p. 306). 

During the 1990s, Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbauts’ Children of 

Immigrants Longitudinal Study resulted in the multivariate analysis of CILS which 

“identified nationality or ethnicity as a strong and significant predictor of virtually every 

adaptation outcome…It sought to examine systematically the adaptation patterns and 

trajectories of children of immigrants within key ethnic groups” (Portes and Rumbaut, 

2001, p. xvii). The model of segmented assimilation that was developed by the said 
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researchers illustrates the progression of ethnogenesis for immigrants in America. Power 

translates into identity for people. Power comes from ones success or position in society; 

when those elements are pigeonholed the prospects of advancement are minimal.  

The three categories of acculturation: dissonant acculturation, consonant 

acculturation and selective acculturation in the model of segmented assimilation reveals 

outcomes for second-generation immigrants (and beyond) but it could applicable to the 

first-generation immigrant cohort as well with slight manipulations of the original model 

taking into account the impact of transnational background factors or lack thereof.   

Rumbaut and Portes state that “backing up immigrant parents and the sense of self-worth 

and ambition grounded on their cultural past” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 316) will 

reverse a “drift” toward the diminishment of ethnic values and loss of linguistic and self 

identity. Every element that should be preserved for immigrants and their second 

generation in order for them to thrive socioeconomically, socioculturally, and 

linguistically in America. 

It is interesting how immigrants move along different continuums in America in 

order to be apart of America; some attain great levels of social, human and linguistic 

capital. The most positive outcome of segmented assimilation is selective acculturation 

which endows the people with the good fortune of being bicultural which incorporates 

elements of social, human and linguistic capital. Dominican immigrants are in a unique 

position within American socio-cultural stratification because as an immigrant group they 

are in need of representation yet representation eludes them.  
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 Black in America 

 

Franz Boas, stated in the journal Science in 1887, “ that civilization is not 

something absolute, but that it is relative, and that our ideas and conceptions are true only 

so far as our civilization goes. …The physiological and psychological state of an 

organism at a certain moment is a function of its whole history” (Boas, 1887, p. 589).  It 

was at this juncture that Boas started to utilize the term culture in a united sense. Boas’s 

contemplation of this issue resulted in the “founding assumption of psychophysics, there 

can be no general law of sensory thresholds, because perception is always situational” 

(Menand, 2002, p. 384). From this conclusion Boas asserted that unalike spectators have 

unalike responses depending on expectations and experience, and “these differences are 

not innate; they are consciously and unconsciously learned” (Menand, 2002, p. 384). This 

is crucial to the foundation of conceptualizing culture (host culture and culture of origin) 

because how power is extracted from culture is fundamental to one’s identity. Identity is 

embedded in culture and the perception of culture is always situational. 

Immigrants have come to America in search of power in the form of freedom. 

Freedom is a ubiquitous concept that is deeply etched within systems of protocol, 

regulation and personal and professional demeanor; it is oxymoronic because freedom 

doesn’t really mean ‘being free’ in any situation or condition.  “One person’s freedom is 

therefore always-another person’s restriction: we would not have even the concept of 

freedom if the reality of coercion were not already present. We think of freedom as a 

right…we also think of rights as privileges retained by individuals against the rest of 
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society, but rights are created not for the good of individuals, but for the good of society. 

Individual freedoms are manufactured to achieve group ends” (Menand, 2001, p. 409).  

How are the individual freedoms of a Black immigrant constructed to achieve group ends 

when the group in which he or she must integrate into is distinctly unique from the 

composite of his or her culture or origin?  

The process of ‘belonging’ in society is a multi-layered experience of integration 

and reformulation that is especially arduous for black immigrants. In order to 

comprehend the latitude of being apart of the African Diaspora in America historical and 

socio-cultural implications will be established in the paper. Such implications are 

essential to comprehending how a Black immigrant assimilates into the U.S. collective 

structure. The elements that are inassimilable determine who they are ethnically, 

culturally, and sometimes racially. 

The construction of Black identity in America was founded as a single unit of 

analysis, which was shaped by the feverish efforts of Anglo-Saxon Protestant males. A 

collective African American identity was established by non-group members, who forged 

socio-cultural paradigms through the ruins of slavery. Paul Gilroy argues in The Black 

Atlantic (1993) that the cultural legacy of the African Diaspora has been rife with 

“cultural insiderism”. It is a term in which Gilroy describes as “the act which records 

people, values, and events of importance to western historians and excludes everything 

else” (Gilroy, 1993, p. 52).  

It is to look at slavery from the economic, political, cultural and religious tenets 

that produced the racial stigmas that allow the hegemony to maintain its status. Gilroy 
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implies that there are specific forms of “double consciousness” required in order to 

adhere both to a national identity and a black identity. Gilroy states "where racist, 

nationalist, or ethnically absolutist discourses orchestrate political relationships so that 

these identities appear to be mutually exclusive, occupying the space between them or 

trying to demonstrate their continuity has been viewed as a provocative and even 

oppositional act of political insubordination” (Gilroy, 2003, p. 50).  

W.E. Burghardt Du Bois was the first to use the term, “double-consciousness”. As 

he utilized it, it referred to the “lack of identity” Black Americans possessed.  “The 

Negro…born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world—a world 

which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the 

revelation of the other world. …This sense of always looking at one’s self through the 

eyes of others” (Du Bois, 1903, p. 364).  

 Du Bois vividly demonstrates that identity is not static but socially construed; the 

society that constructs identity also defines it in terms of its relation to it. The stimulation 

of self-conception within conditions of prolific debasement as were present during 

slavery, resoundingly illustrate that assimilation for Africans in America evolved 

bilaterally. Du Bois stated that a “color line” referred to the dilemma of “ethnic and race” 

associations. The color line has historically defined the boundary between two broad 

modes of ethnic incorporation into American social life: one epitomized by assimilation, 

the master process that purports to explain how it came to be that the descendents of tens 

of millions of European immigrants from heterogeneous national and cultural origins 

were absorbed into the mainstream of white society, their identities eventually becoming 
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symbolic (Alba, 1985; Gans 1979; Glazer and Moynihan, 1970; Waters, 1990).    

America’s formative role in the establishment of imposed deficiency of African 

Americans serves as an indirect yet distinct renouncement of the physical and 

instrumental properties of “freedom” that inherently undermine the condition of equality 

for them. Africans who were brought to the United States in bondage and managed to 

survive the infinite atrocities of the Atlantic journey, suffered epidemic levels of cultural 

genocide that served as a foundation of cultural ignominy. Understanding knowledge and 

power is imperative to Black cultural studies because it has been a strain for Blacks to be 

perceived as agents (see Gilroy, 2003).  

 The hegemonic construction of Black identity in America is metamorphic and 

paradoxical. To a great extent there was an attempt by the dominant, white society to 

collectively determine who African-Americans were and what they could be in the 

dominant society. “Colonization is not satisfied merely withholding a people in its grip 

and emptying the native’s brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it 

turns to the past of oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it” (Fanon, 

1963, p. 170). Stuart Hall reminds us of Fanon’s conception of cultural identity; “They 

had the power to make us see and experience ourselves as “Other.”… It is one thing to 

position a subject or set of peoples as the “Other” of a dominant discourse. It is quite 

another thing to subject them to that ‘knowledge’, not only as a matter of imposed will 

and domination, by the power of inner compulsion and subjective conformation to the 

norm” (Hall, 2003, p. 236).  If cultural identity emulates self and group identity for a 

people then it must be located within that culture, if culture is politically constructed then 
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identity is highly problematic in the proliferation of imperial discourse. 

Horace Kallen introduced the term “cultural pluralism” in 1924 in his book 

Culture and Democracy in the United States (Kallen, 1924, p. 3). Cultural pluralism was 

theoretically accepted in the United States; it was an immediate phenomenon for society. 

Such movements as the Harlem Renaissance are evidence of the deliberate attempt by a 

specific sub-culture in the United States to break loose from the underpinnings of 

colonial oppression within a society that boasted such rhetoric as “All Men Are Created 

Equal.” 

