
HOW TO BE HATIAN IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC? 

 

 

Emily Cruz 

 

Master Thesis Latin American and Caribbean Studies 

University Utrecht 



 1 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW TO BE HATIAN IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 
 

 

 

BY 

 

 

Emily Cruz 

0211397 

 

 

Supervisor: 

Floor Toll 

 

 

Master Thesis Latin American and Caribbean Studies 

University Utrecht  

 

August 20081 

 

                                                
1 Pictures on front: f.l.t.r.  
Bondye ‘God in vodou’ painted on a Haitian truck, Little Haitian girls, Daniel, Ezequiel and me on trip to Haiti. 
Street vendors, image of Port-au-Prince, Haitian Student Embassy at the UASD. 
Vodou ritual, Haitian Music Festival, Haitian street vendor. 
Gagá celebration, informal economy, colourful painted tap-tap. 
Guagua of immigration, Haitian woman selling on the streets, Haitian paintings. 



 2 

 

Abstract 
 
This thesis deals with the identity of Haitian migrants in the neighbouring Dominican Republic. 
Evolving around the central question: How has the identity of Haitian immigrants living in an 
urban area in the Dominican Republic changed; and how has this process been affected by a 
hostile Dominican environment of discrimination and stigmatization? 

This work outlines how this situation of a hostile Dominican society has evolved around 
the notion of dominicanidad and the portraying of Haitians as ‘the Other’. Concepts as identity, 
race, ethnicity and social class are explored, since they are crucial in understanding the 
position of Haitians. Discrimination is defined and placed in the Dominican context. 
Stereotyping and stigmatization will be described as African influences in Haitian identity are 
labelled Haitian.  
 Haitian identity will be explored as well as the impact of the discriminatory society on 
Haitian identity. A special focus will be shed on second generation Haitian immigrants; Haitian-
Dominicans and Rayanos. Next to discrimination and stigmatization, the migratory status of 
Haitian immigrants influences their identity. I will both look at Haitian social networks in the 
Dominican Republic as transnational networks. And the chances of social mobility perceived, 
given the difficulties encountered by Haitian immigrants.  
 
Key words: identity, ethnicity, race, social class, culture, migration, changing identity, 
discrimination, stigmatization, stereotyping, exclusion, social upward mobility. 
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Introduction 

 

“The Haitians are different than we are. They are black and we are not. 

They are African and we are Spanish. We are Catholics and they practice Vodou. 

We may share the same island, but we live in different worlds.” 

Dominican men (Winn 1992) 

 

During my first trip to the Dominican Republic in the summer of 2005, I had heard of discrimination 

of Haitians in the country. It was only until I started reading upon the subject that I understood the 

magnitude and the complexity of the problem. There are an estimated half a million to a million 

Haitians living in the Dominican Republic. Figures are not clear because of the high number of 

illegal people. Haitian migration into the Dominican Republic has been going on for over a century. 

Many migrants were labourers on the Dominican sugar cane plantations. There are still a lot of 

Haitian workers living in little villages on sugar plantation, called bateyes, under conditions that 

have been equated with slavery by international human rights organizations. In the last two 

decades a new wave of Haitian migrants has developed. They tend to migrate to urban areas and 

work mostly in the informal economy and construction. 

Haitian immigrants come from the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere with a rich 

African tradition and move into the Dominican Republic where a hostile attitude against Haiti and 

Haitian migrants has been created. Although opinions are slowly changing and blackness and 

Afroness gain more public space, many Dominicans still deny their African heritage. The 

Dominicans compare Haiti with Africa and see themselves as Spaniards with Indigenous influences. 

Haitians are seen and treated as a different, inferior, ethnic group and face ongoing exclusion, 

racism, discrimination and stigmatization in a prejudiced Dominican society. 

 It’s interesting to see how Haitians deal with this difficult situation and how it influences 

their identity. Obviously, the situation differs from the site you study, that’s how I decided to focus 

on the capital Santo Domingo, being the economic and political heart of the country, and a place 

where many Haitian immigrants live. The research was aimed at Haitians of all generations and 

periods residing in the country. This work is based on the central research question: How has the 

identity of Haitian immigrants living in an urban area in the Dominican Republic changed; and how 

has this process been affected by a hostile Dominican environment of discrimination and 

stigmatization? 

 To be able to give a complete overview I will start to describe the context of Haitian 

immigration into the Dominican Republic first and pay attention to transnational networks. 

Subsequently concepts like identity, ‘race’2, ethnicity and nationality, as well as discrimination and 

stigmatization will be defined and placed in the Dominican context. The process of changing Haitian 

identity is then analyzed, while taking a look at second generation Haitians - the Dominican-

Haitians and Rayanos - at the same time. At last social mobility is discussed, as social class and 

identity are also linked. Finally, a conclusion will be drawn at the end of this thesis. 

                                                
2 I’ve placed the term race within inverted commas in order to stress its dubious descriptive value. Concepts of 
race are nevertheless important to deal with in this work, but by no means I would like to imply that there are 
actual different human races. 
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1. Methodology and setting 

 

After a time of desk research and setting up the research proposal, I conducted field research 

during a period of four months (February-May of 2008) in Santo Domingo, the Dominican Republic. 

During this time, I stayed in the ‘barrio caliente of Herrera’; according to many Dominicans a 

dangerous neighbourhood, and moved around town by guagua, a typical Dominican bus and carro 

público, a cheap shared taxi, covering about every corner of the city. Multiple research methods 

were used including open interviews, informal conversations, formal interviews, participant 

observation and desk research. 

 Participant observation took place in the guagua, at home, at the Haitian Student Embassy 

of the UASD, just to name a few. Also, as part of my research I attended special events, like a 

vodou ritual, the gaga, a Haitian music ritual during Easter and the Haitian Music Festival. Next to 

that I visited the bateyes, el Duarte, a commercial area and Little Haiti, a commercial area with lots 

of Haitian merchants, on a number of occasions. A lot can be learned from observing the attitudes 

and habits of people in their (natural) environment. I’m really glad I had the opportunity to travel 

to Haiti, spent a few days there, and visit the capital Port-au-Prince. 

 I have done many informal interviews with the Haitian people, and spoke to many Haitians 

working on the streets, Haitian students and a number of Dominican-Haitians and rayanos. 

Additionally, I conducted informal interviews with Dominicans on the subject of Haitians living in 

the country. The possibilities of interviews with local organizations were limited. A limited number 

of formal interviews were completed, but unfortunately I have not been able to setup a meeting 

with the Haitian Embassy or to do follow-up interview with neither MUDHA nor MOSCTHA. I did get 

the chance to speak to the prominent leaders of both organizations. 

 Additionally, I have done a lot of desk research which consisted of consulting sources at the 

library of FLACSO and the UASD, about Haitian immigrants, gagá, vodou, and African influences in 

the Dominican Republic trough literature by Carlos Andujar Personal, a real expert on the last 

matter. Lastly, I searched the internet for articles and checked the website of 

www.espacinsular.org, on a regular basis to stay informed on issues and developments. For 

example when Haitian artist come to play in the country, news about Haiti, articles about 

discrimination and immigrants and they provide information about gagá and other cultural events. 

Doing research was a whole new experience for me. As a female researcher I felt that the 

men I was talking to sometimes misinterpret my interest in them for being a Haitian migrant and 

having an interest on a private level. They were willing to be my (close) friend right away, offering 

phone numbers, taking me out to a club, even hoping for an ‘intimate moment’ with a Haitian one 

day. I decided to take more distance. Luckily the Haitian students from the UASD were really 

respectful to me. Josue, a Haitian student at the UASD, ended up being a true friend. He, his 

brothers and fellow students helped me a lot with information, their experiences, views and 

opinions on the situation. 
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2. Haitian migration into the Dominican Republic 

 

Migration is a very common phenomenon in the Caribbean. There is internal migration from rural to 

urban areas within the countries and external migration between different countries and islands in 

the Caribbean and in a lot of cases people move from the Caribbean to the United States. Migration 

of people is caused by push and pull factors. Bad socioeconomic and political situations in one 

country, such as poverty and political violence, are likely to push people away, making them want 

to move to another country where such socioeconomic and political factors are perceived to be 

better (Silié, et al. 2002). A better chance in gaining a job, higher wages and/or stable democratic 

situation are factors that could pull people to a particular country. When migrants settle in a host 

country they do so to improve their quality of life and their position in their home country. In some 

cases people are willing to stay there and start a new family and begin a new life. Other times 

migrating is seen as a temporary solution to gain income and send money back to relatives or 

family that they left behind in the sending country. They potentially have the intention to save 

enough money to return back home one day. There is the creation of transnational networks, a 

diaspora and a two way flow of among others ideas, culture and money. 

 

Haiti became to be the first black republic in the Western hemisphere in 1804 after the Slave 

Revolution, its culture and identity were formed by its French colonial past. What seemed to lead to 

a promising future ended in a disastrous Haitian present. Haiti has experienced two centuries of 

political instability, in the last forty years characterized by the Duvalier regimes; the dictatorships 

of ‘Papa Doc’ (1964-1971) and ‘Baby Doc’ (1971-1986) supported by their paramilitary force, the 

tonton macoutes. The consequent rise and fall of the highly corrupt politician Aristide has left the 

country in utter chaos. The ongoing misrule, strife, corruption, mistreatment of Haiti’s 

entrepreneurial class, neglect of education and infrastructure, deforestation and erosion have 

turned Haiti into one of the poorest countries in the world (Girard 2005). The continuing political 

instability, lack of economic resources, unemployment, low incomes, and the natural disasters that 

plague the country are the principal reasons causing emigration with mass flows during political 

turmoil. Migrants principally go to the USA; New York, Boston and Miami, but also to Montréal, 

Canada, France, the Dominican Republic, The Bahamas and other Caribbean islands (Pégram 

2005). 

 

Haiti and the Dominican Republic share an island and some common characteristics such as 

structural poverty based on underdevelopment and a colonial history. Both countries experience 

serious social problems - unemployment for example - bad public services, ecological problems and 

sanitary problems. Although the Dominican Republic isn’t a very wealthy country, in comparison to 

Haiti it is doing a lot better. Therefore, aided by the proximity, Haitians decide to migrate to the 

Dominican Republic. Haitians have cheap and easy access to the Dominican Republic. Haitians 

migrating to other destinations are primarily the group of people who are in a better economic 

position and are able to afford the flight costs and have the resources to obtain a visa. The border 

between Haiti and the Dominican Republic is 388km long and impossible to be controlled entirely 

by the Dominican army. That is the key reason why many Haitians are able to enter the Dominican 

Republic illegally and travel back and forth between the two countries with ease. 
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Haitians are by far the largest group of immigrants in the Dominican Republic. It’s a divers group of 

immigrants that is made up of temporary migrants, who travel back and forth. Migrants who have 

recently arrived and have resided in the Dominican Republic for several months till several years. 

And migrants who have settled over a century in the country, and whose descendents go up till 

second, third and even fourth generations of Haitian migrants. Descendents of Haitians born in the 

Dominican Republic are called Dominican-Haitians (dominico-haitiano). 

 A further distinction in this group of descendents is made at times. Descendents whose 

parents are made up of a Haitian parent and a Dominican parent are called rayano. Although there 

are rayanos living in the capital, the term rayanos is practically interchangeable with fronterizos/as, 

that is to say those people who live in border communities along the Dominican-Haitian border. 

They differ from the rest of the country because there are higher percentages of intermarriage 

between Haitians and Dominicans and more compadrazgo, a form of fictive kinship found in Latin 

American culture, meaning literally co-parents but referring to co-god parenthood or joint 

sponsorship of a godchild. In this thesis I will continue to make a distinction between Dominican-

Haitians and rayanos living in Santo Domingo, because of the difference in background. However, 

there should be noted that these rayanos differ from the ones living in the border-areas and share 

many characteristics with the Dominican-Haitians. 

 According to FLACSO there were 509.994 Haitians and descendents of Haitians living in the 

Dominican Republic in 2002. Recent estimates about the number of Haitians immigrants and 

Dominican-Haitians vary a lot, going from 115.000 up to 833.474 for the number of Haitians and 

between 150.000 and 500.000 in the case of Dominican-Haitians. A number as high as a million 

and more is heard of too at times. Official figures of Haitian immigrants and Dominican-Haitians are 

hard to obtain since the majority of Haitian migrants are illegal. In the absence of reliable and 

accurate information, ngo’s, Human Rights organizations, political parties and the government tend 

to manipulate the number for their own benefits. (See annex 1 for table 1) 

According to the questionnaire of FLACSO-OIM (2004), 94% of Haitian immigrants don’t 

possess any type of legal documents. There is no official information about the legal status of 

Dominican-Haitians. The number of 75% of Dominican-Haitians having legal documentation is often 

quoted. However this statement is not based on any scientific proof, and should be taken with 

precaution. 

 It is incorrect to say that Haitian immigrants are undocumented. The new Haitian 

immigrants have identification papers from their country. Many Haitians enter the country legally 

with a Haitian passport receiving a tourist visa, but overstay their time and start working in the 

country. This way they become illegal. Others enter the country in an illegal way, anba fil (under 

the wire). They do so alone or with the help of a buscón or someone to pay the Dominican 

migration officers and military authorities to pass the controls. Some of these people have Haitian 

identification like a cédula (identification card), passport, birth act of act of baptism (FLACSO-OIM 

2004:14). 

 

Before, Haitian immigration consisted of migrants contracted by the sugarcane companies. They 

remained living in remoted bateyes in rural areas working in agriculture, first sugarcane and later 

on coffee and rice plantations as well. When the economic activities of the Dominican Republic 

changed, Haitian immigration and their activities have changed. Silié calls these immigrants the 
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‘new Haitian immigrants’ (Silié, et al 2002). The ‘new’ Haitian migrant comes from an urban setting 

constituted of the middle class. They come to improve their income, are higher educated, have 

some skilled work experience and can keep more contact with Haiti. They are males and females of 

young age, between 17 and 40 years, destined to work in different types of work, not in traditional 

agriculture but mostly in construction and the informal sector, vending on the street, domestic 

services, transportation and tourism. More and more these Haitian immigrants are settling in urban 

areas such as Santo Domingo, Santiago, Puerto Plata and La Romana. Santo Domingo, la capital, 

being the most attractive, offering the most opportunities for work and improvement of the quality 

of life. 

