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INTRODUCTION

A 1999 dark-green sports utility vehicle (jeepeta) with tinted windows slows
as it drives past. I am sitting on the ledge of Rita’s porch, writing in my
notebook, as I have done on many afternoons. Rita and her father are 
listening to the radio novela, and Miriam, Rita’s eldest daughter, has just
finished cleaning the house and is now polishing her nails. Francia sits with
us while keeping an eye on the colmado (small general store) that she and
her husband run next door and breastfeeding her baby girl, the youngest of
five. A group of kids play ball in the dirt road in front of us; they attend
school in the morning and have the afternoon free. Their play is inter-
rupted by the dark-green jeepeta; a window comes down, and the driver, a
middle-aged Dominican man wearing designer sunglasses, mumbles some-
thing to one of the kids, nods, rolls up the window, and drives toward the
office of the park, located at the road’s end. The kids run after the jeepeta
for a few yards and then turn back to their game. Miriam blows on her
freshly polished red nails and asks if I would like to paint mine. I do.

We are located in a community called Boca de los Ríos, the last stop
before entering the national park—Parque Nacional José Armándo
Bermúdez. This is the end of the road; it is the beginning of a mountain
adventure for some, but for residents of La Ciénaga de Manabao it is a
strategic location. It is strategic precisely because it is the end (of the
winding mountain dirt road) and the beginning (of the park) and thus
places the residents squarely in the path of visitors. “If it weren’t for
tourism we’d be dying of hunger,” one man told me. Residents of Boca
de los Ríos have an advantage over other locals. Their location means more
access to tourism—obtaining jobs as guides, renting a bed or a room,
selling from their colmados, renting out a mule, or benefiting from the
“goodwill” of tourists. Boca de los Ríos is one of several communities,
called parajes, or the smallest geopolitical administrative units, that make up
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La Ciénaga de Manabao—its location makes these particular Cienagueros
more highly visible than their neighbors.

I suppose what is visible depends on who the visitor is, and there are
many.1 Jeepetas drive in and out frequently enough to go unnoticed, except
that nothing goes unnoticed in a small town. Here, a taken-for-granted
skill is the ability to tell the difference between a motorcycle, a produce
truck, and a passenger truck by their sound as they approach up the hill
and, even more impressive to me, the ability to tell whose vehicle it is—
“Oh! Here comes Kiko’s truck!” The traffic in La Ciénaga includes tourists,
politicians and military officers who have vacation homes or land in the
area, people who would like to buy land, and the director of national parks
and other park personnel. La Ciénaga is also visited by representatives from
a variety of nongovernmental organizations (ngos), environmentalists, and
scientists from U.S. universities and their Dominican counterparts. Some-
times missionaries, supervisors from the coffee plantation up the road, and
presidential candidates (by helicopter, of course) come to the area; even the
vice president himself has visited, to attend a meeting of the local women’s
association, the Asociación Nueva Esperanza (ane).

What visitors see might depend on the reason for their visit, where they
came from, and their timing. An agronomist, or other person interested in
agriculture, may notice that most of the small plots of land are being used
to grow tayota, a squashlike vegetable. This was not always so; beans and
coffee were much more common in the past and more profitable, I am
told. Small farmers in the region can no longer compete with large
agribusiness and imported beans. They lose money and accumulate debt,
so most have turned their land over to tayota—which at least puts a little
food on the table. Such an agronomist, if familiar with the area, may know
or notice that some of the best land on the drive to La Ciénaga is owned
by absentee urban landowners and is being used as grazing land.

Foreign tourists have commented on the amount of garbage seen on
the side of the road, between houses, under small patches of coffee plants,
or in ravines—shoes, batteries, plastic bottles. This garbage detracts from
the beauty of the area, they say. But there is nowhere to take the garbage, I say.
No sanitation truck comes to La Ciénaga, no recycling truck. And while

3
introduction

1. In an account that inspired me to think and write about how the journey to La Ciénaga
is perceived, Michael Kustudia (1997) depicts his own contrasting narrative of arrival to the
region. Jamaica Kincaid (1988) also plays with the poetics of what is visible to visitors in her
critique of tourism and colonialism in Antigua.
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residents have been asking for—and the Peace Corps was meant to build—
landfills, nothing has been done. And just where does that tourist think the
garbage she generated in the park and on her visit will be put, anyway?

When I rode up to La Ciénaga for the first time in May 1998, I sat in
the back of a pickup truck with a history buff. As we drove past the pine
trees and looked down the mountain into the river rushing below—a
breathtaking view—he commented on the region’s history. These are fairly
new pine trees; these forests were all burned down by the military, he told
me. Looking for guerrillas, he said. An artist might notice the colors and
the architecture. The wooden houses that decorate the road are painted
pink and green or orange and aqua, have zinc roofs, and are framed by
trees and bright flowers of red, fuchsia, pink, and yellow. The faces of the
inhabitants who peek out the doors and windows, or sweep patios, or carry
water from the river ranged from black to very blond and blue-eyed. In La
Ciénaga, where almost everyone is related, one woman told me, “Somos
todos de las mismas familias, pero salimos de diferentes razas” (We are all
from the same families, but we came out different races).

Perhaps there are some tourists who miss these important details as
they focus on the river and imagine that in a few short minutes they will
be slipping on their orange life jackets, slapping on some sunscreen, and
hopping onto the raft that will take them down the river again. Or
maybe they are focused on getting on a good strong mule and heading
to the famous Pico Duarte or Valle del Tetero to escape the heat and
traffic of the capital.

Clearly the eye of the beholder is of some consequence. Timing matters
too, because had the driver of the 1999 dark-green jeepeta with tinted
windows come to La Ciénaga in 1998, instead of on that particular sunny
afternoon, he might have seen Clara come running down the hill with the
yokes. She had marched herself up the hill through the rows of pine trees and
removed the yokes from a team of oxen that were being used to transport
illegally cut pine trees from her family’s property. Had the driver rolled in a
bit later in the afternoon, he would have seen Graciela selling coconut and
potato sweets she made and sold so she could buy the evening’s meal of fried
eggs and boiled green bananas. In fact, it is possible he drove past Graciela on
his way out, and maybe he even purchased a dulce for a peso. And a few days
before he might have seen Junior wipe out on his motorcycle—show-off!

Had he driven in several months later, he might have seen Anita and
her husband, eyes cast down, walking down the hill with a tiny bundle

4
introduction

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 4



01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 5



and a shovel to the place where they would bury their child. She was born
just before dawn, without enough warning to make it to the hospital
(forty kilometers away), and she did not make it to sunset. Had he come
on a Sunday, he would have seen people gathered together and maybe
noticed fifteen-year-old Celina walking to the colmado just to flirt with
Luis, the cute nineteen-year-old who drives the tayota truck to Santiago
and always honks as he drives by on weekdays. But had he come two
Septembers ago he would have had to turn around and go home, because
Hurricane George destroyed the bridges and roads that lead to La Ciénaga,
along with crops, homes, livestock, and schools. The bridge was no good
anyway, but neither is the one in place now; some tourists even get out of
their car and walk across, not trusting the rickety planks to hold up their
heavy top-of-the-line 4x4, though one brave person does drive across.
But it was on this particular day, and at this particular hour, that the driver
of the 1999 dark-green jeepeta with tinted windows drove by, as we sat
and wrote, talked, polished our nails, and listened to the novela.

The dark-green jeepeta signifies the presence of the tourist, the traveler,
the outsider in whatever form he or she takes—ecotourist, researcher,
missionary, organizer, or politician. Perhaps I imagine that the work I do
as an ethnographer makes me different from the jeepeta driver, or the
missionaries or whitewater rafters, but during my time in La Ciénaga, we
were all tourists, travelers, outsiders. The account that follows is a combi-
nation of what was visible to me during the time I spent in La Ciénaga
and what was shown to me by Cienaguera/os who were my hosts, guides,
and mediators. I attempt to represent a tiny fragment of the lives and
concerns of the people whom I came to know and care about while I
was there. Although my visit was more than a cursory drive through
town on my way to the park, and I adhered to most of the sociological
conventions that would authorize me to write this book, I am certain
that I cannot begin to do justice to the complexity of life in La Ciénaga.2

Thus, this book can only be a story—a partial truth—that weaves together
my own questions and anxieties about development with the voices that
I encountered in La Ciénaga.3

Paradoxically, perhaps, I center local knowledge, while simultaneously
questioning whether it is even possible for me to do so. I choose the local—

6
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2. See the Appendix for a brief methodological discussion.
3. See Haraway 1988.

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 6



local knowledge specifically—as a site for analysis because I am interested
in what it means and could mean to development studies. In a field in
which the smallest unit of analysis is the capitalist world-system, the fact
that Clara ran down the hill with a pair of stolen yokes, or that Celina may
well run off with the tayota-truck driver, may seem insignificant. This is
because development studies has not yet found a vocabulary to connect
large structural processes to the ways in which people live, love, and labor.
But the daily practices of women and men and the meaning they give to
those practices show the ways in which they are not simply victims of
development, but active participants creating, challenging, and negotiating
the capitalist world-system on the ground. Therefore, an empirical study
of local knowledge as dynamically constituted not only illuminates the
relationship between culture and political economy, but also unsettles
assumptions about the meaning of development and the workings of
agency, thus opening up the possibilities for a more radical, informed, and
potentially transformative dialogue.

local knowledge

To get at this question of local knowledge, this book is framed by two
questions: How have women and men in La Ciénaga come to know what

7
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they know about development and well-being? And how, based upon
this knowledge, do they engage with development projects and work
toward well-being? I am interested in these questions because I have
been arguing for a development studies that more adequately addresses
the relationship between large structural forces and people’s lived experi-
ences. Such a project must weave together and between historical narratives
and ethnographic narratives, the voices of the author and the subject,
silences and actions, global economies and local economies. I have chosen
as my starting point local knowledge, which I argue is knowledge that
emerges precisely from tensions between structural process and local lived
practices and definitions of well-being. In other words, local knowledge
is the way in which women and men make sense of the world and their
own circumstances, and upon which they make decisions about how to
create well-being in their lives and communities.

In the past couple of decades there have been a growing number of
challenges to what have been exposed as the masculinist, modernist, and
economistic assumptions that undergird development theory and practice
(Sen and Grown 1987; Shiva 1991; Parpart and Marchant 1995; Escobar
1995; Vandegrift 1998; Chua, Bhavnani, and Foran 2000; Bergeron 2001;
Freeman 2001). These critiques, which have come from multiple directions,
have opened up questions about the foundational tenets of development,
such as the notion that the West (particularly the United States) should be
the model for all nations to emulate, and the importance of the first-world,
or first-world-trained, development expert. Both of these were seen as key
to overcoming the cultural constraints that were keeping poor nations poor.

Marxist development scholars, notably dependency and world-systems
theorists, reframed the problem of “underdevelopment,” exposing its roots
in colonialism and in the very same international economic processes that
created growth for the first world (Gunder Frank 1969; Cardoso and Faletto
1971; Wallerstein 1974). They avoided questions of culture entirely. More
recently, scholars and activists have been concerned with the negative impact
of policies intended to create national economic growth and development
on communities, ecosystems, and local practices (Sen and Grown 1987;
Shiva 1991). These studies have reintroduced an interest in culture and local
knowledge, suggesting that these may move us away from universal solutions
to problems that are unique in terms of history, culture, and geography.

Others have suggested that these “problems” of development are cultural
constructs themselves. Arturo Escobar (1995), for instance, has rather

8
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convincingly argued that the third world and underdevelopment are the
inventions of the first world—inventions that have been used since World
War II to justify interventions made by the United States in the name 
of developmental assistance. And while he exposes the embeddedness of
development discourses in first-world epistemologies and interests, one is
left to wonder whether third-world actors—elite and non-elite—are more
than empty receptacles into which first-world knowledge is deposited.
Escobar himself implies that this is not the case by inviting scholars to
produce ethnographies of popular practices, to encourage envisioning alter-
natives to development. Nevertheless, a marked tension remains between
the overdetermining power of developmentalist discourse centered in the
text, and the potential existence of “hybrid” place-based models to which
he alludes (Escobar 1995, 96); this very tension opens up the space for
new lines of inquiry into the making of local knowledges.4

Over all, critical discussions of development have been dominated 
by two troubling tendencies. One is the dismissal of local knowledge as
colonized knowledge—merely reflective of centuries of colonial/imperial
and debt domination by the first world and first-world epistemologies.
The second tendency is the romanticization of local knowledge as the
“authentic,” “traditional,” and thus automatically “counterhegemonic”
opposite to first-world knowledge. These two tendencies are really two
sides of the same coin. Without the presupposition of a “true knowledge,”
there can be no false knowledge. In this framework it is not necessary to
understand local knowledge, only to center it or correct it. For instance,
once folks remember that in centuries past, the organic agriculture used by
their ancestors did not harm the land, they will willingly practice it. While
this approach critiques modernization, it is entrenched in an enlighten-
ment approach, which seeks to uncover an innocent Truth, as it is held by
marginal subjects. This standpoint approach has been widely critiqued as it
relates to the sciences in general, notably in the work of Donna Haraway
(1988), Jane Flax (1992), and Stuart Hall (1992).