Alain Locke was highly influential during the Harlem Renaissance. Locke was 

instrumental in the establishment of the “Mecca of the New Negro” during the Harlem 

Renaissance because he emphasized the necessary cultivation of African roots in order to 

give Black people as sense of desperately needed history; without efforts such as his, 

Black culture in America would have only been a reflection of the responses to the 

circumstances of existence. Huggins states in Harlem Renaissance, “Locke believed that 

the profound changes in the American Negro had to do with the freeing of himself from 

the fictions of his past and the rediscovery of himself. He had to put away the protective 

coloring of the mimicking minstrel and find himself as he really was. And thus the new 

militancy was self-assertion as well as an assertion of the validity of the race came about” 

(Huggins, 1971, p. 30).   

Locke stated “Pride in itself is race pride, and race pride seems a rather different 

loyalty to the joint or common civilization type. Yet…through a doctrine of racial 

solidarity and culture, you really accelerate and stimulate the alien group to rather more 
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rapid assimilation of the…general social culture, than would otherwise be possible” 

(Locke, 1916, pp. 96–97). For Locke, socio-ethnic adherence was essential if one was to 

prevail over the obsolescence it could dictate.  The historical configuration of an African 

American identity is indispensable to the appreciation of culture in America. It is 

essential to understand what African American culture is in America because it is what a 

Black immigrant must assimilate into because many times there are not any other options 

as they are perceived of in the dominant society.  

Michel Foucault alluded to the notion that “man himself is a symbolic product of 

the ways in which certain men have, over a very short period of history, thought about 

themselves and human knowledge” (Steiner, 1986, p. 4). The construction of African 

American identity associated with the ontological continuum of slavery would have 

resulted in a primitive resonance of self-knowledge.  The reorganization of Black identity 

by individuals such as Du Bois and Locke served as the episteme for people of African 

ancestry to explicate the organic “knowing” of self and ethnicity without pejorative 

implications. The archeology of culture critically organizes humans and their perception 

of place. Black culture in America went through principle changes in the episteme,

“knowing of knowledge” which lead to the knowing of self (see Foucault, 1972). 

 The colonial phenomenon positioned Black identities within systems of 

representation. The colonizer possessed the power to make the colonized see himself as a 

problem; in the case of the United States, there was a “Negro Problem.” In 1903, W.E.B. 

Du Bois expressed the insular character of the nation in the following passage. 

 Surely there shall yet dawn some mighty morning to lift the Veil 
 and set the prisoned free. Not for me, -I shall die in my bonds, - 
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 but for the fresh young souls who have not known the night and 
 waken to the morning; a morning when men ask of the workman, 
 not “Is he white?” but “Can he work?” When men ask artists, not 
 “Are they black?” but “Do they know?”  
 
The twentieth century brought the African American to experience degrading 

levels of existence through Jim Crow politics. Segregation handled multiculturalism in 

the United States with a vengeance. While immigrants were welcomed with open arms,

Black America was accorded the title the “Negro problem.” It was convenient for the 

non-Black society to view African-Americans as problems because it put them within a 

caste, (both physiologically and psychologically), it kept African Americans suppressed 

and unable to fully benefit from the so-called “American Dream.” Even when the Jim 

Crow laws ended in the late 1960s, the “ecology of ideas” that had accumulated within 

the “mind” of the nation regarding race were problematic.  

For many Black immigrants, “becoming American means becoming a black 

American, with all that this has historically entailed” (Battle et al., 2001, p. 270) and 

many times the processes of acculturation is found in societal expectations that may be 

quite distinct from those in their homeland. The dynamics of assimilation for a first-

generation Black immigrant are not clearly delineated but rather an amalgamation of 

structural components emerge through amassed principles and practice which serve to 

articulate the function of self in society. The opacity of being American is truly a 

complex issue. What it means to be Black in America is an extrapolation deeply 

embedded in socio-historical elements.  

 Clifford Geertz wrote “man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he 

himself has spun” (Geertz, 1973, p. 5). Acculturation for a black immigrant is not merely 
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a matter of the man being suspended in a web he himself has spun but it is the social and 

cultural refinement to a web that has already been spun for him.  

 

Dominicans in Washington Heights 

 

Dominican immigrants have infiltrated Washington Heights in Upper Manhattan 

for the last decade to the point where they are the largest immigrant group New York 

City. Dominicans have brought their specific cultural identity to the receiving society. 

When people migrate across the borders of nation states, they encounter different labor 

markets, political entities, and new systems of classification based upon race, gender, 

class and ethnicity. “Caribbean migrants—especially those coming from the Spanish-

speaking countries of Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico—tend to use three 

main racial categories—black, white, and mixed—based primarily on skin color and 

other physical characteristics such as facial features and hair texture (see Seda Bonilla, 

1980). Yet when these Caribbean migrants enter the U.S. social structure they encounter 

“the rule of hypodescent” where being non-white signifies subordination in the dominant 

society. Dominicans encounter problems with public perception and self-concept at 

varying levels in New York City due to intense derogative nomenclature, prejudice and 

discrimination to which almost all people of the African Diaspora have been exposed to. 

Dominicans in New York City have been classified as Black although they consider 

themselves Latinos.  

Dominicans’ assimilation into the U.S. culture is significant because it is not only 
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the immigrants who are forever changed through the movements of Diaspora but the 

socio-economic, cultural and political infrastructures of the receiving societies are altered 

too. “The contrast between the racial constructions of Latin America and the Caribbean 

and in the United States has been analyzed from various perspectives, focusing on 

religion, slavery, racial demography, and other factors as explanatory variables” (Degler, 

1971; Harris, 1964; Hoetink, 1967; Tannenbaum, 1946).  

 The new immigrant populations to the United States mostly comprise people from 

Latin America and Asia. Dominican immigrants face formidable obstacles in the United 

States that immigrants at the beginning of the twentieth century did not encounter which 

is that of being immigrants of color. Yet Dominicans are similar to earlier immigrant 

groups because they are a working class cohort. Dominicans are also apart of a 

transnational movement. Milagros Ricourt states, “Dominicans in New York City 

partially fit the definition of transnationalism, other issues of identity are not explained 

well…many individuals are fully engaged in incorporating themselves into U.S. society 

and polity (Ricourt, 2002, p.8).  

 Grasmuck and Pessar (1991) further elaborate that Dominicans live between two 

islands—Manhattan and Hispaniola. Washington Heights is the center of the Dominican 

community in Nueva York. They migrate between Santo Domingo and Washington 

Heights, developing what Jorge Duany accords as “transmigrant 

communities…characterized by a constant flow of people in both directions, a dual sense 

of identity =, ambivalent attachments of two nations, and a far-flung network of kinship 

and friendship ties across state frontiers” (Duany, 1994, p. 2). 
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 New York has become the homeland for many Dominicans where once upon a 

time it was simply a work site that offered better opportunities than Santo Domingo. 

During the 1940s, 50s and 60s the labor markets in New York offered a variety of 

opportunities to working class people such as Boricuas (Puertoricans), Dominicanos, and 

other Latino cohorts. The occasion to work has become narrower and the labor markets 

do not hold the promise of assisting future generations. Ricourt points out that 

Dominicans are currently at the bottom of the economic ladder because of three factors: 

“the transformation of the labor market, the persistence of poverty, and lack of 

education” (Ricourt, 2002, p. 32).   

So why would Dominicans risk immigrating to a country where they will be 

marginalized and live within economic conditions that are deplorable, mostly fail to 

attain successful levels of education, and deal with a new barrier; racial discrimination? 

The answer is that the living conditions in the United States, no matter how disparate and 

inadequate, may be are far better than the living conditions of the lower class in the 

Dominican Republic.  