 Striking is the big difference between the two types of Haitian immigrants. On the one hand 

you have the poor, uneducated immigrants. On the other hand the middle class, educated 

immigrants, who settle relatively easy and are able to open up businesses. To this latter group 

belong the Haitian students too. About 1.915 in 2005, they are in the country on a student visa, 

studying on different colleges and universities such as Universidad Autonoma Santo Domingo 

(UASD), Universidad Iberoamericana (UNIBE) and Universidad Tecnológica de Santiago (UTESA). 

 In contrary to the US and Canada, an ethnic Haitian neighbourhood in Santo Domingo 

doesn’t exist. There is a ‘Pequeño Haiti’, situated at Benito, behind the Mercado Modelo in the Zona 

Colonial, but this is a commercial area, where dozens of business have evolved and where all kinds 

of products are being sold. Haitians come there from Haiti to buy products to take back to Haiti and 

vice versa. 

 Haitians don’t live in ethnic ghettos but suiting to their economic status they live in 

marginalized neighbourhoods – such as Villa Mella, Las Caobas and San Luis del Este -all over 

Santo Domingo, together with poor, often black Dominicans. Haitians do tend to establish their 

own sub-communities with family, friends and other Haitian workers. These communities are 

recognizable as the group living in the dump corner in a poor neighbourhood. Many Haitian 

migrants live on the construction site where they‘re working. 

 Also, several bateyes can be found in the capital, where there used to be sugarcane 

production. The majority of people living here are of Haitian background, however over the years 

they have mixed with Dominicans. There are bateyes located in Guaricano, Los Alcarizos and 

Manoguayabo for example. 

Because of the higher housing prices in the central neighbourhoods of the city fewer Haitians are to 

be found here. Haitian students, who do have the means for this, also tend to live together with 

family or friends. 

 Although life is difficult for Haitian immigrants, it is better than their situation back in Haiti. 

It’s surprising to see how, in the existence of prejudices and a certain level of discrimination in 

society, Dominicans and Haitians live peacefully together, with the exception of some minor 

troubles at times. There are no ethnic conflicts like there have been in the United States and 

Europe, Bridget Wooding, co-writer of the book ‘Inmigrantes haitianos y dominicanos de 

ascendencia haitiana en la República Dominicana’ and working at FLACSO, pointed this out to me. 

There are no big, violent fights between Haitians and Dominicans going on. 

 It seems as if both parties accept the situation; Dominicans accept illegal immigrants as 

long as they can treat them as inferior, and Haitians in search of a better life and income accept 

the situation of being estimated of less value, adjust themselves to it since they are able to live a 
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better life like this. The Dominican Republic still is an underdeveloped country, but there is more 

political stability and more work to be found, that means more income and the opportunity to help 

the family that was left behind. Although a part of Haitian immigrants would like to return to their 

country, they’re not planning on going back yet, because of the continuing economic and political 

instability they have no trust in a prosperous future in Haiti. 

 

 

2.1 Changing perceptions in the Dominican Republic 

 

As mentioned before there is a long history of migration and crossing border areas between Haiti 

and the Dominican Republic. The first wave of Haitian immigrant was after the war between both 

countries came to an end in 1844. A second wave started in 1915 and was related to the invasion 

of US troops (Rosario 2006: 69). Until the 1930s the border still hadn’t been settled and in the 

Dominican frontier regions, particularly the northern frontier areas, a bicultural world existed with 

several generations Haitian immigrants and Dominican residents living together. Despite the overall 

high levels of Haitian-Dominican integration in the frontier, cultural identities as ‘Dominican’ or 

‘Haitian’ persisted. Certain cultural, religious, and linguistic practices, and also various physical 

features (from darker skin to smaller ears), were coded as Haitian, despite being shared by both 

Haitians and Dominicans. Ethnic Haitians born in the Dominican Republic were Dominican citizens 

according to the constitution, and evidence suggests that they were accepted as part of the 

Dominican nation by their ethnic Dominican neighbours and by local Dominican officials (Turits 

2003: 146). 

 In short, ethnic Haitians did not occupy an inferior position in the overall rural economy and 

society in the frontier. And Dominican frontier citizens had generally viewed Haitians neither as a 

poorer and subordinate group nor as outsiders. Despite everyday frictions and stereotypes, a high 

degree of socioeconomic equality and community existed across ethnic difference and also across 

the national border. But rather than prejudice and differentiation between ethnic Haitians and 

ethnic Dominicans in the region there was a certain degree of integration. There were notions of 

difference but not necessarily otherness or marginality (Turits 2003: 147). 

 

This all changed with the rise of dictator Rafael Trujillo (1930-1961). Trujillo started to implement 

an ideology of Hispanidad. Haitians were associated with the ‘darkening’ of the Dominican Republic, 

and they became the ‘undesired’ immigrants. While white, European immigration was stimulated 

for the blanqueomento (whitening) of the Dominicans (Simmons 2002). This anti-Haitian sentiment 

culminated in the 1937 Massacre, when in order of dictator Trujillo around 18,000 Haitians and 

dark-skinned Dominicans living in the border zone were killed. The Massacre ended the friendly 

border zone bi-society and it installed an ideology that divided Haitians and Dominicans in different 

ethnic groups. It gave rise to anti-Haitian nationalism and official racism against Haitians. The 

following decades the Dominican military continued to carry out expulsions of Haitians (Howard 

2001). However this only removed Haitians from the border zone, not from the whole Dominican 

Republic. 
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Despite the deployment of an anti-Haitian policy under Trujillo and following presidents, Haitian 

migration to the Dominican sugar plantations was promoted by the different governments which 

needed to fulfil annual quotas of Haitian labourers. Contract labour and clandestine workers 

continued to come into the Dominican Republic to work on the sugar plantations, with a steady 

move into other agrarian activities such as rice and tobacco production from the 1980s onwards. 

Nowadays a majority of Haitians are still living and working on the sugarcane plantations, under 

conditions that have been equated with slavery by international human rights organizations. 

Besides that, more and more Haitians are working in construction and the informal sector, where 

they are accepted, though hated and expulsed at times. 

 Although the Dominican Constitutions says anyone born in the Dominican Republic is a 

Dominican has a right to Dominican citizenship, with the exception of the children of diplomats or 

those born to parents in transit. The government applies the exception to this law – i.e. ‘in transit’ 

- to every Haitian. It doesn’t matter if they have lived in the country over 30 years, and could 

hardly be called in transit any longer. Without any citizenship and any legal status it is extremely 

hard for Haitians and Haitian born Dominicans to educate and organize themselves. 

Deportation is an ongoing process, and according to testimonies an unfair process. Reports 

tell stories of people being picked up along the street, just for being black and being deported 

without given a chance to notify family. Even people living in the Dominican Republic for many 

years, second generation who have never ever been in Haiti at all, or people with documentation to 

prove their legal status are being deported, dropped at the other side of the border. The Dominican 

government however denies every accusation of this kind. 

 

 

2.2 Migration and identity-change 

 

Identities, as a social and historical construction, are layered and multiple. Identities are not fixed; 

they are dynamic, changeable over time and place. People who migrate try to hold on to their 

kinship and social networks in the new environment, both ethnic neighbourhoods and ethnic 

political and cultural groupings often rise up. Although social and cultural change can be high, 

people tend to hold on to their ethnic identity despite having moved to a new environment (Eriksen 

2002:9). Social and cultural differences that are identified can either create conflict or be a 

possibility to enrich ones culture and change identity. A new environment brought about by the 

process of migration makes differences between social groups even more evident and makes it 

necessary for people rethink and renegotiate their identity. 

There are three different strategies or processes in recreating an identity. First the process 

of assimilation, whereby immigrants gradually adopt the customs and attitudes of the host culture 

following four stages; participation in host country and culture, matrimonies between migrants and 

natives, identification with the host culture and at last abandonment of the sending country, with 

its culture and beliefs. This would suggest an abandonment of the own culture, identity and a 

change of nationality (Silié 2002: 33-38). Second one is acculturation, the modification of the 

culture of a group or individual as a result of contact with a different culture. And third is 

integration, the bringing of people of different ethnic or racial groups into unrestricted and equal 

association. 
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Which strategy is adopted by the immigrant doesn’t solely depend on the attitude of 

immigrants, but moreover on the treatment of the host society. A hostile society and the neglect of 

a political interest to establish conditions that permit a migrant minority to integrate makes 

integration very hard. This can lead to hardened attitudes between the two groups and 

misunderstanding, prejudices, social stigmatization, cultural barriers and non-acceptance, as I will 

show further on (Silié 2002: 21-42). 

 On the one hand, economic and social discrimination by the dominant host society might 

encourage migrants to dissociate from their ethnic background if group membership is perceived to 

carry social stigma and to create economic disadvantage to the individual. The fact that some 

second generation Haitian migrants deny their Haitianness can be interpreted as supporting this 

hypothesis. On the other hand, racist ideology may reinforce social segregation and ethnic 

identification (Li et al. 1995: 344). 

The visibility of a person’s ethnic background may affect what type of reaction to racial 

discrimination is adopted. Increased group cohesion is correlated with the perception of 

discrimination amongst people from visible ethnic group. For example, it is more difficult for 

Chinese migrants in Peru to abandon their ethnic ties and ‘pass’ as members of the dominant 

society than for Haitians migrants in the Dominican Republic. Although a colour prejudice against 

Haitians exists, Dominicans are coloured themselves too. There are very dark Dominicans and 

although about 95% of Haitians are dark coloured, there are light skinned Haitians too. This makes 

it a lot more difficult to distinguish between Haitians and Dominicans on the basis of skin colour 

alone. 

 

Migration leads to the formation of transnational networks, impacting both the sending and the 

host country. Through the development of communication and transportation, most migrants are 

now able to maintain close contact with their families, communities and institutions in their sending 

country. Migrants create social, political, economic and cultural spaces through the constant flow of 

communication, money and visits (Watanabe 2006). About one of every eight Haitians lives 

abroad, they are often referred to as Haiti’s ‘Tenth Department’ - Haiti being composed of nine 

local government departments - because of their continuing economic, political and social 

influences on Haiti. Haitians worldwide invest money in business in Haiti, and remittances are a 

very important source of income for family members left behind. Although the Haitian migrants in 

the Dominican Republic are usually of the lower class, even they send money, food, medicines and 

clothes back to Haiti. 

Next to these material things, migration changes society through political ideas, such as of 

democracy and freedom rights, flowing back into the country of emigration. Society changes as 

both in Haiti as in the Dominican Republic American influences can be seen in daily life through 

transnational migration and networks, for example in clothing styles, music, as well as (food) 

companies. But also shifting ideas of identity, such as ‘race’ and colour, as I will depict later on. 

Transnational networks bring about social capital, meaning information about jobs, social services 

and housing, which facilitates migration into a new country. Immigrant communities or networks in 

a host society are able to facilitate several matters for newcomers as well as older immigrants are 

able to keep in close contact with their country of origin, strengthening or reinforcing their identity. 
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3. Identity, race, ethnicity and nationality in the Dominican Republic 

 

The situation of Haitians in the Dominican Republic is related to Dominican notions of a national 

identity and ethnicity, as Haitians are portrayed as a different ethnic group. While the Dominican 

Republic and Haiti share the same island of Hispaniola both countries are believed to be very 

different. The Haitian people are assumed to be black, vodou3 practicing, speak Creole or French, 

poor and illiterate and of African descent, as opposed to the white or mestizo, educated, catholic 

Dominican people who speak Spanish and are of Spanish or Indian origin (Winn 1992). 

Identity is the way people see themselves and others may perceive them, as an individual, 

a group, a nation or an ethnic group. Identity is centred on the question ‘Who am I?’ or ‘Who are 

we?’. There are many different identities an individual can take. Larrain proposes the idea identity 

is constructed by three elements. First, culture is one of the determinants of personal identity. In 

constructing an identity most individuals share certain group allegiances or characteristics such as 

religion, profession, gender, class, ‘race’, ethnicity, sexuality, nationality – which are culturally 

determined. Second, there is the material element. Being able to possess certain material goods, 

consuming certain products may become part of ones image or identity, and a form of looking for 

acceptance by a group, to feel part of a desired community. Third, as an identity is formed in order 

to belong to a larger group with whom one can feel strong feelings of belonging, it also sets one 

apart from other groups, the ‘others’, creating a distance (Larrain 2000: 24-30). Identities are 

social constructions, as such belonging to and distancing from can either be real or imagined. 

Different social groups make it more complex to create an identity as you can share some social 

characteristics with one or more groups but be set apart by others. When constructing identity 

people always make a choice to stress a commonality or difference, to give a certain aspect 

meaning and importance, or completely neglect it. 

 Physical appearance is the easiest way to identify a person, most notable someone’s skin 

colour, but also the texture of hair plays an important role, and facial features as shape of the 

nose, mouth, eyes, face, legs and torso come into play. These physical characteristics are grouped 

among the name of race. The use of the word race has been thought to encourage racism by 

implying that biological human races really exist. Due to the bad connotation attached to race and 

race theories, ethnicity has replaced race in the academic debate and political discourse to describe 

different people. In the Dominican Republic, similar to other multi-cultural societies in the 

Caribbean, race continues to play a significant role in identity construction. Race is understood as a 

socialized perception of phenotypical characteristics in the Caribbean and therefore important to 

deal with in this work. 

Race is a social construction as the following statement of Bastide makes perfectly clear 

‘Colour is neutral; it is the mind that gives it meaning… Colours are not important in themselves as 

optical phenomena, but rather as bearers of a meaning.’ (Alleyne 2002: 31) The Caribbean, as 

other parts in the world, still suffers from the enduring legacies of slavery. Whereas racial 

mythologies around differences in skin colour and physical features were linked to behaviour in a 

hierarchical order to serve the justification of white superiority. Blacks still suffer from the sociology 

                                                
3 Debates have been going one whether to spell; vodou, voodoo, vodun, voudun, voudou, vodu. I spell it as 
vodou.  
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of slavery and racism, while society prefers whiteness and a ‘light aesthetics’, counter ideology is 

the ‘Black is Beautiful’ tendency. Still many black people attempt to remove or hide a whole range 

of racial features, including the texture of the hair (by straightening) or the colour of the skin ( by 

bleaching) (Alleyne 2002). 

Ethnicity is a specific category within identity; it’s a social construction that is centred on 

identifications of difference and sameness. It’s the application of systematic distinctions between 

insiders and outsiders: between Us and Them (Eriksen 2002: 19). Ethnicity doesn’t center on 

physical characteristics alone, but also takes into account cultural aspects. This includes: common 

geographic origins, migratory status, race, language, religion, ties that transcend kinship, 

neighbourhood and community boundaries, shared traditions, values and symbols, literature, 

folklore and music, food preferences, common past, whether real or imagined (Harvard 

Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups S. Thernstrom et al. eds. 1980 in Smith 1993:24). 

