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¥ Elcosto de la vida sube otra vez

" ¢l peso que boja ya ni se ve

y las habichuelas no se pueden comer

" 0 una libra de arroz ni una cuarta

' decaf6

s nadie le importa qué picnsa usted

serd porque aqui no hablamos
inglés

sh ah es verdad

do you understand?

do you, do you?

Semos un agujero en medio
 del mary el ciclo

;- soo ailos después

una raza encendida

negra, blanca y taina

B pero, quitn descubris a quién?

": tiving}, from Areito (1942)

104 Nueva York mi dolor descamadat
iOh Nueva York Humanidad sub-yacente!
G- por ti entend! que la primera

* definicién de Patria cs I nostalgin,

; -Gringo Chickens with Worms

Food and Nationalism in the Dominican Republic

The cost of living goes up again
the peso is so low it can’t even be seen,
and beans, you can't eat them
nor 4 pound of rice or a quarter
of coffee,
no one cares what you think
could it be because we don't speak
English
1U's true
do you understand?
do you? do you?

We are a hole in the middie
of the sea and sky

500 years {oter

a race in flames

black, white. and Taino

but, who discovered whom?

JUAN LUIS GUERRA and 4:40, song titled “E! costo de la vida" [The cost of

Oh, New York, my immeasurable pain!
Oh, New York, subjugated humanity!
you taught me that the first

definition of the Nation is nostulgia,

L]
CHIQUI vICI050, from "Nueva York, tgg2”

[ InlJune 1992 an uproar broke cut in the ¢t 1p:mi of the Dominican Republic,

g Sento Domingo. Stories erupted that “gringo™ chickens, the local term for
those grown in high-yicld poultry factories, were riddled with worms. The
niblic response ta these prnmors wis nmanimons anid overwhelming, The
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internal have for centuries been thoroughly interpenetrated and have ren-
dered ambiguous the boundaries separating the foreign and the national7¢
Where does national identity reside when U.S. firms own and conlrol great
expanses of land, beach, and praperty on the island and, moreover, when
almost as many Dominicans live in New York City as in their own capital?
¢ This essay explores how food can provide a lexjcon for debates over

nationhood.” It examines how a small Caribbcan%ﬁuinn, formed in the
shadow of the Northern Colossus, expresses its ambivalence vis-ii-vis the
United States through the idiom of consumption. Recently scholars have
focused on the hybrid and multivocal semiology of nationness as experi-
i enced in the postcolonial world. Dominicans today to be sure inhabit a
" fragmentary and transnational social universe As a result of high emigra-
tion rates since the 1970s, Dominicans have now become the largest Latin
© American migrant stream to the United States, and the largest source of
B recent immigrants to New York City, with one in seven nationals residing
f: in Mueva York, second city of the Dominican Republic and metonym for
the greater yangui world 9

Paradoxically this experience of quotidian fragmentation has produced
- adesire for the concrete, one of translating disjointed worlds into mimetic
fetishes that can be invoked, appropriated, and conjured. The experiencc
of deterritorialization and powerlessness characteristic of diasporas, com-
bined with what Richard Sennet has termed “the spectee of uselessness”
under modern global capitalism, may be encouraging a particular form of
fetishistn in which one gains control over transnational forces by portray-
. ing them as artifacts, icons, and even foods? Such fetishes may serve as
g alibis for place in an increasingly homeless world. Through substitution,

- one controls not only the representation, but that which is being repre-
sented, since some of the essence of the original is embodied in its copy.
¥ As Michael Taussig has written, “the mimetic faculty” is the process of
5 mastering the other through its replication.® As Paul Stoller says, "Sym-
7 pathetic magic consists of copy and contuct. Sorcerers make a copy of
- that which they want to affect. Through its magical power the copy ac-
F- quires the properties of the original, which, in turn, implies the sorcerer’s
- mastery and power over the object.” ' During the gringo chickens cpi-
+ sode, Dominicans rendered their relationship with the United States into
- alanguage of the body, striving to take charge of the great “shark” of the
. Caribbean through its absorption into idioms of daily life. And there is
\ nothing more quotidian in the Antilles than food.?

consumption of gringo chickens stopped abruptly as Dominicans shunned
fast-food chicken chains like Pica Pollo and Victoring, venues normally
packed at noon. These are the lunchtime favorite for the urban middle
classes employed in the service sector and governmeit on tight budgets,
who live too far to return home for lunch as is customary. Because they
are cheap, clean, and respectable, these are also places where the aspir-
ing poor from the barrios can take their girlfriends in the evening, In cne
week, the poultry industry lost over 50 million pesos, and sent an urgent
call to President Jeaquin Balaguer to intervene to address their plight!
Pica Pollo and the hundreds of other fast-food chains serving chicken and
chips in the capital were abandoned virtually overnight, and many poultry 3§
farmers were forced into bankruptcy. 2

Theorics abounded over the origin of these rumors. Some conjecture
focused on the economic rationality of the reports, alleging that there was
a conspiracy afodt on the part of a competing food giant to gain market
share? For example, poultry farmers accused becf producers of fuelinga
campaign aimed at raising beef consumption, just as Dominican chicken
producers accused importers of initiating the campaign so as to augment .
their trade. To elites, the scare simply reinforced their predisposition to see : T
the masses as jrrational and inclined toward claptrap. Others condemned
this affront to the hygienc of national foodstuffs and the soothsaycrs who
lacked faith in Dominican products.

What caused this flurry of uneasiness over poultry? And why did gringe
chicken become the scapegoat in this national scourge? This was not the
first time that poultry had become the eye of a national scandal in the
Dominican Republic. In previous years, gringo chicken had been accused
of causing A1Ds, infertility in women, and impotency and homosexuality
in men. This hearsay first arose when stories that U.S. chicken feed was
spiked with hormones began to circulate in Santo Domingo. And high-
yield poultry varjeties in the Dominican Republic are fed primarily with
U.S. feed, which is cheaper for producers.® The gringo chicken, 1 suggest,
was a magnet for controversy because it symbolized the ambivalence of;
national identity in the Caribbean, as the mediating nexus between foreiga:
and homegrown (lo extranjero vs. lo criollo}, cash and food crops, money.
and morality, market and family, and the United States and the Domini-
can Republic.” The gringo chicken (which is of North American origin,
is white, and eats imported feed, but lives in the Caribbean and is grown
by Dominican producers) raises a key issue every Dominican today must ,
contend with: that is, what defines nationality in the U.S.-directed world “728
system? What is “Dominican” in a context in which the external and the

This essay examines how discourscs of food have articulated the bound-
aries of nationhond in the Dominican Repniblic T examine two kev mn.
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ments when the relationship between the Dominican Republic and the
United States was encoded as a contest between two moral economices of
consumption. One systemn was socially regulated by the family; the other
was a market economy of consumption controiled by Wall Street—the
tantalizing, dangerous, and fundamentally asocial economy of the U.S.
dollar. These two imaginary logics draw on the dialectical imagery that
pits home, as symbolized by indigenous food crops cultivated in the gar
den plot, or conuco—the essence of the indigenous, earthen, nourishing,

lo criollo —against the wild, destructive, erratic, uncontained, enticing but’
ultimately barren cash crops associated with a global market ecopomy -

governed by the United States, of which sugar is considered the epitome.
Not coincidentally, the two moments | will discuss were both moments of

intense globalization: first, the late nineteenth century, when LS. sugar
farms were entering the country en masse, establishing corporate enclaves

of U.S.-administered plantations, and hiring servile labor from Haiti and
Jamaica to cut cane. The foreign sugar invasion and the creation of an
enclave economy raised deep questions about citizenship and national
identity that came to be understood through the key symbol of sugar,
which stood in for the debilitating transnational force of U.S. capital, sz
contrasted with Dominican food crops such as the humble and homely
plantain. I examine how the onslaught of the U.S.-owned sugar economy
created anxieties about the loss of sovereignty that forged an image of
sugar as a national nemesis and malevolent sign of commeodity value. | ex-
plore the destruction wrought by sugar in the Dominican imagination a$
portrayed in two novels: Ramén Marrero Aristy's classic Over, and Frand
cisco Eugenio Moscoso Puello’s Casias y bueyes {Sugar and oxen].)* Here
global capital, encoded as American and embodied in sugar, was pes

ceived as a corrosive force that ripped apart community and razed social3

gy

hierarchy. Money and morality were perceived as antithetical logics. Cash}
was a solvent of society, in sharp contrast to the morality of a traditionel g8

social order based on hierarchy and difference.
[ also discuss sugar’s foil, that quintessential emblem of creole idew

tity, the plantain, through the writings of its greatest muse, essayist, an a4
sacial critic, José Ramén Lépez. Lopez wrote the influential 1896 treatisg '
on food, race, and the Dominican nation titled “La Alimentaci6n y lns#

Razas” [Food and the races], in which he argued that the staple food of the
peasantry, the starchy plantain, was the reason behind the lack of progress
of the poor—not their racial mixtureS Lpez was answering Europess

racial theorists such as Joseph Arthur de Gobineau, who in penning theo- “
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ries of racial determinisi consigned thoroughly mulatto societies such as
Brazil and the Bominican Republic to national degeneration.