 Dominicans have suffered economic hardships in the United States because they 

lack the educational background to compete successfully with other immigrant cohorts in 

New York City. The reduction in the demand for blue collar and service workers has 

basically effected the structural transformation of the labor force and consequently 

affected the viable participation of Dominicans in the economy. The 1980s brought dire 

economic trouncing for working class Dominicans, “the consequences of structural 

transformations in New York City, affected the labor force in three ways. First, 
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Dominicans reduced their participation in the manufacturing sector, which provoked 

increasing unemployment. Second, Dominicans were inserted in the service sector of the 

economy. Third, Dominicans explored new possibilities for making a living in the 

informal sector of the economy” (Ricourt, 2002, p. 39).  

 Dominicans tend to be thrifty small businessmen, Portes and Guarnizo (1991) 

“estimated that during the 1980’s, Dominicans owned more than 20,000 businesses in 

New York City, particularly grocery stores (bodegas), taxi cab companies, sweatshops, 

travel agencies and restaurants” (Portes and Guarnizo, 1991, p. 32). Research that relies 

on ethnographic research instead of census data will elaborate on the income outside of 

the formal economy.  

Dominicans are one of the poorest immigrant groups in New York City and they 

heavily rely on the underground economy in order to “make ends meet.” The impact of 

the lack of educational attainment among Dominicans distinctly affects their ability to 

compete in the modern market and attain progressive socio-economic levels in America. 

The Population Reference Bureau stated that “Latinos have the lowest rates of high 

school and college graduation of any major group (Population Reference Bureau, 1997, 

p. 4). 

 Dominicans in New York City have the highest level of high school drop-outs 

and the smallest numbers of people who had completed college (Torres-Saillant and 

Hernandez, 1998, p. 72). Nancy Lopez conducted a study on second-generation 

Dominicans in New York City and she found that, “at Uptown High School, with a 

student population that is 90 percent Dominican, only 25 percent of the students graduate 
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(Lopez, 1998, p. 85). Benjamin H. Bailey conducted an ethnographic study of identity 

among second- generation Dominicans in Providence, Rhode Island. Dominican students 

in this study demonstrated an “oppositional culture” toward native Black Americans 

because regardless of their phenotypic resemblance to African Americans they are 

interested in maintaining their cultural identity as it relates to the Dominican Republic 

(see Bailey, 2001, pp. 677–708).  

Multiculturalism and the manipulation of multiple identities is crucial to the 

development of the Dominican community in the United States. Regardless of the issues 

of ethnicity or race, the education level of Dominican students is exceedingly low. Such 

low rates of educational achievement play themselves out in an economic sense because 

the Dominican population is one of the poorest in the city and 36% of Dominican 

households exist within strident poverty, and the unemployment rate is twice that of 

general unemployment levels in New York (see Population Reference Bureau, 1997). 

The complex socio-economic dynamics of Washington Heights is such that 

poverty and unemployment are rampant and Dominican women bear the burden of 

evolving strategies, which will support their households. Dominican women are surviving 

much better than other women of immigrant groups in New York City even given the 

circumstances that statistical data shows that forty-nine percent of them are heads of 

households. “When the manufacturing sector shrank, leaving thousands of Dominicans 

unemployed, Dominican women took refuge in the informal sector of the 

economy…women who do not have the money to rent space for their beauty parlors, 

offer their services to their clients in their own apartments. ...Women made their living 
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baking birthday, Baptism, anniversary, and other special occasion cakes” (Ricourt, 2002, 

pp. 90–91).   

The poorest households in the nation are female-headed ones. “Hispanic 

populations in the United States such as Colombians, female-headed households result 

from widowhood, while Dominican as well as Puerto Ricans, the higher percentages of 

female-headed families fall into divorced, separated, or never-married categories (Bean 

and Tienda, 1987, pp. 191–192; Gilbertson and Gurak, 1992, p.23). Overall Dominican 

women do try to make their lives better in the U.S. by evolving different strategies to 

survive economically plus they also try to improve their English and levels of education. 

Dominican women demonstrate a greater propensity to attain higher education and 

become naturalized than Dominican men. “According to the United States Immigration 

and Naturalization Services and the new York City Department of City Planning, 

Dominican women have had much higher rates of naturalization than men 

historically…in 1997, 21, 092 Dominicans naturalized, 60 percent were women” 

(Ricourt, 2002, p. 94).  

Dominican women are fortunate in that they possess formal organizations such as 

the Association of Dominican Women established in 1982 that originally focused on the 

problems of Dominicans in the Unites States and the Dominican Republic. Yet the 

organization broke up in 1984 because of differences in political motives. Other groups 

have been formed to assist with the social difficulties Dominican women encounter: 

Dominican Women’s Collective (1984), Dominican Women’s Development Collective, 

the Dominican Women’s Caucus, and The Association of Progressive Women; some the 
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mentioned groups have disbanded and formed alternate groups over the years. One thing 

all of these women’s groups have sought or currently seek in terms of their commitment 

is to empower Dominican women.  

It is important for women to be empowered in immigrant communities because 

they hold the key to the success of families, their children’s education, overcoming 

domestic violence, fighting the lures of drugs and maintaining economically strong 

households and church communities. Women are the backbone of Latino communities; 

they are the community builders who deserve just as much recognition and respect as 

Dominican males. “Women’s added burden, providing for their families financially and 

emotionally as well as taking care of their households, push them to better themselves.  

In so doing, they learned ways to adapt to the United States, learning the 

language, becoming United States citizens, pursuing education, voting, and becoming 

community activists”(Ricourt, 2002, pp. 94). Dominican immigrants, transnationals, 

second-generation and established have to face poverty, poor education and decaying 

infrastructure and inadequate social services in Washington Heights but their social 

capital has enabled them to create resources and political endorsements and mobility. Yet 

as inspiring as these aforementioned achievements and potential realizations appear for 

Dominicans, Dominican are relatively isolated form other immigrant groups in terms of 

collective activism.  

 Andrew Hacker states in Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Hostile, 

Unequal, “members of all these ‘intermediate groups’ have been allowed to put a visible 

distance between themselves and black Americans. Put most simply, none of the 
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presumptions of inferiority associated with Africa and slavery are imposed on these other 

ethnicities” (Hacker, 1992, p.16). The paradigm of race has infiltrated our 

conceptualization and resolution of racial problems in the United States; “the most 

pervasive and powerful paradigm of race in the United States is the Black/White binary” 

(Perea, 2000, pp. 345–346). He sets the stage for analyzing all racial identities in the 

United States through this binarism. “The Black/White binary paradigm is so widely 

accepted, other racialized groups like Latinos/as, Asian Americans, and Native 

Americans are often marginalized or ignored altogether”(Perea, 2000, p. 346). So what of 

Dominicans who themselves fit into this twofold condition in the U.S. basically due to 

phenotypic characterizations? Dominicans “fit” into a paradigm of sorts yet are distinct in 

many respects from the oversimplified “Black/White Paradigm” of America; rather it is a 

labyrinth of class and race.  

For Dominicans who are “illegally” occupying social space there is always a fear 

of deportation so no matter how oppressive the dominant society may be toward the 

“illegals,” it is a far better position than in the country of origin. Ironically the 

Dominicans feel the same way about Haitians with whom the share the island of 

Hispaniola. Dominican school systems do not take into account Haitian children or even 

in some cases children of Haitian-Dominican ancestry. 

In the United States it is clear that Dominicans have a unique situation of being 

incorporated into the dominant society whether it is based upon race, culture, ethnicity, 

language, or class. There has been much debate as to whether Latino and Black 

communities in the United States should join forces to search of social justice and 



168

broader opportunities. I think that Dominicans could serve a vital function in bridging a 

gap between the two communities. Dominican immigrants in the United States have 

increased in number and representation within the last decade and their presence could 

help the sometimes troubled relations between Latinos and Blacks; they are technically 

apart of both groups in one sense or another.  

The U.S. Census Bureau stated in 2003 that Latinos have become the largest 

minority groups in the United States, out numbering the once Black population.  