Parallel to, and often in dialogue with, these very critiques of enlighten-
ment approaches to progress and development, we have seen in the past
two decades the emergence of a plethora of theoretical and empirical
studies that have taken on the development apparatus from a variety of

9
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4. In later work, Escobar further develops his theoretical discussion of “local knowledge,”
particularly as it relates to place-based politics. He calls it “a mode of place-based consciousness
(even if not place-bound or place-determined)” (see Escobar 2001, 153).
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critical vantage points. While this is a vast literature, I would like to say 
a few quick words about two widely read and seminal works: Sen and
Grown’s Development, Crisis, and Alternative Visions (1987) and Arturo
Escobar’s Encountering Development (1995).

Sen and Grown’s intervention combines structural analysis with analysis
of the work lives of women to expose the ways in which economic devel-
opment does not, in fact, benefit them. Sen and Grown ask development
scholars and practitioners to center the voices of the most marginal popula-
tions of the world—poor third-world women—as a way of transforming
the way in which development is conceptualized. Their contribution to
understanding women and development by centering women’s practices
and suggesting a model of economics that centers women’s well-being
should not be understated. However, this approach been taken to task for
not critiquing modernist assumptions about progress and for falling into a
“cultural essentialism” that homogenizes and victimizes women (Mohanty
1991; Narayan 2000). In this model, culture and tradition remain things
that should and can be overcome.

If Sen and Grown at their core maintained a modernist framework—in
which the knowledge of poor women could expose a more liberatory
development, and oppressive “traditional” cultures could be overcome—
Escobar’s Encountering Development (almost a decade later) was at its core a
sharp and focused critique of this framework. For Escobar, culture cannot
be overcome by development, because development, underdevelopment,
and modernization’s hailed “progress” are themselves cultural constructs.
Specifically, he argues, they are first-world constructs that have been
enabled by the relationship between knowledge and power—and used to
legitimate a variety of U.S. interventions into the workings of “under-
developed” states, economies, and peoples.

The authors of both these books conclude by suggesting a turn to the
local. Sen and Grown call for a centering of poor women’s voices as a way
to envision an alternative development. Escobar calls for local ethnographies;
by understanding local practices we may come closer to identifying alterna-
tives to development. Each of these works provides an important critique of
“expert” and “first-world knowledge” and sheds light on the workings of
power in development theory and practice. And both share the assumption
that local practices could lead us to alternatives. Likewise, I am convinced
of the importance of the cacophony of voices that are marginalized—not
because they are authentic or necessarily oppositional, but because, as

10
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Haraway argues, a better science is at stake (1988), and, importantly, a more
just world. If the real is constructed by a variety of interacting forces (Hall
1980), then it must also be that “accounts of the real depend on a power-
charged social relation of conversation” (Haraway 1988, 593).

If it is both necessary and desirable to engage with something we might
call “local knowledge,” then it is first necessary to develop a theorized
understanding of what local knowledge might be in the context of devel-
opment studies. The arguments for local specificity that have been
advanced by feminist development scholars (Harcourt 1994; Parpart 1995;
Feldman and Welch 1995) should not be read to mean that the local exists
outside or in opposition to knowledge that has been understood variously
as “universal,” “scientific,” “first world,” or “elite.” When specificity is
deployed as “cultural relativism,” or read through a static understanding of
culture, local understandings are dehistoricized and erroneously treated as
if they could stand (innocently) outside the power/knowledge coupling
that has created “universal,” “scientific,” or “first world” knowledge. Recent
scholarship has also suggested that polarizing “local” and “global” or
“Western” and “non-Western” in development studies precludes grasping
the rich and complex interactions that occur in what Anna Tsing refers to
as “friction”—those connections in which something new is inevitably
created (Tsing 2005; see also Pigg 2005). Both Pigg and Tsing raise
important questions about how to understand ideas such as global, universal,
and local in more complex and dialogical ways.

Local knowledge should be understood as a logic that, like all knowl-
edge, is situated; is constructed historically; and is fractured, fluid, and
contested (Haraway 1988). To avoid making the false division between the
local and the general/global/elite, local knowledge should be understood
as always in dialogue with a variety of competing logics/knowledges that
overlap and exert differing degrees of power—local knowledge is created
and re-created in this dialogue. This dialogue interacts with lived experi-
ences to shape analytical frameworks that both inform how meaning about
well-being, development, and progress is made and provide the language
with which subaltern voices enter into and engage with development.

This proposed understanding of local knowledge builds on Sen and
Grown’s centering of lived practices and well-being of third-world voices;
on Escobar’s deconstructive approach to development studies; and finally,
to avoid false dualisms and integrate material and cultural analysis, on the
theoretical contributions of British cultural studies—and those of Stuart

11
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Hall in particular. Hall’s work suggests that culture or, more specifically,
cultural studies offers the tools to work through this seeming impasse
between structure and agency. For Hall, and in this work, culture is
defined as “both the meanings and values which arise amongst distinctive
social groups and classes, on the basis of their given historical conditions
and relationships, through which they ‘handle’ and respond to the condi-
tions of existence; and as the lived traditions and practices through which
those ‘understandings’ are expressed and in which they are embodied” (Hall
1981, 26). Thus, culture is understood as a process—fluid, constructed,
complex, and contradictory, rather than static or homogenous. Culture, in
this definition, is not only the reflection of an economic base, but also a site
in which a variety of forces are expressed, challenged, and transformed. In
other words, international interests, national development, local knowl-
edge, and conservation are forces that shape one another, although perhaps
to differing extents. It is the analysis of this dynamic interplay—and here
Hall quotes Raymond Williams: “the interaction of all practices in and with
one another”—that Hall refers to as “radical interactionism” (Williams,
quoted in Hall 1981, 23).

By seeing local knowledge as created in and through culture, it is possible
to see local knowledge and local processes as complex and part of the larger
structures through which they are constituted and simultaneously constitute.
Local knowledge is neither wholly created by the development discourse
analyzed by Escobar nor stands outside it—indeed, serious work must be
done on the role of local knowledge in creating and contesting the workings
of development. The Woman, Culture, and Development (wcd) frame-
work proposed by Bhavnani, Foran, and Kurian in their recent collection,
Feminist Futures (2003), provides a lens through which such work on local
knowledge can be done. The authors propose a platform for carrying out
multilevel and dialectical analysis of development processes, avoiding the
pitfalls of economic determinism and victimization of local subjects, par-
ticularly women. They do this “by putting women at the center, culture
on par with political economy, and keep[ing] a focus on critical practices,
pedagogies and movements for social justice” (2). As in the work of Tsing
(2005) and Pigg (2005), such studies could recast the local not just as an
authentic voice to be centered or a solution to be uncovered, but as a
critical site in which to analyze the interplay of structure and culture.
This reframing also demands new tools and a new politics with which to
engage the multiple actors for whom development matters.

12
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organization of the book

In this book I suggest a way to think about this interplay between struc-
ture and culture by discussing the construction of “local knowledge” in
La Ciénaga de Manabao, a rural community located in the buffer zone of
José Armando Bermúdez National Park. Because of La Ciénaga’s location,
the livelihood of its residents is negotiated at the intersections of competing
national and global imperatives—economic development and environ-
mental conservation, agricultural production and ecotourism. On the basis
of fourteen months of ethnographic fieldwork carried out between 1998
and 2001, in the following chapters I examine the multiple and complex
ways in which development and well-being are understood and how they
take form in the context of these forces.

In Chapter 1, I provide an historical overview of the relationship
between national development and the lived practices of the Dominican
peasantry. I highlight the tension that has existed between the creation of a
“productive peasantry” as the vehicle for national economic development
and the relatively autonomous practices that peasants carved out for them-
selves. Historically, as many women and men created rural livelihoods on
the fringes of capitalist production, the government attempted to integrate
them into national development and nation-building strategies through
invitation (for instance, through land grants), coercion, and at times brutal
repression. These strategies were meant to transform peasant autonomous
subsistence practices—the way in which peasants achieved well-being—
into sedentary and productive agricultural practices. Of key significance
to the larger work is the fact that peasant knowledge has been created
through these encounters and yet, at each turn, peasants have sought ways
to elude the process of incorporation. While they have had varying
degrees of success, this struggle nevertheless leaves clear indications that the
development landscape has always been contested.

Refusal of and resistance to capitalist production has been and continues
to be read as “peasant indolence.” Because La Ciénaga is distinctly marked
by its geographic location—defined by both the forest and the Cuenca
Alta del Yaque watershed—conservation and development interests have
been intricately interwoven. The watershed and the river Yaque del Norte
are of critical importance to the country’s agricultural lowlands and, as
such, began piquing the conservation anxieties of the agricultural elite in
the 1920s. Simultaneously, the rich forests have been of interest to the

13
introduction

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 13



timber industry; in fact, it was this industry that in the early 1930s and
1940s stimulated migration into the otherwise sparsely populated area.
However, deforestation caused by the timber industry has primarily been
elided by discourses of conservation in the Dominican Republic, which
have instead cast peasant practices as the primary threat to the environ-
ment. Thus, not only were peasants to be rescued from their “indolent
ways,” but nature itself—and, by extension, elite interests—was to be
rescued from the peasants as well.

The strategies for rescuing nature from the peasants, and the peasants
from their “indolent ways,” have moved between mandatory production
laws, strict militarized protection of forests, relocation of peasants, and
most recently the fostering of conservation projects, particularly those
revolving around the park and ecotourism. Tourism has been constructed
as the solution to environmental concerns and poverty in the area. The
lack of possibilities for and interest in relocation, the lack of markets for
agricultural products, the presence of conservation funds, a reliable though
temporal stream of tourists, and the history of criminalization of subsis-
tence practices all lend a degree of credibility to the logic of tourism as the
solution. In Chapter 2, I show the gendered ways in which ecotourism is
understood and gained access to by residents of La Ciénaga. In particular,
I reveal how and why well-being is secured not in a formal, or even
informal, tourist economy, but through what one Cienaguero referred to
as enlace—and what I call gendered tourist-patron networks—the ties that have
developed between Cienaguera/os and tourists.

My focus in Chapter 3 is the seeming disjuncture between the narra-
tives of absence or lack that characterize local representations of develop-
ment in the area and the numerous interests and projects that are present. I
analyze the context, development, and representation of two projects; the
discourses surrounding development projects more generally; and the
ways in which “lack” can be mobilized, with specific attention to the
2000 presidential elections. I argue that, as is the case with gendered tourist
patronage, the discourses of nothing reflect points of analysis and strategy and
reveal not only the making and complexity of local knowledge, but also
the ambivalent relationship that locals have with development workers,
politics and politicians, and researchers.

Local knowledge, as I argue, is not innocent; it partly holds together
and perpetuates structures of inequality as well as resistance. In Chapter 4
I discuss the investment of local knowledge in “women’s place” and
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“women’s labor.” While the “productive peasant” narrative was concerned
with creating a white male peasant who was tied to the land (rather than a
hunter or swidden farmer, which implied mobility), his counterpart, the
“good woman” or “serious woman,” was/is discursively tied to the home.
Therefore, even while her (productive/reproductive) labor was relied
upon, her good standing did not rely on productivity. It did rely, however,
on her immobility (and, of course, by extension her reproductive work). In
this chapter I discuss how women confront patriarchal notions of woman-
hood in their daily practices. While I look primarily at women who study,
work, and organize, I do not center their workplace or their labor practices.
Instead, I center collisions of meaning—the moments when differing
meanings, expectations, and desires about women’s mobility confront one
another. Together these chapters tell a story about development in the
Dominican Republic and specifically about ways in which women and men
in La Ciénaga engage with development, create knowledge, and work
toward well-being.
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1
development and the construction 

of the productive peasant

The lived practices and identities of rural women and men
in the Dominican Republic’s Cordillera Central, as well as
the meaning they give to development today, is intimately
tied to the history of development in the Dominican
Republic. In this chapter I outline the key tensions between
national development, which was predicated on the crea-
tion of a “productive peasantry,” and the lived practices of
Dominican peasants. This chapter is not a comprehensive
history of the country; instead, I discuss several foundational
moments during which these tensions can be clearly seen.