Second, I analyze another moment when a rhetoric of consumption pro-
vided the lexicon for Dominicans’ complex and ambivalent sentimenis
toward the United States: the Christopher Columbus Quincentenary cele-
brations in 1992, when politically the Dominican Republic was seeking to
position itsclf at the center of the Americas, as the first site of contact and
then settiement for Columbus and his entourage. The boundaries of the

Deminican nation were simultancously. challenged by riots in Washington

Heights, New York City, as Dominicans there (dominicanas ausentes) pro-
tested police brutality and U.S. ethaic stereotypes of Dominicans as drug
traffickers, piquing ambivalence on the. istand over whether the commu-
nity overseas was sufficiently “respectable” to be considered extended kin
of the nation. Economically, this was a period of intense discussion over
neoliberalismo, the market-driven global order—the late 1980s vision ar-
ticulated by Margaret Thatcher, Ronald Reagan, and George Bush, which
culminated in free-trade agreements in Latin America such as NAtTA, It
was also the culmination of a fong-term economic recession, a result of
plummeting prices for exports such as sugar, tobacco, and coffee, and the
shift toward export free-trade zones and tourism. enclave industries which
have failed to ameliorate the deepening unemployment crisis and increas-
ingly have skewed the distribution of income. The scandal over gringo

. poultry erupted in the midst of this debate over states versus markets.
- one that translated locally into the relative virtues and vices of control
3 by the nation-state versus transnational capitalism. 1 probe the cultural
* logic behind these images of decay, and why gringo chickens became the
. “epistemological category™ through which Dominicans resisted the chal-

lenge they perceived to their nationhood'6 In sum, 1 demonstrate how,

- first, sugar and plantain, and later, gringo versus creole chicken, have pro-
i vided key oppositions for framing the dialectics of national identity in
. the Dominican Republic, and the tensions surrounding being creole in the
i global arena of the Americas. An underlying theme is the story of how fo
- eriollo has shifted from being a pejorative term, signifying a lack of Euro-
. pean civiltzation in the nineteenth century, to its positive evocations today
. of hearth and home in an increasingly transnational world. T suggest that
" consumption has become a key arena in which anxieties over the dissolu-
; tion of place in the transnational condition are expressed, and boundaries
redrawn.
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: strect can take advantage of conflations between taxonemies of food, gen-
der, and region. For example, 2 young man from Barahona might gesture
tis etbow, indicating just indeed how long plantains from his town are
i.c., bigger than a man's hand and forearm together), and glossing this
a felicitous comment on his sexual potency, as a goed barahonero.
e gendering of fruoits in particular leads to certain taxonomic taboos:
:menstruating women, for example, may not eat certain {ruits evocative of
‘masculinity, particularly the phallic banana and the white milky flesh of
“the grandbana or uglifruit, which invokes semen. Pregnant and Jactating
women arc prohibited from foods evocative of fertility. like avocados, be-
.canse of their large seed.** Eggs are considered aphrodisiacs, particularly
those of the tiny quail or large duck. Ambulant street vendors of pro-
-duce (Who are generally male) often play on the erotics of their cargo in
‘their catcalls to the maids, housewives, and children who buy their goads,
using particularly the “male” vegetables and fruits as props for flirtation
'_md raucous joking2* Indeed, they will let the vegetables “say” things
that would be disrespectful for them to utter to steady customers.

But if gender counts in the vegetable world, it matters even more in
the animal kingdom. And pouliry provides the basis for a cluster of cen-
tral metaphors in Dominican culture. First, hens and cocks are said to
have different nutritional qualities. Hens evoke fertility. Even chicken
g soup is classified by gender, as caldo de gallina (chicken soup made from
& the hen) is required for strengthening women on the verge of childbirth,

E'whereas offering soup from the cock at that time would be an act of
@ malice.2s Roosters are also considered a poor man's food, and undercapi-
‘-,. “talized petty entreprencurs will often buy up the refuse from cockfighting
¥ establishments for use in their friguitin (street f{ed-food stand).2¢ More-
K:over, the chicken provides the paradigmatic template of femininity and
masculinity, albeit in exaggerated, idealized form. For example, a favor-
B {1e camival costume in Santo Domingo is called roba la gallina {(steal the
B ben), and consists of a man dressed up to look like a pregnant wornan,
. with a huge pillowed stomach, bust, and butt. Although he typically wears
£ wig, an apron, and exaggerated facial makeup, and walks in a fashion
B that calls attention 1o his cushioned protrusions, he must let his male iden-
¥ tity show through, often by sporting high sneakers and allowing his legs
B to remain hirsute. Unlike a true transvestite who would shave his legs and
[ wear heels, this is patent dissimulation —a spectacie, not mimesis. As he
3 passes, people chant repeatedly, “Roba la gallina, baila con ella” (steal
- the hen, dance with her). This character plays on the theme of multiplc
*identities and their transfarmation, slipping from male to female. and from

Food and ldentity

Why should food metaphors become the medium of choice for COMmMa-
nicating popular sentiments toward the United States? Perhaps becanse
ingestion provides a graphically compelling image of power relations, an
one that speaks to people because it derives from everyday life ) Eating:
is also an activity that makes sense across the class divide. Moreover,: il ".'
concerns the body, particularly the boundary between corporal interions 8
and exteriors, which often becomes charged when anxieties siwrround the
body politic.!® The Dominican Republic, however, is not alone in its pes
chant for understanding relations of power in terms of eating. Johannes
Fabian has shown that the Luba of Zaire conceive of power through th
image of ingestion, a vision that conveys power not as a function but
a property.” This conception is quite different from postmodern theories
that stress power's dispersion, its indeterminacy, and its ineffable nature
in the postcolonial era. The image of power as eating is an effective m
-of expression, because it displays the violence behind modern technig
of domination, which often conceal bidden brutalities.2® This notion ]
power also assumes agency. The image of consumption thus puts teﬂ :
back into the notion of power.

Foodstuffs provide a key idiom for several genres of identity in (NS,
Dominican Republic. Typically, food tropes are powerful as well as po __’ i
lar because they play on several tensions, one being the fact that:the _
hover on the borderline between metaphor and metonymy, between bed '
a tool for understanding and bemg an agent of mimetic subversion.? Thigl
is, foods are good to think with, but, given the right circumstances, d
can also stand in for the thing itself22 In the Affo-Caribbean rehgwn
Dominican vadd, an offering of the gods’ foods can signify their prese .
or can induce their arrival. In a parallel vein, nostalgia for one’s pefrii
chica, or region of origin, can be summoned up by those foods that
signs of the province. Regional identities are often marked by food, moigy R
commonly important regional products. For example, the symbol of (il
southwestern town of Barahona is the plaritain, which i is said 1o be tastigely
as well as bigger than plantains from other regions—even though sin ',‘
the 1920s the primary product of Barahona has been sugar. But rugsr€
until recently has been produced by foreign firms, hence augmenting ¢
valence of nostalgic creole authenticity for the Barahona plantain.
sugar is the foil against which the plantain is defined.

In Dominican popular culture, foodstuffs are frequently deployed a3
sexin] svmbnls and are often cenderesd. At times, emntic sparring in the
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tity but clearly intimately bound up together, a variant on the Brazilian
mythic “racial democracy.” 32

Dominican food is such a powerful conveyor of nationality that one
could almost say that to eat Dominican is to be Dominican. Invariably
& the first query foreigners are faced with in the Dominican Republic is
whether ane has eaten comida criolla, and even more important, whether
\ one enjoys it or not. This becarne the stock theme in a series of local rum
advertisements in 1992 that were exceedingly popular, featuring a blond
gringa woman whose first encounter with thinde Dominican occurs in a

Even more than the hen, the cock pro\rldes a key code of mascnhmg, New York cab. In the first installment, her Dominican cab driver happens
that reverberates in many areas of daily life. If foods gendered as femals; upon a merengue street band when letting her off, and looks dreamily
are associated with taboos, with social and personal order, those a 0 . : into space, signaling his imaginary transport to the Dominican Republic.
ciated with men most often involve rule breaking. For example, the quini B When she inquires ignorantly what that music is, he quips, “Americana.
essential men, that js 10 say, the patriotic, honorable, and brave men wix 16 no sabes nada” (American, you don’t know anything). In the second
have helped make the nation through taking up arms and fighting for the R installment, she visits the Dominican Republic, and on the airline home
ideals— “men of great political prestige . . . and great ideals” —are c2 ' S (of course, Air Dominicana, the national airline) she asks Ior concon.
gallos, or cocks?? Centain caudillos and statesmen have earned mckmmt‘l - EBRE: Dominicans cook their rice very slowly in a heavy iron pot, so as 1o
that resonate with this hard-carned title of male prestige, such as Presiden encourage the formation of a crunchy layer along the pot's fining. This
Ramén Chceres (1906-1911), who earned the name “Gallo Colorao,” or E browned, crispy rice is called “concon” and is savored, and served sepa-
piebald creole cock, which is said to be particularly fierce. The term gallos3 $ rately. To Dominicans, the fact that the gringa asks for concon indicates
clearly plays on a phallic reference, and this can be séen in the stor : her dominicanization, her symbolic assimilation into the Dominican cul-
about gallos, which often include sexual innuendo and invocations Qfm‘k E tural univetse. The americana is enlightened through her initiation into
power and virility.2s The heroic gallo emerges most clearly in relation %7 g the lexicon of Dominican nationality.
an oppressive force, be it another political party, a gang, a local villaig
or the United States; a rhetoric.of aggression is used as symbolic anmor
and sociopolitical penetration is transcoded as “male sexual violation,”
José Limén has demonstrated for Mexico?® The urban barrio variant o
the gatlo in Santo Domingo is called the tiger-cock, el tiguere gallo, whe,
must be valient, ready to use force when necessary, the epitome of bod
control, a good drinker, and athletic3¢