Colonialism permeates the infrastructure of nation states differently; some are left to deal 

with the aftermath of a racial hierarchy while other toil with differences in socio-

economic class. It has come to my attention through the research at hand that 

representation is the key to upward mobility, opportunity, and social justice. If people 

have representation then they will have a chance at a good education which is “the 

weapon of choice” to fight social injustice, glass ceilings, discrimination and racism in 

America. In 2003, “the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics reports 

that the annual unemployment figures for 2003 were 5.2 percent for Whites. Black and 

Latino unemployment rates were both higher for the year, at 10.8 percent and 7.7 percent, 

respectively. According to the Census Bureau, with 21 percent of Latinos and 23 percent 

of African Americans living in poverty, both groups experienced higher than double the 8 

percent for Whites” (Robinson et al., 2004, p. 27).  

Representation is difficult in the United States for Dominicans because they are 

simultaneously and paradoxically both and neither Black and Latino. According to U.S. 

Census data, Dominicans are categorized as Latino due to Spanish being their native 
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language. In 2003, “Latinos are 13.4 percent of the population and African Americans are 

12.7 percent. Census estimates released last year say that Latinos grew from 35.3 million 

in 2000 to 38.8 million by 2002. African Americans went from 35.7 million to 36.7 

million during the same period. It is estimated that the Latino population could grow to 

nearly a quarter of the U.S. population by 2050, while Blacks are projected to reach only 

14.7 percent” (Robinson et al., 2004, p. 28). Dominicans have sought out representation 

and political power in Washington Heights, New York City, yet they are still desperately 

poor and struggling to make it in America.  

 
Summary of Findings 

 
The accumulation of data must be organized and appreciably condensed and 

reconfigured. The process entails focusing, conceptualizing, and converting the field 

notes about data collected: material culture, narratives, and participant observation into 

manageable pieces or “chunks” of information. Miles and Huberman state that beginners 

often fail to understand at this stage, the data does not speak for itself. Thus in a vain they 

try to remain ‘perfectly objective’ is to present a large volume of unassimilated and 

uncategorized data for the reader (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Table 1 is an example of 

the coding system that I applied to each set of data after going through it several times to 

extract words or phrases. 
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Table 1. Categorization of Data from the First Narrative 
Word or Phrase  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
India   X  X X X X X  
Dominican = high values X  X X X X X  
Race= skin, eye & hair color     X X X X 
Dom.=racial mixing  X 2d,e,f,i X  X X X X 
Blacks=indifference,discriminated  2a   X X X  
Whites=Preferred    2f   X X X  
Dominican=love of country X  X X X X X  

 

Each of the forty-two coded charts were then examined on eleven different occasions in 

order to acquire an overall sense of words and phrases that either repeatedly emerged or 

were given distinct weight in the coded charts. The resulting words and phrases were then 

coded in a chart under the themes: Self or Other. One word or phrase could be coded in 

both themes simultaneously. From the forty-two coded charts like the one illustrated in 

Table 1, I then gleaned information and used it to construct the categorization shown in 

Table 2.  I decided to put the coded words and phrases from tables like Table 1 into the 

more manageable format like that of Table 2 because it allowed me to put the immense 

amount of information I had accumulated into categories that were more easily 

understandable groupings.  

Table 2. Categorization of Coded Charts into Themes of “Self” and “Other” 
Word and Phrases Self Other

Dominican Flag X  

Bohio in the 

countryside 

X

Haitian  X 

Dark-skinned  X 



171

Light-skinned X  

Frontier X X 

Papelusa X  

Red, blue, white X X 

African descent X X 

Black students  X 

Mangu X X 

African influences X X 

Merengue X  

Spanish influences X X 

Santeria X X 

Indio X  

Mulatto X X 

Whites preferred X  

Blacks indifference   X 

Black = Haitian  X 

Dominicans in 

Diaspora 

X X

Moreno X  

Black  X 

Blanco X  

Dominican doll X  

No facial features X X 

Doll is brown or fair X  
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Slaves = Dominican 

Spanish 

X X

Slaves =  Customs 

and Beliefs 

X X

Catholic Church X X 

Catholic Church = 

education 

X X

Spanish architecture X X 

Spanish politics X X 

Culinary customs X X 

Carnival X X 

Haitian Mereng  X 

Merengue X X 

Slaves = Merengue X X 

Spanish = Merengue X X 

Haitians know 

Merengue 

X X

Sancocho X X 

Mofongo X X 

Guandules X X 

Dominicans in 

Washington Heights 

X X

Black in America  X 
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From the above coded chart, an examination of the words/ phrases was 

accomplished so as to place each into one or all of the possible broader themes of “Self” 

and “Other.” I chose to categorize the words and phrases under either the label of “Self” 

or “Other,” but they could be placed under both simultaneously. From the categories of 

“Self” and “Other” I went through the aforementioned categories on three separate 

occasions and arrived at the potential themes: cultural identity, black identity in the U.S. 

Diaspora, and national identity.  

 The following are some of the questions I had to ask myself during the process of 

evaluation and categorization of the data: 

• What accounts surface through the narratives? 

• How can these narratives answer the research questions? 

• What patterns become visible with unambiguous items? How do those patterns 

shed light on the bigger questions of this study? 

• What additional data may be needed? 

• What questioned needed to be reworked?   

• Do the patterns that have surfaced support the findings of any corresponding 

qualitative analyses already completed? 

Extracting meaning from the coded data and relating it to the themes required me to think 

about the lessons learned from my study and reflect upon my research questions. I 

thought about the potential themes and how they each related back to specific data 

collected.  

 The theme of cultural identity materialized from the recipes, Merengue narrative, 
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fifth grade drawings, la mujer dominicana, and sixth grade social studies text data that 

answered the following research questions: a) How does identity relate to specific 

material culture for Dominicans? b) What does it mean to be “black” for Dominicans? 

The theme of black identity both for Dominicans in the Dominican Republic and in the 

U.S. Diaspora materialized from the four narratives I collected from Dominicans plus the 

information I presented in Chapter 2, Theoretical Framework and Related Studies;  

Chapter 4, Historical Context; the information on Segmented Assimilation and 

Dominicans in the United States; and Fradique Lizardos’ illustration of racial 

classification of Dominicans in the 1800s. This theme provided a framework for 

answering data the research questions: a) What does it mean to be Black for Dominicans? 

and b) How does ethnogenesis reflect the process of identity formation for Dominicans in 

the U.S. Diaspora? The theme of national identity materialized from the fifth grade 

drawings, cedulas, map illustrations, sixth grade social studies text, and Chapter 4 

Historical Context answered the research questions: a) How does social space create 

identity for Dominicans? b) How does identity relate to specific material culture for 

Dominicans? and c) What does it mean to be Black for Dominicans? 

It was obvious to me that data collected could answer more than one research 

question. Subsequently this fact clustered data and research questions under more than 

one potential theme. The interpretation of the findings of this study must hinge upon four 

important criteria that Lincoln and Guba (1981) propose when evaluating qualitative 

findings: 

Credibility: The integrity of the criterion and research findings from the 
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perspective of the study participants. 

Transferability:  The extent to which the findings can be repositioned to other 

settings, contexts, or populations.  

Dependability: Relates to the importance of the documentation and description of 

data collected and accounting for it under altering situations and 

settings. 

Confirmability: The degree to which findings can be corroborated and confirmed 

by others. Also, refers to the extent to which the researcher is 

aware of their own bias(es) and subjectivity. 

These are the underpinnings of evaluating qualitative research. I used these four criteria 

to examine each step of the data coding, analysis, and extraction of information to 

develop potential themes. In the next chapter, I will attempt to elaborate upon the 

significance of these potential themes and what they mean for my study. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSION 

 
Clifford Geertz states “the thing to ask about a burlesqued wink or a mock sheep 

raid is not what their ontological status is. … The thing to ask is what their import is: 

what it is, ridicule or challenge, irony or anger, snobbery or pride, that, in their 

occurrence and through their agency, is getting said” (Geertz, 1975, p. 10). He warns us 

against conceiving of culture as a “mental phenomena which can be analyzed by formal 

methods similar to those of mathematics and logic” (Geertz, 1975, p. 12), as doing such 

is unhelpful. For Geertz, “culture is public because meaning is” (Geertz, 1975, p. 12). He 

distinguishes between culture and social structure as “culture is the fabric of meaning in 

terms of which human beings interpret their experience and guide their action; social 

structure is the form that action takes, the actually existing network of social relations. 