Throughout Dominican history, peasants have resisted and
negotiated their incorporation into modernizing/develop-
ment forces, and the development apparatus has found

(and continues to find) new ways to incorporate them. Although this battle
is not purely economic—in fact, as will be seen at different moments in
time, it has been about land, production, race and identity, loyalty, order,
repression, or freedom—it has been consistently couched in terms of
peasant productivity, presumably achieved through the immobilization of
the peasantry. The idea of immobilization emerges as key because it was
the autonomy and mobility of the peasantry that posed a threat to produc-
tion and, at times, to the established order. Therefore, the interventions I
discuss are efforts to immobilize the peasantry in three overlapping ways:
first, through the interruption of literal mobility, or the “sedentization” of
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the peasantry (Turits 1997); second, by immobilizing the peasantry within
a class hierarchy (Pou 1987; Franco 1997); and third, by criminalizing
peasants’ shifting agriculture through environmental conservation measures
(Rosario 1989; Kustudia 1997).1 Additionally, the productive-peasant
construct was eventually mobilized, both materially and discursively, at
the intersections of capitalism and racism (González 1993).2 That is to
say, whether or not the peasantry could be disciplined into production,
at the very least, the fiction of such a peasant (white, male, and, by
extension, productive) could be used to gain international support for
the emerging nation.

the making of an autonomous peasantry

The Dominican Republic comprises the eastern two-thirds of Hispaniola,
the island it shares with Haiti. In a period beginning in 1791 and ending in
1803, led by Toussaint L’Ouverture, the inhabitants of the western third of
the island (then known as Saint Domingue) fought for and gained indepen-
dence from France and abolished slavery. Following independence, efforts
were made to unify the entire island under the name of Haiti, abolishing
slavery on the entire island, declaring Santo Domingo independent from
Spain, and protecting the island from persisting French and Spanish colonial
aggression (Franco 1997; Cordero Michel 2000). However, Spanish Santo
Domingo was quickly recovered by Spain, and slavery was reinstated,
persisting until 1822, when, following Santo Domingo’s declaration of inde-
pendence from Spain (1821), Haitian president Jean-Pierre Boyer unified
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1. It should be noted that though my references here are to Richard Turits’s 1997 Ph.D.
dissertation, he has since published Foundations of Despotism (Turits 2003).

2. While it is beyond the scope of this book to analyze the scholarly debates on Dominican
historiography, it is only recently that dominant accounts have been challenged in mainstream
publications by Dominican scholars. Cordero suggests that historical accounts, particularly of
the relationship between the Dominican Republic and Haiti, have been clouded by racism and
the reification of a “racial problem” as the defining characteristic of the relationship between
the two nations (Cordero 2000, 125). Franklin Franco (1997) has also leveled critiques at the
ideological writings of Dominican historians, especially for refusing to engage with the
subtleties of class struggle, which a Marxian analysis would help to illuminate. Historian
Pedro San Miguel (2005) offers some insight into the multiple, and often competing, ways in
which the island of Hispaniola has been narrated by the national intelligentsia. There remains
a significant amount of work to be done to understand the complex history of racialization in
the Dominican Republic in its global and historical context.
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the island under his rule. Remaining in office until 1844, Boyer once again
abolished slavery in Santo Domingo and provided land for those willing to
produce agriculture for subsistence and export (Turits 1997).

The end of slavery posed a potential threat to the sugar economy, the
most significant source of revenue for the nation at the time. Boyer
attempted to balance this problem with land reform measures meant to
end plantation agriculture and latifundios (which generated a great deal of
animosity from the landowning elite, including the Catholic Church)
while benefiting formerly landless people who were willing to use their
newly acquired land for small-scale productive agriculture for national
consumption. Boyer met an interesting challenge. His attempt to make
newly freed citizens and landless peasants (including marooned slaves and
black citizens who had bought their freedom) into productive farmers
was met with resistance. Many peasants did not desire the land on the
terms and conditions on which it was offered (Turits 1997; Moya Pons
1997; Mariñez 1984). This was partly because prior to the official end to
slavery, many free black and mulatto women and men had already carved
out autonomous lives for themselves in remote areas to escape slave society
(González 1993). Moreover, those who had been involved in market
production preferred to continue producing timber (caoba) in the south,
tobacco in the Cibao, and cattle in the east; Boyer, however, was prescribing
cacao, cotton, and sugarcane (Moya Pons 1997).

Peasants, it seemed, enjoyed a relative autonomy, mobility, and access
to land that was facilitated by the existing land tenure system, known as
terrenos comuneros. While the name implies public or literally “communal
lands,” the terrenos comuneros were actually private property that was
owned by groups of people who inherited or purchased shares. This system
of shares meant that each shareholder would have access to diverse seg-
ments of the land—agricultural land, pasture, streams, forests, and so forth
(Baud 1995; Turits 1997). In this system, peasant squatters were tolerated
by the landowners, and peasants used the diverse lands for cultivating
subsistence plots, hunting, and foraging. While the peasants had no legal
rights to the land, they enjoyed relatively free access to it. They used the
land to hunt (montería) and tend to subsistence plots known as conucos
(Bonó 1968; González 1993; Turits 1997). Turits hypothesizes that the
squatting was tolerated by the landowners—who did not support the
island’s unification under Boyer’s rule—in part out of fear that the peas-
antry would turn against them should they find themselves without access
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to land for subsistence (Turits 1997). To keep the peasants appeased, they
turned a blind eye to peasant subsistence activity. In this way, seemingly
unfavorable land tenure arrangements provided peasants with the autonomy
to forgo incorporation into a plantation economy or state-defined agricul-
ture and retreat into their own subsistence economy (Mariñez 1984). The
nation was forced to turn to international laborers to sustain its economy.
Thus, as peasants moved farther into the highlands to live independently
from montería and conuquismo, thousands of braceros from neighboring islands
were recruited to work in the sugar industry (Mariñez 1984).

Since land tenure systems and the vast availability of land were to some
extent favorable to peasant autonomy, free land did not prove to be a good
incentive to become tied to market production. Therefore, new ways 
to incorporate the peasantry had to be developed. Peasant autonomous
existence and subsistence economies were seen as vagrancy or, as Turits
describes, “non-commercial, non-capitalist existence; namely the peas-
antry’s typical patterns of hunting, foraging, fishing, open-range breeding,
and swidden agriculture on unclaimed and other freely accessible lands”
(1997, 85). Additionally, autonomous peasant practices (labeled “peasant
indolence”) would continue to be racialized and discursively linked to
free blacks, who were accused of not wanting to work for the common
good or national progress (González 1993). Thus, for dominant sectors
that were negatively affected by Boyer’s policies—for instance, landowning
elites and the Catholic Church—“blackness” came to represent both the
Haitian colonizer and the autonomous peasant who “refused” to support
the national economy (San Miguel 2005). The goal in the Dominican
Republic became not to create wage workers in order to achieve progress,
as in other countries in Latin America, but to make the peasant farmers
more productive. Stagnation and failure to provide national self-sufficiency
was blamed on peasants (Turits 1997). Throughout Dominican history
there were various and complicated reasons for the state to attempt to
coerce the peasantry into the national economy. For Boyer it was, at least
in part, a way to develop an alternative to a national economy that had
been based on black slave labor and to gain support for a unified island
under his rule. He hoped to end a system that was based on the exploita-
tion of black labor and replace it with one that relied on small agricultural
producers who freely contributed to the nation’s development. This is
worth highlighting because it challenges the economistic framework that
has been used to explain development in Latin America. It also exposes an
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interesting problem: the ending of one exploitative and legally sanctioned
system of racial subordination presented a potential threat to the relative
freedoms of another marginal population on the island and attempted to
restrict the mobility and autonomy of the newly emancipated population.

development and national identity

Following a twenty-two-year period of unification under Boyer’s rule,
the Dominican Republic declared itself independent. Upon doing so, in
1844, the republic struggled to achieve recognition as a nation and position
itself in a world economy in which, as Torres-Saillant states, “the ‘racial
imagination’ ha[d] long since taken a firm hold” (1998, 127). Their econ-
omy weak and fragmented, Dominican political leaders for the following
half-century sought to annex themselves to a large foreign power (Betances
1995). By securing assistance and support from a larger nation, such as
the United States or Spain, the governing elite hoped to integrate the
Dominican Republic into the international economy and create the con-
ditions for economic growth.

In 1861 Spain reannexed the Dominican Republic, a move that was
followed by the four-year War of Restoration (1861– 65) and indepen-
dence from Spain once again. Immediately following independence,
under the alternating leadership of Pedro Santana and Buenaventura Báez,
the Dominican Republic once again sought annexation to a large foreign
power. To this end, a series of laws were established to simultaneously
attract foreign investors and modernize the Dominican peasantry (Baud
1995). Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
state policy benefited the large, mostly foreign-owned sugar plantations
and was often detrimental to cattle ranchers, tobacco growers, and espe-
cially peasant smallholders.

In dealings with the United States, the race of Dominicans was of sig-
nificant concern—to both Dominican and U.S. political and economic
elites (Duany 1998; Torres-Saillant 1998). One way for the republic to
help ensure the much-sought-after support of the United States was to
create an image for itself as distinct from Haiti. Haiti’s black revolutionary
history and activity was constructed as a threat. The Dominican state
played on first-world notions of Africa and African peoples as uncivilized
(Said 1994; Fanon 1967; Mohanty 1991) to raise support for itself as a
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nation and simultaneously delegitimize Haiti through the demonization
of blackness. Haiti was used as a foil to the presumably white, Spanish,
and Catholic Dominican nation. As I will discuss further below, it was
important to create the image of a productive (white) peasantry to gain
international support, even if it was not a national reality. In addition to
the discursive creation of a white Dominican nation, the national govern-
ment, not unlike those in other parts of Latin America and the Caribbean,
recruited white settlers to populate the island, once again offering large
amounts of fertile land to white immigrant farmers. This recruitment
continued through the end of the century, with a significant number of
immigrants from the Canary Islands taking land in the Cibao region (Inoa
1999). The intent was that these settlers would also, by example, change the
farming and living practices of the Dominican peasantry (González 1993).

The dictatorship of Ulises “Lilis” Heureaux (1882–99) marked the
beginning of a central government in the Dominican Republic, and it was
closely tied to, as well as financed by, the sugar economy in the southern
and eastern regions of the island (Baud 1995; Betances 1995; Moya Pons
1997). Because of this close relationship between the state and the sugar
exporters, a series of laws were passed that favored the sugar industry and
cemented the rifts between the diverse sectors of production on the
island. The practice of encouraging foreign investment by virtually giving
land away continued through the turn of the century, and the government
was aided by the United States, which ultimately paid the Dominican
foreign debt and took control of customs. The United States, by then
with great financial investments in the island and with interest in main-
taining access to the Panama Canal via the Mona Passage, sent in military
troops, in 1903 and 1904, to protect its interests.

u.s. occupation

By the turn of the century the sugar economy had developed economic
and political power, and the United States had full control of the sugar
industry. In 1916, when the United States found itself unable to secure its
interests through elite Dominican factions, it established direct military
rule. As the foreign-owned, state-backed, southern sugar industry, with
its largely Haitian and Dutch Antillian laborers, came to represent that
which was foreign, the small growers in the Cibao region were held up as
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quintessential Dominicans—a romanticized notion of the white male
peasant, or campesino. As a national symbol the campesino offered a distinctly
Dominican identity whose (constructed) whiteness stood in contrast to
the identity of Haiti, and whose Dominicaness stood in contrast to the
essence of the United States. As Safa (1998) has pointed out, the Hispanic
Caribbean has drawn on strategies of whitening the population to gain
support from the United States, using ideas about Spanish lineage and
civilization to erase the existence of people of color on the islands.