In this predominantly mulatto society, comida tipica, or authentic DoraieSh
nican food, often glosses the racial mixing that in the' popular imaginationf
is charactenstical]y Dominican. Sancecho, a soup containing several’ "“’},
eties of meat and tubers, is a key sign of Dominican society, as is the triad

mother to father to embryonic child. This protean character offers comy-38
mentary on several aspects of femininity: on the female social role of ¢
housewife, the gallina or nesting female spouse, the ideal wife who m
tains the homestead; as well as on the beckoning sexuality of the fem
body; and, finally, on female procreative power, These multiple meanings3
ascribed to femininity are mocked through their simultaneous conjusi :
since they are mutually exclusive: the sefiora or middle-class housewife;
the whore, and the mother. Of course, this image also invokes the horot
of blurred gender boundaries, and, fears of homosexuality. :

. Sugar and the Evils of Excess

;. C. L. R. James, the great West Indian social eritic, has said that the Carib-
bean has a peculiar sense of nationness that stems from the ontological
% status of islands.? The fact that these are countries without borders ac-
¥ counts for the fact that foreigners are encountered as sirangers —as exotic,
& fascinating, and somewhat threatening. While this may be true, the sharp
smbivalence Dominicans feel toward the United States is a product of
the nation's+having come of age in the epoch of U.S. imperialism. In the
of beans, rice, and meat, nicknamed the bandera dominicana (the Do mineteenth century, when the rest of Latin America had achieved indepen-
nican flag)® The most evident racial metaphor is moros con cristianol:R §: dence, the Hispanic Caribbean was still split over &e relative advantages
or Moaors and Christians, the nickname for the black beans and rice mb = B and disadvantages of autonomy. Ultimately in Cuba, the late-nineteenth-
ture that is so dear to the Dominican heart. Moros con cristianos as ‘5' SRR cantury jewel of the Spanish colonial empire, a popular independence war
comida criolla par excellence exemplifies how Dominicans perceive thedr s wok shape; however, Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic. which
own brand of racial mixing: blacks and whites retaining their own iden- ha had failed to realize Cuba's highly successful sugar honanza, were forced




460 Lauren Derhy Gringo Chickens with Worms 461

ter of Potosi regarding its polential to reroute global markets toward Latin
America, in the Caribbean nothing became a numen for potential future
. enrichment quite like sugar. In fact, Cuban poet Nicolds Guillén went so
- far as to declare, “without sugar there is no country.” 3 Certainly sugar
* had its naysayers, yet even its critics perceived it, in Catherine LeGrand’s
© words, as virtually “synonymous with contact with the outside world.
with capitalism, and with modernity.” ¥ Sugar, and the cluster of mean-
ings it came to represent, became a key "metaphorical construct” through
-~ which the turn-of-the-century transformation of the Dominican economy
and socicty was understood and explained.’

Why would sugar be singled out as the master trope in the Domini-
can Republic representing both the positive and negative aspects of global
capital? Certainly, first and foremaost, due to the scale of the transforma-
tions it engendered. The sugar industry ushered in a new wave of urban
; development, railroad construction, local ancillary manufactures from
rum to cigars, and cosmopolitan culture. Overnight, provincial hamlets
such as La Romana and San Pedro de Macorfs became cities; a transna-
tional polyglot public culture was forged as a result of the immigration of
* West Indians, Haitians, Cubans, Puerto Ricans, and Americans; a prole-
tarian workforce was created; and consumption patterns were revolution-
ized as U.S. goods became more readily available to a larger portion of
the population. Sugar came to stand in for a host of changes associated
ference in other arenas. As the national debt grew unw;eldy by the 1890 with the market and commodity culture: from proletarianizalion to urban-
and the Dominican Republic fell behind in repayments, a New York fi o S i, from conspicuous consumption to alienation. At a time when most of
became de facto treasurer; then, in 1907, the U.S. government took ovec S B the Dominican economy lay outside the sphere of market exchange, sugar
customs in an effort to collect revenue, exercising fiscal control until 194 Co f— came to represent both the magic and the terror of the marketplace: the
Later, the United States occupied the Dominican Republic twice to ¢ j; seduction of self-transformation through the acquisition of commodities.
political instability: from 1916-1924, and again in 1965 to end civil R well as the resultant fears of dissimulation, as the familiar suddenly
over the contested presidency of reformist Juan Bosch. : bocamc strange. Cornmodification ereated problems of misrecognition as

Although Dominican autonomy has been delimited in myriad ways k- established social identities were subject to changg®®
foreign intervention, concerns over transnationalistn and the zmpalx‘ * Several features helped sugar acquire a unique status both as a com-
global markets on the nation first became articulated in the Caribk i toodity and as a substance. Sugar itself was used as a form of currency
over sugar. Around the turn of the twentieth century, sugar bccsma ) In the colonial West Indies.*® And while Dominicans had cultivated sugar
key motif of global capitalism because of the way this one crop sing ;- since the early colonial period, the new sugar boom was almost entirely
handedly transformed the Dominican economy. At first sugar Joomed & a foreign affair, By 1930 almost all the local ingenivs, or plantations, were
tantly on the horizon like a mirage. Similar to the phantasmagoric visi Fforeign owned. The sugar industry was also the most technologically
of grandeur spawned by gold, guano, bananas, or petroleum elsewhere] sophisticated industry in the country. Another property rendering sugar
Latin America, some saw sugar as the ultimate answer io the ailing ecg “distinctive was that it was not locally consumed untii the U.S. occupation.
omy and a guarantee of national development. Apart from the Panxmtu 7" when it became a marker of clite status. The local appetite for sweets had
Canal, which inspired comparisnns with the colonial Rolivian mining cen. =T heen auenched unti! the turn of the century by rough-hewn melao or un-

to bargain from a position of weakness and sought annexation 10 the
United States as a pragmatic trade-off between political goals and the
economic realities of micronationhood in the Norlh American backyard:
Furthermore, Dominicans at mid-century were’ “still-fearful of neighbog
ing Haiti, which had. madc several military incursions into Dominicas
terrain around the time of the Haitian revolution (1804) and later ooccas
pied its Spanish-speaking neighbor (1822-1844). In fact, in 1861, when:
the Dominican Republic was reannexed to Spain, Dominican president
Buenaventura Béez went so far as to argue that annexation to the United:}
States signified saivatmu, because it would force Haiti to respect Domun-t :
can rights.? Decades after the rest of Latin America had moved bcyondf’
colonialism, the Dominican Republic was taken once again by Spain, &8
elites sought a bulwark against Haiti's powerful army. Then, just aftor:
the Dominican Republic finally became independent in 1865, the count
once again narrowly missed annexation in a dea) that would have swa.pped
U.S. protectorate status for use of the northern bay of Samand, wheno thesdE
United States was interested in building a naval base. In sum, all Domini="8
can governments after 1821 sought foreign stewardship, protection, or aid
of one kind or another
Caribbean nationhood has been at best partial, contested, and fractured
due to the realities of geopolitics in the U.S. backyard. After the debaigf
over trusteeship died, the United States felt no qualms about direct inte '