Culture and social structure are then but different abstractions from the same phenomena” 

(Geertz, 1975, p. 145).   

I thought about Geertz and “thick description” and engaging in the art of 

ethnography. I reflected back to something Geertz (1973) wrote in the Interpretation of 

Cultures.

In understanding what ethnography is, or more exactly 
what doing ethnography is, that a start can be made toward 
grasping what anthropological analysis amounts to as a 
form of knowledge. This, it must immediately be said, is 
not a matter of methods. From one point of view, that of the 
textbook, doing ethnography is establishing rapport, 
selecting informants, transcribing texts, taking genealogies, 
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mapping fields, keeping a diary, and so on. But it is not 
these things, techniques and received procedures, that 
define the enterprise. What defines it is the kind of 
intellectual effort it is: an elaborate venture in, to borrow a 
notion from Gilbert Ryle, “thick description” [Geertz, 
1973, pp. 5–6]. 

 

Ryle explained what “thick description” is through the conceptualization of two 

boys winking.  

He says two boys rapidly contracting the eyelids of their 
right eyes. In one, this is an involuntary twitch; in the other, 
a conspirational signal to a friend. The two movements are, 
as movements, identical…yet the difference, however 
unphotographable, between a twitch and a wink is vast…. 
The winker is communicating, and indeed communicating 
in a quite precise and special way: (1) deliberately, (2) to 
someone in particular, (3) to impart a particular message, 
(4) according to a socially established code, and (5) without 
cognizance of the rest of the company. As Ryle points out, 
the winker has done two things, contracted his eyelids. 
Contracting your eyelids on purpose when there exists a 
public code in which so doing counts as a conspirational 
signal is winking. That’s all there is to it: a speck of 
behavior, a fleck of culture, and–voila!–a gesture [Geertz, 
1973, p. 6]. 

 

It seemed to me that whatever the interpretation of a wink may be could be 

relevant to my study. My aim as a researcher in the Dominican Republic was to observe, 

record, and analyze the culture. It was my purpose to strive to understand identity 

formation for Dominicans, my interpretations had to be based upon “thick description.” I 

was looking to document the “thick description” of a sign in order to see all the possible 

meanings of it.  

The sign was at times “indio,” at other times it was “negro” (to name a few). It 
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was a “positioning” of identity within those signs that I interpreted from both an emic and 

an etic stance. I thought back to Geertz and Ryle, and asked what distinguished a wink 

from a twitch? What distinguishes an “indio” from a “negro?” What distinguished a 

Dominican from a non-Dominican? What was important was to try to understand the 

system of significance in which “indio” is embedded, in which “negro” is embedded. To 

simply look at the data and say that Dominicans are labeled “indio” does not explain 

anything, so I had to dig deeper and penetrate the “thick description” through the 

interpretation of those signs. If we look at Dominicans through the three themes that I 

rendered from the data it is apparent that the meaning of what Dominican identity is only 

takes on meaning when we look at it through the lens of “thick description.”  

Geertz uniquely articulates that “it is not enough to say that one is conscious of 

something; one is also conscious of something being something” (Geertz, 1975, p. 215). 

When I returned to the three themes I came up with from the collection and analysis of 

data I thought about how completely this one phrase expressed the totality of human 

understanding in relation to identity formation and subsequently as an element in the 

process of ethnogenesis. I remembered a passage from The Interpretation of Cultures 

where Geertz quoted W. Percy (1958) from “Symbol, Consciousness and 

Intersubjectivity,”  I found it appropriate for aiding in the recognition and identification 

of objects, and subsequently for my purposes as I related the status of objects to material 

culture. The following passage allowed me to see the extrinsic forces in which life is a 

representation of “perception, understanding, judgment, and manipulation of the world” 

(Geertz, 1975, p. 216). 



179

If I see an object at some distance and do not recognize it, I 
may see it, actually see it, as a succession of different 
things, each rejected by the criterion of fit as I come closer, 
until one is positively certified. A patch of sunlight in a 
field I may actually see a rabbit —a seeing which goes 
much further than the guess that it may be a rabbit; no, the 
perceptual gestalt is so construed, actually stamped by the 
essence of rabbitness: I could have sworn it was a rabbit. 
On coming closer, the sunlight pattern changes enough so 
that the rabbit-cast is disallowed. The rabbit vanishes and I 
make another cast: it is a paper bag, and so on. But most 
significant of all, even the last, the “correct” recognition is 
quite as mediate an apprehension as the incorrect ones; it is 
also a cast, a pairing, an approximation. And let us note in 
passing that even though it is correct, even though it is 
borne out by all indices, it may operate quite as effectively 
to conceal as to discover. When I recognize a strange bird 
as a sparrow, I tend to dispose of the bird under its 
appropriate formulation: it is only a sparrow. 

 

Geertz was trying to illustrate how cognition is involved in the recognition and 

identification of objects. In my study I saw how this passage related to how Dominicans 

are identified as Black in the United States and self-identified as “indio” in the 

Dominican Republic. Acknowledgment and recollection of objects as W. Percy talks 

about it can be correlated to the classification of objects as related to identity formation. 

I think W. Percy’s passage is central to the total awareness of the “positioning” of 

identity within both the micro- and macro-structures of society. Ultimately I decided to 

use this passage because it exemplifies the indistinctness of identifying objects, be they 

people or material objects in our environment. 
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Relating Themes to Research Questions 

 
This study was based upon the intent to understand ethnogenesis and identity 

formation for Dominicans in the Dominican Republic. Three themes materialized from 

the study: cultural identity, black identity, and national identity. The theme of cultural 

identity came to light through the collection and analysis of recipes, Merengue narrative, 

fifth grade drawings, la mujer dominicana, and sixth grade social studies text data. It 

answered the research questions:  

a) How does identity relate to specific material culture for Dominicans? b) What does it 

mean to be Black for Dominicans? The theme of Cultural Identity pertains to these 

research questions because the aforementioned items of material culture exemplify the 

development of identity along a continuum of ethnogenetic processes.  

I realized that the recipes revealed an embeddedness of African culture in 

Dominican culture. The recipes demonstrated a heavy influence from foods brought to 

the New World with the slaves and how those foods are still highly predominant in their 

modern day cuisine. Of course, my research also revealed the shared nature of identity in 

terms of how some foods that came from Africa though the slave trade were also 

brought into Africa through trade routes from Asia. This demonstrated to me once again 

that at times we as a society identify particular objects with particular regions or people 

as exclusively belonging to them when in fact those objects we borrowed from another 

culture or region due to trade.   

The Merengue narrative exemplified the social role of a particular dance and 
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song in the lives of Dominicans through one the words of one Dominican. I thought it 

was a concrete example of Dominican identity. The fifth grade drawings were a way in 

which to get a child’s view of Dominican identity. The students who participated were 

all of African heritage. There were a couple of students participating who were very 

dark-skinned and were Dominican. Yet when they drew pictures of Dominicans they did 

not draw dark-skinned people. They explicitly told me that if the stick figure is colored 

in to look dark it meant the person was Haitian. When they intentionally drew dark-

skinned people they were drawing Haitians. Identity can be seen through this example as 

being just as much cognitive as an extrinsic marker to belonging.  