Rural women, for the most part, are absent from discussions about both
economic development and Dominican identity during this period. This
absence is part of a larger absence of women in the representation of
Dominican history in general (Paiewonsky 1993). However, it appears that,
unlike in the case of men, as I discuss in Chapter 4, their status as “good
peasants” was reliant not on their role as “producers,” but on their repro-
ductive role. “Good womanhood,” vis-à-vis the nation, seems to have been
based on standards of decency, propriety, and proximity to the private
domain discursively attributed to, if not always embraced by, elite women
(Martínez-Vergne 2005). Regardless of the tropes of “good womanhood,”
which were clearly connected to immobility (proximity to the home and
protection from the public domain), the economy had long relied on the
work of Dominican women, as they had been agricultural laborers and
vendors during and since slavery (Albert 1993). In her study of women and
work in the Dominican Republic between 1900 and 1950, María Angustias
Guerrero (1991) documents evidence of women working as seamstresses
in the garment industry, as well as in agricultural production, transport,
and market activities (see also Pau et al. 1987). Rural women also migrated
to urban areas and, according to municipal records of 1880 –1916, were
represented in wage work, including as domestic workers, merchants, sex
workers, cooks, nurses, midwives, small shop owners, healers, and teachers
(Martínez-Vergne 2005). Working-class women’s lived reality was, by defini-
tion, at odds with the construction of “good womanhood” on which order
and progress were predicated.

During the time of occupation by the United States (1916 –24), the U.S.
military regime promoted national development by carrying out public
works, instituting internal revenue collection, creating a repressive national
guard, and building a system of roads connecting previously isolated
locations of the island (Moya Pons 1997). Additionally, there was a massive
effort to modernize the peasantry through legislative measures, particularly
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property laws, agricultural and forestry measures, and legislation against
vagrancy. The construction of the peasantry as innocent—noble but
backward—created a space for development and modernizing discourses
that proposed to bring technology, education, and civility to rural culture
and economy. Alcohol consumption was also banned and “civilized”
pastimes such as baseball were instituted (Baud 1995). The sugar industry
represented an interesting paradox for Dominican identity: the white
Dominican construct was used to attract foreign investment for development
and modernization, but it simultaneously posed a threat to Dominicaness
by virtue of both its ownership and its labor force. The (largely fictional)
white male peasant was used as a symbol, coerced into modernization, and
simultaneously displaced by the sugar economy.

If the peasantry was to be modernized, the ability of peasants to live
autonomously would have to be undercut (Baud 1995), and subsistence
based on shifting agriculture, foraging, and hunting would need to be
replaced by that of the sedentary productive peasant. In 1920 the Ley
Forestal (Forest Law) legislated against shifting agriculture and served to
further restrict peasant access to land and autonomous subsistence (Baud
1995). The law was framed as protection for the forests, but as Baud
points out, peasant farming accounted for only a fraction of the damage
to forests that was being caused by the timber industry. The damage
caused by the timber industry was, and continues to be, absent from most
discussions of Dominican forests. Instead, the role of the peasantry has
been highlighted, which has served to demonize the peasants’ subsistence
activities and daily practices (Kustudia 1997) as a means to immobilize
them and thus incorporate them into capitalist development. Strategies of
resistance to these laws to modernize the peasantry were varied. These
strategies, which have received relatively little attention, included move-
ment further into the cordillera; anti-imperialist religious movements,
such as Palma Sola; and armed resistance, dismissed by many at the time
as banditry (Mariñez 1984; Martínez 1990; San Miguel 1995).

trujillo and beyond

While the U.S. occupation ended in 1924, its legacy remained in the
leadership of Rafael Trujillo (Moya Pons 1997; Roorda 1998). Trained by
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the United States Marine Corps, he aptly built on the tools of rule and
repression that had been used by the United States during the years of the
occupation (Moya Pons 1997; Roorda 1998). He used “violence, terror,
torture, and murder” to secure domination over the Dominican populace
(Moya Pons 1997). He was also quite skilled at negotiating consent and
support; for instance, he used his vision for modernization and staunch
anticommunism to gain U.S. backing (Roorda 1998), and he became a
patron to the productive peasantry to win their support (Turits 1997).

For these reasons, Trujillo’s dictatorship represented the most signifi-
cant attempt to end peasant mobility and autonomy. As Turits points out:
“The regime sought to transform various everyday practices in the name
of ‘progress’ and ‘modernity,’ particularly ones related to work, hygiene,
and education. As well as being ‘sedentary’ and ‘productive,’ the new
Dominican peasant was to be ‘sanitary’ and literate’” (1997, 629). Trujillo
is particularly important to this study not only because of the repressive
and extreme ways in which he influenced lived practice and production
for rural Dominicans, but also because the subjects of this study remember
him well. Their experiences have grown out of the history of develop-
ment in the nation; they have been most directly affected by the Trujillo
regime. In addition to the antivagrancy laws, there were laws for manda-
tory education, latrines, appropriate attire, and so forth. Hard work was
rewarded in the discourse of the era. Every man had to cultivate ten tareas,
and Trujillo billed himself as a friend to the workingman, particularly 
the working peasant. Those men who did not comply with mandatory
cultivation were jailed.

Land reform was also carried out by way of agrarian reform, whereby
families were resettled in colonies as a way to both appease the peasants and
increase agricultural production (Mariñez 1984). Additionally, these colonies
were meant to populate remote areas with peasants and (white) immigrants
who felt loyalty and indebtedness to Trujillo. Peasant colonies also served
the purpose of constructing a white nation, or at least one that could be
imagined as white. Spanish settlers were placed throughout the Cibao region.

The Trujillo era is also significant in the area of forestry. While the
majority of the timber industry’s activity was in the south of the island,
the Cordillera Central was also tapped as a source of commercial forestry.
Infrastructure begun during the U.S. occupation—roads and highways
connecting the Cibao with the capital—aided the growth of the timber
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industry. In some parts of the Cordillera Central, including the area sur-
rounding the Yaque watershed, roads were created specifically for the
transport of timber (Kustudia 1997; Georges 1990). Many men and their
families moved to these areas to work in the timber industry, and many of
the older residents had their introduction into the wage labor economy.
Corporate access to the trees was based on buying rights to the trees, not
the land. The land remained legally in the hands of the state, while
national (private and state-owned) and international industry made use of
the trees. This, as Kustudia (1997) points out, meant that little care was
taken to reforest or cut in sustainable ways. Histories of the forests, how-
ever, make little reference to the timber industry, choosing to focus
instead on peasant “slash and burn” or swidden agriculture as the primary
threat to the environment (see Chapter 2). In line with this focus, there
were very harsh laws in place to protect the forest during this period.
Peasants became the “enemies of the forest” (Martínez 1990; for a critique,
see Rosario 1989).

There seems to have been an additional issue of the possibility of enemies
“in” the forest. Although it has been difficult to locate written accounts
of this, several leftists and intellectuals I interviewed connected the repres-
sive control of the forests to state counterinsurgency carried out by the
regimes of Trujillo and Joaquín Balaguer. In other words, underpopulated
forest areas were prime hiding places for potential guerrilla activity and
peasant organizing and, some believe, were thus burned down by the
military or populated with regime-friendly colonists. The timing of wide-
spread forest fires in the early 1960s does lend credibility to this theory.
And certainly it was the case that the Cuban Revolution brought increased
concern about the potential of rural subjects to act as agents of revolutions.
This realization, in fact, triggered increased land reform throughout Latin
America, especially following the meetings at Punta del Este in 1961 and
the resulting Alliance for Progress (Gill 1997; Escobar 1995; Sanchez 1994).
Jared Diamond (2005) reports “counterinsurgency” among the reasons
given for Balaguer’s “environmentalism” (specifically, the eviction of forest
communities from protected lands), though he indicates that he did not
find documented evidence to support the claims made by his interviewees.

It is the case that trees and the forest, especially during and following
Trujillo’s dictatorship, became “sites of struggle” (Rocheleau and Ross
1995) between the state and peasants. Peasants cut trees to demonstrate

26
producing knowledge, protecting forests

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 26



resistance to state repression (Rocheleau and Ross 1995), and the military
threatened peasants’ livelihood, often burning small farm plots and
replanting them with pine trees. The Dominican peasantry continued to
rely on shifting agricultural practices as a source of subsistence, and the
government was in tune with the profits to be made with the timber
industry (Georges 1990). I am not proposing that the peasantry lived in,
and was thus defending, some type of harmonious symbiosis with the
forest that was disrupted by the state. Instead, because the state was using
trees as a tool for control over the peasantry—attempting to control
their subsistence activities, their mobility, and quite possibly their political
associations—the peasantry resisted these measures in ways that, as they
themselves recognize, were often equally destructive.

post-trujillo to the present

Over the past thirty years, the country’s rural population has decreased by
31 percent. The growth of the service economy, tourism, and free-trade
zones has resulted in an increasingly urban population. Additionally, there
have been mass migrations to the United States, both the mainland and
Puerto Rico. The lack of access to farming lands, vigilantly enforced by
the military, coupled with the decreasing markets for small farmers, has
meant mass migrations for rural men and particularly women, who make
up approximately 56 percent of the migrant population (Pineda 1990;
Safa 1995a). The nation no longer relies on Dominican farmers for staples
such as beans. Therefore, small farmers often incur great financial loss when
attempting to grow food for consumption and the market. For campesinos,
“hechar dia,” or day labor, is the most viable way to subsist. This is espe-
cially true given the increasing numbers of landless men, as well as the fact
that women have rarely controlled the income from agricultural production,
though they have always participated in the labor. In areas of the Cordillera
Central, where I conducted research for this book, much of the land that
was once farmed by campesinos is now reforested. These pine forests stand
as evidence of a time, twenty to thirty years ago, when many residents
were forced by the military to stop farming and plant trees. Some were
offered incentives such as eventual profits from the timber, agreements
that, in the main, have not been honored. Other residents were forced to
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reforest by means of extreme measures, such as the troops themselves setting
fires to local crops and planting pine trees in their place.

Different rural areas, or campos, in the south, east, and Cibao regions
have different histories, some more tied to sugar, or tobacco, or timber.
Manabao and beyond in the Cordillera Central region (also referred to as
part of the Cibao), the area that is the subject of this study, has its own
unique history and patterns of development. This region may have served
as a shelter from wage work and land laws because of its remoteness. There
were two significant and conflicting challenges to the remoteness of this
area—timber interests and conservation interests. Drawn to the rich, and
less monitored, forests of the Cordillera Central, the timber industry intro-
duced residents to wage labor and set off a significant wave of migration
to the area. The population more than doubled in the 1940s as a result of
opportunities for paid labor in the timber industry (Kustudia 1997).
Motivated by their interests in the Yaque watershed, a source of water for a
significant part of the country’s agricultural lowlands, conservationists had
begun to make their appearance as early as the 1920s (Pérez Rancier 1972).
What is somewhat puzzling is the lack of documented discussion of these
two diametrically opposed forces. The silences seem to be a result, at least
in part, of the fact that conservationists and the timber industry seemed to
be drawn from the same group—elite Santiagueros who either owned land
or had rights to logging the land in the area. The natural reserve created to
protect the watershed—now a national park—is in some ways the culmi-
nation of the struggle between the two forces. However, the arguments for
its creation, as expressed by early conservationist Juan Pérez Rancier (1972),
were focused on rescuing nature not from the timber industry, but from
peasants. As is to be expected, the creation of the park has very much
affected the daily practices, economy, and sense making of residents of the
area, limiting their mobility as farmers and restricting the ways in which
they can use natural resources.

The forest reserve, now called José Armando Bermúdez National Park,
became yet another way to undermine peasant mobility. Its boundaries serve
to remind campesinos that they have reached the end of the line. However,
development and the conceptualization of a “productive peasant” have
changed. The market and the nation now rely on a highly mobile rural
subject. There is no room in the market for the small farmer, who has
been displaced by corporate agriculture and imported food products—
even the staple foods are imported. Meanwhile, industrial free-trade zones,
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beach resort tourism and other service industry work, as well as inter-
national migration offer rural women and men who migrate possibilities
for generating income. It is clear that women and men who chose to stay in
rural areas are faced with decreasing possibilities for well-being based on
market agriculture. In many places, international and national nongovern-
mental organizations (ngos) have tried to take up the slack by implementing
projects designed to generate income and stimulate sustainable agricultural
production. It is now the task of the ngos to fund and facilitate the “pro-
ductive peasant” lifestyle for those women and men who do not migrate.
For the residents who remain in La Ciénaga, despite the tenuous relationship
they have had with the military and government over the uses of land
and trees, the park is a source of livelihood. This is true both because the
protected watershed draws funding from international conservation projects
and because the park draws tourists. It is to this relationship between the
park, the tourists, conservation interests, and the livelihood of Cienaguera/os
that I turn in Chapter 2. This relationship indicates the ways in which
campesinas and campesinos continue to define and restructure the terms
of their engagement with development.