Ethnicity, as a distinction between Us and Them, only comes into play when there’s contact 

between people or groups of people. Only then it’s important to make distinctions and to 

distinguish one self. Ethnic groups may have a lot of commonalities, however the differences set 

them apart. In defining one’s own group in relation to others stereotyping may arise, giving an 

easy lead to see the social world clearer, labelling people, placing them in little cabins. Most times 

stereotypes imply, in some way or another, the superiority of one’s own group. Stereotypes tend to 

be related to prejudices and are therefore often mentioned in relationship to racism and 

discrimination (Eriksen 2002).  Race and ethnicity are both social constructs that depend heavily on 

social, economic, political and ideological factors, historical and contemporary. For example; in the 

United States the category ‘black’4 is established on the ‘one drop rule’, one drop of black blood 

makes you black. Whereas in the Caribbean, the categories there is a wide continuum of a colour-

spectrum. Categories of ‘colour’ are established differently and arranged in a much more complex 

system as I will depict later on discussing the case of the Dominican Republic. 

 Intermixed with notions of identity, race and ethnicity, is the concept of social class. Social 

classes are determined by criteria such as income, education and political influence. Social class 

reflects social power relations and is a critical determinant of access to social resources, social 

mobility, social status, acceptance and social identity. There may be a high correlation between 

ethnicity, ‘race’ and class, which means that there is a high likelihood that persons belonging to a  

specific ethnic group also belong to a specific social class (Eriksen 2002). In the case of the 

Dominican Republic, a former Spanish colony, society has been racially mixed over centuries, on a 

horizontal level a spectrometer goes from white, trough different shades, to black. Transformed in 

a vertical balance, power relations come into focus, giving meaning to colours as white and black, 

as mentioned above. Whites appear at the top and blacks at the bottom, on a socio-economic 

scale. This doesn’t mean there are no poor whites or rich blacks to be found. However coloured and 

blacks are disproportionally represented in the lower social classes (Eriksen 2002: 49). 

 

Identity both exists at an individual ‘I’ and a collective level ‘We’, these are mutually necessary and 

interrelated. The one doesn’t exist without the other. A collective identity binds a group of people 

                                                
4 I’ve put these terms in Italic to stress the fact people are not white nor black. It’s however easier to discuss 
this way. 
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together on the basis, for example, of ethnicity, gender, class, etc, so that they can pursue a 

certain goal. A collective identity is a purely artefact, a kind of an ‘imagined community’, as 

Anderson’s famous term. The members of these imagined communities are limited but will never 

know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear them, yet in the minds of each lives 

the image of communion (Larrain 2000: 32).  A nation is special case of an imagined community 

having a national identity. A nationality suggests that there is a unifying cultural identity, that 

there are certain characteristics common to the entire population. A national identity is normally 

constructed around the interest and ideas of dominant classes or groups in society, selecting 

features from the modes of life of the common people. These images on their turn influence the 

way in which people see themselves. However some ethnic groups, regions or sections of society 

could feel they are not well represented and do not share that sense of identity (Larrain 200: 35). 

The state has an enormous influence in distributing and shaping this national identity, through 

cultural and educational institutions, such as the army and the media. But also the creation of 

traditions, ceremonies, national anniversaries, symbols like the flag and the national anthem etc. 

all enhance a feeling of common identity uniting the imagined community; the nation (Larrain 

2000). 

 

 

3.1 Dominicanidad and Haitianness 

 

In the case of the Dominican Republic a national identity, one of dominicanidad, a sense of being 

Dominican, has been created on the notion of national race, rather then ethnicity emphasizing the 

importance of colour (Baranov 2003: 227). In the Dominican Republic a national identity has been 

constructed on the emphasis of hispanidad and an indigenous past, the denial of African roots and 

a strong anti-Haitian feeling. If one is ‘truly’ Dominican, one is simply ‘not Haitian’. While the two 

countries share the same island they are supposed to be complete opposites. 

 Anti-Haitians feelings already existed in the Dominican Republic in the nineteenth century. 

The Haitian occupation of the Eastern part of the island (1822-1844) and the fear of another 

invasion after Dominican independence created mutual antipathies and hostile image-building 

(Baud 1996:140). The current anti-Haitian feeling has been created in the twentieth century by the 

Trujillo regime, with important nationalist thinkers as historian Peña Battle and Joaquín Balaguer, 

ex-president of the Dominican Republic and writer of the highly racial book La isla al revés (1983) 

in which he blames Haitian poverty on its peoples' African background, and often complained that 

Haitian migrants were ''darkening'' the blood of Dominicans, using the media and educational 

system to spread his ideology. The created notion of dominicanidad is a highly racial one and has 

lead to a lot of racism in the Dominican Republic against Haitians. 

 Dominican society can be divided into various proportions, 65% mulatto, 15% black, 15% 

white are commonly quoted numbers (Howard 2001: 25). However Dominicans rarely use the term 

mulatto, rather they prefer to refer to themselves as indio/a (Indian)5. This seems odd because the 

Indians were wiped out within a century and because of the frequent denigrating use of the term 

                                                
5 Indio literally means “Indian” in Spanish, but its usage is more closely associated with skin color variation and 
represents a category in-between Black and White (Simmons 223: 6) 
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indio/a in many Latin American countries. The message in the Dominican Republic is: ‘If one is not 

white, better to be “Indian” than African’ (Howard 2001: 25). Indio is the word most used to 

describe someone with a darker skin-complex with all kinds of adjectives added to it, to make more 

distinctions within it. Furthermore, Dominicans use a wide range of colour-coded terms to deny 

African ancestry. Skin colours as “wheat-coloured”, “rosy”, “faded”, “blond” or “fair”, “dark” and 

“ashen” are regularly applied to the slightest variation of colour and tend to be wholly inconsistent 

and variable in their usage. People try to avoid the use of black, since black is for the Haitians, and 

is associated with ugly (Howard 2001: 9). 

 This usage has made its way trough the whole society, although Dominicans are black and 

mulatto themselves, there remains the urge to define oneself as indio or even white. As there is a 

clear social and aesthetic for many to being white; the lighter the skin colour, the straighter the 

hair or the narrower the facial features are the terms by which beauty is defined. There are various 

expressions that support this: ‘skin colour up’ meaning a lighter complexion, and ‘skin colour down’ 

meaning a darker complexion. Negro is often used as a bad word. But on the other hand people 

use it as a word of affection too. The light-colour bias provokes people to ‘marry whiter’ or to 

‘improve the colour’, as these are common phenomenons (Howard 2001: 88). In a society that has 

such a schizophrenic attitude towards their skin-colour and colonial past, Haitians represent 

everything Dominicans do not want to be. In defining the Dominican ‘Self’, the Haitian is the 

‘Other’, the Us against Them. 

Haitians are stereotyped as black, poor and bad by all means, a huge stigma is being 

placed on being Haitian, and finds it outcome in several topics in Dominican society. Haitian 

migrants are blamed for the introduction of AIDS, unfair competition on the labour market (if a 

Dominican does a job for 1000 pesos a Haitian will come and do it for 500 pesos) and low morality 

in Dominican society (Baud 1996: 140). In literature and daily life, Haitians are portrayed as a 

different group of persons, the Other, giving them characteristics as bruto, inferior, savage, 

negritude, brutal, ugly, black, dangerous and barbarian. ‘Haitian’ is a signifier that functions as a 

switch word, connecting themes of poverty, criminality, negritude and backwardness (Howard 

2001: 30). Although not openly, racism has played a role in national politics. The loss of the 1994 

election by Peña Gomez is said to have had as main reason his alleged Haitian ancestry. 

 This anti-Haitian feeling has made its way through the entire Dominican society and is 

embedded in its culture. Although attitudes are slightly changing nowadays, there are still a lot of 

people who feel that this action and attitude against Haitians derives from the Haitian occupation in 

1822-1844, though there are people who say the Haitians were invited by the Dominican 

government to take over the ruling of the country (Martinez 2003: 85). Education has a lot to do 

with it, schoolbooks have been manipulated for a long time neglecting Haitian and African 

influences in the Dominican life. Apart from the fact that these thoughts are simply passed on in 

the family from generation to generation, people truly start to believe all Haitians are bad. Little 

kids told me Haitians use drugs, they steal, and they are bad. Their grandmother told them they 

were right. That is exactly the way these thoughts of ‘Haitians are bad and dangerous, you should 

stay away from them’ are being passed on. A Dominican girl told me - and even though she hasn’t 

heard or seen any scientific proof of that ever- she just knows it’s true. 

I find it important to note that not all Dominicans have this negative attitude, many take 

pride in their Black or African background, as can be seen in the youth braiding it’s hair. Although 
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many people keep believing in the false history books, many people recognize their African past too 

and are proud of it. Simmons sets apart in her work that from 1989 onwards, the opinions are 

slightly changing on behalf of the transnational networks that exist between the Dominican 

Republic and the US6. Due to experiences of Dominicans travelling and (re)migrating to the US, 

where the wide colour spectrum used by Dominicans doesn’t exist, the mulato category has 

emerged as a mixture of Black and White. The US uses a Black or White category system, and 

makes evidence once more that indio as a skin colour doesn’t apply to Dominicans. Indio meaning 

Indian or indigenous in the US. Dominicans are not considered to be Indian, indigenous, or from 

India. Through these experiences Dominicans start to redefine themselves in new and different 

ways. Giving space to (self)subscriptions as mulata or Afro-Dominican (Simmons 2002: 175-211). 

Carlos Andújar wrote La presencia negra en Santo Domingo (2003) and Identidad cultural y 

religiosidad popular (2004), two of the few books about the large African influence in the 

Dominican national identity, in religiosity, language, culture and ethnicity. 

 

 

3.2 Discrimination 

 

Haitians continue to be stigmatized and discriminated in Dominican society. Although it is not 

openly acknowledged, on a subconscious level many forms of subtle (and sometimes unsubtle) 

discrimination are integrated into daily life. First of all it is important to state what is understood as 

discrimination. Discrimination is treating people as if they are less worthy based on different kind of 

characteristics. When it is based on skin colour, it’s called racism. Language, gender, physical 

disability are other examples that for some people serve as a basis to discriminate, call people 

names, refuse to deal with certain people, up to maltreatment like violent behaviour, beating up to 

killing. Very often discrimination is subtle and relative. Discrimination influences the way people 

identify themselves, their self-estimation and confidence and it can affect chances of social 

mobility. 

 
The subtleness of discrimination is hard to grasp and very much depends on a persons own 

perception and perspective. With every (bad) thing that people say or do to you, you can take it as 

a personal assault, because you’re black, you’re Haitian, feel bad about being Haitian and try to 

hide your origins. Or you can ignore it, don’t let it bother you and be proud of who you are. That’s 

easier said then done however. It’s very subtle at times. People will say little things like ‘she is 

Haitian but intelligent and pretty’, as if in this specific case the impossible came true. Or people call 

afro-hair ‘bad hair’. 

 

Another striking thing of discrimination in the Dominican Republic is that although at the one hand 

Haitians are seen as different and discriminated at times, at the other hand they are accepted in 

society to a certain degree. Haitians are accepted on the street, buying things from them. However 

that doesn’t mean Haitians are accepted in their house. Haitians aren’t welcome neither in the 

private sphere of their life nor in their family. This becomes very clear using the results of a 

                                                
6 Simmons wrote her dissertation on the subject of discourses involving ideas of race and color in the 
construction of a ‘mixed-race’ identity in the Dominican Republic (2002). 
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questionnaire held in Dajabón. ‘How are the Haitians perceived in the frontier area? The case of 

Dajabón’.7 Dominicans asked if they would approve their son/daughter having a friendship with a 

Haitian 58% said yes and 40% said no. However that answer shifted when asked their 

son/daughter marrying a Haitian to 80% saying no against 16% yes. And when asked their opinion 

about Dominicans marrying a Haitians 69% said it to be ‘very very bad’. 

 

Opinions of Haitians about discrimination differ as 

well as the attitudes of Dominicans against 

Haitians. In the work field, university and church, 

relations are good. Outside of that the situation 

get’s more difficult and divers. Intermarriage and 

relationships are heard of, especially in the border 

area. Ones opinion depends very much of course 

on their own experience. In the questionnaire of 

the FLACSO-OIM 71,2% of Haitians said not to 

have been offended by Dominicans because of 

their origin, not in their neighbourhood nor in 

their work. However 28,3% affirmed to have 

received some kind of offence. 

Even though Haitians might state they 

themselves have not been a victim of racism, 

discrimination or maltreatment. As a lot of people 

say: ‘not with me’ (conmigo no). Haitians do 

recognize Haitians are being treated badly in this 

country at times and many will say to me. ‘ya tú 

sabes’ (You know). Some Dominican treat 

Haitians bad, some Dominicans treat them well.’ 

As if they refuse to really give their opinion about the subject. And at the same time rest their case 

in the situation as it is. There are still many cases of many sort of discrimination to be found in the 

Dominican Republic against Haitians. 

 

The discrimination of Haitians is, as will always be with discrimination, based on a complex mix of 

several factors of their identity; skin colour, nationality and class are the most important ones. 

First of all they are black, and considered to be more black then Dominicans. Dominican Republic is 

seen by many as a racist society, expressed in insults, verbal maltreatment, humiliation and 

injustice against black people. Some Haitians feel Dominicans are – very - racist. They blame the 

discrimination of Haitians on the skin colour. As ‘negro’ is one of the offences made to them. Or 

even ‘blacks aren’t people’. Tomas once was being told ‘You can’t be Haitian, you’re light skinned’.  

If you’re black, you’re Haitian. And calling someone Haitian is a bad name. According to 

some Dominicans the Dominican Republic is a racist country. Although some people try to deny it, 

there is a clear preference of light skin. ‘Good looks’ means light skinned and good, soft hair. That 

                                                
7 Como son percibidos los haitianos en la frontera? El caso de Dajabón. 

Box: guagua 

A guagua is a typical Dominican bus 
where it’s common for passengers to sit 
and stand closely together leaving no 
room for any privacy, moving around 
town packed as sardines. A guagua was 
referred to me as a mini-society, a good 
place to see how Haitians are being 
treated; rude,  inferior and disrespectful. 
On the way back from Haiti, I witnessed 
the maltreatment of Haitian immigrants. 
The guagua from Jimani to Santo 
Domingo was stopped for about twenty 
times to be checked by officers on correct 
legal documents. Saying only the 
identification papers of Haitian people, 
distinguished on appearance i.e. anyone 
looking Haitiano or moreno, was asked 
for their ID. Even if they had the 
documents required, the Haitians would 
be bugged so in the end they had to pay 
some money, just to stop the 
harassments. This type of event is not 
only time robbing and frustrating. It 
leaves Haitians ridiculed and victimized. 
And whilst everybody sees it happening, 
everybody stays quiet – this is a true life 
example of a Haitian in the Dominican 
Republic. 
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in opposition of bad hair (afro-hair) which woman straighten and relax in the salon. But the 

discrimination of Haitians doesn’t’ solely rely in the fact they’re black, even black Dominicans are 

discriminated as dark Dominicans are being rejected at clubs, it’s not just about being black.  