The analysis of la mujer dominicana related to the theme of cultural identity in 

that it revealed the absence of identity for Dominican women, which in fact they took 

great pride in. The absence of identity as seen in this faceless icon is really a manner in 

which to retain identity. It is a unique example of Dominican material culture because it 

specifically relates to the female gender, and it is demonstrates that absence does not 

really signify absence. Even though the figurine doesn’t have a face, doesn’t signify that 

women don’t have an identity; for the doll to not have a face means that the identity of 

all phenotypes is present in the Dominican woman. It did this by the clay figurine never 

being depicted with a face. For the doll to remain faceless meant it could represent all 

Dominican women. Yet, the doll was never, in my efforts to investigate it, depicted as 

dark-skinned. This lead me to ask does the absence of dark skin mean to the 

representation of all Dominican women? In terms of my study, I think the figurine 

revealed that to be Black means not to be Dominican. 
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The sixth grade social studies text portrayed Dominican identity as being highly 

influenced by Taino culture. The Taino Indians were exterminated in the first fifty years 

of colonial rule, yet Dominicans place great import upon their indigenous culture as a 

marker of identity. There were also elements of Spanish and African influences that 

impacted Dominican society. I think the school text was a good example of how 

material culture reveals the mixture of the ethnic heritage of Dominican cultural identity. 

The theme of Black identity emerged from the collection and analysis of the four 

narratives collected from four Dominicans who had lived their entire lives in the 

Dominican Republic. In addition, the historical information I provided in the literature 

review on the island of Hispaniola and the racial classification chart by Fradique Lizardo 

answered the following research questions: a) What does it mean to be “Black” for 

Dominicans? and b) How does ethnogenesis reflect the process of identity formation for 

Dominicans in the U.S. Diaspora? 

It became apparent to me that identity for Dominicans is not simply split along 

national and cultural lines, it also is bifurcated along the definition of blackness. The 

research question on the significance of being Black for Dominicans must be defined by 

the context of the environment in which it is being used. From the literature review, it 

became apparent that the first-generation Dominican immigrant living in New York 

City’s Washington Heights experienced his identity as that of being Black within the 

dominant society regardless of the ethnic receiving community in which he resided. The 

Dominican immigrant experienced a negative reaction to his physical identity in 

America because he was distinctly associated with African Americans. It is no secret 
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that African Americans have endured degrees of ethnocide in America. For Dominicans 

who reside in America, who are in the one-drop category (one drop of African blood 

makes one Black in America), it is difficult to conceive of themselves as Black. They 

were never conceived of as being Black in the Dominican Republic no matter how dark-

skinned they may have been.  

From the narratives it became apparent that I came across substantive evidence 

of how Dominicans viewed black identity in the narratives. The first narrative states, 

“The difference between a Black and a White is that the people with black skin are 

treated with indifference and are discriminated against just for being Black, whereas a 

white is always preferred. To be a Black in the Dominican Republic means to be treated 

with indifference.”    

In the second narrative the participant states, “Race is divided by groups within 

the human race by skin color, hair, facial features among others. The difference between 

a white and a Black is a point of view, primary based upon the skin color but other 

things: your beliefs—your culture—your way of life. They say that the White is from 

the European race or Caucasian and the Black is from the African race. To be Black in 

the Dominican Republic is related to the Haitian race; a Black is discriminated against, 

whether they be or not be Haitian.”   

In the third narrative, the participant states, “race is a combination of physical 

and cultural features that identify us from others. There doesn’t exist a difference 

between a white and a black except for the color of the skin. The white race considers 

itself superior and discriminates against the black race just for the sole reason of being 
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Black. I don’t agree with this, and the capacity and human qualities of a person are not 

measured by the color of one’s skin.”  

Finally, the participant who contributed to the fourth narrative states, “the 

difference between a white and a black is the color of the skin, one is dark the other light 

because we are all equal. To be black in the Dominican Republic means the person is 

dark-skinned comes from Haiti.” These four commentaries shed light on the significance 

of being black in the Dominican Republic clearly related to being Haitian. It also shows 

the ambiguity of the difference between being white and black in the Dominican 

Republic. Through the content of the four narratives it can be established that blacks are 

viewed as being Haitian. I also found it interesting that Blacks are discriminated against 

whether they are Haitian or not.  

The historical information, the Dominican immigrant vignettes, Lizardo’s racial 

classification chart, and the narratives revealed the complex nature of ethnogenesis, the 

creation and re-creation of identity, for Dominicans both in the U.S. Diaspora and the 

Dominican Republic. For Dominicans, being Black in America means being associated 

with the African American community, which is distinct from Dominican identity. It is 

my assessment that Dominicans do not possess a black identity because blackness is 

representative of Haiti. Dominicans do not want to be Haitians because they won their 

independence from Haiti and are proud to be identified with their own nation.  

The theme of national identity emerged from the fifth grade drawings, cedulas,

map illustrations, sixth grade social studies text, and the historical information provided 

in the literature review. These data answered the research questions: a) how does social 
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space create identity for Dominicans? b) how does identity relate to specific material 

culture for Dominicans? and c) what does it mean to be “black” for Dominicans?  

The fifth grade drawings answered the aforementioned questions because the 

students’ drawings illustrated through a child’s imagination the conception of place and 

identity in their country of belonging and foreign identity and their understanding of 

“Self” and “Other.” The students who participated in the study showed through their 

drawings that the Dominican flag, its colors, and their countryside are representative of 

Dominican identity. The drawings also shed light upon what it means to be black in the 

Dominican Republic. The two children who drew Figures 2, 3, 4, and 5 demonstrate that 

dark skin is a marker of Haitian identity. The students who drew the images shown in 

Figures 2–5 were dark-skinned Dominican children, yet when they drew stick figures of 

Dominicans in their pictures the figures were not shaded. In comparison, when they 

drew Haitians, the figures were deliberately shaded in to look darker. I think it would 

have been much less interesting to me if the children making the drawings would have 

been light-skinned or more phenotypically representative of European characteristics, 

but these children were not. They were dark-skinned Dominicans who intentionally 

drew pictures of Dominicans looking light-skinned. The dark-skinned figures were only 

meant to represent the Haitians.  

The cedulas are an important example relating to the theme of national identity 

because they show the total unification of Dominican identity under the title of “indio” 

and sometimes “moreno” and “blanco.”  I think this example of material culture is 

important in illustrating the influence of Dominican identity through the lens of the 
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government. The government implemented the status of “indio” because it united 

Dominicans as one group. No matter how dark the pigmentation of a Dominican, they 

will not be labeled “negro.” Once again it was demonstrated that to be Black means 

being Haitian.  

The map illustrations of the island from 1492 to 1996 represent the creation of 

identity within social space. Social space infiltrates the lives of Dominicans and Haitians 

in a unique way because they have shared the same geographical space on an island for 

hundreds of years. Dominicans and Haitians have been united and divided through 

colonialism, slavery, war, and independence. The social space they share is a part of a 

shared identity that unites and divides both groups. The map illustrations proved the 

impact of spatiality on identity and how the collective consciousness of a people is 

embedded in the land as well as the mind. 

The sixth grade social studies text as an example of material culture 

demonstrated how Dominican children are taught who they are socially through the 

educational system. I thought that it showed the creolization of Dominicans in an 

effective manner. What I found enlightening is although children are taught through 

school texts that there is a mixture of racial and ethnic composition involved in the 

creation of Dominican society, their national and social identity, as Dominicans, is 

portrayed as distinctly “indio.”  

I think the historical information presented in Chapters 2 and 4 answered the 

abovementioned research questions related to national identity because it illustrated the 

involvedness of history in identity. It showed the historical consciousness of Dominican 
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people is embedded in their annals, it is the creation and re-creation of identity within 

their history and in spite of their history. 

The status of “Self” and “Other” continually came to my mind when reviewing 

my findings. I thought about the French theorist, Jacques Derrida, and his writings about 

this topic. I had read the following works by Derrida: Of Grammatology (1976), Writing 

and Difference (1978), Positions (1972), Dissemination (1972), and Archive Fever 

(1996). His works became evidence to the overall understanding of “Self” and “Other,” 

which I subsequently wanted to incorporate into my study after inspecting the findings 

more closely. I particularly liked Jacques Derrida’s reconceptualization of Claude Levi-

Strauss’ work on bricolage. I think it ties nicely into what my findings exposed. 