31
development and the construction of the productive peasant

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 31



01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 32



In this chapter I examine how discourses of conservation
have helped create a logic about the value of ecotourism as
the most appropriate road to development in La Ciénaga.
Both women and men in La Ciénaga hold tourism as the
key to development in the area, despite the fact that tourism
is a much more marginal part of the economy than agricul-
ture and offers women few opportunities for direct access.
Development workers who seek to carry out nontourist
projects, such as agricultural, latrine, or literacy efforts, often
complain that people in La Ciénaga do not participate, that
they do not want to work, and that they want everything
given to them for free. The data I collected indicate that
residents both desire and work toward well-being. Addi-

tionally, the data suggest that there are three main reasons why tourism
has become, in the minds and choices of Cienaguera/os, the foremost
avenue to working toward well-being in La Ciénaga. The first is their
historical relationship to conservation, which has criminalized local agri-
cultural practices in order to “rescue” the Yaque watershed. The second is
the decreasing possibility that small farmers can subsist on, or find a market
for, the agricultural products they grow. And finally, the ecotourist economy,
which has been promoted as the environmentally friendly alternative to
agricultural production, has opened up a space in which community
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members can negotiate well-being by building relationships with tourists;
I refer to this space as gendered tourist-patron networks.

people in la ciénaga do not want to work

In conversations with both Cienaguera/os and other people familiar with
the area, I often heard it expressed that the problem with development
in La Ciénaga was that the residents did not want to work. It is common
to hear “Todo lo quieren da’o,” or “Todo lo queremos da’o”—“they” or
“we,” depending on the speaker, wanted everything given to them.1

However, in my interviews and participant observation, I found that
women complained of having no opportunities for paid work and male
growers complained of having no market for their food. Moreover, most
people worked a lot. There were times in the off-season when male guides
practically ran over one another to reach tourists who had arrived to
climb to Pico Duarte, the former struggling to secure a two- or three-day
position (trip) as the tourists’ guide. Many men grew some tayota, even
if it was on borrowed land. More than 150 men were guides. Only a handful
had permanent positions as rangers; one worked for the hotel owner and
another for high government official who owns a house in the area. Day
labor was often unpaid and done as a favor for a relative or friend, often being
compensated by some of the crop, during harvest season.

Women worked most of the day. In addition to performing daily
household labor, rearing children, raising animals (especially chickens and
pigs), and tending to their crops (especially coffee and tayota), a handful of
women attended college; worked as day laborers, community organizers,
or colmado (small general store) owners; worked in their husbands’ col-
mados; made sweets and other snacks to sell; or engaged in a combination
of these activities.

While the idea that residents do not want to work, but want everything
da’o, does not accord with daily living in La Ciénaga, it does resonate with
classical and neoclassical modernization notions of third-world “culture,”
characterizing it as what impedes “progress” in the third world (Lipset
1986; Rostow 1960). For instance, lack of agricultural productivity in the
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country has been blamed on campesinos being ignorant, lazy, and lacking
initiative (for a critique, see Dore Cabral 1986). And in the case of land
reform debates, “campesino laziness” was used to justify the expropriation
of their land for large agribusiness, which continues to be seen as the
answer to agricultural production problems in the Dominican Republic
(Dore Cabral 1986). Again, these discourses of modernization have histori-
cally been used to justify a wealth of first-world and elite interventions into
the lives of third-world people, attempting to integrate them, as I discuss in
Chapter 1, into first-world markets and value systems by turning them into
“productive peasants” (see also Escobar 1995).

Notwithstanding the fact that people in La Ciénaga both work and
want to work, there is, in fact, a high level of reliance on lo da’o, presumed
to be that which is not worked for, but received for free. This term is
often used to refer to the material benefits secured by way of what, in dis-
cussions of politics in Latin America and the Caribbean, are understood
as patron-client relationships.2 In La Ciénaga, lo da’o includes, but is not
limited to, material goods received during election times or as incentives
for party loyalty. And though I touch briefly on party politics in Chapter
3, my focus here is on the ways in which well-being is negotiated in rela-
tion to middle- and upper-class tourists. If campesino “laziness” is not to
be understood as the reason behind a reliance on lo da’o, how is it to be
understood? Common approaches to understanding the third-world rural
poor suggest that they are victims, beneficiaries, or tricky system abusers who
use the system but fail to produce. I argue that none of the current paradigms
for understanding campesino engagement with aid/assistance/charity, or,
colloquially put, lo da’o, is adequate. There are clear-cut economic reasons
to rely on assistance, such as the fact that no matter how much tayota a
grower produces, he or she is still unlikely to be able to buy medicine or
provide an education for his or her children. And it is clear that people
worked, wanted to work, and even complained of having no work. What
is at stake is what people considered worthwhile work. Local definitions of
development and progress, as well as lived experiences, shaped this crucial
notion, which often revolved around ecotourism.
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tourism and conservation

Tourism and conservation are interlinked processes that for almost a century
have been attempts to make Cienaguera/os into agents of conservation
and have shaped how they define development and progress. As early as
the 1920s, there has been interest in the conservation of the Yaque water-
shed, mostly on the part of lowland agricultural elites, who depend on
the river. Juan Pérez Rancier’s memoirs contain a combination of journal
entries and official reports written by Pérez Rancier and his colleague
Miguel Canela Lázaro during their explorations of the Yaque watershed
area in the early 1920s (Pérez Rancier 1972).3 The now-mythical “Don
Juan,” as Pérez Rancier is referred to by locals, represents one of the first
documented clashes between residents in La Ciénaga and the interests 
of the powerful oligarchies in other parts of the country, most notably
Santiago. Pérez Rancier and Canela were concerned with conservation
because “the disappearance of the forests is the cause of the disappearance
of the sources of water that supplied towns and cities” (Pérez Rancier
1972, 113). Throughout their 1926 report to the secretary of agriculture
and immigration, the causes and consequences of deforestation are out-
lined, and all references to water are italicized to highlight their importance
as water sources for urban centers in the Cibao. The Cibao region was the
most important agricultural region in the country, supplying the majority
of products for national consumption, particularly consumption in the
capital (Mariñez 1993). It was extensive, with rich land and diversified crops
and, importantly, home to a powerful Dominican oligarchy and agricultural
elite (Mariñez 1993).

The report indicates that the significance of the river Yaque del Norte
to livelihood in places such as influential Santiago was grasped as early as
1910. The report also blames the handful of residents (ninety-five in total
in 1926) for the rapid demise of the forest, citing such activities as slash-
and-burn agriculture, fire, montería, and the search for wild honey as the
fundamental threats to the water sources. Interestingly, there is no mention
whatsoever of corporate logging, which had been affecting the region
since the turn of the century (Martínez 1990; Dotzauer 1993). It is impor-
tant to note that the major loggers in the area were also the elite families
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from Santiago. Nevertheless, it was the campesinos who were cast as the
threat to nature and, by extension, to the livelihood of urban dwellers. In
their argument to create a protected area and remove residents, the authors
state: “The case of the Yaque del Norte is clear and precise. Half the nation
lives off the Yaque. Should the interests of this large portion of the population
be sacrificed to the misguided interests of half a dozen miserable souls that we
will discuss below and that with no mercy whatsoever are destroying the
very sources of this indispensable and legendary river?” (Pérez Rancier 1972,
117). Here area residents were not only dehumanized (miserable souls),
but also pitted against the interests of the urban population and agricultural
producers in the lower regions of the Cibao. The approximately one hun-
dred residents (who had been driven into the Cordillera largely as a result
of losing their lowland plots to large landholders and foreign sugar planta-
tions, or because they were recruited to work for the logging industry), and
the work they did to subsist, single-handedly became a threat to “half the
nation.” The land, the nation, and elite interests became their victims. At
the same time, completely absent from the reports was the fact that the prin-
cipal threat to the conservation of the water sources for elite Santiagueros
was, in reality, the logging activities of elite Santiagueros themselves.

Why are the expeditions of Don Juan important to Cienaguera/o
thinking about local knowledge? The discourses of “campesinos as
threat”—and the rescue of the land, the nation, and elite interests that
these discourses engendered—have not only informed policy making for
decades, but also helped shape local knowledge about work, develop-
ment, and progress in La Ciénaga. While the region suffered a great deal
more deforestation at the hands of government and private logging in the
1940s and 1950s, conservation discourses have painted the local residents
as responsible for damage to the forest area (Lynch 2006; Kustudia 1997).
This has yielded a variety of measures, such as relocation of families,
threats of relocating entire communities, increased surveillance of the
region, establishment of a military post in the area, and state purchase of
all the land surrounding the water sources to create a protected area.
Many local subsistence practices have been prohibited—among them
hunting, shifting agriculture, and extraction of plant matter from the park
(including medicinal plants and fuel wood). Silvina, a Cienaguera in her
early sixties, spoke of how reforestation occurred during the Balaguer
regime in the 1970s: “[Foresta, the militarized forest service,] planted pine
trees wherever they felt like it. Because you see all those pine trees planted
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there—all of those are planted on someone’s property. Foresta did not
buy land here to plant trees. They came in here and if you had a plot of
yuca they would chop it down and plant pine trees right there inside the
yuca. And that is why you see these hills planted with pines, but all of that
land, all of it, has its owner.” Silvina’s account highlights the (often silenced)
antagonism between peasants and conservation efforts. Conservation efforts
quickly became another means by which to subvert peasant mobility, liter-
ally restricting and managing peasants’ subsistence activities in ways that
have ultimately made survival largely dependent on wage work. Not only
did the national government “actively promote” reforestation with the
help of Foresta, but it also completely eliminated residents’ access to trees;
absolutely no tree, in or outside the park area, can be cut without permis-
sion from the government. Failure to comply with these measures leads to
harsh punishments. For these reasons, among others, it is common to hear
people say that the forest and campesinos are “enemies.”

For Cienaguera/os, Don Juan was an explorer. In one interview I
conducted, his encounter with the park was even called la conquista (the
conquest). Quite an apt metaphor, given that his arrival implied radical
changes for those who lived off land that became protected at his recom-
mendation. And in the telling of the history of the park, he is also
invoked as “the man who made the reserve” (el que hizo el vedado). The
language of conservation present in the Pérez Rancier documents is also
present in talk in La Ciénaga today. For instance, one older male resident
told me proudly: “Everyone depends on this water [pointing to the
Yaque]; even if you buy a plantain that was grown in the south, you can
buy the plantain because we are taking care of this water.”4 As I discuss in
Chapter 1, the possibilities for well-being in La Ciénaga have long been
linked with forest policy, which has historically attempted to shape and
reshape the local economy according to various national and international
pressures. The rural economy was disrupted by the elimination of slash-
and-burn agriculture, the operation and later closing of corporate sawmills,
and the growth of large agribusiness. Tourism and conservation have evolved
simultaneously and in an intertwined manner and, especially following
the creation of the national park in 1956, have been sold as the panacea to
the problems faced by community members. In this context, community
subsistence and farming are the enemies of the forest. Cash-generating
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activities, such as farming, and subsistence activities, such as the gathering
of wood and medicinal plants in the reserve, “destroy” the forest.

While conservation measures have demonized subsistence practices
and even led to legislation against them, the competitive and increasingly
corporate and import-based Dominican agricultural market has made it
impossible to live from small commercial farming. Tourism, by contrast,
offers men an option. Tourism can transform male local residents into
“protectors of the forest”: they become guides (protectors), rather than
farmers (enemies). Additionally, tourism requires no long-term time or
cash investment and no land, and it gives immediate cash in return. This
is extremely attractive to men, particularly young men, who do not have
money to invest in seeds, fertilizer, pesticides, or transportation of products,
and to the increasing numbers of men who do not own land at all. Finally,
prior to incorporation into agricultural production, masculine peasant
honor rested on men’s ability as hunters and mountaineers, and a great deal
of pride, especially for older guides, rests on knowing the ins and outs of
the mountainside (see also Bonó 1968). Guide work offers men a recon-
nection to masculinity as it existed in the past, and as a hope for the future.