)
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processed molasses or honey, not refined sugar; these were the preferred
sweeteners in desserts and drinks. Indeed, in the 18gos esteemed Cuban
traveler José Martf recorded the local Dominican saying that honey was .
“better than sugar, {and] made for coffee.” 41" Yet this notwithstanding, .;': ;o
by 1910 sugar was the country's largest export crop. Sugar was the sole
commodity that was produced by foreign companies, primarily through
foreign labor, and yiclded a crop that was sold largely in overseas markets, '3
This rendered it a particularly appropriate prism through which to ponder 2
the status of national identity in the wake of transnational capital flows > 3
Just as sugar for some became the focal point for utopian dreams of
progress, it was equally vilified as represeating the quintessence of global
capitalism and the vagaries of the dollar. Sugar came to symbolize the
mercurial and ultimately transitory nature of value in the money econ-
omy, Like a fine confection, it was alluring yet ultimately ephemeral, The
problem with sugar lay in its hyperindustrial character: the way in which
the mechanical nature of the boiling and grinding process disguised the
labor involved in its production; the fact that ultimately it was men, not
machines, that cut the cane and thus actually created the fine white pow-
der. Partly it was the highly technical nature of this new production form
that rendered sugar suspect in all of its manifestations. Many Dominican
observers were averse to technology that challenged the skiil and crafis-
manship of artisanal methods of manufacture, Take the newly redesigned
U.S.-made tobacco-rolling machines that began to attract attention in 1603.
As they began to replace Cuban cigar hand-rolling, they were chastised s
a product of “American cupidity, the desire to produce as much as possible R
in a short time with as little effort as possible.” 4 (Cuban resistance to the 3%
machines, however, was equally chided for its atavism and backwardness -
by Dominicans.) By contrast, when late-nineteenth-century Dominican
writers described indigenous cane producers, they sought to endow the 58
firms with a human face, downplaying their technical wizardry and high- 5%
lighting their paternalism. They described each ingenio in terms of the 38
family history and identity of the men who founded it, and namied the kind 733
acts of generosity bestowed on their canc farmers {colonos)and workers# 3
Indeed, Dominican disgust with U.S. efforts to tamper with nature to in- ¢
crease productivity date from this period, a time when efforts to improve -
the genetic stock of various comestible plant and animal species became
vogue worldwide, Some Dominicans went as far as to urge local munici-
pal councils to ban the importation of adulterated foodstuffs, calling them
fraudulent and a public health hazard. Dominicans raited at efforts to alter
the natural attributes of such products. labeling them “gross and criminal

adulterations.” Imported. geneticaily engineered milk was considered par-
ticularly suspect and was said to have an inordinately high water content
and scarce nutritive value.®s Of course, sugar was indirectly implicated in
this charge, since it was the sugar economy that had opened up the domes-
tic food market to U.S. imports. Moreover, refined sugar became a symbul
of the Frankenstein-like pretentions of a country that saw no limits to its
ability to tamper with nature’s secrets.

Above and beyond the hideous artifice of the form of its production.

sugar did more than provide a key image revealing the true nature of U.S.
commodity culture: it was seen as embodying it. Nor was this the only
alimentary arena in which beliefs concerning national and racial characlet
were applied directly to foodstuffs. One critic praised the efforts of a pub-
fic works minister who had imported Italian queen bees, claiming that tal-
ian bees were more gentle, strong, and hard-working than Spanish or cre-
ole bees, and capable of one hundred times their production#¢ Indeed, this
experiment included the early introduction of high-yield chickens (galli-
nas ponedoras), advocates for which claimed they had ten times the value
and productivity of local breeds, and which were heralded as the answer
to the local poultry industry’s deficiencies’” Some even went so far as
to contend that the introduction of U.S. products and production methods
woilld encourage the Dominican peasantry to take on certain U.S, virtues,
such as industry and frugality, through the adoption of sedentary agricul-
ture. As one essayist wrote, the industrial pmdu‘lion of sugar could be «
means to demonstrate to the rural gavilfers or bandit “the prodigousness ot
- this Jand; is machines would demonstrate the power of intelligence of the
settied man; and the smoke of its chimneys, dispersing in the atmosphere.
- would represent the vagaries and inconsistency of the future of his little-
understood politics. The guerrilla, regenerating himself with time, would
exchange the gun, with which he killed his brothers, for the hoe.” 4#
Yet sugar certainly had its critics as well. Some Dominican intellectuals,
+ such as Pedro Bon, issued tirades against sugar—now a potent symbul
~ of the United States, and one associated with the new monied economy
- and the culture of the marketplace, a corrosive force that appeared to dis-
solve sogial unity. All this, of course, was opposed to the traditional crop.
tobacco, which came to symbolize “dominicanity™ and the old order.®®

The harshest indictments against sugar, however, were made through
the language of literature. Indeed, the novels Cafias y bueyes by F. E. Mos-
coso Puello and Over by Ramén Marrero Arifty blame sugar for virtually
every national flaw: from landgrabbing to corruption, from indolence to
vidence. The difference in the two treatments lies not in the severity of




464 Lauren Derby

the charges, but rather in their perception of which groups proved most
sharply victimized by sugar monoculture—cane farmers or merchants—
and precisely how sugar ruined them.> e

In the naturalist perspective of Moscoso’s: Caiias y bueyes, sugar de-
stroyed the nation by razing the lush, green undergrowth of the monte,
or backwoads, without which Dominicans could not survive, Similsr
to Thornas Hardy’s anthropomorphic vision of the heath in his literary
masterpiece Return of the Native, the monte was portrayed here as the’
maral and spiritual sustenance of the pueblo, the cradie and hearth of
true dominicanidad, “their milieu, tradition, and fortune.” 3t People cried g
when the forests, venerated and adored, which had sustained Dominicans '3
from their days as rebel cimarrones (runaway slaves) and monteros (woods
hunters), were slashed in order to plant cane. The monte was where the
peasantry grew its garden vegetables, hunted for wild boars, and ranged
unfenced cattle; thus it represented the security of an assured food supply
outside the sphere of market exchange. The cutting of the monte was:
the closing of the Dominican frontier, and it left no alternative to be-;
coming a vendor in a plantation bodega, a colmado (corner grocer), or A
colono. In Moscoso's treatment, everyone is degraded by the onslaught of
sugar: the wealthy landowner José Contreras loses his land and cattle, just;
as the country's “lack of progress, backwardness, disorganization, a
sbove all, its racial inferiority” is blamed on sugar. As one character d
clares in a moment of exasperation, “In no part of the world are peop
more exploited than here. Peons, workers, grocers—-we are all en.siavod.
Moscoso presents a complex vision of the sugar plantation as an aliene
vironment that pollutes all those who eater its domain, with no particak
individual to blame, Sugar is a force that sucks everyone into its vortex;
forcing them into complicity with its rules and terms.*

‘While turn-of-the-century portrayals of sugar’s impact were more 1
anced i their view that at times the owner of a particular sugar
could humanize the impact of the crop and the fates of those who cul
vated it, these fater depictions positively vilify sugar. Here sugaris a ¢
of social arsenic, one that dissolves the fotmer standards of value—la
and cattie—on which the previous social order had been grounded,
in the process ruins individuals, couples, families, and even the exter
family of the nation? Social prestige had accrued to clans in proport
to the quantity of skilled professionals, landed property, and stock’
they possessed; indeed, such families were said to hold more “worth.”
Cattle, Jand, and honor were the key “inalienable possessions” defink
persanhond in the old arder. Nrawine on Anpette Weiner's formulation,

:

comments, “
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these were goods to be kept outside the sphere of exchange due to their
indisputable singularity; they were “transcendent treasures . . . symbolic
repositories of genealogies and historical events.” 33

Indeed, there were many sayings indicating that land and cattle were
forms of symbolic currency. For example, it was said that “he who has
cattle earns by night and by day.” 56 According to affother maxim, if land
was the “only fortune,” oxen was “capital” itself3” Furthermore, Jand,
which in the former communal system had been held collectively, was
now calculated through a system of shares called pesos, thus explicitly in-
voking a form of currency, yet one that was nearly impossible to divide
into individuat ownership, thereby hindering land sales3® Before the ad-
vent of sugar, cattle and land had been only partially commodified, per-
haps due in part to their incalculable value in the popular imagination. As
if to mark their inalienable identity, plots as well as oxen were known not
by their owners, but rather by their nicknames (such as Malas Mujeres—

; Bad Women —or Rosita), as if they, like people, were inviolable.

By stark contrast, sugar was the commodity form par excellence, its
value ultimately void. This idea was reinforced through the popular per-
eeption that all those who gained cash by workipg in the sugar industry
seemed to lose it in the end, either through wonlen, gambling, exaction,

. drinking, or spending sprees. If land and cattle were the quintessence of

value, in the sense that they should not be sold, sugar money was precisely
ts opposite~~fast money with no staying power that failed to result in
the accrual of wealth to its owner. As one day laborer in Moscoso's novel
the money of the plantation stays there; it just dissolves like
sall in water.” %

Ramén Marrero Aristy’s novel Over reinforces this vision of the venal

and iflusory nature of sugar profit by focusing on the fiscal subcuiture of
the sugar plantation. Whereas Marrero portrays a system that dehuman-
izes all, from the upper echelons of the Dominican managerial staff to
- the lowliest Haitian cane cutter, this text focuses on the culture of profit
. making, the system of extortion by which the sugar firm exacted an in-

¥ formal “tax” on all transactions within the domain of the mill, popularly
termed “over.” From cane weighing by the ton to rice sales by the ounce,
the ingenio demanded an off-the-books profit, one rendered aff the more
onerous for company bodegueros in particular, due to the fact that their
inventory never quite measured up to its purported weight, lcaving them
squeezed on both ends. The author'’s focus on “over” seems to imply
not only that, in accord with Marx's dictum, all capitalism is theft, but,
morenver, that eapiialism is an entirely foreign affair-—made in the United
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States with the collaboration of Syrian itinerant traders, Haitian and Jamai-
can cane cutters, and U.S. and Cuban know-how,