Bricolage is a strategy of using whatever is at hand. Derrida’s reinterpretation of 

Levi-Strauss’ The Savage Mind states, “The bricoleur is someone who uses ‘the means at 

hand’ that is, the instruments he finds at his disposition around him, those which are 

already there, which had not been especially conceived with an eye to the operation for 

which they are to be used and to which one tries by trial and error to adapt them, not 

hesitating to change them whenever it appears necessary, or to try several of them at 

once, even if their form and their origin are heterogenous.”(Derrida, 1978, p. 40).   

Bricolage and “bricoleur” were used by Strauss to explain the nature of mythic 

thought in so-called “primitive societies,” the mythic narratives were seen by Strauss 

(1966, p. 7) as ‘a kind of intellectual bricolage.” Sometimes the colonized or “the 

‘bricoleur’ is able to escape the system imposed upon him/her without leaving it” (see 

also de Certau, 1984, p. xviii). Creolization can be the possibility of re-evaluating the 
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binarism of previous colonized and colonizer models. “Creolization and the emergence of 

a new creolized culture can be constituted of actions that are both resistive and 

accommodating. By recognizing the undecidable we are forced to revisit our conceptual 

categories and reflect” (Russell, 2005, p. 41).  Derrida prompts our thinking with an 

alternative to the either/or binarisms. In order to free ourselves from the dichotomies 

present in all societies, we can choose “undecidability.” For Derrida, this does not 

indicate indecision rather viewing actors as being either/or and simultaneously be 

neither/nor (see Derrida, 1978; Russell, 2005).  

The identity of Dominicans in the Dominican Republic is a salient example of 

Derrida’s point: through a national identity they are labeled “indio”; to be indio 

reinforces the separation needed to distinguish oneself from the “Other” who was in fact 

their former colonizer. Dominicans are either/or Black/indio and simultaneously 

neither/nor Black/indio. Governments have a more vested interest in maintaining an 

essence of “who we are” and “who we are not” for the sake of unity. The consolidation 

and characterization of a people on a national level, through the labels indio, moreno, or

blanco on national identification cards is an implementation of state ideology. There is 

not going to be the simultaneity that Derrida speaks of or the hybridity that Hall writes 

about when considering national identity. This is because nations have a distinct interest 

in maintaining unity or a stated sovereignty, because for “Self” and “Other” to be 

understood as being either/or and simultaneously neither/nor does not assist in the 

development of a cohesive national identity. 

 Cultural identity is quite another issue. “Self” and “Other” will many times 
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encounter common cultural terrain, because societies do not live in total isolation from 

one another. Shared elements of symbolism may exist; it simply takes the willingness and 

the ability to expose it.  Ethnogenesis for Dominicans in the Dominican Republic can be 

understood in the form of taking a nation that has a high percentage of people who are a 

part of the African Diaspora and completely removing their association with “Blackness.” 

The Negritude movements and the Back to Africa campaigns of Delaney and Garvey 

never occurred in the Dominican Republic because the people had been removed from 

being Black. Being Black for Dominicans meant being Haitian, and Dominicans did not 

want to be cast in the image of their former colonizer. In a way we can understand 

ethnogenesis for Dominicans on the island to be bifurcated because the Dominicans 

changed their identity by considering themselves “indio” (“moreno” or “blanco”) through 

the implementation of national ideology. Yet they still share cultural terrain with the 

status of “Other,” because cultures do develop through the concept of sharing. In the data 

analysis, the status of “Other” was subdivided into nine different partitions because 

“Other” is a wide-ranging category.   

I think that the concept of spatiality is also important to this study because how 

people interpret their material, social, and cognitive space(s) relates to the interpretation 

of their identity. Again, “material space is the empirically measurable universe that has 

been created and/or defined by humans. It comes in an infinite variety of forms, some 

directly created by human hands, other mediated by human definition” (Delle, 1998, p. 

38). Social space is more distinct to define than material space. It is the intricate set of 

relations that delineates a person’s “spatial relationship” with others and with the material 
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space. Delle tells us that “it can be experienced on a personal or a cultural level” (Delle, 

1998, p. 39). The third area of spatiality is cognitive space, it is “the conception of social 

and material spaces that do not yet or may never exist and the interpretation of those 

spaces that will or do exist” (Delle, 1998, p. 39).  Given the fact that these three different 

types of space are dependent upon individual and cultural interpretations, it is not 

surprising that there is a large amount of collective space to be perceived in the category 

of “Self” and Other for Dominicans.  

 The discussion of ethnogenesis and the Dominican U.S. Diaspora in Chapter 5, 

reveals the complexity of identity and cultural adjustment for Dominicans in the U.S. 

Diaspora. Derrida’s concept of either/or and simultaneously neither/nor is still applicable; 

Dominicans in the United States can be conceptualized as either black or not and neither 

black nor white. The Dominican immigrant who was the subject in the vignettes 

demonstrated the complexity of belonging in America for a black immigrant because 

many times even if an ethnic receiving community is present, the broader generalization 

of one’s identity is embedded in the wide-ranging host social infrastructure.   

Dominican immigrants undergo a process of ethnogenesis through relocation into 

a country whose historical significance for the symbolism of blackness is quite distinct 

from that of the Dominican Republic. A Dominican immigrant is no longer indio or

moreno, but Black which is in complete opposition to their identity in the Dominican 

Republic.  

The findings are interpreted in order to answer the research questions posed for 

this study. The social space and the creation of spatiality define ethnic identification for 
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Dominicans in that the creation of spatiality is dependent upon the peoples, cultures, and 

nations involved in the establishment of material, spatial, and cognitive space. It is 

manipulated by their hands and their interpretations. Ethnic identification for Dominicans 

in the Dominican Republic consists of intricate and numerous overlapping areas with the 

status of “Other.” It is only through nationalist ideology that they separate themselves 

from the “Other” by being “indio.” Ethnically, Dominicans could be conceived as sharing 

numerous but not all ethnic traits with the “Other” (Haitian), but those elements are not 

considered because nations have a vested interest in creating distinctiveness not 

sharedness within the constructs of identity formation.  

Dominicans have created their own postcolonial identity through the processes of 

ethnogenesis by the practice of an elitist nationalism portraying them as a people of 

European, Hispanic, Spanish-speaking heritage. Ultimately they have been defined as 

“indio.” It is also a process of ethnogenesis to conceive of the Dominicans removing their 

identity from an association with Blackness due to the Haitians being the first black 

republic in the Western Hemisphere.  

Cultural identity is racialized for Dominicans through a bifurcated process of 

associating with European ancestry while concurrently weaving an African tradition into 

their identity. For Dominicans, African is not synonymous with being Black; yet Black is 

synonymous with Haitian. Cultural identity as it relates to specific material culture for 

Dominicans is perceived through school texts giving weight to the influences of Taino, 

Spanish, and African influences that have created the Dominican identity as it is known 

today. Material culture in the form of a dance, a recipe, a school text, a clay figurine, or a 
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map, are all examples of material culture that incorporate elements of other cultures into 

the composition of identity. The Haitians were their former and most recent colonizer. 

Dominicans do not view Haitians through the lens that people of African descent view 

them, “the first country in the Western Hemisphere to abolish slavery and grant full 

citizenship to nonwhites” (Appiah and Gates, 2003, p. 374). Dominicans do not see 

themselves as being Black even if they are dark-skinned, because having a dark 

complexion is not the same as having a Black identity.  

Ethnogenesis reflects the processes of identity formation for Dominicans in the 

U.S. Diaspora because it is a succession of complex amalgamations by which societies 

are formed and modified continually over time. Dominican identity is altered through 

immigration to a country that has a distinct history with people of African descent. For 

example, the unwritten one-drop rule in America where one drop of Black blood makes 

one Black is unheard of in the Dominican Republic. Dominican immigrants encounter 

many adversities in America and the attempted extinguishment of their identity of origin 

is only one among a multitude of social issues. Some are more successful than others but 

statistically it is shown that many live in poverty and drop out of school (see Chapter 5).  