 

The discrimination of Haitians is related to nationality as well, they are Haitians. As is shown in the 

next quote: ‘Haitians are bad. Only a few are good. It’s not discrimination, it’s not because of their 

skin colour, we are blacks too. They are different. They are not nice. It’s like their culture, they’re 

poor, they’re bad, they don’t have good costumes. Don’t have any education. There is an educated 

Haitian around here though.8’ Haitians are considered to be bad because they’re Haitian, they have 

the Haitian nationality, they are different and therefore treated badly. It’s as if it is a problem 

against the nation. This can be called by the name of antihaitianism. Everything Haitian is being 

rejected. Being Haitian doesn’t have a good connation attached to it in this country. People will call 

a Haitian: ‘damned Haitian’ or ‘damned Haitian of the devil’9. Or use ‘Haitian’ as if it is an offence. 

Calling someone Haitian is a bad name. I have even heard little children use it in this way. I’m 

advised not to ask people directly if they’re Haitian. If they aren’t they will be offended by my 

suggestion they are. A girl told me a Dominican landlord told her she didn’t want to rent the house 

to Haitians. Another good example pointed out to me by Haitians is that immigration only searches 

for illegal Haitian immigrants and repatriate them. While illegal immigrants from other countries 

aren’t bothered. ‘Get out of the country’ and ‘go back to your county’ are other things shouted at 

Haitians at times. 

 

However there’s something that can make nationality irrelevant and even makes colour fade away, 

that is money. Discrimination based on class, naming it ‘clasismo’. Social class is often related to 

race and ethnicity. As long as you have money, you will be accepted. With money your skin colour 

doesn’t matter anymore. ‘Money whitens’ as they say. Dominicans are crazy of black famous 

baseball players (of Haitian descent), colour doesn’t matter then anymore. If you’re black but seem 

to have money, you won’t have problems getting into high society clubs. If you are black but have 

money you will be considered a good candidate for marriage. If you are poor, you will likely to be 

rejected by the rest of the family in law. Black Americans are appreciated for their dollars, but 

being dark, poor and Haitian you are treated very badly. Haitian immigrants, working on the 

streets and in construction are poor, and belong to the low social class. That’s why they are treated 

like that, like dogs, like inferior, as savages. 

 

 

3.3 Stigmatization and stereotyping by society 

 

In generating a notion of Dominicanidad, Dominicans have taken Haitians as their counter pole. A 

clear example of Us and Them. Haitian immigrants in the Dominican Republic form a minority 

                                                
8 This translation, like all others, is mine. ‘Los Haitianos son malos. Solo un chin son buenos. No es 

discriminación, no es por su color de pelo, nosotros somos negros tambien. Son diferentes. No son amables. Es 

como es su cultura, son pobres, son malos, no tienen buena costumbres. No tienen educación. Si hay un 

hombre educado por alli.’ Told by a Dominican girl, aged 25, during an informal interview. 

9 maldita haitiana’ or ‘maldito haitiano del diablo’ 
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Dominicans like to disassociate themselves from. However Haitian immigrants tend to say they 

don’t experience much difference between Dominican and Haitian culture, they are really closely 

related, big part of that has to do with the proximity of the two countries off course. Dominicans 

nevertheless like to think Haitians are very different from Dominicans and stress all kind of 

differences, mostly imagined and some based on prejudices. Dominicans portray Haiti as a 

dangerous, extremely poor country, where Haitians are being treated even worse then in the 

Dominican Republic. Few Dominicans have actually gone to Haiti, considering it too dangerous. 

Although Haiti and the Dominican Republic are so close to each other, Dominicans don’t really 

know anything about Haitian culture, language and life, since most of them simply show no interest 

in their neighbours and don’t intermix with Haitians in the private sphere. The following examples 

will show how Dominican ignorance and hostility provoke prejudices to rise, these have come 

widely embedded in Dominican society, leading to ethnic labelling of Haitians, stigmatization and 

stereotyping. Haitians, provoked by the hostility, have gained mutual prejudices about Dominicans. 

Rather then integration this leads to segregation of Haitian immigrant in Dominican society. 

 

First all sort of African influences on Haitian identity have become ethnically labelled as Haitian, 

with a negative connotation attached to that label and even though they are just as well present in 

Dominicans. Haitians are distinguished in the first place on the basis of their skin colour, second 

comes language, since Haitians tend to have an accent in their Spanish. Or it’s rather a 

combination of the both. Since if you talk with a funny accent and you’re black: ‘You’re Haitian’. 

But if you have an accent and are light skinned, people will think you’re from one of the other 

islands.’ 

Other physical characteristic, next to a dark skin colour, such as a big nose, strongly build/ 

muscles, small ears, Afro hair and body posture are ascribed to Haitians. Although Dominicans do 

have these physical characteristics as well since they have African roots too, they are more present 

in Haitians since they tend to be less mixed then Dominicans. 

Furthermore the African influence on Haitian identity, that Dominicans still deny in their 

own identity, can be seen in several costumes, like the way people dress, wear their hair, and carry 

things around on the head. The use of bright colours is typical for Haitians; in Haiti they rebuild 

guaguas, called taptaps, and buses in to colourful painted vehicles; Haitian art is typified by bright 

colours; and people like to wear colour full clothing. This has become ethnically marked in the 

Dominican Republic as being Haitian. Anyone wearing a bright shirt is considered to be Haitian. 

Haitians use to braid their hair in all kind of different ways. The different ways of braiding is 

a skill and style peculiar to Haitians. Dominican woman don’t wear their hair like that, much rather 

they relax and straighten their hair, it’s a Haitian ‘thing’. Just like the habit to carry things around 

on the head, which is very normal in Haiti. Dominicans consider it a Haitian thing and call anyone 

carrying something on the head Haitian by definition. This labelling leads to a stereotyped image of 

Haitians, being black, speaking a broken Spanish, wearing colour full clothes, with braided hair, 

walking around carrying things on the head. 

Typically, Haitians are seen by Dominicans as bruto: rude, dangerous and bad. Haitians are 

considered to be dangerous, steal, violent, bad mannered and you should stay away from them. 

Dominicans don’t want to deal with Haitians on the street, they are poor and not worth the time. 

Dominicans tend to make a clear distinction between educated and uneducated Haitians. The 
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educated ones are Haitians belonging to a higher social class, having money. Many Dominicans will 

never have contact with high class Haitians or won’t recognize them as being Haitian. Once there is 

established some sort of relation with a Haitian person on the street, they too can become 

considered to be educated and praised for their intelligence. 

 

To emphasize the fact that Haitians are poor and therefore below Dominicans. Dominicans like to 

stress the fact that Haitians eat different things then Dominicans do. Haitians wouldn’t eat rice, 

rather instead they eat a lot of harina de maíz (flour of corn) and spaguettis, consequently these 

are things the poor people eat. Or harenca, a cheap fish, is made to a typical Haitian plate. Or 

Dominicans like to say Haitians eat plain bread and soda for dinner. Obviously since they don’t 

have the money to buy anything else. Since the typical Dominican plate is La Bandera: arroz, 

habichuela y carne (rice, beans and meat). Rice and plantains are preserved for the Dominicans 

solely. 

A fact is that due to the same geographical space the same products are available in both 

parts of the island, and even the dishes served with these are very similar. Chenchen, a typical 

Haitian dish is eaten alongside La Bandera by Haitian immigrants. Only difference would be that 

Dominicans cook on gas and Haitians still traditionally cook on charcoal, in the absence of the 

luxury of gas in Haiti. Haitians take a lot of pride in their food and the only difference they really 

notice it that they say it’s much better tasting then Dominican food, due to some different 

seasoning. 

 

Despite all the negative thoughts and attitudes against Haitians, Dominicans do appreciate the 

hard working skills and intelligence of them. Saying things like: ‘they are hard workers’ (son muy 

trabajadores) or ‘Haitians work like the devil’ (los haitianos trabajan como el Diablo). Yet again 

Haitians are criticized and blamed for the low wages they accept, taking jobs away from 

Dominicans. Haitian students are among the best students, they are praised for that by Dominicans 

saying: ‘They are good students, very smart’. (son buenos estudiantes, muy inteligente.) Haitian 

students are more appreciated by society and relatively left alone. On the other hand Haitian 

students are said to form little circles, impossible to enter, being snobby and not willing to share 

their things or knowledge. 

 

Most Haitians tend to keep their opinion about Dominicans somewhere in the middle. ‘There are 

good ones and bad ones’ and saying ‘You know how it is’. Just like there are good Haitians and bad 

Haitians. Nevertheless Haitians living in the Dominican Republic have created an image of ‘the 

Dominican’ as well. Distancing themselves from Dominicans by certain characteristics. 

For example Haitians agree to be hard workers and to the contrary they feel Dominicans are lazy. 

For them Dominicans are seen as dangerous, dealing in drugs (most of all Dominican migrants in 

the US), walking around with knifes and possessing guns. While Haitians have the virtue of 

showing respect for other people, especially towards the elderly and their parents, Dominicans are 

considered to be rude and bad mannered. They say Dominicans don’t show respect for no one, not 

even their parents, swear a lot and no matter where they are, in the guagua, carro, university, it 

doesn’t matter. Haitians criticize the way many Dominicans live. Drinking a lot of alcohol and 
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partying all the time, meaning seven days a weeks. Don’t work, nor study and consequently have 

children on a very young age. 

 

So you see both groups have created an image of the other, using stereotyping and ethnic stigmas. 

Haitians being dark, poor and dangerous versus Dominicans being lazy, partying, rude and 

dangerous as well. While they both share many more characteristics then they would like to admit, 

it are the –imaginary- characteristics that set them apart that are accentuated. 

Besides their respective opinion Haitians and Dominicans have good relations in the work field, 

school and church, but outside these fields friendships get harder, although they do exist. Haitians 

say they have Dominican friends, however some say these friends aren’t from the heart (no es de 

corazón). For example, some students say that Dominicans will only be friends with a Haitian to 

take advantage of their high notes. After a certain task or exam a Dominican will not even greet 

you passing you on the street on the school. Felix, another Haitian student, put it like this: 

Somehow, even when they sleep together, they are no friends10. This opinion is shared by my 

Haitian friend Josue, who said: “If Dominicans are honest they don’t want to have anything to do 

with Haitians.” A Dominican boy has put it like this: “It’s like that, Dominicans hate Haitians, the 

majority hates them because if you pay attention the majority of Dominicans have told you that 

Haitians are a disgrace and need to die. That’s a statement that although only 5 out of 10 have 

said it so, the attitude they have is like, where there are Haitians, Dominicans don’t want to be.”11 

 

 

3.4 Discrimination in the public sphere 

 

Besides the everyday prejudices and stigmatizing Haitians have to deal with in Dominican society. 

The embedment of Dominicanidad and antihaitianismo in Dominican culture has far reaching 

consequences for Haitians and Dominican-Haitians. One should not forget that these notions have 

been created by the state in the first place, and continues to be represented and spread by the 

media and government. To the upset of many Haitians, Haiti is portrayed as an extremely 

dangerous, poor country by the media. The only news about Haiti is bad news, neglecting the 

beautiful beaches and cultural things Haiti has. The Dominican government is responsible for 

creating a migration policy and dealing with the so called ‘Haitian problem’. Being such a 

controversial theme most prefer not to deal and apply a politic of ‘avestrus’, sticking their hand in 

the sand, denial and pushing it further away. 

 Meanwhile the deportation of Haitians is an ongoing process. At the one hand there is a 

necessity of Haitian immigrant workers, but at the other hand these same illegal workers are 

expelled. In the first four months of 2008 1.693 Haitians were deported by the Dominican Republic. 

This number could even be higher, since Dominican authorities change or hide the real data. 

According to the Servicio Jesuita para Refugiados y Migrantes (SJRM)12 the massive repatriations 

                                                
10 En algún lugar, aunque se meten en la cama, no son amigos. 
11 Es así los dominicanos odian a los haitianos, la mayoría los odia porque si te das cuenta la mayoría de los 
dominicanos te han dicho que los haitianos son unos desgraciados y deberían morirse ese es un comentario que 
aunque sea 5 de 10 personan te han dicho la actitud que ellos tienen es como...donde hay haitianos los 
dominicanos no quieren estar. 
12 On their site: http://www.sjrdom.org/spip/ 
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are every time more commune and don’t obey to any established rule, almost every time they are 

marked by the violation of basic Human Rights of immigrants. Immigration comes round and picks 

people up, randomly, using the same ethnic labelling mentioned before to distinguish Haitians 

primarily on the basis of appearance. Haitian residents and Dominican-Haitians, who have never 

even seen Haiti, fall victim of these acts by many occasions, and are being deported without 

change to notify anyone. 

 

For illegal Haitians the ongoing deportations are a constant threat. They adjust themselves 

by keeping a low-profile. They don’t go out on the street at nights, and only move from work to 

their house, they really can’t participate in Dominican society. Others however take their chances, 

and simply keep coming back after being deported. And on the other hand Haitians that do have 

papers, make sure they have them with them at any time, just in case. Haitians always stress the 

fact they have their papers, whether it be true or not. Routinely Haitian people with a legal status 

and the papers to proof so, fall victim of corrupt police officers. Haitians are harass, treated bad, 

up to beating and are being jailed and required to pay bribes for their release. 

 Another big issue the government refuses to deal with is the continuing denial of rights to 

Haitians and their descendents. The Dominican authorities keep applying the rule of exception ‘in 

transit’ to Haitians and Dominican-Haitians living in the country for years. Many of them came into 

the country on labour contracts of the state, even after thirty up to fifty years of hard working they 

are denied citizenship. As a consequence, their children, Dominican-Haitians, fall into a vicious 

circle, as no illegal person can produce a legal person. They become stateless people, denied 

citizenship and identification papers, therefore have no access to education, health care and are 

lacking legal status. This also means they can’t go to the police in case of problems, can’t report an 

attack, robbery or rape. In the election period of 2008, there were several problems reported with 

the cédulas of Dominican-Haitians. The cédula of Dominican Haitians were giving problems to vote, 

as if they were no Dominicans after all. This means they have no political influence in their country, 

no influence on the public portraying and policy on Haitians. 