Unlike Cafias y bueyes, which focuses on the interstitial Dominican
cane farmers who, as producers for the sugar mill, mediated between the
foreign-owned plantation and local constituencies, there is no room in
Over for ambiguity in the relationship between local and foreign actors. '}
Here the story is told in black and white. The sole indication of a blur-
ring of boundaries is the sprinkling of English words throughout the text 73
(i.e., over, payroll, mister), which have made their way into Dominican
Spanish, indexing the involuntary insinuation of aspects of an originally "1
exotic sugar culture into Dominican soil. Even though the protagonist is 4§
repelled by the systematic injustice exacted by the system of “over,” heis 3§
nonetheless drawn into its logic against his will, becoming in the end the
prototypical alienated and inhumane figure he so abhorred on his arrival ®
‘This stark portrait depicts the firm as a total institution crushing the very
spirit of local society: here the ingenio is, indeed, “another republic,
with its own laws, structure of political authority, and even money, since
it was ingenio vales, or tokens, that were accepted at the plantation bodes
gas, not cash.¢! If Dominicans saw the plantation system as fundamentally.
usurious, as one producing an “unlawful surplus™ or an “illegitimate ex-
cess,” this novel explains why82

If the portrayal of U.5. corporate capitalisin as a rapacious force quite
erally devouring Dominicans and their humanity seems overblown,
in mind that the U.S. enterprises formed overseas at the tum of the ceny’ Sy
tury were often quite explicit about establlshmg correspondences betwees "
monetary and human value. If Dominicans resented feeling dehu
by their transformation into objects or factors of production, it was n
entirely in their imaginations. Michael O’Malley has charted the co
spondences between the languages of race and money in the nineteens
century United States, arguing that free-market economic thought waeR
deployed to essentialize notions of racial difference.$? The most exphicl§
case of race being put into the service of corporate profit making ovesy
seas was perhaps the Panama Canal Zone, where the labor force -
segmented into “gold” and “silver” ticrs based on race and citizensh
with distinct salaries, housing, and commissaries ¢ Another exampla‘
the U.S. firms' importation of migrants--Haitians and West Indiang
contract workers {0 serve as cheap labor for the cane and banana b
vests throughout Central America and the Caribbean.S While defiled ay
the lowliest in the ethnically stratified labor force, they were nonethele
marked as different, as a kind of commadified caste. since they were paid ™=

:! de b
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in U.S. currency. This augmented an association§vetween blackness and
money that had originated during slavery, when slaves were the founda-
tional commodities defining the social order.$ Thus sugar came 1o em-
body a chain of signification linking the United States, money, whiteness
{and blackness)—all associated as elements foreign to Dominican creole
essence and seen as privileged in certain ways, yet simultaneously mis-
trusted as alien, threatening, and socially dangerous. In the words of the
author of Caflas y bueyes, “money inspires respect and fear,” 7

As Arjun Appadurai claims, a particular style of fetishism develops in
enclave economics in which locals observe only a small portion of the
trajectory of the commodity and as a result tend to project onto il ex-
treordinary attributes.® It is the consumption side of the equation that was

@ missing in this case: Dominicans produced sugar for a market that re-

mained invisible to them. Tronically, however. sugar became an emblem
of consumption pathology: the expression of a system that appeared rav-

. enously to devour the labor on which it depended, as well as the essence
g- of nationhood, the nation’s citizenry and borders. Thus, in Over, it is sugar

that appears to be swallowing Dominicans, as is powerfully expressed in

fr: the praphic image of a mill worker chewed up and spit out by a sugar
;. processing machine, reduced from personhood to a heap of unidentifi-
jl!:lt: flesh. The narrator’s wife exclaims, “Over has swallowed your life! It

owns you!™ As in Andean fat-stealing narratives, modernity is harnessed

: 80 serve a fogic common to witcheraft narratives, in which the values of
“fertility and life itself are turned inside out, and in which the production

of value is transformed inlo iis very destruclion.®®
There is apparently something particularly heinous for Dominicans
sbout the profit logic of the plantation making its way into the subculture

of the colmado or bodega, the corner grocer’s, the key site of Over. Per-
haps this is because of the way the colmado corresponds to food, and the
e-mirturing and nourishing of the family 1o relations of kin and trust. The

oimado is closely tied to the domestic sphere, “the only space where

cpeople breath, curse and dream as they like.” 78 During the day. it is an ex-

tension of the kitchen, where women buy the daily meal ingredients before
fanch or dinnker, often staying to chat with the attendants who know and

bk about family matters; the colmado thus invokes maternal care, suste-

mance, and bounty. The frequency of daily visits and resvltant intimacy of

g the colmado injects something of the spirit of the gift into transactions, as
fexemplified by Ioyal customers being rewarded with fiapa, or a little extra,

™ an investment on their return, or by the custom of buying on credit. Tn
this view, the colmado helongs to another “regime of value™: it should re-
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main distinct from the omnivorous sugar, the ultimate sign of commodity
exchange. This opposition between cash and food may well date originally
to slavery, when what Sidney Mintz calls the “provision ground marketing
complex,” the conuco or garden plat, was the basis of family subsistence
and autonomy from the harsh world of the cane fields.! Even today, sugar

workers struggle to grow food crops on every available bit of soil around *

their living quarters, representing a tiny modicum of self-determination
in otherwise abject circumstances. The symbolism of food as an emblem
of the hearth is sufficiently charged that various Dominican regimes have
sought to harness this powerful populist sign of home and nation and affix
it to the state. For example, the Trujillo regime in the 19305 conducted
a nationalist campaign to encourage Dominicans to eat locally grown (as
opposed to imported) rice, and advertisements cast Dominican rice con-
sumption as a patriotic act that would help combat national dependency.
Creole rice water was even touted as a panacea for weak or sick children?

food, Race, and Nation

While U.S. commodities such as sugar had become imperial signs by the
1920s, traditional food crops have not always been innocent harbingers of
dominicanidad and signs of a glorious and pristine nation. Indeed, what
might arguably be termed the national foodstuff, the plantain, was in the

18g0s subject to intense scrutiny and a barrage of criticism, José Ramér

Lépez, essayist and social refpriner, wrote “La alimentacién y las razas™
in 1896, an essay that defined an epoch of Dominican social thought, even
though Lépez’s disparaging view of the Dominican nation has caused him
1o be remembered with some ambivalence in the history of Dominican
letters.” The text is a riposte to social Darwinism and the determinist
theories of de Gobineau and Oswald Spengler that conceived of race as the
embodiment of national culture, and thus the prime index of a country’s
potential for development. This conflation of race and nation was par-
ticularly pernicious for countries with a predominance of racial mixture,

which in this view had no future but one of degeneration. To his credit, :

Lépez sought to decouple the nineteenth-century link between race and
nation, reframing the issue from one of nature to one of culture. The ex-
planation for the Dominican Republic’s lack of progress was to be found
not in the genetic composition of iz raza but in diet. Unfortunately, how-
ever, in his drive to de-essentialize nation, Lépez re-essentialized class.
I.4pez’s arpument provides 2 new fwist to the old adage that vou ar
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what you eat—that identity is constituted through food. After & sur
vey of the globe's dietary routines, he concluded that eating poorly and
not enough had produced the maffeasance emanating fram Kaly and the
Middle East; and that nations like Turkey, india, and China would remiin
stuck in the past until the masses were fed a more regular and balanced
dict. Here he took issue with the racialist theories of Cesare Lombroso
the Italian criminologist who contended that certain races (lialians and
Jews) were inherently prone to recidivism and criminality.™ The Spanish
colonizers had waged a war of atirition against the swarthy Indian and
African, successively reducing their rations, degenerating the races, and
compromising them physically and mentally. The Dominican Republic
needed a “food apostle™ to teach the people how to eat; the middle class
preferred their rancid but imported margarine, the poor their anemic plan-
tain, and everyone's nutritional deficit was demonstrated by Dominicans’
propensity for coffee and alcohol. For lack of consumption, Dominicans
were consumed by vices.

As liberal reformers such as Lépez invested their faith in state formation
and urban development, the countryside became the criterion of alterity
against which progress was gauged” And the peasant and his plantain
became the distillation of rural barbarism. Avid for progress and civili-
zation, Dominican liberals blamed the lack of national development on
the peasantry, who, as a result of their hunger and nutritional defictency.
were plagued by a “lack of foresight, violence, and duplicity,” as well a+
hopeless indolence.” Poor diet had produced the amorality of the country
side, an ethic of lies, dissitnulation, intrigue, and excessive sensuality. The
gravest problem, according to Lépez, was the irregularity of the meal, o
factor which bad reduced the nation to a state of animality. The peasants.
most notably the monteros, or mountain dwellers, who engaged in shifting
cultivation and who ale great quantities of wild pork, were among some of
the most afflicted. For them, the problem “hasn’t been fimited to the physi-
cal and mental degeneration of the race, or the abundance of cretins and
peabrains; it has also rendered epidemic the most repugnant of diseases,”
such that there are entire towns in the interior rotten with contagion.”
Under 3 tutelary regime, the state would instruct the peasantry in matters
of culture, teaching them to keep their metaphorical house in order, espe
cially at table.”® Small property holding would be enforced, both to tie the
peasantry into the monetary economy and to promote their civilization.