Ethnogenesis for Dominicans in the American Diaspora requires the 

reformulation of belonging in the host society.  It is not my assertion in this study that 

Dominican immigrants have difficulty in the United States solely because many are now 

considered Black; rather it is simply another example of the complexities involved in the 

reformulation of positioning in accordance with the social phenomenon of immigrating 

into another culture and country. I strongly believe that the issue of understanding the 
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history of immigrants arriving at our shores will enable us to better understand the topics 

they face in the United States, which in turn could assist in the enhancement of 

educational programs and research in order to make America truly the land of 

opportunity. 

 
Conclusion 

 

This study has shown me that individuals and cultures exercise choice in some instances 

of spatiality and in other instances it is fashioned for them. I do not believe Dominicans 

will ever openly identify themselves as being Black but they will always see themselves 

as uniquely connected to Africa as well as Spain and the once indigenous culture of the 

Taino Indians. Dominican identity represents a form of ethnogenesis; it has incorporated 

elements from different cultures and languages and made something that is their own. 

Dominican identity is also an interesting example of ethnogenesis because most nations 

with large populations of people of African descent have had Negritude movements to 

some extent among the masses, pro-Black movements and attempts to re-capture their 

African heritage. Most Dominicans are unique because they have maintained much of 

their African heritage through language, music, dance, food, and religion, but they are not 

a people of Black descent; they are of African descent.   

 Anderson’s “imagined community” (Anderson, 1983, p. 15), has permitted 

postcolonial societies to devise an image to unshackle themselves from imperialist 

subjugation. Dominicans’ imagined community is bifurcated: they are a part of the 
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African Diaspora but they are not Black; they are indios in order to escape an association 

with their former colonizer, the Haitians.  

 Fanon wrote much about the national bourgeoisie turning itself into an 

emulation of the colonial power (see Fanon, 1959). In the case of the Dominican 

Republic there never was a middle class to contend with and neither the upper or lower 

classes of Dominican society wished to reproduce their former colonial power. Because 

the Dominican Republic was forgotten to a great extent by Spain in its infancy, the 

eventual ruling elite were of European descent and the huge mulatto population, although 

closely connected to their African heritage, were willing to conceive of themselves as 

separate though a national consciousness of being “indio.”  

 For Dominican identity not to be connected to a Black identity is not a source 

of contention for most Dominicans because they always have had their cultural identity, 

and if a people have their cultural history, albeit one filled with war and struggle, they 

have an identity. A surprising element for me was to see how Dominicans do not pay 

much deference to the label of being moreno or indio because it is simply a concept of 

skin color, but they are sensitive to being labeled a Black because it has a completely 

different connotation than skin color; it means to not be Dominican and that is 

blasphemous rhetoric for a people proud of their independence.   

 This study has perhaps revealed that although Dominicans can be given a 

sweeping label of being anti-Black and more specifically anti-Black as it relates to anti-

Haitianism, as Silvio Torres-Saillant has pointed out, they are not given a sweeping label 

of what they in fact are which is a symbol for all nations in the African Diaspora of ethnic 
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survival through the processes of ethnogenesis. Many people who are apart of the African 

Diaspora in the New World tried to regain their pride and traditions through radical 

movements such as Negritude. The notion of Negritude “represents an historic 

development in the formulation of African Diasporic identity and culture in this century. 

The term marks a revalorization of Africa on the part of New World blacks, affirming an 

overwhelming pride in black heritage and culture, and asserting, in Marcus Garvey’s 

words, that blacks are ‘descendents of the greatest and proudest race who ever populated 

the earth’” (Appiah and Gates, 2003, p. 670). Frantz Fanon’s high school teacher, Aime 

Cesaire, introduced him to Negritude, to consider the embracement of the “Self” that the 

colonizer had earlier forced him to purge. Dominicans did not purge their “Self,” but they 

did purge their Blackness. 

 Ethnogenesis concerns societal changes in terms of social spaces. It is a succession 

of complex amalgamations by which societies are formed and modified continually over 

time. Dominicans always had a basis of African cultural inheritance that was never 

stripped from them as in the case of African Americans for the most part.  Again, most 

New World blacks were involved in Negritude and the “Back to Africa” movements,  in 

order to regain cultural inheritance and a semblance of “Self” independent of the colonial 

“Other.” Dominican identity is an example of an undetected pro-African nation that has 

survived the forces of an elite nationalism. They have worn the national label of “indio” 

as a marker of identity to separate themselves from their former Haitian colonizer within 

a given geographical space in order to produce their own definitions of spatiality and 

ultimately their own definitions of “Self.” 
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APPENDIX A: 

DOMINICAN CULINARY INGREDIENTS  

Pigeon Pea (Guandul):  

“The pigeon pea (Cajanus indicus or Cajanuscajan, also called congo pea, congo bean, 

gunga pea, or gungo pea) is evidently native to Africa or Asia. In Egypt, the cultivation 

of pigeon peas began before 2000 BC” (retrieved from: 

http://www.congocookbook.com/c0218.html, April 20, 2005). Alphonne de Cadolie, 

states that the origin of  pigeon peas has been the subject of much speculation… 

considered native to Africa, from Zanzibar to Guinea. Remains discovered in tombs 

testify to pigeon pea culture in Egypt between 2,200 and 2,400 B.C. It is assumed that 

they were carried by traders to India or Ceylon” (retrieved from: 

http://www.nass.usda.gov/pr/pigeon.html).  

Banana (Plantain): 

“The banana is perhaps the best-known of all tropical ingredients. The fruit of this giant 

grass that is a relative of the lily and the orchid bananas arrived on the African continent 

early. Plantations of bananas are mentioned as having existed in Eritrea in the sixth 

century. Plantains are the cooking bananas of the continent and are roasted and pounded 

into mashes and even fermented to prepare beer in Tanzania and Uganda” (Harris, 1998, 

p. 51). 

Pumpkin (Calabaza): 

“It was long thought that these members of the squash family originated in Egypt, but 
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recent studies indicate that this squash actually comes from Peru [i.e., the New World]”  

(Harris, 1998, p. 54). 

Cassava (Yucca): 

“Also known as manioc or yuca, this starchy tuber is a migrant to the African continent 

from South America. The tuber, which may be white, yellowish, or reddish, is cooked 

and eaten in many forms and is mashed into fufu in parts of West Africa”(Harris, 1998, p. 

54). 

Coriander (Cilantro): 

“This Mediterranean native is used for its leaves, which give the characteristic cilantro 

bite to dishes like Morocco’s chermoula, or fish marinade. The seed is mentioned in the 

Ebers papyrus, and seeds have been found in the mummy wrappings of Egyptian 

pharaohs” (Harris, 1998, p. 56).  

Corn (Maiz): 

This cereal grain is native to the Americas and was introduced to Africa in the sixteenth 

century by the Portuguese (Harris, 1998).  

Grains of Paradise (Malagueta): 

“This relation of cardamom is a spice that is comparatively unused today. It turns up in 

Nigerian and Beninoise cooking. This is ironic indeed, since the spice was once so 

popular that the entire coastal area from Guinea to Cote d’Ivoire was known as the grain 

coast in honor of the grains of paradise that were produced there and shipped to Europe” 

(Harris, 1998, p. 60).  

Guedge (Bacalao): 
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“These funky pieces of dried smoked fish are used to enhance the tastes of many 

Senegalese stews. Substitute any pungent smoked fish”(Harris, 1998, p. 61). 

Seville Orange ( Naranja Agria): 

“The sour orange is thought to have originated in northestern India and arrived on the 

African continent thanks to the Moors”(Harris, 1998, p. 70) 

Yam (Name): “This plant, which is one of the most widely consumed foods in the world, 

is thought by many to have an African origin. Archaeological evidence shows that yams 

were cultivated in parts of the continent more than 10,000 years ago, and archaeologists 

now feel that there was an early yam culture that rivaled the early cereal cultures on the 

continent” (Harris, 1998, p. 72-73). 
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