 

 There are several organizations working in the Dominican Republic working for Haitians, 

they all form part of the Red de Encuentro Dominico Haitiano Jacques Viau. Two of them are 

MOSCTHA (Movimiento Socio Cultural de los Trabajadores Haitianos) and MUDHA (Movimiento de 

Mujeres Dominico-Haitianas). They fight for the protection of legal and human rights of Haitians 

and descendents of Haitians. Provide medical care, prevention of AIDS. Have workshops against 

racism and discrimination. These organizations work all over the country, in different bateyes, and 

Box: Human Rights 
Dominican authorities have been denying Dominican citizens of Haitian descent copies of their 
birth certificates on the ground that their parents are illegal immigrants. Under the 
constitution, anyone born in the Dominican Republic has a right to citizenship, with the 
exception of the children of diplomats or those born to parents in transit. 
In 2005 the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACHR) ruled that two Dominican girls of 
Haitian descent who had been denied birth certificates be paid US$ 22,000 in indemnification. 
It also ordered that the Dominican authorities issue birth certificates to all children within its 
borders irrespective of their parents’ migratory status, and provide them with schooling and 
implement a thorough revision of the country’s birth registration system. 
(Latin American Caribbean & Central America Report: September 2007) 
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some marginalized neighbourhoods in the capital. MUDHA is led by Sonia Pierre, a Dominican-

Haitian, who has reached a lot of publicity in the country and abroad. Up until the point she got 

threatened by people to stop her fight for the Dominican-Haitians. Although she is seen by a lot of 

people, Haitian and Dominican, as a Haitian, she refers to herself as a Dominican. This to support 

her strong political view she has on the subject of identity; when you’re born in the Dominican 

Republic you are Dominican. Unfortunately Dominican society doesn’t agree and act upon that. 

Haitians continue to occupy a low social status, placed outside of society, being unable to 

participate a full 100%. 

 



 25 

 

4. Haitian identity 

 

Haiti became the first Black Republic of the Western Hemisphere after a slave revolution. As a 

former French colony Haiti kept looking at France as a role model and example. Led by a light-

skinned Haitian elite they kept identifying themselves with France, French culture and civilization 

and have tended to value the French language and French culture over Creole and African culture 

(Fouron 2006: 70-85). Speaking French usually indicates education, and therefore money and 

power. However, in Haiti, where about 95% of the population is black and about 65% peasant and 

the majority of people are poor, very few people have access to education and thus only speak 

Creole. Speaking French serves to preserve class hierarchy. People who do not speak French are 

treated as inferior. Only 10% of the population is fluent in French, while 15% speaks some French. 

The rest (75%) is illiterate and Creole is its only means of communication (West-Durán 2003: 

107). French can thus hardly be called an identifier for Haitian identity. The true language of the 

Haitian people, and especially the poorer Haitian migrant, is Creole13. It’s a language based on 

some French vocabulary and a mixture of African language structure and words. Every Haitian 

speaks Creole. Nevertheless it wasn’t until 1987 that it was finally recognized as the second official 

national language, next to French14. 

 This conflicting situation in Haiti, whereas a light skinned elite sets the tone for a black 

majority, has been under attack from the 1940s onward, with ideologies as indigenisme, noirisme 

and negritude, seeking an ‘essence’ of black identity. They created the conditions for the rise of a 

black middle class as a cultural and political force and for the anti-elite movements of peasants and 

urban poor (Averill 1994: 159). There emerged an Afro-centric vision of Haitian identity. Haitians 

took pride in their African descent. African influences can be seen throughout the country in culture 

and costumes, and in its people. Expressed in the song text of Boukman Eksperyans, one of Haiti’s 

best-known musik rasin groups: 

Haitians prefer to speak French 

It’s better if they speak Creole! 

We’re people of the Kongo, don’t be ashamed of it 

Children of Kongo, Guinee, Nago 

People of the Petro way, Dahomey, Kongo 

We’re Creole 

We’ll never be ashamed of it… 

Where have you com from? Africa! 

Where are you going? 

Who is your mother? Africa! 

(Vodou Adjaye, Mango 16253 9899-2) 

(Averill 1994: 165) 

                                                
13 With Creole I refer in this work to Haitian Creole, while there are different Creole languages around the 
world. 
14 Art 5 of the 1987 Haitian constitution: All Haitians are united by a common language, Creole. Creole and 
French are the official languages of the Republic of Haiti. 
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4.1 Haitianness in the Dominican Republic 
 

The continuous denial and depreciation of Blackness or Africanness in the Dominican 

Republic stands in sharp contrast to the acceptance of the rich African traditions and influences in 

Haitian identity. Haitians living in the Dominican Republic try to hold on to several cultural, 

linguistic and religious aspects that define their Haitian identity. Although they try to hold on to 

their Haitianness it’s inevitable that they have to redefine their identity in a different society that 

doesn’t value or understand several aspects of their Haitian values and habits (Rosario 2006:88). 

There are simple things, like the way you wear your hair, the clothes you put on, or the habit to 

carry things around on your head, which are of everyday use in Haiti, but suddenly get a whole 

new meaning in the prejudiced Dominican society, by Dominican labelling them as exclusively 

Haitian. Whether you change these habits is up to the person, feeling pressure under this negative 

labelling. For most people however, working on the street, having little money to spend these 

aspect are not even up to choice. Nor is negotiating their Haitian identity. 

 While for Dominicans the skin colour of Haitians is an important determent to 

distinguish a Haitian, this is still a lot more difficult to do in a mixed society like Dominican, then it 

would be for example in Canada, where Haitians form a clearly visible minority. Haitians know they 

are dark or even black, and of African descent, Dominicans however put the emphasis on this 

aspect of Haitian identity, like never experienced before migrating. This pictures something Larrain 

says, namely identity isn’t only based on the question ‘Who am I?’ but also ‘Who am I in the eyes 

of the others?’ (Larrain 2000: 27). The attitudes of Dominicans make Haitians see themselves in a 

different light, perceiving the way in which Dominicans judge them. 

Off course one can not change the colour of his skin, however to try to avoid the ethnic 

label ‘Haitian’ with its negative tone discussed above one could option to dress down a bit. To blend 

in with the Dominican mass, not to stand out. Especially the youth is adopting itself easily, opting 

for jeans and pants, instead of the traditional skirt and dress for woman. In appearance Dominican 

costumes are adapted since the beauty image requires woman to straighten their hair, going to the 

salon to relax it, so that’s what many Haitian girls opt for now. 

 

The hostile Dominican environment of discrimination and stigmatization leaves its marks on 

Haitians. Honneth argues there are three forms of disrespect (Larrain 2000: 27). The first form is 

physical abuse or threats to the physical integrity of a person, which affects the subject’s self-

confidence. Jeanelle, a Haitian student, says she doesn’t have any Dominican friends, since she is 

scared they will treat her bad. Haitians tend to live with a constant fear and are suspicious about 

Dominicans, you never know if it’s a good one. Since they feel most Dominicans don’t like Haitians 

and don’t want to interact. I noticed that very clearly when I invited my Dominican friend to join us 

at the Haitian music festival. ‘Does she know where Haitian?’ ‘Won’t she be like others and deprive 

herself?’ ‘Are you sure? Because most Dominicans aren’t like that, you know’. 

Other thing is the make sure they are clean. While most Haitians work in construction, and are 

dirty after a long day of work. This dirtiness has become linked to all Haitians, Dominicans all seem 

to agree that Haitians smell bad, to distinguish yourself from that, Haitians make sure they look 

clean, their clothes, and their shoes. 
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The second form is the systematic and structural exclusion of a person from having certain rights, 

which damages their self-respect. The problems Dominican-Haitians undergo obtaining a 

Dominican cédula is a clear example of this. Just like the continuing deportations of Haitians, even 

legal ones. The third form is the cultural devaluation of certain modes of life or beliefs, which are 

considered to be inferior or deficient, which affects the subjects’ self-esteem. Dominicans tend to 

thing less of Haitian culture, for example the vodou-religion is put in a negative light. Therefore 

many Haitians deny to practise vodou, or to even know anything about. I will discuss this later on. 

 

Being a minority, most Haitians don’t have a choice to interact with Dominicans, and they would 

have no problem doing so. It’s first of all the negative and hostile attitude of Dominicans that make 

Haitians suspicious, shy and held back. The social stigma on Haitians and the existing idea that all 

Haitians are illegal puts a strain on the activities of legal Haitians. They too keep a low profile, 

afraid that they will get into trouble with the police and don’t stand a chance to defend themselves. 

Staying at home, staying quiet is a way to prevent problems, just as denying Haitian descent, and 

always making sure you look clean. Recent Haitian immigrants don’t have much choice, however 

second and further generation Haitian immigrants, construct and form their identity on a more 

conscious base. 
 

 

4.2 Language 

 

For Haitians a key marker of their Haitian identity is their language; Creole or sometimes simply 

referred to as el Haitiano. All first generation Haitian immigrants speak Creole, and they continue 

to speak Creole in the Dominican Republic. According to the survey of the FLACSO-OIM (2004: 63) 

87,8% of Haitian immigrant use Creole to communicate among family and in their houses, while 

10% says to speak Spanish in the occasion. Meanwhile in the work field Spanish is used more to 

communicate among colleagues followed by Creole. The fact that Creole is unique to them enables 

them to maintain their ethnicity, and their sense of a shared group feeling; an ‘Us’ against ‘Them’. 

Language is the biggest and most notable difference among people. A Haitian speaking 

Creole and a Dominican speaking Spanish won’t understand each other and that creates a distance, 

a sense of Otherness. In order to feel to belong to a group Haitians look for each other to be able 

to communicate in their own language. The Haitian community enables people to speak Creole, out 

on the streets little groups of Haitians are to be found, clinging together to communicate and feel 

secure. The Creole language isn’t stimulated much in the Dominican Republic. The Centre Bono 

offers a course of Creole, but it’s one of very few. Most Dominicans don’t have any interest in their 

neighbour’ language meanwhile second generation Haitians tend to learn Creole from family and 

friends on the street. 

 

Haitians immigrants are typically bilingual; Spanish-Creole. It’s important for immigrants to learn 

Spanish. However Haitians will continue to speak Creole amongst themselves. It’s a way of 

expressing their identity; Haitian. Since Spanish is not there mother language it will cost them 

effort to speak Spanish, for that reason they prefer to speak Creole in which they easiest express 

themselves. Sometimes to the upset of Dominicans, who tell them to speak in Spanish. Which 
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seems to be a bit absurd, since they don’t seem to mind others speaking English or Dutch for 

example. 

The Spanish of many Haitian immigrants is typified by an Haitian accent, difficulty 

pronouncing certain sounds especially the ‘r’, which is confused with a ‘l’ at regular base, (a 

common phenomenon among Dominicans too). To verify whether a person was Haitian or 

Dominican, they would make people say the word ‘perrejil’, since Haitian have problems with the 

rolling ‘r’. Haitians make a lot of mistakes in gender. They will say the girl he, the boy she and so 

on. Dominicans make fun of the bad Spanish of Haitians regularly. I overheard a Dominican man 

taking it as far as saying: ‘No Haitian can speak Spanish like a Dominican, not even one born in 

this country.’ And another: ‘they don’t have the flavour’ (el sabor). Not only Dominicans make fun 

of Haitians’ Spanish. Haitians residing in the country for a longer time make fun of newcomers, 

although not everybody feels bothered by that. 

In a discriminatory society it’s very important for Haitian immigrants to speak Spanish well 

to avoid problems. To avoid being labelled as Haitian and made fun of you have to learn to 

understand and speak Spanish well, to be able to defend yourself. Vendors mostly learn the 

language on the streets, their Spanish is near from perfect, lacking training and picking up the 

Dominican slang and street talk. Students attend Spanish language courses. Some of them already 

start in Haiti practicing, trying to perfectionate their Spanish. 

 It’s not hard to understand why Dominican-Haitians or even Haitians would try to hide their 

Haitian background in a hostile environment as the Dominican society. At times, to prevent 

problems or not to be mistreated, they try to pass as a Dominican by avoiding speaking Creole in 

the presence of Dominicans, out of shame or fear. Others however are proud of their Haitian 

background and refuse to ever deny so, like a Haitian street vender, a moreno, who speaks fluently 

Spanish. Several people had told him already he could easily pass for a Dominican. He however 

refuses: ‘Never. I’m Haitian and I’m proud of it.’ He nevertheless keeps the attitudes of Dominicans 

in mind and makes sure not too many Haitians hang around his stand during the day, yet again to 

prevent problems. 

 

 

4.3 Religion 

 

Vodou is a religion that is a central part of Haitian culture and daily life. Vodou is a legally approved 

religion in Haiti, there’s no longer legal ground for prosecution. Nevertheless there might still be 

disapproval from society. Especially since vodou has a very bad reputation as black magic. There 

are many misconceptions relating it with superstitions and all degrees of witchcraft, black magic 

and zombies. These prejudices badly influence and negatively stereotype the image of Haitians by 

the outside as dangerous, vodou practitioners. 

In Haiti, even though you might not practice vodou, there is a big chance a relative, friend or 

neighbour does it or is even a vodou priest. Besides that vodou is intermixed with several other 

cultural expressions such as vodou music (typified by the beating of the drums), vodou festivals 

(held in November and December) and vodou art. 

 The Dominican Republic has its own type of vodou; Dominican vodou, which shows great 

similarities with Haitian vodou. It’s the result of a sort of syncretism arisen between Catholicism 
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and African traditions, to explain life and. The Dominican 

Vodou has no legal status, rather is condemned by the 

law and formal religions. There remains a big taboo on 

Dominican vodou, to avoid any linkage to Haitian vodou 

Dominicans much rather like to call it ‘Fiesta de maní’. 

While Dominicans have a rich tradition of Santería 

(worshipping of Saints) and hechería (white magic), they 

ascribe vodou, magía and brujería solely to the Haitians. 

It’s being accepted as a fact that the majority of Haitians 

practice vodou (however not a 100% like literature 

states at times), though the majority of Dominicans of 

Haitian descent says they do not practice vodou (Rosario 

2006: 92). 