This discussion of the work of José Ramén L6pez was intended ta heip
clarify why the plantain continues to provide such a powerful symbuol
of Dominican national identity. The fact that the plantain symbolizes the
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peasantry explains why plantain is said to embrutecer, to make stupid, and
why platanizar (literally, “to platanize™) is such & derogatory term.” The
multivalence of the pldrano is its nationalwcugxl;'ciass resonance; since
the eighteenth century the plantain, roasted, boiled, or mashed, has been
the quintessential rural Dominican food. Depending on the context, the
plantain can either index national nostalgia or it can be a term of deni-
gration for either the urban or rural poor. In a brawl, it might be used to
gloss the Dominican nation positively in terms of its masculine virtues,

such as virility, courage, honor, and readiness to fight. The plantain today,”

however, is often paired with the cornflake—held to be the American
national starch—as positively and negatively valued national parameters:
if the United States has brains, the Dominican Republic has other virtues,
such as capacity for love, valience, and most of all, respect.

Trouble on the Other Island

If sugar became a symbol of a new level of globalization of the Dominican
economy in the 18gos because of the establishment of foreign-owned and
staffed enclaves driven by the cash nexus, the twentieth century would
prove the harbinger of an even greater transnationalization of the country.
By 1955, dictator Rafael Trujilo (1930-1961) had in effect nationalized
the sugar industry by buying out the majority of the U.S. and Canadian
concerns® However, the move toward tourism and the establishment of
export free-trade zones on the island, combined with a new Dominican
migration stream to the United States since 1961, resulted in a qualita-
tively distinct level of globalization of the economy. The principal sources
of foreign exchange today, tourism and export subcontacting in free-trade
zones, are far more impermeable enclaves than sugar ever was, given the
total absence of linkages with the larger economy. They have not even
spawned the despised ingenio bodega. Both the tourist hotels and the
free-trade zones are maintained like fortresses: built like military camps,
the zonas francas require identification to’eater, and the swank hotels
frequently prohibit local residents from even using their beaches. More
extensive foreign investment has increased land values and helped push
Dominicans out of traditional agricultural enterprises, and combined with
structural adjustment measures, has contributed to spiraling unemploy-
ment rates reaching some 20 to 50 percent of the male labor force today#t
NAFTA's passage in 1994 provided a strong incentive for manufacturers,
capital, and inhs to flee the Caribbean far a far more profitahle Mexicn#?
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The net effect has been extensive emigration, particularly since the 1970s.
In 1990 estimates of the total Dominican population in the United States
ranged from 500,000 to 1.5 million persons, rendering the Dominican
Republic New York City’s largest source of immigration®? As 2 result,
the Dominican community has now achieved the status of a thoroughly
binational “ethnoscape,” one for which national identity is no longer co-
incident with national terrain. ‘

Yet the fact of an increasingly deterritorialized society has created an
increasing sense of uneasc among local elites. While Dominican migrants
tend to be drawn from the most educated segment of the local popula-
tion, local elites nonetheless insist on their lower-class status (a prejudice
which in part stems from the fact that most migrants take lower-working-
class jobs in the United States) This bias is a result of the sense of
displacement caused by the frequent visits paid by Dominicanyorks to the
island as tourists faunting their access to dollars. Emigrés contributed
nearly onc-third of the total revenues gleaned from tourism, for example,
in 1985. Additionally, return migrants form an increasingly significant por-
tion of “foreign" investment in the Dominican Republic, particularly in
industries like construction, in which it is estimated that somec 60 percent
of housing is now purchased by Dominicans overseas. Today remittances
have far surpassed sugar and other traditional export commodities, be-
coming by the late 1980s the nation’s second largest foreign exchange
earner. Luis Guarnizo goes as far as asserting that migrants are the “single
most important social group contributing to the local economy.” % As a
result, Dominicanyorks are increasingly perceived as a threat to the local
power structure, a fact that placed Dominicans on the island in a dilemma
when riots broke oot in Washington Heights, New York City, in July 1992,

The riots forced Dominicans on the island to come to terms for the
first time with their compatriots overseas through the eyes of the United
States, Just weeks after the Los Angeles riots, which erupted in response
to the verdict in the Rodney King police brutality case, violence broke out
in Washington Heights, the heart of the Domin'n_km community in Queens,
in upper Manhattan. A young Dominican man, José Garcia, was shot by
police during a scuffie, setting off a week of street riots, looting, and pro-
tests over a forty-square-block area. Demonstrators carrying Dominican
Rags and chanting “policias, asesinos™ (police, agassins) rushed the 34th
Palice Precinct. where the offending officer wasibased. In response, the
police mobilized more than two thousand reinforcements who, wearing
their riot gear and wielding batons, were sent in to break up the protesters
and compose the erowds, With the King incident fresh on everyonc’s
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Figure 1. Demonstrators marching through the streets of Washington Heights, 7 Tuly
1992. The Chief of Police, David Scott, is in the background. Photographer: Adam
Fernandez.

mind, Mayor David Dinkins visited the area frequently and pleaded for
calm. Tn the aftermath, the neighborhood was a shambles, awash in bro-
ken glass, overturned cars, smoldering trash bins, shattered storefronts,
and garbage strewn in every direction—ardent testimony to community
rage. All told, some twenty people were injured (of whom ten were police
officers), twenty-four people were taken into custody, and two abandoned
buildings were set on fire37 The greatest tragedy was the death of a
twenty-lwo-year-old father of two who fell five flights during a rooftop
police chase. The eruption took everyone by surprise, since New York
had escaped the popular conflagrations of Los Angeles and Chicago in the
wake of the King episode. C

The particular forms of protest were meaningful, drawing on tradi-
tional Dominican idioms of popular religiosity marking mourning, loss,
and bereavernent. A portion of West 162nd Street was transformed into a
memorial for Garcfa, with hundreds of white candles sketching Garcia’s
nickname, Kiko, on the ground, and forming two large crosses outside the
building where he died® The use of Garcfa's nickname (apodo) sent 8
message, since names are considered an extension of one’s person in the
Pinminican Renuhlie and can he iealonsly anarded. Recidents challenged
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the official persona the police had defined for Garefa through the use of
Kiko, 2 nickname that signaled his community identity, the persona he
was to friends and family. The apodo also embodies the collective identi-
ties of kin and barrio (neighborhood), since it is a gift one receives from
the group while a child® It is thus an especially important resource 10 a
group living in a marginal subculture, one that is impugned, reviled, and
persecuted by the larger socicty. Certainly, the politics of official person-
hood has an especially charged valence ina communily containing many
illsgal immigrants Jacking proper visas, some of whom adopt false pub-
lic identities to camoufiage their involvement in illegal drug commerce?!
The Catholic imagery of the candles and the crosses underscored Garcia’s
innocence and his martyrdom, as residents sought to transform his image
from the rough, armed drug dealer that police invoked, to a victim of
ethnic prejudice. Of course, the white candlSs also invoked the Bardn
del Cemetario, guardian of the cemetery and kecper of the keys to the
afterworld in Dominican vodi. The Bar6n is particularly popular among
Dominicanyorks who beseech his assistance, for example, when applying
for U.S. visas? As one Dominican teenager, Clara Cruz, poignantly ¢x-
claimed, “They shot him like a dog, but worse than a dog. because Ameri-
cans, they respect their dogs, but they don’t respect their Dominicans.” *

Washington Heights is a community of two realities. It is an axis of
poor but hard-working Dorinican immigrants with tremendous pressure
to provide for their families in both MNew York A santo Domingo. The
majority have fought to succeed within the system. The area has hundreds
of small colmados owned by struggling Dominicans, and many men from
the area work in New Jersey factories. Washington Heighis cven cam-
paigned for redistricting to clect its own city coungilman. Yet the zone is
also called the “cocaine capital of New York," with a brisk trade tn drogs
over the George Washington Bridge?? Dominican gangsters arc credited
with pioneering the mass marketing of crack cocaine in the Unitcd States,
“Yayo” Polanco-Rodriguez masterminded a drug marketing empire mod-
eied on the Medellin cartel protected by hit squads in the 1980s. Hand in
hand with the rise in illicit commerce has been a surge in viplent crime:
the 34th+Precinct now leads the city in yearly homicides®* The rift be-
rween residents and the police, though, is only exacerbated by the involve-
ment of some Dominicans in drugs; the problem slarts with the illegality
of many who overstay their visas. The nest egg they hope to secure, how-
ever, often recedes likc a mirage on the horizon. Nevertheless. in parts
of the city. drugs have become synonymous with Dominicans, especiatly
thoer fram the enstern tawn of San Francisen de Macaris. the purported
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Sicily of the Dominican Republic. In large part, the violence exploded as
a result of this contest of images, the tension between residents’ and the
police’s versions of who Garcfa was, and thus what the community was.
The police contended that Garcfa was armed, and that Officer O"Keefe
shot him in self-defense, Garcfa’s family and witnesses claim that Garefa
was unarmed and resisting physical abuse when he was shot.?