Women are also expected to protect the forest, yet the forest offers
them a much less enticing friendship. Women are rarely the direct bene-
ficiaries of tourism, so to recommend a transformation of the economy
is to recommend the further marginalization of women. Conservation
measures have restricted rural women’s access to medicinal plants and fuel
wood, and their control over household well-being is circumscribed by
the increasing importance of a cash economy to which they have little or
no access. What has been documented by feminist development scholar-
ship around the world (Sen and Grown 1987) holds true in La Ciénaga:
in an agricultural economy women were more able to handle household
basic needs themselves. For instance, as Kata told me: “The life of a woman
is being at home; she has to cook, she has to clean, she has to take care of
the kids. That’s her life because here there isn’t even a [free-trade] zone
for me to work in—you can’t earn a living anywhere. You could only
earn a living when there was coffee, you would go pick coffee—or when
they planted beans, you would go and put in a day picking beans and earn
a handful of beans. But now there is none of that. Now there is nothing
for anyone.” Their paid and unpaid labor in an agricultural economy gave
women control over their basic needs, while a tourism economy, in
Kata’s assessment, provides “nothing for anyone.” In other words, with
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people growing very little other than tayota, they are forced to depend on
cash to buy food—and on men to earn it. In the early 1990s Foresta
donated one hundred stoves and gas tanks to residents. This measure—
meant to decrease dependence on the forest and, as a bonus, ease women’s
workload—took subsistence once again out of the hands of women.
While they once could gather wood to ensure that food could be cooked
for the family, now they rely on men’s cash earnings to buy gas to fill the
tanks. Conservation measures increase reliance on cash, and in an economy
in which there are few opportunities for women, conservation measures
increase women’s reliance on men for subsistence.

tourism and the protection of the forest

Of the governmental and nongovernmental organizations (ngos) with an
ongoing presence in La Ciénaga, only one is not a conservation-based
organization. In other words, the people are of concern only inasmuch as
they affect the ecological space that they inhabit. ngos concerned with
conservation have been proponents of tourism and collaborated with the
National Parks Department on training, trail maintenance, and even the
placing of a two-year Peace Corps volunteer to work with the guides on
national resource management. The presence of environmental and
tourist organizations, combined with a history of demonization of local
agricultural practices, has important implications for the way development
is understood in La Ciénaga. In May 2000, I attended an “ecotourism”
training for guides in La Ciénaga. The training was meant to be the first
in a series to certify the guides as ecotourism guides. In this training they
would receive information about first aid, sustainable development, and
what might be called “customer service”—how to treat tourists. In the
introduction, the director of national parks discussed the importance of
tourism for the economy of the area and explicitly stated that tourism
could eventually come to replace agricultural production as a means of
subsistence for residents of La Ciénaga.

The hopes placed on tourism by both men and women are high. The
interviews I conducted repeatedly suggested that tourism is seen as bene-
ficial for the community. For instance, Jacinto stated, “When there is no
tourism this place is dead. Because there is no production here—only the
tayota and most of it through debts to the bank.” Chela also discussed
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tourism by contrasting it with the lack of possibilities of surviving through
agriculture: “[The tourists] bring a lot of resources to the community.
Whoever has a mule rents it and makes a little money, and when money
comes into the community we all benefit. If this Armando Bermúdez Park
did not exist, this Pico Duarte, the situations here would be much more
sad. Because now the only thing we have is a lot of tayota planted and
that is not yielding profit.” Among those I interviewed there was only
one exception to the speakers who communicated the sense that tourism
was positive, a woman who claimed that all that tourists left was trash.
Jesusita stated that tourism was “good for the people who go and earn
some money, for those of us who don’t, it isn’t. All that’s left for us is the
trash they bring with them and toss around here.” As I discuss later in this
chapter, when benefits from tourism are available to women, they appear
to be, upon first glance, mediated by men’s relationships with tourists.
Thus, for Jesusita, whose husband did not travel to Pico Duarte, it was
unlikely that she would benefit either directly or indirectly from tourism.

While Jesusita was not involved in the tourist economy, there are ways
in which women do participate. They sometimes host or cook for tourists
or even rent a mule, if they have one. However, the work of housing and
cooking is not formalized. While the guides have fixed park-sanctioned
rates for guide work and mule rental, no such rate exists for cooking or
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housing tourists. This is certainly consistent with the devaluing of house-
hold labor across the globe, as well as with the assumption that household
labor is an extension of women’s natural being and, as such, does not
require cash compensation. The women of La Ciénaga often leave it at
the discretion of the tourists whether to pay or not to pay, although the
women do expect to be paid. In conversations with Cienagueras they
revealed not only that they expected to be paid (even when they told
people they did not), but also that they had clear ideas about what their
labor was worth. They often compared notes and were outraged by
tourist cheapness or impressed by generosity, but there was no formalized
way to ensure that their labor was compensated in a consistent manner.
To date, the National Parks Department, or Parques (Parks), as it is called,
has not proposed a way to integrate women into the local tourist econ-
omy. Conservation-Parks collaborations have worked with women on
small agriculture projects, but not on tourism—reinforcing the status of
men as wage earners while capping women’s access to wages. However, it
should be noted that several kilometers downstream, women entered into
a restaurant project meant to formalize exactly these services. Sociologist
Claudia Scholz (2002) provides an excellent discussion of the challenges
encountered by this project.

el enlace: the gendered tourist-patron network

Thus far, I have tried to show that the historical relationship between
Cienaguera/os and discourses of conservation, coupled with the decreasing
possibilities for subsistence that is based on paid and unpaid agricultural
work, has increased local interest in the tourist economy in La Ciénaga.
This is the case despite the fact that the heavy tourist season is very short
(limited, for the most part, to January and Easter Week) and that the
income-earning possibilities for women are few and are generally mediated
by men’s relationships to tourists. However, my data indicate that the tourist
economy is much more complicated than the exchange of money for
mules and a guide. Tourism has created a network among local guides and
middle- and upper-class Dominican ecotourists. I argue that the existence
of this gendered tourist-patron network, and the opportunities it implies, is
the third factor influencing local understandings of, and engagement with,
the tourist economy. The gendered tourist-patron network generates at
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least two types of resources: first, immediate access to tourist money, and
second, the formation of long-standing tourist-patron relationships.

The first resource, immediate access to tourist money, is understood as a
combination of labor exchanged for cash, such as guide work or mule
rental, and the “generous” gestures of tourists, such as handing a local child
money or distributing sacks of food or used clothes. This “assistance” is
often referred to in La Ciénaga as lo da’o and is understood as that which is
not worked for, but given for free. The work women do, because of its lack
of institutionalization within the tourist economy (and its devaluing in more
general terms), straddles lo da’o and labor exchanged for cash. In other
words, the work women do for tourists is not seen as work, and it is often
not clear that it is being performed in exchange for cash. As a result, women
are particularly vulnerable to accusations of being lazy or dependent on lo
da’o. Moreover, because of women’s limited access to paid work, they are
more likely to use lo da’o as a primary source of well-being. I discuss this in
detail below. While women’s structural position within the local economy
makes lo da’o particularly significant to their negotiation of well-being,
when discussing the benefits of tourism for the region, men and women
alike understood formal exchange and lo da’o as equally important, and the
lines between the two were often blurred. The following observation was
made by Chiquín in our interview:

We didn’t used to have the ties we do now. Now there have been
a lot of changes, now a group of tourists comes, and what happens?
The tourists like to make friends with kids and old people. They
see a little kid hanging around and start playing around with him
and almost any tourist takes out a hundred pesos—“Here, get
yourself a piece of bread.” That means that there is more develop-
ment, we are improved, there is more development because there
are more ways to earn a living, the atmosphere is better. There is
more consciousness, we are more conscious about nature, about
taking care of nature because that is what gives us life. That’s why
I see everything better.

In Chiquín’s account, as in the tour-guide training, development is equated
with consciousness about conservation and access to cash. Access to tourist
money is understood as a “way to make a living.” There is no distinction
made between cash generated in formal exchange of mules or labor and
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that generated by the tourist’s handing a child a hundred pesos. In other
words the benefits of tourism are understood as a combination of formal
labor and lo da’o, and when discussing progress in the community the two
are understood as equally important. Moreover, the enlace Chiquín describes,
and which I define as the gendered tourist-patron network, refers to “ties”
with tourists both short term—as in the case above—and long term. I use
the term tourist-patron to describe a group of people, generally Dominicans
of middle- or upper-class background, who are frequent visitors to the park
and who over the years have developed close relationships with their guides
and guide families. Status and fame as a guide will influence the amount of
enlace that you have, as well as your class position in the community.

When a neighbor invited me over for a can of Campbell’s soup, because
she figured that after two months I needed a change from the usual rice and
beans, I learned that her husband, who was a guide, often brought home
food items that were not consumed on trips. I later learned that the fringe
benefits of trips included flashlights, boots, tents, backpacks—anything a
tourist felt the guide might need. As guides developed relationships with
tourists who returned once or twice a year, much more finely tuned systems
of patronage were developed. This was especially true for older guides who
had regular trips. One guide, Baltazar, spoke of his relationships with visitors
from outside La Ciénaga: “I have worked a lot—I have lived many years
with necessities galore. All of these kids, I have raised them struggling,
struggling, struggling. The only thing I have, I am going to tell you, is that
I am a millionaire without five cents because I have a lot of people. Lots
of people all over, and where I have said, ‘I need this,’ nobody has ever
said no. Thank God.” For Baltazar, wealth is in his connections with net-
works of tourist-patrons on whom he is able to call in times of trouble.
Another guide spoke of calling on a friend when a relative was in jail, and
the friend/tourist was able to negotiate a lesser sentence for the relative.
The enlace, therefore, is about more than cash: relationships with patron-
tourists have also helped guides and guide families through yearly cash
donations; assistance in finding kids jobs in the city; ways out of legal
problems; support with medical bills; access to treatments, building materials,
and so forth. These relationships involve access to resources and power,
thus constituting an important local form of social capital (Bourdieu 1986;
see also Auyero 2002). This is possible because of the many elite visitors,
including military officers, politicians, and businesspeople, who frequent
the park. As one resident put it during our interview: “A lot of important
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people have come here—truly, important people” (Aquí ha venido mucha
gente grande—grande de verdad).

These resources and power available to Cienaguera/os are very much
gendered. Several women I interviewed had spent part of their adoles-
cence working, or working and studying, in the home of a tourist-patron
in Santiago or the capital. Generally, they were “lent” (prestada) or “rented”
(alquilada) as domestic workers when they were young girls between ten and
fifteen years old and were “given” the opportunity to study (“Me dieron los
estudios” [They gave me my education]).5 Because schooling only reaches
sixth grade, it is necessary to travel to continue education, and this is an
expense few people in this area can cover. Assistance from a tourist-patron is
one of the few ways to study beyond sixth grade. Sofía spoke of a tourist
who has been traveling with her husband for years and has offered to take
their daughter to Santo Domingo to study when she is old enough.

Sofía: A man, one from [the capital] that travels with [my husband],
those people said they were coming supposedly to look for her.
Supposedly so she can start studying. Yeah, because he asked her,
“What are your aspirations? What do you want to be?” And so she
said, “Well, I aspire to be a cashier.” And he says, “What makes you
think”—because he, you see, didn’t understand, and thought—
thought that she meant she was aspiring to that now. She says, “I
aspire to be a cashier”; he says, “And what makes you think a
peasant girl”—because you see, in my house, look, [laughs] he is
really a joker, my God! And anyone believes what he says—and
he’s joking around. He says, “What makes you think that a peasant
girl can become a cashier, just like that, without studying?” And so
[my husband] says: “No, she’s saying that she is going to study for
that.” And he says, “Oh, well then, say that.” He says, “Oh, I was
not understanding.”

. . . He’s supposedly going to come to get her when she fin-
ishes all her classes.
lc: And will you let her go?
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Sofía: [Silence] Well, I have to see, if—with—with whom one
can send a girl outside of here.
lc: And is it to help her with her studies or to marry her?
Sofía: No, to help her study.
lc: He has his own family—
Sofía: [Interrupts] He treats us like—as if he were our son, that
man. He travels with my husband to the Pico and one time he
went to my house and he said to me, “You cannot have any
more babies, you can’t have any more kids.” And he says, “Here,
take this so that you can have yourself examined.” He gave me
five hundred pesos and he said, “I am going to pay for your ster-
ilization.” Look, you see him and you say . . . he’s crazy is what
he is. And each time he goes to my house he does not leave
without leaving my husband a thousand pesos or two thousand.
He has it, so he can do it.
lc: Are you going to have the operation with the five hundred
or did you spend it?
Sofía: [Laughs] I spent it.

Clearly, as relationships develop, tourists become a part of the lives of
Cienaguera/os and develop opinions about and claims on their lives. Sofía
explains that the tourist’s joking with the family, as well as his generosity,
were signs of his close relationship with them. He took on the role of
caretaker as if he were a son, and this relationship licensed him to have
opinions about their lives, particularly the women’s. Interestingly, his
concern seemed to be with population control, a concern that is consis-
tent with his own presumed love of nature as an ecotourist. Therefore, in
this case, conservation of the land translates into control over women’s
bodies. For if the daughter studies, she can become a cashier (rather than
a muchacha de campo) and avoid becoming a threat by having “too many”
babies. The husband, however, as guide, is cast as protector of the land
and thus the patronage he receives is not bound by the same terms and
conditions. While the respondent is unsure whether she will send her
daughter with the tourist-patron, and she used the sterilization money at
her own discretion, she speaks of him and their relationship fondly. This
can be seen through her repeated interruptions of her story to ensure that
I will not misconstrue his intentions. In our conversation she accords him
some degree of status as a son, both caretaker and patriarch, and as such
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she defends his joking, but she regards the decisions about her body and
her daughter as ultimately her own.