Although vodou continues to be practiced in the 

Dominican Republic by Haitian immigrants, Dominican-

Haitians and even Dominicans, they tend to deny doing 

so, stating they are Catholic, Protestant, Jesuit, 

Evangelist, Christian, Baptist, etc. The stigma and 

hostility towards vodou in the Dominican Republic, 

makes lots of Haitian people claim not to know anything 

about vodou, or simply refuse to talk about it, still being 

a big taboo or secret.  Several vodou priests in the 

capital, colourful pañuelos (handkerchiefs) used in 

ceremonies for sale in Little Haiti, vodou ceremonies held 

in bateyes and little vodou altars at peoples houses 

prove the continuing practice of vodou by a significant 

amount of Haitian immigrants in Santo Domingo. 

 

Closely related to vodou is the gagá. It’s a religious expression brought by Haitian immigrants to 

the bateyes. In the literature opinions about gagá differ as some call it a typical Haitian tradition. 

Others call it a Dominican-Haitian tradition, or even a ‘social-religious cult of Haitian influence but 

whose basic features link it with Africa.’15 Haitians however say: ‘el gagá is ours’ and ‘we [Haitians] 

know how to do it’ and Dominicans say: ‘it’s of the Haitians’. Therefore I consider it to be a typical 

Haitian tradition celebrated in the several bateyes around the country and in the capital, performed 

during Semana Santa (Easter) by Haitians, Dominican-Haitians and few Dominicans. In Haiti they 

call it rara and is celebrated the whole month in advance of Easter. Gaga is performed during the 

Lent with a procession starting on Good Friday cumulating on Holy Sunday. Moving around from 

one batey to the other, dancing, singing, making music, accompanied by sticks, special colourful 

clothing and instruments made out of bamboo. It’s an old tradition that, although it might not have 

a lot of recognition or fame, continues to be practiced throughout the Haitian diaspora in the 

                                                
15 ‘Culto socio-religioso de influencia haitiana pero cuyos rasgos básicos lo ligan a África.’ 

Box: vodou 

Vodou is a religion that is 
formed by a fusion of beliefs 
and rituals of West and 
Central African origin with the 
adaptation of Catholic believe 
practices. Vodou is based on 
one God, the Bondye, and 
several loas (spirits or 
deities). The vodou priest 
(houngan) or priestess 
(mambo) perform ritual 
ceremonies, such as members’ 
initiations and healings, where 
believers are possessed by 
loas. Vodousaints believe the 
loas intervene in their lives, 
they consult the spirits for 
health, money, jobs and 
lovers and bring them offers 
like food and drinks (West-
Duran 2003). 
Vodou has been persecuted 
throughout the 19th and the 
beginning of the 20th century 
and for that reason practiced 
in secret by many. However 
vodou formed the basis of the 
Duvalier regimes and Aristide 
himself too was a vodou 
priest, that’s how vodou 
became part of Haitian politics 
and daily life, finally leading to 
it’s recognition as an official 
religion, next to Catholicism, 
in 2003. (Desmangles 1992). 
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Dominican Republic. It’s an example of a group expression of Haitian identity surviving in the 

Dominican Republic. (See annex for pictures) 

 

 

4.4 Music 

 

Music can simply be something you make at 

church, listen to at the bar, sing around the house, 

or dance to when you’re feeling happy. Yet at 

some moment, you may begin to employ a musical 

style as a resource to say who you are and use it 

to interpret who other people are and to indicate 

what a community aspires to. So at times, music 

may be actively used by members of a group to 

create or represent a group identity (Seeger 1994: 

3). Haitian music is a blend of African and 

Caribbean cultures and traditions. Averill (1994) 

shows in the article ‘Musical Discourse on Haitian 

Identity’ how music is a good way to present an 

image of Haitians. 

 

Music is very important for Haitians. Ezequiel, a Haitian student, puts it like this: ‘Give the Haitian 

three things; food, education and music and they are ok.’ Haitians are very proud of their unique 

Carnival, where they have a competition for the best live music. Best known Haitian music is the 

popular, more commercial compas. Other Haitian music styles include the gagá or rara, musik 

rasin, vodou music, or mizik voodoo and voodoo-jass. 

 Listening Haitian music, sung in Creole, is a way of identifying with other Haitians, as a 

group. Haitians worldwide keep listening to Haitian music, whose lyrics go about Haiti, Haitian 

culture and society and Haitians, bringing memories of their beloved country back to Haitian 

immigrants. You can listen music alone in your room or actually come together as a group. As in 

the case of the several festivals or as the Haitians call it ‘programme’ where Haitian artist come to 

play. These artists and festivals are famous internationally. Haitian artist come to play frequently in 

the Dominican Republic too, but that doesn’t get much publicity. The first Haitian music festival 

held in 2007 and was a successful one. The ‘Segundo Festival de la Isla de música konpa’ of April 

2008 was a great success, with artists such as Boukman Eksperyans, T-vice and Karimi. A small 

part of the city changed in a little part of Haiti for a couple of hours, with a blend of Haitian music 

styles, Haitians from different ages, and more Creole then Spanish to be heard on the streets. 

Although Haitians are the biggest group of immigrants in the Dominican Republic, they still 

are a minority. Therefore they have to adapt themselves to the mainstream. Haitians listen and 

dance to typical Dominican music such as merengue and bachata. And hear the popular salsa and 

reggeaton themes on the streets. Although the two countries are so close to each other, Haitian 

music hasn’t gained any real popularity among Dominicans, perhaps this once again has to do with 

the current prejudices. 

Box: Haitian music 

We remember; we won’t forget 

The day we said we were going to play 

Our country’s music 

To play the music of voodoo 

We felt that we became one 

With all our brothers who live the culture 

We truly felt we were Haitian 

There are many who are ashamed of us 

They were saying that it’s werewolf music 

But we know that’s a lie 

(‘We won’t forget this’  

Boukman Eksperyans) 

(Averill 1994: 164) 
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4.5 Social status 

 

Haitians immigrants are known for their strong values regarding to work ethics, they work and 

study hard. Haitian immigrants are in the Dominican Republic to improve their conditions, to earn 

an honest living, and to live in peace. To escape from poverty, Haitian immigrants are willing to 

make many sacrifices, including accepting discrimination and exploitation. Being exploited is part of 

what Haitians must undergo in a foreign country in expectation of a better future for their 

offspring, to whom they keep stressing the importance of education, considered to be the only way 

out of poverty. Taking any sort of menial job is not considered something degrading but rather a 

way of bringing in some income (Zéphir 2004: 122). 

A big part of Haitians, though often without another option, work in the informal sector, 

selling juice, fruits, peanuts and candy, sugar cane, coconuts, ice-cream, telephone cards and just 

about everything you can imagine. Next to that, about 85% of construction work is done by 

Haitians, mostly the lower skilled, heavier and lower paid jobs, like mixing cement and laying 

bricks. Though for many first generation Haitian immigrants, economic mobility has nothing to do 

with the kind of job they do, rather it’s seen in comparison with the situation they had back home. 

Although life is hard in the Dominican Republic; working long days, and dealing with the 

stigmatization, they’re at least making a living. Something very hard or even impossible to achieve 

back home in Haiti. 

Many Dominicans consider working on the streets to be inferior and degrading and reject to 

do that kind of work. Dominicans might look down upon Haitians for doing so. They disrespect 

Haitians, see and treat them as inferior. Besides the type of work, the illegal status of many 

Haitians leads them to be considered to be of less value. In order to justify the discrimination and 

exploitation of Haitians Dominicans tend to relate their attitude to Haitian ethnicity. They 

emphasise that it is the ‘nature’ of Haitians to do manual work, for example they way Haitians are 

phenotypically build (Eriksen 2002: 28). In Dominican society it has become normal for Haitians to 

carry out most of the underpaid manual work. Before Haitians used to work in the sugarcane 

industry. Still a lot of Haitians do so, under miserable conditions, having a very low social status in 

Dominican society. Nowadays Haitians have come to constitute a whole new sector, that of 

construction. Just as the informal sector, selling things on the street. These sectors of the economy 

are typified as Haitian, another stereotype has arisen in labelling Haitians. As people working on 

the street are almost by definition called Haitian. 

Although Dominicans still work in these sectors as well, they less and less like to do this 

kind of work they feel ashamed of it. As a sort of snowballing effect, by calling these types of work 

ethnically Haitian, Dominicans not wanting to have anything to do with Haitians and feeling insulted 

being called or considered a Haitian will only resent these jobs more, making that eventually more 

and more Haitians will do these jobs. In a strange way making Dominicans dependent on Haitians 

to buy their phone card or bottle of water out on the street. However this will not make Haitians be 

more appreciated. 
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4.6 Second generation: Dominican-Haitians & Rayanos 

 

Second generation immigrants - children of immigrants - tend to fall in two broad classifications. 

First, those who were born in the host country, who have always lived in the host country, and may 

or may not have had the change to visit the sending country. Second, those born in the sending 

country who came to the host country at an early age (usually before adolescence), and who may 

not have spent any time or a significant amount of time in the sending country since relocation 

(Zéphir 2004: 129). 

Second generation immigrants, born in the Dominican Republic fall into two categories: the 

Dominican-Haitians born out of two Haitian parents, and the rayanos, with one Haitian and one 

Dominican parent. There are many rayanos living in the border areas, where intermarriage is much 

more common, they constitute an own group with specific characteristics. However in the urban 

environment, like Santo Domingo, both groups don’t constitute much difference, therefore they will 

be brought up together as examples to clarify specific matters. 

First generation Haitian immigrants tend to keep their ethnic and cultural identity. Although 

they’re trying to adapt to their host society and acculturate at the same time. With the huge stigma 

attached to Haitian immigrants they don’t really seem to have a choice to negotiate their identity. 

Haitian descendents, born in the Dominican Republic, are able to construct their identity more 

actively. They too are affected by the hostile society. They should be entitled on Dominican 

citizenship, though this is not always the case. Nevertheless, they grow up in Dominican society, 

costume themselves to Dominican culture, and learn to speak Spanish on school and from other 

Dominicans. For Dominican-Haitians and rayanos the question in identity construction ‘Who am I?’ 

counts as much as another question: ‘What would I like to be, considering the judgement 

significant others have of me?’. They have the chance to construct and negotiate their identity. 

Zéphir (130-137) distinguishes three broad categories in second-generation Haitians. While 

she discusses Haitian Americans a parallel can be drawn to Dominican-Haitians and rayanos. First 

those who display a strong form of Haitianness, demonstrated through an intense involvement in 

the Haitian diasporic community, expressed by a preference for the ethnic label Haitian and a high 

fluency in Creole. Second those who display a weaker form of Haitianness, they are bicultural and 

vary in the degree to which they manifest their cultural allegiances to the two cultures. And third 

those who have absolutely nothing to do with Haiti. They do their very best to conceal any trace of 

their Haitian identity, directly associated with Haiti. They believe there is absolutely nothing to gain 

from claiming any sort of Haitianness, that it will only lead them to be labelled, marginalized and 

excluded altogether. 

 

A big difference between first and second generation immigrants is the way they look at the host 

country, the Dominican Republic. While first generation immigrants say ‘this is not my country’ and 

‘Haiti is my country’. For second generation immigrants the Dominican Republic is their country, 

and for many the only country they know. Despite the continuing problems concerning distributing 

birth certificates and identification papers to Dominican-Haitians, they are legally entitled to 
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Dominican citizenship.16 They are Dominicans on paper, but still Haitian by ‘blood’. For that reason 

many Dominicans continue to consider all Dominican-Haitians as Haitians and consequently think 

less of them. 

However there are some exceptions. As in the case with several baseball players of Haitian 

descent, Dominican-Haitians, who despite of their origin, skin-colour and Haitian ‘looks’, are 

considered to be Dominicans pur sang. Both the baseball players are criticized by Haitians for not 

recognizing their ‘blood’ as well as Dominican society for their hypocrisy. If it’s convenient for 

Dominicans for the fame and money of a person, they neglect the fact of someone’s Haitian 

origins. Once again illustrating the difficulty of grasping the discriminatory society, which has to do 

with a combination of several factors like colour, nationality and social class. 

 

Dominican-Haitians and rayanos, identify themselves in accordance to the three different 

categories, as Haitian foremost, both Dominican and Haitian or only Dominican. Josue and his two 

brothers (aged 22, 24 and 27) are a clear, yet peculiar, example of Dominican-Haitians who show a 

strong form of Haitianness. They were born in the Dominican Republic from Haitian parents, moved 

to Haiti, when they were aged around ten, and moved back several years ago to study at the 

university. Despite their Dominican papers, they feel and see themselves as Haitians, rather hiding 

the fact they are Dominican-Haitians. They define themselves as Haitian. They are interested in the 

current political situation in Haiti, know its history and show interest in the Haitian community, 

both in the Dominican Republic as in Haiti. Above all they prefer to speak Creole above Spanish, in 

which they are more fluent and able to express themselves better. 

 

The second category Dominican-Haitians and rayanos fall into are those identify themselves as 

being both Haitian and Dominican, they are typically bi-cultural, neither culture (Haitian or 

Dominican) is alien to them. Yet they vary a lot in their involvement in and knowledge of Haitian 

matters, aspects such as language, knowledge of Haitian culture, patterns of friendship and social 

interaction, involvement in the Haitian community and participation in Haitian events and festivals. 

Which is basically an individual choice, but aided by the environment. 

A close relation to and appreciation of your Haitian background first of all depends on your 

parents, since they and other relatives are the first source of information to learn the language, to 

learn more about the country and culture. On a later age it depends much more on your own 

interest. The environment where you grow up in is of importance as well. Surrounded by Haitians 

in a batey or in a small Haitian community it’s different then in a neighbourhood in the city where 

few Haitians live and interact together. 

Sandro and his two sisters, all rayanos, never learned to speak Creole from their Haitian 

father nor do they understand a word of it. They have never shown any interest themselves. They 

have never been to Haiti, nor does it really attract them. On the other hand Violeta, a Dominican-

Haitian girl working in Little Haiti, is learning Creole from her bigger sister and from conversations 

with other Haitians. She is interested in her Haitian background, up to date about Haitian music  

and events, and is really excited about going to Haiti this summer for the first time. Many other 

                                                
16 Rayanos don’t seem to have this problem, since they have at least one Dominican parent who can declare 
them. 
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Dominican-Haitians have been to Haiti to visit the home country and birth town of their parents, 

though never really considered moving their, since Haiti is not their country. 