The incident presented an interpretive challenge for Dominicans on the
island, many of whom harbored strongly equivocal feelings about the “do-

minicanos ausentes,” who are viewed with a mixture of envy and disdain.

The official response was outrage, and the mayor of Santo Dominga and
the Dominican ambassador in New York swiftly protested. A group from
San Francisco de Macorfs, the province the New York Times had dubbed
the seat of the Dominican narcotraffic mafia, demonstrated outside the
U.S. embassy in Santo Domingo. Curiously, however, the condemnations
focused not so much on police brutality, but on the image of the Domi-
nican community in New York, the stereotype that being Dominican was
synonymous with being a drug dealer, with being a “delinquent.” The
protesters decricd this claim as a hunt for scapegoats that violated “hon-
est and hard-working Dominican citizens”; they countered that Domini-
cans were imbued with good Christian and democratic values. %6 However,
these protests begged the question of exactly whose honor was at stake—
that of the Dominicans overseas, or perhaps that of the nation being de-
fended from its purported representatives in New York.

The Value of Nations and the Crisis of Values

Part of the problem was that the Washington Heights riots occurred dur-
ing a moment of profound crisis in Santo Domingo, one for which the
Dominicanyork became a potent symbol. The Columbus Quincentenary
in 1992 became the eye of a maelstrom of controversy over how best
to represent Dominican national identity. On one level, the debate raged
over the meaning of the “discovery,” and the putative importance histori-
cally of Indian and African ethnic input in this thoroughly mixed, creole
society. Tensions ran high because of the government’s desire to present
a unified national image coinciding with Pope John Paul IT's visit to offi-
ciate a mass in this birthplace of New World Christianity, and the violent
protests challenging the official deployment of resources for the multi-
million-dollar Columbus lighthouse in the teeth of the economic reces-
ciewn Coune rctimatert that the snvernment spent $A0 mitfion per mnarh
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for five years (o build this exorbitant monument.s? A second controversy
swelled over proposals to create a Latin Amerigan frec-trade zone. Bul
under the surface raged another set of issues: how to define the bound-
aries of lo crioflo in a thoroughly transnational context.?

As Roy Porter has demonstrated, corporal images often float from
models of society to models of economy. In this case, the debate aver nco-
liberal economic policies set off a range of associated fears of boundless
runaway inflation. Indeed, inflation became a trope for the loss of national
value and boundaries, glossed as values, morals, and honor. Complaints
surged over the devaluation of the icons of citizenship through their pro-
liferation: everything from the Dominican peso, identity cards, public
sector paychecks, and U.S. dollars to university diplomas.®® The culture of
corruption was causing the “decomposition, . . . putrefaction and annihi-
lation” of the nation, and “corroding the entrails of the country.™ 10

The expressive language employed reveals the organic oot metaphor
at work, as the weak Dominican peso was said to be “hemorrhaging”
against the doliar. et If money was the blood of nationhood, symbolizing
the circulation of national value, promiscuous spending created “infla-
tionary orgies.” 162 Fears raged that the American dollar was becoming the
very lifeblood of this tiny island nation. Indeed, onc prominent ¢conao-
mist, much 1o his compatriots’ horror and dismay, even went so far as
arguing for the disbanding of the national currency, the suppression of
the Central Bank, and the adoption of the U.S. dollar as the national cur-
rency. Although the proposal was initially suggested as a drastic means of
enforcing responsible banking practices, the response was singular: “the
government would lose its moral credibility.” 13 Parallel to this proposat
was one seen as equally ncfarious, and somehow linked: that of allowing
duat citizenship for Dominicanyorks.1¢ Compromising on issues of cur-
rency and nationality, rendering them ambiguous, would foment the cur-
rent process of “denationalization,” crippling the moral fiber of national
essence. This perception of runaway inflation, though, was patently not
merely economic, even though high unemployment and inflation did par-
ticularly affect the middle class during this period. o3 This was a symbolic
inflation of nationhood, the perception of a decline in national value due
to its transnational dispersion.

Elins Canetti has written of the metaphorical slippage between notions
of money and of identity in inflationary moments. Infiation cheapens the

‘worth of citizens in homological relation to the loss of real value pre-

viously backing currency. In other words, inflation can cause a crisis ol
aational signification. as the signs of nationhood suddenly depreciate. In
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the Dominican case, inflation also deflated the system of class distine--
tion. 126 The very signs of professional identity undergirding middle-class
respectability came to be scen as “connterfeit significrs” creating a wave
of anxiety &s the signs of class identity became unmoored. The difference
between the tiguere (Jit. tiger) and the doctor faded into obscurity, just as
the rift between “organic” and “inorganic™ currency widened.}®? Without
these anchors of profesionalismo, the defining parameters of the middle
class were blurred.
The Dominicanyork, the ultimate tigucre, the figure of the quintessential
Dominican trickster, came 1o symbolize the anxieties of social mability
for a declining middle class. %8 Partly this vision resulted from a shift from
a largely middle-class migrant stream to the United States in the 19705 t0
a predominantly lower socioeconomic group in the late 1980s, one that
bourgeois Dominicans on the isiand were less inclined to feel proud of
as national emissaries. This ambivalence was glossed linguistically on the
island by the growing use of the more distant term Dominicanyork by the
late 1980s, in contrast with the more inclusive earlier category of domi-
nicano ausente. Another contradiction, of course, was the way in which
some of these so-called lower-class Dominicans actually appeared to be
wealthier than the local middle class. Dominicanyorks had surplus pres-
tige due to the accoutrements of consumer spending in the United States;
the bourgeoisie on the island had only the distinction of being thoroughly
criollo. Another key symbol of bourgeots decline was the fact that due to
the deepening economic crisis, the Dominican middle class was having
trouble ensuring that their midday dinner included meat at all (even the
relatively cheap pollo gringo), the food category that separated them from
their class inferiors who ate only beans and rice.
The social crisis of Dominican society was articulated not only asaloss
of national values, but as a world rotting from within. Anxiety over the
blurred boundaries of nationhood was expressed in an idiom of defile-

ment, as corruption became the keyword in the debate over the state of "3
the nation, expressed as the perversion of traditional values of bonor, pro- ¥

priety, respect, and family!?? Materialist values, embodied in the culture

of consumption, were polluting the nation, penetrating its borders through ~:-
the Dominicanyork, A dual symbol, the Dominicanyorks have tome to be

synonymaus with middle-class identity; yet they are simultanecusly per:
ceived as venal agents of “transculturation,” bringing foreign customs,
language, and habits into the national body. The image of the typical Do-
minicanyork is “one who returns after being away only a short time, his
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tion, and cars that here one ooly sees a handful of very rich driving. . . .
[}tie is one] with huge, extravagant houses and every kind of gadget: clec-
tric garuge doors, alarms, doberman dogs, with the shirt open to the navel
and terrifying pistols at the waist.” 10

-Trafﬁcking in- drugs and money, Dominicanyorks are sclf-serving indi-
jalduaiists antithetical to the “essential values™ of family and morality
in the eyes of the local middle class—values such as “honesty, dignity.
honor and shame.” ! They are dangerous because they are perceived as
more affluent than the bourgeoisie, but lack the buenas costumbres that
are an essential part of middle-class respectability and comportment.2
They are also accursed due to their involvement in illicit business trans-
actions shrouded in secrecy, through which thc*appear to make money

~ out of magic i

The notion of family indexes the "respectable” bourgeoisie on the
island, an identity defined against the Dominicanyork, who appears to act
alone. The decay of the nation is evidenced in the putrefaction of the
family through its Americanization, as society is “converted into a type
of seralized machine, where each one puts his or her efforts into making
money quickly” An “ambivalent, aggressive and competitive” world has
been formed in which one only survives through deceit (engaiio), Survival
of the nation-family will only be achieved through the “solidification of 4
moral base,” through rectitude over terpitude. This discourse carried gen-
dered undertones as well: la corrupcion was a tempiation with a feminine
resonance, and it took a good upright father figure to resist™

An example of this slippage beiween the symbolic domains of currency

- . and identity, of economic and personal value, was the soaring popularity

of curanderismo, ot popular healing, in 1992. Just as the nation, the peso,
a.nd the state Jost legitimacy, so did the medical establishment, One par-
ticular eurandera, Dany, sparked national controversy in large part due (n
President Balaguer's efforts to repress him,US Dany quickly became cx-
traordinarily popular, drawing pilgrims from a wide range of social back-
grounds. At first his fame derived from his claim that Magic Johnson had
been referred to him due to his expertise with terminal diseases such as
AKDS 6 Yot there were multiple, class-specific ways in which the concept
of inflation was understood and applied in this case. Some critics called
his remarkable popularity a result of the crisis in health care —the lack of
affordable, quality health care for the poor?” To the marginalized them-
selves, Dany's popularity stemrned from their disgust and disenchantment
with the pedigreed doctors who overcharged and treated them like dirt,
Yet to the middie class, the figure of the curandero conéured up visions of
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iliegitimate wealth. In this discourse, curanderos were money-grubbing
shysters, “false prophets” stealing money from the irrational masses,
the gullible peasant innocents.!® Nonctheless, Dany persevercd, receiving
cross-clgss support and even becoming a popular antihero, particutarly
after the campaign began for his suppressiont®

‘What was uppermost on everyone's minds in 1992, however, was the
U.S. proposal of making the whole of Latin America into one gigan-
tic frec-trade zone.?® A new global vision was being formulated by the

United States—that of 2 world order driven by markets, not states—a pro-

posal that did not go unchallenged in Latin America. Critics decried the
opportunism of the larger economies, which supported open economic
borders when it gerved their interests, and created trade barriers when
they deemed fit. Most of all, the tyranny of the dollar was perceived as the
definitive death knell of the Dominican national project.?