Chiquín, an older guide, also likened tourist-patron networks to family
relationships. When I asked him how he and his family had benefited from
the tourist industry, he responded: “I have a lot of tourists, but I have two
or three that are from [the city]—one of them comes every year to bring
me my Three Kings’ gift. He brings me my envelope. He got attached to
me one time that I took him to the Pico. That man thought that I was
one of his kids. That check comes every Christmas with over a thousand
pesos inside. I am extremely grateful to that man.” Here again, the benefits
of formal exchange and tourist-patron relationships are blurred because
bonds of caring and affinity grow between a few regular tourists and resi-
dents. Chiquín, as a male guide, can benefit both from labor exchange and
from tourist patronage. Whether residents truly come to regard tourists as
family members, or feel that tourists regard them as family, cannot be known,
but clearly some degree of mutual commitment, albeit within unequal
relations of power, develops. I found this to be evident as I observed the
interactions between several residents and long-standing tourists, as well
as in observing how the absence of those who stopped visiting was felt
and commented upon. It is important to note that tourist-patrons also
stand to gain from their participation in gendered tourist-patron networks.
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Tourist-patrons are guaranteed personalized attention when visiting the
area, a sense of having participated in improving someone’s quality of life,
and, for many, the feeling of supporting unspoiled nature—the park—
and what is seen by some as the “simple” and “humble” way of life that
surrounds it.

gendered tourist-patron networks 
and community well-being

As I have discussed, there is no clear boundary between what is formal
labor (cash for services) and what is “charity” when it comes to the benefits
of tourism. And, as I have also argued, this is especially true for women’s
labor, which is not formalized in the way that male guide work is. There-
fore, while there appear to be only marginal opportunities for women in
the tourist economy, they have very high and particular stakes in tourist-
patron networks. Additionally, while access to the tourist economy, such as
mule rental or even cooking for tourists, is mediated by men’s relationships
to tourists, lo da’o represents an entry point for women that can be direct,
and also directed by them independently from men. For these reasons,
women have developed particular ways of engaging with tourist patronage,
as well as with lo da’o more generally. I use the word engagement because
I wish to complicate the notion of dependence on “charity/assistance.”
This dependence is not passive, nor is it passively accepted. Moreover, it
is something that presents contradictions for residents of La Ciénaga, par-
ticularly those involved in community organizing, since at the local level
it is seen to solve problems as well as create them. There is a dialectic
between national projects, such as conservation projects, and local inter-
pretations of conservation, development, and politics that creates a space for
lo da’o and shapes Cienaguera/o common sense about work and progress.
It is a myth to believe that getting things free is a passive process; as I will
show below, getting things for free requires a great deal of work. Moreover,
“free” things often come attached to strings that require accountability,
action, or further negotiation (this can be seen above in Sofía’s discussion).
It is interesting to note that in universities, corporations, nonprofit agencies,
and even freelance work, “getting things for free” is often called fund-raising,
and entire offices exist to facilitate this process, which is coincidentally
referred to as development. Yet for people who do not operate out of
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offices, it is called begging, dependence on charity, or a host of similarly
unflattering names. In La Ciénaga getting things for free occurs on a per-
sonal and community scale. In fact, being a member of an association is,
among other things, meant to ensure access to free stuff. Thus, being
associated is especially useful for women, whose access to tourism is much
more limited and thus requires creative entry points.

When Asociación Nueva Esperanza (ane), the local women’s associa-
tion, wanted to build a new school, the Education Ministry required that
the group buy the land itself. It was ane that bought a plot of land and
pressured the government to build a new school in La Ciénaga. Fund-
raising was done in a multipronged manner. Countless trips (on which a
large sum of ane funds was spent) to the municipal offices in a nearby
town yielded some support, but not enough to finance the project. The
local government, which promised to help finance the school, did not do
so, because they felt the land was not adequate. So while the women were
empowered to know their rights and the government agency responsible
for their area, they were unable to get their funds through the formal
channels for community development. The tourist economy proved to
be an important source of funding for the school, which has now been
completed.6 Two of the women I interviewed spoke of raising funds by
standing with a rope across the road that leads to the park and stopping
tourist cars to explain their effort to build a school. Another woman
whom I interviewed approached tourist-patrons, regulars with her husband,
and got their financial support. The people she approached were carefully
selected; in other words, she was not randomly asking people for contri-
butions. Rafaela, the respondent quoted below, discussed how the money
was raised and said she herself would not have been able to do what they
did; she saw them as having special skills or character that enabled them
to carry out fund-raising efforts for the school.

We went back to work—let’s ask this guy who can help us, “Hey,
hey, can’t you give us something more, let’s see.” Delegations
were sent to the municipal office—the present representative—
and supposedly he was going to give four thousand pesos, and we
spent three thousand on the delegations, just to see. The Rotary
Club gave us four thousand, they are starting to get involved here
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[in this region]. Also another member—there were some doctors
that traveled with her husband and she asked them, and right
away they chipped in with six thousand pesos, that same day;
boom-boom, right away they gave us the money. And that’s how
we were able to get the school here. Because if not, we were not
going to build it. We were going to lose the opportunity. They
told us, “If you don’t have the land, we will go build it some-
where else.” And then what? Us left with nothing?

. . . So it was ask here, ask there—and we couldn’t get the
money together. The women, not me, because I am too shy, I
cannot ask for stuff like that [laughing], I would die of embar-
rassment. But Chela—they would hold a rope across the road
and say, “Hey, hey, come on and cooperate with this!” Well, one
person gave five hundred, another gave three hundred, and that is
how we raised the twenty thousand to buy [the land].

These efforts are indicative of the amount of labor and the systematic
approaches that are involved in raising funds. In the case of the school,
tourism was tapped; that is, the women, whose access to the tourist
economy is limited, found creative ways to obtain access to it. Ideally, in
the eyes of many Cienaguera/os, being organized creates a different way
of thinking about the tourist economy wherein the benefits of patronage
can be filtered through an institution and more evenly distributed. And
so when an organization or its leaders fail to do this, as I will discuss
below, it is seen as a major shortcoming and is a frequent source of crit-
icism of associations, including ane, and their leadership.

hurricane george and the mobilization of 
tourist-patron assistance

The benefits of tourism and the gendered tourist-patron networks are not
limited to the tourist season. Largely as a result of local ties with tourists,
politicians, and Cielo Abierto, a group of friends and tourists that became
an ngo, residents of La Ciénaga were the recipients of a fair amount of
assistance following Hurricane George in 1998, receiving zinc for roofs,
food, water, medicine, clothing, and other items. Immediately following
the hurricane, members of Cielo Abierto, who are very critical of lo da’o,
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were at the forefront of hurricane relief efforts in La Ciénaga. Hurricane
George became a structural opening for the negotiation of well-being; it
represented a moment of increased access to resources that were always in
demand and rarely made available in the community.7 By making this argu-
ment I do not wish to underplay the very real crisis caused by Hurricane
George. The losses were great. Large and small animals were killed; crops
into which farmers had invested large loans were lost; homes, schools,
roads, and bridges were completely destroyed. Thankfully, no human
lives were lost—other regions of the country were not as fortunate. In the
weeks following the hurricane no food or drinking water was available.
Because the roads were destroyed, food could not be delivered to the
colmados and the river water was not potable. The few crops that survived
the storms could not be taken to market, because there was no road access;
some tayota was taken down on mules, but the market price was not
worth the expenses incurred on the trip. In the long run many farmers
have not been able to repay the lenders for the crops they lost, and some
have even found their mules being dragged away by angry debt collectors.
National and international hurricane relief came by way of helicopter,
mules, and human assembly lines (including several sets of tourists who

53
encounters

7. In addition, emergency relief came by way of international agencies such as the Red
Cross and the U.S. Agency for International Development. I discuss these projects in the 
following chapter.

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 53



had mobilized to get supplies to residents) across the river, which is crossed
numerous times to get to La Ciénaga.

The aftermath of the hurricane highlighted one of the significant
problems that lo da’o represents for local organizations and outside ngos.
In interviews, many of the organized respondents (that is, members of
associations) suggested that one of the major weaknesses of ane was that
the majority of its members only showed up when something was being
given away. There was very low turnout for the bimonthly meetings or if
there was work to be done. During the time period of my fieldwork,
approximately twenty-five of the members attended meetings regularly
and could be counted on for work. In other words, just more than a third
of the membership could be considered “active.” During the aftermath of
the hurricane seven members left ane, including four active members.
The membership loss was the result of conflicts over zinc that was donated
to the association for distribution among those who had lost all or part of
their homes to the hurricane. The zinc dispute emerged in various inter-
view narratives as a response to my inquiry about the successes and failures
of ane. Respondents from the coordinating body of ane said that most
of those who lost their homes were given zinc for their roofs, but that
there was a gray area in which extra zinc was given to other members of
the association. One respondent who left the association described the
zinc dispute to me in detail, saying that while she was angry that she did
not get zinc, she would have understood if it had really gone to the victims.
Ester left the organization, not because she did not receive zinc, but because
ane leaders had given the zinc to people who did not need it, and who
had not been associated or active as long as she had. She stated: “There
were people who [a member] gave zinc to that sold the zinc because they
didn’t know what to do with it. So I was upset about that. One day they
gave [another member] five sheets of zinc and right then she showed up
right here in my own house trying to sell it to me because she knew I
was doing this [building].” This respondent’s own reading of the situation
was that because she and her neighbors were sureñas (people from the
south of the country), they were not valued as highly even though they
had been members since ane’s inception.8 These women felt that they
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were discriminated against in a time of crisis because of their status as
“outsiders” in the community. Two current members of ane brought up
the zinc dispute in interviews, claiming that they did not get any zinc
despite having significant losses. Both respondents said they did not leave
the association, even though they were angry, because as one put it, “I
am not associated to get free stuff.” The implication is that those who left
did so on the basis of not receiving zinc. However, those who left raised
legitimate criticisms of the process, indicating that they did not leave
merely because they did not get anything. Rather, it was the case that the
distribution process reflected a hierarchy within the association, and within
the community in general, that they found unacceptable. Even those who
do not see free stuff as a primary reason to be associated do expect that
the fair distribution of goods is the responsibility of the leadership. In this
case, saying that members who left just wanted everything da’o became a
way to dismiss possible shortcomings in the distribution process and
inequalities within the community more generally. Similarly, presenting
the notion that Cienaguera/os want everything da’o is an easy way for
modernizing development discourses to dismiss the lack of resident par-
ticipation in projects without engaging in critical examination of the
value and appropriateness of the projects themselves.