Language is one of the most important factors of an individual’s identification with a 

minority or with the majority. Since Dominican-Haitians and rayanos are born in the Dominican 

Republic they have a thorough knowledge of the Dominican way of life. Many have a greater 

proficiency in the Spanish language then Haitian Creole. Speaking some sort of degree of Creole or 

rather Spanish plays a significant role in identification of the self and by others. 

One of the key markers of Haitianness is the Creole language, spoken by all Haitians and 

first generation Haitian immigrants. Striking is the fact that second generation Haitians aren’t able 

to speak Creole fluently or at all. As in the case of Maria, a rayana, who doesn’t speak Creole - 

although she does understand it. Or like Ramona, a Dominican-Haitian woman, who speaks Creole 

and Spanish. Her Spanish has a Haitian accent, that’s how people can tell she’s of mixed descent, 

not by her looks. She says ‘I am Dominican, but a foreigner too.’ When people notice the accent in 

her Spanish she’ll tell them she is a ‘dominico-haitiana’. A third or further generation is even more 

likely to have no knowledge of Creole or Haiti whatsoever. Nor even mentions their Haitian 

ancestors. Probably there are many more people of mixed Haitian descent, having a Haitian 

grandparent on mom or/and dads side of the family, making Dominican society a whole lot more 

mixed then people like to think and admit. 

 

The third category of Dominican-Haitians and rayanos identifies themselves as Dominican only, 

rejecting their Haitian heritage, blending perfectly in into Dominican society. It’s imaginable that 

Dominican-Haitians and rayanos (and even Haitians) would try to hide their Haitian background in 

the hostile Dominican society. To be able to escape from the discrimination and stigmatization they 

try to lose the label Haitian. Although Dominicans emphasize on colour and appearance in 

identifying Haitians and their descents, Dominican-Haitians and rayanos are a much less visible 

group then Chinese for example. Therefore they have more chance to identify and portray 

themselves in society the way they want, especially when you speak fluent Spanish and can pass 

phenotypically as a Dominican you can relatively easily escape the stigmas attached to being 

Haitian. 

Sandro, a rayano, feels like there is no point in telling you’re half Haitian, half Dominican, it 

will only get you more problems then it will do you good. However should be noticed that although 

one might try to pass as a Dominican, society might label you as a Haitian anyway, based on 

ethnic labels. There are many second generation Haitians who will try to hide their descendent. For 

example by changing their name, that often has a French sound to it, like Charles Desten, Eugene, 

Solange Pierre, Antoine, Daniel, etc. Haitians can be recognized by their name. Sonia Pierre, the 

leader of MUDHA, told me she got a lot of strange faces when here name would be called out in 

school. As a Spanish sounding name makes passing as a Dominican and integration easier some 

Haitians go as far as changing their name. 

 

It’s interesting to see how Dominican-Haitians and rayanos negotiate their identity. Switching 

between Haitian and Dominican according to the situation. That’s notable in the use of ‘they’, 

referring to the other: the Haitian, and ‘us’ for Dominicans, but at other times ‘us’ is also used to 

refer to Haitians, including them. Although they say they are Dominicans, and they are by right, 
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documents and birth, they will continue to identify themselves at times with Haitians. Other 

Dominican-Haitians won’t let a Haitian get offended without feeling offended themselves too, as 

they are their compatriots in a way. 

Haitian immigrants and Dominican-Haitians that do identify themselves as Haitian (and 

Dominican) criticize others for denying their origins and the fact they refuse to speak Creole and 

associate with other Haitians. They say they deprive of being Haitian and are ashamed of it, having 

a low self-esteem. They consider it to be wrong that a lot of second generation Haitians don’t know 

the language, the country nor culture of Haiti. ‘My children definitely will’ they say and ‘no matter 

where I go I’ll always be Haitian. I’m proud of being Haitian.’ They don’t feel any shame having a 

Haitian nationality. 

Johnny, a Dominican-Haitian, however 

reassured me he doesn’t deprive of being Haitian. 

He likes being in Haiti, speaks Creole very well, 

has a child there with a Haitian woman. And two 

other kids with another Haitian woman in the 

Dominican Republic, where he lives in a 

neighbourhood with lots of Haitians. He just 

doesn’t want to get into trouble as life is hard 

enough as it is. You just have to accept it and he 

feels like he’s adapting the best to it like this. 

Therefore at times he doesn’t wish to speak Creole 

in public, to avoid problems. Johnny is a good 

example of negotiating identity. Like many others, 

he portrays himself at times as Dominican-Haitian 

or Haitian showing affection and interest in his 

Haitian background, interacting with other Haitians 

and speaking Creole. At other times he denies his 

Haitian roots, portraying himself as a Dominican, 

speaking only Spanish and emphasizing the fact he 

is a Dominican citizen by right. 

 

A last note I would like to add, is something pointed out to me by Bridget Wooding, working at 

FLASCO. Dominicans say Dominican-Haitian: being a Haitian in Dominican Republic. In contrary to 

elsewhere, for example in the US where they say Haitian-American and Dominican-American, and 

as we say in Holland ‘a Dutch person of Surinamese/Moroccan/Peruvian/etc. descent’ (een 

Nederlander van Surinaamse /Marrokaanse/ Peruaanse/ enz afkomst). Stressing the fact it’s a legal 

citizen of the country. Strikingly, in the Dominican Republic it’s the contrary, the fact that they 

have a Haitian background is emphasized. As if they want to prevent them from integrating and 

become truly members of Dominican society, as respected citizens. 

 

 

Box: Negotiating identity. 

In the guagua on the way back from 
Jimani to Santo Domingo Johnny, a 
Dominican-Haitian I had met in Haiti, 
said to me: ‘Just in case something 
happens, I’m not one of them 
[Haitians].’ When one of the Haitian 
girls, a student, got into problems 
with one of the immigration officers 
Johnny indeed stayed seated while 
two other Haitian students offered 
their help to their compatriot. Johnny 
denied during the whole trip being of 
Haitian descent, nor that he ever 
visited Haiti, and to our Dominican 
co-travelers he was telling stories 
about his stay in Jimani, etc. He got 
really upset when he had to show his 
ID to the officials, like all Haitians 
had to do, implicating he was of 
Haitian descent. Johnny has a 
Dominican cédula, to the surprise and 
even upset of some officials, giving 
him all the legal rights of a 
Dominican. 
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4.7 Social networks 

 

In this part there will be made a distinction in social networks. First the social networks of the 

Haitian community in the Dominican Republic. Second the transnational networks, between 

Haitians in the Dominican Republic and Haitians in Haiti. 

 

The Haitian community in the Dominican Republic is mostly based on primary relations, like family, 

friends, neighbours, etc. The Haitian community is lacking a good structured formal organization in 

the economic field, politics, social and cultural. The Haitian embassy is really weak at the moment 

in organizing events for the Haitian community. In contrary to other groups of immigrants such as 

Chinese, Arabs or Italians Haitians lack formal institution of organization. There is not even to be 

found a Haitian restaurant in Santo Domingo, nor club or whatsoever. The illegal migratory status 

of Haitian immigrants and the rejection of Dominican society has made that there are several 

Haitian organizations working for Haitian immigrants and descendents of Haitians. A low 

percentage of Haitians know of the existence of Haitian organizations and of those, only few 

participate in them (Silié 2003: 116). 

 A lack of formal institutions doesn’t mean there is no active Haitian community, on the 

contrary, Haitian immigrants stay in close contact with each other after migrating. Because of the 

hostile society immigrants face difficulties building up friendships with Dominicans. They tend to 

revert to seeking support from fellow members of their own ethnic group (Li et al. 1995: 344). 

Haitian social networks have arisen, they are established between Haitians on the street. In the 

several bateyes, on the streets of Calle Duarte, in Little Haiti and in front of the Haitian Embassy 

are popular places to meet other Haitians. Social life involves much interaction on the streets, the 

church and other places of encounters. Haitians always tend to cling together on the streets, where 

they are working and selling. Also at the university you can see Haitians cling together. For 

Haitians these are the places they are able to continue to speak in creole, an important aspect of 

their Haitianness. Interacting with other Haitians, talking about Haiti, expressing their concerns 

about the current situation and thinking of a way to improve the future of the country are all 

expression of their Haitianness. Haiti is in their mind and although they’re not there, Haiti is with 

them. 

 The Haitian social network helps Haitians to find work, for support, they lend each other 

money and provide food for each other at times. The network serves as a medium to pass along 

information about upcoming events, for example a Haitian artist coming to play in the capital 

travels around fast among the Haitian community, meanwhile Dominicans won’t take any notice of 

it. Next to daily socializing Haitians come together on a small base for several festivities, such as 

the gaga, and the Haitian Music Festival. Another way of organizing and socializing Bridget 

Wooding pointed me at is the formation of several Haitian football teams, paying in a small 

competition in the country. Like the Dominicans have baseball as their national sport Haitians have 

a passion for football. This way to are able to continue their passion and culture, and interact at the 

same time.  

 In contrary to other countries Haitians haven’t established an open public space for 

themselves yet. In Miami for example, where a lot of Haitians live in the ethnic neighbourhood 

Little Haiti, there is much more openness. The month May is Haitian Heritage Month, there are 
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several Haitian Music Festivals, a Vodou Festival, vodou temples, etc for the Haitian community. In 

the Dominican Republic Haitians are still lacking any formal institution or organization. Haitian 

Independence Day goes by unnoticed and here they just held a second edition of a Haitian Music 

Festival, compared to a tenth in Miami. This has still to do with the discriminatory society and the 

low social position Haitians occupy.  

 

The Haitian community in the Dominican Republic or in any other country is characterized 

by their migrant status. Whether it is being a legal or illegal, first, second or third generation 

migrant. This migrant status forms a big part of their identity. Bashi stresses the need to 

understand migration as a process, rather than the event of geographic relocation. Migration is a 

way of living, linking people and places to one another despite their apparent separation by 

national boundaries, a term as transnationalism comes into play (Bashi 2007: 17). Being a migrant 

involves several aspects such as ties to the home country, family and friends left behind, sending 

remittances, visits, ties too other Haitian migrants in the receiving country and keeping track of the 

actual situation in Haiti.  

 While the Haitian community in the Dominican Republic encourages migration while 

facilitating settlement and initial integration. It’s typical for new comers to be easily adopted into 

the group, lacking the Spanish language this is the easiest and earliest social contact for them in a 

new country. Longer residing Haitians help them out translating, learning Spanish, getting housing, 

finding work, etc. There also is being created a transnational network trough migration, a diaspora 

and a two way flow of ideas, thoughts, culture, etc. A transnational network is set up while most 

Haitian migrants leave family behind in Haiti; a parent, a relative, a wife or husband and children. 

Friends and neighbours are left behind to start a new life in a different country. They tend to stay 

in close contact with them. ‘With one foot here and the other one there’ is being said to describe 

this situation. 

Nowadays with phone and internet access it’s relatively easy to communicate with the home 

country. News and information about Haiti is easy accessed by internet. There is no Haitian 

television in the Dominican Republic, however there are Haitian newspapers and radio. Following 

the news about Haiti, discussing happenings in Haiti, keeping close contact to Haitians in the 

Dominican Republic and Haiti does make their Haitianness stronger. Visits to Haiti are normally 

Box: Life stories 
First generation Haitian immigrants frequently refer to Haiti as ‘my country’. And about the 
Dominican Republic they say: ‘this is not my country’. And ´It’s not like Haiti’ and ‘I miss my 
family, friends, music and food.´ 

Lofe (31), a Haitian street vender, living in the Dominican Republic for 11 years, 
remembers the day he last spoke to his wife in Haiti. His eyes light up saying he is going to call 
her again that night. He knows the number of days when he saw his family for the last time, 
and his next trip is already planned. Proudly he shows me the pictures on his cell phone of his 
wedding day and his two little children,  a girl aged 4 and a young born son. One day he hopes 
to reunite his family in the Dominican Republic. 

After her husband died tragically Mariel (28) moved to the Dominican Republic 6 years 
ago. She works in a salon, her twin children, aged 9, are living in Haiti with her mother. She 
says the only reason she is in the Dominican Republic is to for the promise she made for her 
kids, to take care of them. She considers her time in the DR as ‘time lost’. Saying: ‘I don’t 
want to be here.’ She feels unable to live the life of a young happy woman, she misses her 
children terribly, one day she hopes to able to go back to Haiti. 
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used to bring money, clothes, food, medicines and other things from the Dominican Republic. 

These remittances are very important for the family left behind. A lot of migrants send a part of 

their income back to Haiti. 

The situation of Haiti bares a lot of concern to Haitian immigrants. For many it’s the reason 

they left and are unable to return. Family, friends and children are still in Haiti experiencing the 

difficult situation. Haitian immigrants talk and discuss a lot about how the situation should and 

could be approved. Some students were very sure they wanted to move back when they finish 

their studies, they want to go back to ‘their country’ and help ‘their people’. Whether students say 

they let it depend on the situation. Whether they have already established a family in the 

Dominican Republic or where they can earn the most money. While they keep thinking in returning, 

they also think about staying in the host country, they are still in between. 
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5. Social mobility 

 

Dominican society is generally typified by lighter-skinned elites and darker-coloured lower income 

groups, lighter aesthetics means a better chance in social upward mobility. Blacks and coloured 

people are disproportionally represented among the lower social classes in the Dominican Republic. 

They have considerably lower incomes than whites, experience less social mobility and are likely to 

be in the urban informal market (Howard 2001: 50). Thus ‘race’ or ethnicity influences the rank a 

person holds in social class. And from that on social class influences your identity. 

It is seen as ‘unnatural’ for a white Haitian to be poor or for a dark Haitian to be rich. 

However you should keep in mind that this is not a standardized rule, there are coloured and dark 

rich(er) Haitians too and poor(er) whites. The Haitian immigrants that come to the Dominican 

Republic do belong to the lowest classes. Haitians are amongst the poorest in the Dominican 

Republic, even among the poor dark Dominicans the Haitians constitute an even lower class. 

Haitians are a class apart, they are ‘the scapegoat’; even if you are a poor black Dominican there is 

always the Haitian to look down on. While Dominican government continues to blame them for 

causing problems and consequently deporting large numbers, while simultaneously allowing more 

Haitians into the sugar cane fields and into construction work, where they are ‘needed’ and no 

attention is paid to their situation, while they are ‘only’ Haitian people. 