Gringo Chickens with Worms

This brings us back to where we began, the use of food taxonomies in
marking regional, class, or national identities. Lo crioflo is a relational
term, one that invokes home and its associations, such as authienticity,
warmnth, and family, Lo criollo today is very much associated with whole-

some Dominican foodstuffs, as opposed to the vacuous “dessert crops” of

tobacco, coffee, and sugar—-cash crops grown for international markets,
and often by foreign firms, for money not for love?? Another set of asso-
ciations is the contrast between the gift economy of family and friends, of
blood kin, as opposed to the monetized economy of others, Finally, asso-
ciated with sustenance, lo criollo is nutritious, grown with loving care in
the patio for the family, as opposed to cash crops produced for the world
of commerce, strangers, and the cold calculations of the market. In the
nineteenth century, before the Dominican Republic was fully integrated
into the global economy, it was the peasant who stood out as the confi-

dence man, the trickster who seemed to digsimulate in the face of liberal
elites bent on “capturing” his labor for burgeoning national economic 3

markets. By the 19208, however, the perspective had changed. The flanewr
then came 10 be represented, first, by the figure of the U.S. sugar com
pany man, ard finally by the Dominicanyork, figures eliciting jealousy and
desire, but who ultimately are seen as counterfeit Dominicans. Lo criolio
had a negative valence in the nineteenth century, since it was the prod-
uct of a Europhile clite that lnoked at the nation through the deprecating
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lens of racial determinism. By 1992, however, lo criollo had been reval-
orized due to its appropriation by the popular rumor mill, which viewed
the nation from below.

Returning to the mystery of the gringo chickens with worms, things
should now make a bit more sense. There is something deeply scandal-
ous about gringo chickens. They are animals produced [ike machines.
They are born to die, in enormous coops, and are never allowed to roam.
Gringo chickens by homology also represent how Dominicans see life in
the United States—confined in high-rises and trapped by the tentacles of
the state. By contrast, the patio chicken represents the family because it is
grown in the public extension of the house. It is typically Dominican be-
cause it is allowed free range. It represents the neighborhood because it is
considered public property within the barrio; a neighbor has the right to
kill one for an evening sancocho, a soup for los muchachos del barrio, the
neighborhood guysi?? Industrially produced poultry originally derived
from U.S. methods, although since the mid-1970s they have been adopted
by Dominican firms. The gringo chicken is cheaper and more beautiful
{pure white, as opposed to the motley piebald —i.e., mulatto—Dominican
bird), but lacks nourishment. It fills you up, but in an empty way. Most
importantly, the gringo chicken, plain and simple, lacks sebor, or taste.

The hueve criollo (the creole egg) has certain properties the gringo cgg
does not. Quality, for one; and of course, feriility. Moreover, the hucvo
criollo has magical powers. It can be used, for example, in ritual purifica-
tion (despojo), to absorb the malevolent spirits in a house by placing a raw
egg in a red soda and leaving it in the corner{Danballa Uedo. a “cool”
force in Dominican vodi, has a proclivity for eggs, which reflect his even-
tempered, transcendental perfectiont?4 The “hot™ gods also apprecinte
boiled huevos criollos as gifts in the “dry plate” (plato seco) ritual offer
ing. In San Juan de la Maguana, there is even a recipe for making a bacd
that uses a creole egg. A bacd is a devilish spirit that can augment wealth
and luck, and that is reknowned for its capacity to transmogrify into dif-
ferent beings, human and animal. You cross a black and a white chicken,
and sleep with the resultant egg under your arm for some time, reciting
prayers. The bacd will then hatch from the egg. Prototypically feminine,
the gallina criolla, or creole hen, thus, is ripe, fecund, and unspoiled. as
opposed to the masculine pollo gringo, which is barren. Indeed. comer
gallina (to eat chicken) is a gloss on necking, smooching, or respectably
making out (cverything short of the sinful act of intercourse).

The biggest year yet of legal Dominican immigration o the United
States was 10092725 In a wav, the gringo chicken hecame an “incarnated
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sign” in the idiom of commodity resistance, a key symbol of the chang-
- ing relationship between the Dominican Republic and the United States 126
Cheaper than homegrown patio chickens, the gringo chicken has ren-
dered criollo poultry a Juxury by effectively. pushing it out of the mass
market since its introduction in the 1960s. This logic parallels what has
happened to the Dominican economy during the same period. While U.S.
firms used to engage in direct investment on the island, in sugar or fruit
plantations, today the only growth sectors of the Dominican economy are .3
tourism and export free-trade zones— industries based on circulation, rot*
production. These are industries perceived as parasitical, using local labor
but not producing “Dominican™ products. In a way, the gringo chicken, 28
like the Dominicanyork, is a poignant reminder that the nation itself, like -
the poilo criotlo, has become superfluous, a luxury product, highly valued
but largely irrelevant in the contemporary economy. This is especially 2
the case when so many families subsist largely through remittances from "
relatives in Nueva York. The gringo chicken, then, represents the national
displacement many Dominicans feel, particularly around Christmastime,
when relatives from el Norte come home to show off their fancy cars, and
fashion themselves the chic bourgeois they wish they were in upper Man-
hattan. The very image of gringo chickens with worms, furthermore, uses &
the language of defilement to debase a new status economy defined on 3
Madison Avenue, not El Conde, the main shopping thoroughfare in Santo
Bomingo. It is also a language of pollution that Dominicans learned first
from the U.S. Marines. ‘ .

The gringo chicken scandal established an extended degustatory come
mentary on consumer capitalism, Gringo chickens expressed the contra-
dictions of Caribbean nationhood in a sea of American commodity fiows. B
Operating through the magic of what Taussig calls “mimetic excess,” ;3
Dominicans conjured and then exorcised the evils of imperialism by ro-
making it into something tangible, as well as noxious, and then expelling
it127 As Achille Mbembe has argued, it is the “banality of power" in the'/l
postcolony (and the not-so-postcalony) that encourages resistance through':
a language as quotidian as lunch food, one'that calls particalar attm!iodl‘
to the arbitrary and perishable character of power.28 And rendering the S}
magnificent American eagle—the imperial bird of that classic icon of
value, the dollar bill—into rotien chicken was great fodder for the popu--3
lar Jaughter mill. Yet registering anxieties over state sovereignty through
food in the era of transnational flows is not a phenomenon limited to the
Third World. During the “mad-cow disease™ scare, Britons articulated S8
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their loss of trust in government by refusing to consume that great symbol
of Englishness, roast beef. And in Australia, biscuits were at the center of
debates over the potential loss of national identity when Campbeli’s Soup.
a U.S. company, bought the firm that produces the beloved Iced Vo-Vo, a
marshmallow-coconut cookie that is synonymous with childhood there.'2?
Pethaps the loss of place under transnationalism has created a proclivity
for grounding identity in the body, where bounddies are defined by whal
we eal.

The rumors that gringo poultry had worms exhorted Dominicans to stop
consuming that which they felt was consuming them —the United States.
Draconian as it was, this prescription was perhaps the only means to arrest
even temporarily the insatiable desire for U.S. products, the cycle of hun-
ger and emptiness that we in the United States take so much for granted.¥?
The rumors also created a comforting boundary between things Domini-
can and things American if only in one tiny sphere, while simultanecusly
railing against both the Dominican middle class and the Dominicanyork

B for trying to be American by eating gringo. It was much better to cat pollo

criollo in a sancocho at home, than to consume gringo chicken in a fast-
food Pica Pollo. But most of all, the gringo chicken scandal expressed
the ambivalent sentiments Dominicans feel toward a transnational moder-
nity that comes embossed with the U.S. logo, even if, like Eddie Bauer
trousers, it was assembled in the Dominican Republic.
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