 

There is a difference in social status between recent Haitian migrants and Dominican-Haitians. The 

Dominican-Haitians have been able to reach a slightly better position as concluded by Mercedes 

Contreras in his work (2004). He makes a very strong statement about how identity and social 

position are related and states: This pattern of stratification places the Dominican-Haitians in a 

consistent way at the bottom of a social-economic level of Dominican citizens. Only Haitian 

immigrants, non-citizens, are placed below the Dominican-Haitians.17 Out of the research 

population used for the questionnaire from the FLACSO-OIM appeared that the Dominican-Haitians 

are to be found in different circles then the recently arrived ‘new’ Haitian immigrants (2004 :17). 

This coincides with Haitians, Dominican-Haitians and Dominicans saying lots of Dominican-Haitians 

would deny their Haitian roots to have a better change in life. First of all cutting of ties with 

Haitians, losing the ethnic stigma of being Haitian. 

 

Lacking legal status, the consequently informality Haitians live in, dealing with stigmatization and 

racism based on their ethnic and cultural group identity makes it even harder for Haitian 

immigrants to succeed (Silié 2001: 56-69). Haitians are forced to accept any work they can get. 

Haitian migrants have labour-intensive, unstable, and lower- or de-skilled jobs that are far the 

least attractive and even for these jobs they often get paid less than Dominicans for the same kind 

of work. They are subjected to greater instability, work without contracts, have no rights, no 

insurance, can be fired at any given point, are exposed to dangers and make long days for five, six 

or even seven days a week and still hardly ever have money to spend freely. They don’t think 

                                                
17 Este patrón de estratificación coloca de manera consistente a los dominico-haitianos en el fondo de la 
gradación socio-económica de los ciudadanos dominicanos. Solamente los inmigrantes haitianos no-ciudadanos 
están localizados por debajo de los dominico-haitianos. 



 40 

about a better future for themselves. They are working to survive another day, and to sent money 

back to family in Haiti. 

Although life is hard in the Dominican Republic, it’s still better then in Haiti and they are 

hoping and striving for a better future for their offspring. Social upward mobility, although only 

notable over one or more generations, seems to be far from reality within the hostile Dominican 

society. In other countries where Haitians have migrated to, the USA, Canada, France, Haitians 

have been able to establish and organize themselves successfully, gaining a good education level, 

better jobs and even political and economic success. However, in the Dominican Republic, such 

successes are never (or very little) heard of. Changes of social mobility are hard to conceive, 

nevertheless it’s possible. Haitians are known for their strong will to progress, willing to work hard 

to overcome their difficult position. There are people that have left the batey, have studied and 

have a good job, but that seems rather exceptional. 

What counts in this country according to Dominicans applies to Haitians as well; ‘if you’re 

poor, you stay poor, if you have money, you can make a lot of money.’ Coming from a (poor) 

Haitian background you are destined to be poor. However when Haitians have the chance they 

search for a way to educate themselves. Go to university to get a degree or starting to take 

Spanish lessons or a computer course. That way there are examples of Dominican-Haitians working 

themselves up to lawyer. Some Haitians own their own carro, becoming a conchista; driver of a 

carro público, or have their own motoconcho or triciclo. That makes them independent and able to 

work on a better future for themselves and their children. Construction workers are educating 

themselves, so they are able to gain a higher position in construction and with that earning a 

better salary. 

 

Next to their illegality, the overall unemployment and inexistence of work in the Dominican 

Republic and the language difference makes obtaining certain jobs impossible for Haitians. Not 

knowing the Spanish language and a lack of education make Haitians not qualifying for certain 

jobs. Next to that discrimination of Haitians makes it more difficult for them to access. While in 

Miami most taxi drivers are Haitian, in the Dominican Republic it’s still less common, but growing 

however, for Haitians to work as a motoconchista or a driver of a carro público. Still many 

Dominicans prefer to be transported by a Dominican instead of a Haitian. Same thing can be seen 

in the domestic serve. Although the number of domestic servants is growing, people tend to stay 

suspicious. Like a woman told she was looking for someone to help around the house and was 

suggested a Haitian girl. She heard it was a good girl, however she didn’t trust it, saying: ‘she still 

is a Haitian you know’. She admits there are bad Dominicans too, off course there are, she’s not 

going to lie about that. However Haitians are worse according to her, that’s why she wouldn’t trust 

a Haitian in her house. This reminds me of the saying: If a Haitian doesn’t do it at the entrance 

than he does it at the exit.18 These examples show how prejudices about Haitians prevent them 

from getting certain types of jobs. 

 

Haitians work most of all in the informal economy and in construction. Haitian immigrants often 

start out working in construction, since it’s a job easily obtained since there is a lot of development 

                                                
18 El haitiano cuando no lo hace a la entrada lo hace a la salida. 
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and construction going on. Because many Haitians aren’t qualified they can’t demand a better 

salary, they are forced to do the simple construction work and work extra hours for the additional 

income to be able to live. They start out doing the hard manual work, like mixing cement and 

carrying blocks. After some time they might be able to get a better qualified job, such as 

bricklayer, iron smith, electricians or even ‘maestro de constructor’. But if they have the chance, 

they leave this kind of work to go on selling fruit or juice on the street. Construction work is very 

hard work, pays little, and often the chiefs are thieves. When pay time comes around, there 

suddenly is no money. And the workers have to wait, meanwhile they need to pay their rent, 

support a family and are hungry. There are even stories of chiefs calling on the immigration, so 

that they come round and pick up the illegal workers, having done a hard job without being paid. 

Straight on the bus back to Haiti. 

Many Haitians work in the informal sector, selling all kind of things on the street. Although 

some people like to think only Haitians do so, Dominicans as well do this work. Most people don’t 

respect the people working on the street. They shout at them and are simply rude. Thinking since 

you work on the street and I don’t, I’m better then you. It’s a hard job, standing in the burning sun 

for hours, in the traffic, it’s very bad for your health and there is very little chance of progress. But 

on the other hand people working on the street say they feel free, since they have no chief above 

them. Every peso they make goes into their own pocket. And at least no one is bothering how you 

should do your job.  

 

Despite their ongoing migration for over a century, Haitians still tend to occupy the lowest social 

ranks in Dominican society. They haven’t been able to establish themselves in a clear political or 

economic way. They continue to be victimized, though they are accepted on the streets, they aren’t 

accepted as full citizens yet. 
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6. Conclusion  

 
Haitians form the biggest group of immigrants in the Dominican Republic. Over a century Haitians 

have been migrating into the Dominican Republic to escape the misery in Haiti, one of the poorest 

countries in the world. They come in search for a better living, most of all through jobs, meaning 

money and food, for themselves and for the family left behind at home. It’s not an easy life away 

from beloved ones, they belong to the lowest social classes and there is a lot of discrimination and 

stigmatization against Haitians and their descendants; the Dominican-Haitians and Rayanos. 

 

In the Dominican Republic a national identity has been created, under Trujillo and other prominent 

national thinkers of the twentieth century, on the notions of Hispanidad and mestizaje and a denial 

of African influences in Dominicanidad. Although Dominicans are considered to be mulattos, they 

describe themselves much rather as ‘indio’ and use a wide range of terms to describe skin colour, 

avoiding at all cost black. There’s a strong preference for white aesthetics in Dominican society.  In 

describing the Dominican ‘Us’, Haitians have been placed as the counter pole; ‘Them’ being the 

Other, African, dark and inferior, they are considered to be the only blacks in the country. These 

ideas have become deeply imbedded in Dominican society and has lead to the discrimination of 

Haitians on different levels. 

  

It’s quite hard to grasp the level of discrimination. It’s layered, subtle and relative at times. 

Sometimes discrimination exists of refusing to deal with a certain person, or name-calling, but it 

can go from that to maltreatment, violence up to murder. The consequences of discrimination can 

be really big. It influences the way people identify themselves, their self-estimation and confidence 

and it can affect chances of social mobility. 

 

Discrimination of Haitians happens on the basis of a combination of several aspects. First of all 

discrimination happens on the basis of skin colour, giving it the name of racism. Haitians are set 

apart by their dark(er) skin colour and treated as inferior. Since Dominicans are coloured too, this 

is a rather ambiguous standpoint. Second a lot of discrimination is based on the simple fact that 

these people have the Haitian nationality; they are Haitians, therefore can’t be or do any good in 

the eyes of many Dominicans. The low social class most Haitians belong is a third factor why they 

are being discriminated. Poor people aren’t respected. Discrimination not only happens to Haitians 

but also to Dominicans and it works as a unique combination that can either work out good or bad 

for you. Money seems to fade every colour, so being a rich black Haitian you won’t have any 

problems, neither will a white Haitian. A black, poor Dominican however could be refused to enter a 

club for example. Just like a poor, black Haitian is likely to be discriminated. 

 

Haitians are heavily stereotyped in Dominican society. Haitians are considered to be dangerous, 

bad and seen as inferior. In their denial of Africanness Dominicans subscribe every African 

influence to Haitian by definition. In appearance, next to a dark or black skin, other phenotypical 

characteristics such as body posture and a big nose are labelled Haitian. Just like Afro-hair and the 

way you wear it, braiding, colourful clothing, and the habit to carry things around on the head, are 

seen as Haitian solely, putting an ethnic label on Haitians.  
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Haitian immigrants are affected by this hostility in their way of living. They mutually form some 

sorts of prejudices against Dominicans. They consider Dominicans to be lazy, dangerous and 

criticize the way they live, partying and drinking, carelessly. But foremost the stereotyping makes 

Haitians very cautious, they tend to live more reserved. Should be noticed the fact that a lot of 

Haitians are illegal in the country and have to live with a constant fear for deportation to Haiti. Not 

all Dominicans treat Haitians bad of course, but to avoid problems Haitians don’t go out on the 

street at night for example. And they might choose to try to avoid the Haitian stigma by losing 

their costumes, try to pass like a Dominican by dressing down, talking in Spanish and relaxing their 

hair. 

 

Or in the case of vodou; a legal religion in Haiti, that forms a big part of Haitian culture and daily 

life, since there is vodou art, vodou music, vodou temples and so on. Even though there exists 

Dominican Vodou, Dominicans like to ignore this fact and subscribe vodou with all its negative 

connotations as black magic and barbarian to the Haitian community. Despite the proof of 

continued practice of vodou, the stigma attached to vodou in Dominican society makes Haitians 

deny their practice of vodou or even to have any knowledge of it.  

 

Language is one of the most noticeable differences between groups. A key marker of Haitian 

identity is the Creole language. Every Haitian speaks Creole, only a minority, about 10% speaks 

French. Haitian immigrants in the Dominican Republic typically become bi-lingual; Spanish-Creole. 

Although Haitians always tend to keep speaking Creole among themselves and especially look for 

other Haitians to communicate, they learn the Spanish language. However they tend to keep an 

accent, having difficulties pronouncing certain words and sounds. So both by Creole as Haitians’ 

Spanish Haitians are identified as a different group.   

 

Being a migrant is a big part of identity of Haitian immigrants. There has been formed a Haitian 

community in the Dominican Republic, based on an informal circuit, mostly out on the streets, at 

the university, in front of the Haitian Embassy and so on, you can see Haitians group together. This 

provides Haitians the change to express their Haitianness, by talking in Creole, searching for 

company and support, discussing happenings in Haiti. Aided by the proximity and relative cheap 

costs to travel back and forward a lot of Haitians go back to Haiti to visit family and friends. Or 

they sent money, food, clothes, medicines and other things back to their home country. 

 

It’s interesting to see how several Haitian cultural expressions are maintained, like Haitian music, 

as in the case of the Haitian Music Festival. And there are soccer teams and competitions set up in 

the country to hold on to their favourite sport. A Haitian tradition maintained in the host country is 

the gagá that is held in the Semana Santa. It’s celebrated mostly in the bateyes where Haitians 

live, with Dominican-Haitians and few Dominicans.  

 

Haitian events and festivals don’t gain a lot of publicity in the Dominican Republic, compared to 

other countries with a big Haitian diaspora, the Dominican Republic falls far behind. In the US 

Haitian music festivals are held several times a year and gains much more publicity then does in 
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Santo Domingo. Also there are vodou festivals and a Haitian Heritage Month in the US. The 

Dominican Republic lacks this openness to the Haitian community and heritage. 

 

While first generation Haitian immigrants don’t really have a choice in negotiating their identity, 

second and further generation Haitians do. First depending on their parents, on a later age they 

can choose individually to take interest in their Haitian roots or rather deny any such. Language is 

one of the markers in constructing an identity for second generation Haitians, Dominican-Haitians 

and rayanos, choosing to learn to speak the language or not, being able to speak Creole being such 

an important aspect of Haitianness. It is very understandable however for Dominican-Haitians and 

rayanos to try to pass as a Dominican, escaping from discrimination and maltreatment. Others 

negotiate their identity, identifying as Haitian or Dominican, depending on the situation, for 

example by refusing to speak Creole among Dominicans, however having no problems doing so 

among only Haitians.  

 

Dominican-Haitians and rayanos born in the Dominican Republic are entitled to Dominican 

citizenship. The authorities however still refuse to grant such on many occasion, making them 

stateless people, with no chance on education, that way social mobility becomes very hard.  

Many Haitian immigrants reside in the country illegally, therefore they are forced to except any job 

they can get. Being exploited, lacking any rights and fearing deportation, which is an ongoing 

process. Haitians belong to the lowest social class in the Dominican Republic, social mobility is 

sometimes heard of among Dominican-Haitians, but still rather exceptional.  

Although Haitians are discriminated and have a low social position they don’t go back to Haiti. 

Since there they have even less possibilities. Therefore they seem to rest their case in the inferior 

position they hold in Dominican society, and keep working on a better future for their offspring. 
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8. Annexes 

 

Annex 1: Migration in numbers 

 

Table 1 

Estimates of the Haitian and other foreign population in the Dominican Republic by La Organización 

de Derechos Humanos (ODH) and el PNUD: 

(Estimated Haitian population meaning all legal and illegal Haitians and Dominican-Haitians) 

 

Year/Foreign 

population  

Low Moderate High 

1991    

Haitians 71.000 245.737 491.474 

Other foreigner 40.990 114.581 229.162 

Total 112.000 388.210 720.636 

1996    

Haitians 99.436 290.737 581.474 

Other foreigners 46.364 135.563 271.127 

Total 145.800 426.300 852.601 

2003    

Haitians 115.000 416.737 833.474 

Other foreigners 68.000 194.314 388.629 

Total 183.000 611.051 1.222.103 

 

Source: Centro Cultural Dominico Haitiano (2007) Aportes del inmigrante haitiano a la economía 

dominicano.  
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Annex 2: Pictures of gaga 

 

 

 

 
 
 