So while disaster relief solved many problems following the hurricane,
it created a fair number as well. It became a major point of crisis in ane,
and a faction of members was lost—active members who felt that they
had been overlooked by the association in a time of crisis. According to
many members of the community, one man alone (not a member of ane)
collected about two hundred sheets of zinc by tapping into his networks
of tourist-patrons. According to some, it was by using the caricaturized
discourses of nothing—by telling each person about his plight and claiming
that he had not received any assistance at all. One elderly woman, Doña
Luisa, told me, every time she saw me, throughout the entire year, that
she was very sick and had not received any help (“Ninguna ayuda de
nada”). In a conversation with an ane leader, the elderly woman’s name
came up, and I said, “Oh yes, she is very sick, it seems, and she did not
get any help for her house—she tells me that every time she sees me.”
The ane leader laughed and responded that everyone joked about that
woman and several other residents because they had a reputation for
doing this. The leader felt that this made the rest of the community look
bad. She said, “They’ll even cry if they think someone who is not from
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here might help them.” More than being an embarrassment, for this leader
this presented a significant political problem, because she was responsible
for fair distribution of the donations. To have people say they had not
received help—when they had—undermined her credibility as a leader
in her organization and community. In Chapter 3, I discuss the signifi-
cance and uses of nada; I argue that while the discourses of nothing are,
indeed, used to get free stuff, they are also points of critique that reflect
the complicated relationship that residents have to visitors and projects.

conclusion

In this chapter I have been concerned with how markets, conservation,
ecotourism, and local lived practice have been articulated to create a local
investment in tourism as the road to “progress” and “well-being” in La
Ciénaga de Manabao. I have addressed two related questions: How can
the investment in tourism in La Ciénaga, in the face of the seemingly
limited returns it provides, be explained? And how do people whose
means of livelihood (subsistence agriculture, small farming) is becoming
increasingly displaced, and who choose not to migrate in search of work
(in free-trade zones or service), meet their basic needs? To answer these
questions I have taken on two powerful narratives in the development
discourse of the region. The first is that residents of La Ciénaga are the
enemies of the forest. Historically in the Dominican Republic, a good
peasant, indeed a good (male) rural citizen, was a productive agricultural
worker (Baud 1995; Rosario 1983; Gonzalez 1993; Turits 1997). Yet small-
scale and subsistence farmers—who failed to produce large quantities for the
market, were most likely employing swidden agricultural techniques, and
had been driven increasingly closer to water sources in search of land and
autonomy—were cast as a threat to the economy, the environment, and the
nation. The criminalization of subsistence agriculture has woven itself with
the discourses of conservation and ecotourism to create a narrative of rescue.
In this narrative, local people are rescued from poverty and, simultaneously,
the forest and the nation are rescued from them. However unable the rescue
narrative is, in practice, to provide livelihood for a majority of the residents
of La Ciénaga, it has helped create a space for ecotourism in “local knowl-
edge” about work, development, and progress in the area.
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The second important narrative I challenge is that Cienaguera/os do
not want to work, and want everything da’o. This trope resonates with
well-known, and still influential, modernist assumptions about the lack of
“work ethic” of third-world, particularly third-world rural, peoples. My
findings suggest that Cienaguera/os both work and want to work and that
the more crucial question is, What constitutes worthwhile work? I argue
that gendered tourist patronage—which emerges from and is enabled by
the rescue narrative—is both hard work and worthwhile work. Tourist
patronage, in the face of limited options, not only represents a significant
stream of incoming resources, but also allows some area residents to
negotiate the terms of their well-being. Sofía used the sterilization money
she obtained from the tourist-patron on something else entirely. A school
was deemed to be necessary by the residents, and so the money was raised.
The zinc that arrived in La Ciénaga was distributed to those residents
deemed to be most in need by the leader of the women’s association.
These examples indicate that women, in particular, employ patronage as a
means to negotiate family and community well-being in a way that is
simply not available to them through other channels. While this practice
solves some problems, such as women’s lack of access to resources, it creates
and reinforces others, including existing inequalities based on class and
status in the community. Moreover, tourist patronage allows the state to
relinquish responsibility for the welfare of its citizenry, even while patronage
is also a partial response to this problem. I do not argue that this is a practice
that in the long run is sustainable, equitable, or just. What I do suggest is
that analysis of gendered patronage helps answer questions about how
local knowledges about development are created and work on the fringes
of sanctioned capitalist exchange (see also Tsing 1993). The viability of
various nontourist projects can be read as limited in part because of local
investment in ecotourism—which has been created through the articulation
of a variety of local, national, and global processes. This poses an interesting
dilemma for development workers and certainly for development theorists.
Additionally, it reveals how local people and local knowledge, the intended
beneficiaries (or victims, depending on one’s perspective) of development,
do not simply participate or resist in the development landscape, but actively
reshape and redefine its possibilities.
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La Ciénaga is remote, but not quite forgotten. It is not
quite forgotten because, as I have already stated, it is located
in the buffer zone of a major national park that protects one
of the most important sources of water for the country’s
agricultural lands—the Yaque watershed, or Cuenca Alta
del Yaque. This location makes the area, and sometimes
the residents, the targeted beneficiaries of a good deal of
international funding, which is filtered through national
nongovernmental organizations (ngos). Almost all the ngos
and governmental organizations carrying out projects in
the area are environment and conservation focused. They
include a wide range of players, from the U.S. Agency 
for International Development (usaid) and the Nature

Conservancy to powerful Dominican entities such as the Institúto Supe-
rior de Agricultura (isa) and Foresta (the forestry service) to small ngos
such as Cielo Abierto. Between 1998 and 2001, I saw a variety of projects
come to or through the area. These included a chicken coop project, a
pottery project, a greenhouse, an ecotourism workshop for guides, rabbits,
small vegetable gardens, latrines, aqueducts, coffee-improvement loans,
bean-improvement loans, reforestation, a credit union, and an organic-
farming course. Small-scale agricultural production and sustainability were
at the center of the development agenda for this region.

3
disjunctures:

why “nothing ever comes to la ciénaga”
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In the early stages of my fieldwork, as I was trying to map the develop-
ment landscape in the region, I often casually asked people what I thought
was a fairly straightforward question: “What [development] projects are
here in La Ciénaga?” To this question I most often received such answers
as “My God, Light, nothing ever comes here!” (Adio, Light, aqui nunca
llega nada) and “Jesús Christian! Almost nothing ever comes here” (¡Jesús
Cristiana! Aqui casimente no llega nada). While this seemed an objective
question that, I thought, should have a concrete answer such as “Well, the
latrine, the greenhouse, the pottery,” Cienaguera/os provided much more
ambiguous answers, among them “Almost nothing.” The more time I
spent in the region, the more I became acquainted with the range of
projects and organizations present in the area. A few Peace Corps volun-
teers, a couple of extension workers from environmental ngos, and even
several scientists from the United States turned up. Additionally, people
began to talk about projects that were present or recently had been, though
they were not as visible on a regular basis: a banking cooperative, a refor-
estation project, a bean-planting project, and a coffee-improvement project
for crops, among several others. Given the quantity of stakeholders and
projects in the region, why was I, like many other visitors, told repeatedly
by residents that “nothing ever comes to La Ciénaga?”

To shed light on this interesting disjuncture between the myriad projects
that appeared to be present but were reported to be absent, I will first
analyze two distinct projects that I witnessed from beginning to end: the
greenhouse and the sawmill. I will then discuss the process by which
something might become nothing. Finally, using the example of the
2000 presidential elections, I will examine how “lack” is mobilized by
Cienaguera/os as a strategy to secure well-being and also by politicians
in an attempt to secure votes. I propose that the dominant narratives of
absence or lack that characterize representations of local development,
and that I term the discourses of nothing, are used in at least two important
ways: as critique and as survival strategy.

tale of two projects

The greenhouse and sawmill projects represent different types of presence
in the region and in the development landscape—a small ngo with a small
international funding organization and a large international funding
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organization with a well-known Dominican ngo partner, respectively.
Despite the differences between these projects, there are significant similar-
ities in their impact on life in La Ciénaga. The greenhouse came through
Cielo Abierto and a small informal Spanish ngo called Guaicaipura. This
project was largely informal, loosely organized, and funded by a small
organization rather than a large one. The sawmill (sinfin) project, which
was funded by usaid after Hurricane George, came via Pro-Natura, an
umbrella organization for a variety of environmentalist and conservationist
groups in the Dominican Republic. I have chosen these two examples
because they point to a pattern and show that the issues raised are not
specific to a particular agency or type of agency.

We Asked for a Truck; They Gave Us a Greenhouse

One of the projects that I was able to see through from beginning to end
was the greenhouse built in the summer of 2000. The greenhouse came
through Cielo Abierto, which had been trying to receive funding from a
Spanish ngo called Guaicaipura. Guaicaipura, an informal ngo with reli-
gious affiliations and access to funding in Spain, was composed of a small
team of caring and energetic young people. The greenhouse was the first
major project set up by Cielo Abierto. Before discussing Cienaguera/o
discourses about, and engagement with, the greenhouse project, I would
like to discuss the process by which the greenhouse arrived in La Ciénaga.
Lisani, a member of Cielo Abierto, spoke to me about this process:

We did not ask Guaicaipura for a greenhouse. The initial proposal
that we presented Guaicaipura with was for a truck—transporta-
tion. It was because of the need that you see there (you know
this), for transportation to come and go and move around outside
the community and in the same way transport their [agricultural]
products. So it was about seeing if we could, with this truck 
create a—a team, group, cooperative. They [ane members] could
manage a truck. I mean that was the first—that was the project
we submitted to Guaicaipura.

Guaicaipura was unable to find the money for that truck—so
since we also had the need for a community worker and that was
costing us a great deal, because it’s expensive—just to live in the
community—the trips, the bus tickets, it’s a cost that we cannot
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cover. So we submitted a proposal for a community worker,
those were our priorities. But Guaicaipura says no, that they can-
not fund community workers because the projects they fund
have to be things you can see, things that stay with time [pause];
work with people stays, but you don’t know how to measure it.
You cannot take a picture of the work that happens inside people’s
heads—how their knowledge has grown or their way of thinking,
I mean, you cannot take a picture of it and you cannot present it
to those organizations. So they said they could not fund that either;
that what they could do was this: a greenhouse.

Lourdes Bueno (1993) has pointed out that this problem of locally deter-
mined needs not matching with the funding priorities of donor institutions
is a significant problem for rural development projects in the Dominican
Republic. Gauging from interviews with respondents and conversations
with ane members and ex-members, the work that Cielo Abierto had done
best, with the help of the community worker whom they hired with money
from their own pockets, was, indeed, to organize and empower commu-
nity members. Although they were unable to photograph or measure this
work, the residents’ narratives were a testament. For example, as Chela
put it in our interview: “We are very grateful to Cielo Abierto. They are
the people who have most opened up our knowledge. We were scared of
talking. Don’t you see how I am talking face to face with you? But in
those days even I would have been afraid to talk face to face with you.
You would’ve asked me something—[back then] there were people that
hid if they knew [someone] was coming around. They closed their door
so that you couldn’t see them and locked it.” As difficult as this was for me
to believe—I had arrived four years after the formation of ane and knew
the women to be generally quite vocal, empowered, and assertive—this
sentiment was repeated by many members of ane. Cielo Abierto had
been working in the area, and unlike other organizations it had focused on
empowerment, literacy, and community building. Ironically, feeling pressure
to have something concrete, its members chose a project that they were not
prepared for, leaving them and myself wondering whether and when
something is, in fact, better than nothing.

The project was set up, the dates for the arrival of Guaicaipura were
announced, and the community was informed of the plans to build a
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greenhouse. Because I had spent most of my time in La Ciénaga during
the previous months, I learned of the greenhouse and all the details at the
ane–Cielo Abierto meetings along with Cienaguera/os. In subsequent
weeks I was invited to attend several planning meetings with Cielo
Abierto in Santo Domingo. During the planning meetings, I mentioned
that on the basis of the information given in the ane–Cielo Abierto
meetings, I felt that we—the residents of La Ciénaga who had been pre-
sent at the ane meetings and myself—did not clearly understand the
greenhouse project. However, in the joint ane–Cielo Abierto meetings,
community members did not ask many questions and clearly voiced that
they were in favor of building the greenhouse. When I asked ane mem-
bers about this outside the meetings, several said, “Que lo hagan” (Sure,
they should build it [emphasis mine]), and told me that its purpose was to
protect crops from the sun and rain. However, not one person spoke of
why it would be beneficial. When the women’s association leadership
checked with the local agronomist, he said he saw no need for a green-
house in the area. Upon the arrival of Guaicaipura to La Ciénaga, there
was a brief meeting during which Cielo Abierto introduced the group to
ane and reminded people that this greenhouse (the greenhouse that came
instead of a truck) was “of the community.” Therefore, all association
members should work with Guaicaipura, or “los españoles,” as they came
to be called, who had come such a long way to support the community.

In the second week of work, there were only a handful of community
members participating in the building of the greenhouse. When I asked
other residents, those who had not turned up to work, about the project,
they unequivocally said they thought it was “very important.” The gen-
eral understanding of the uses of the greenhouse remained murky. So
while there was funding and labor available from outside the community,
the community was not “giving importance” to the project, even though,
when asked, they spoke of its importance. In informal conversations with
one male community leader (not a member of ane) whom I visited on a
regular basis, he told me he thought the greenhouse was very important
and a good project. When I carried out a recorded interview with him I
asked about the greenhouse.

lc: What about the greenhouse work, what do you think of it?
Jacinto: I see it as a good thing. Because as long as [pause] I don’t
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know [pause] . . . There is one in Jarabacoa. Well, I think that
no, at least here, I don’t think it has a future. Here in this spot,
here in La Ciénaga. This is not the spot to have made that. [Gets
very quiet and pensive. I wait out the silence] Because what is
that for? To grow plants?
lc: A nursery . . .
Jacinto: Just like they came from Spain to make that greenhouse,
they could have brought the resources to keep it up, to get the
nursery started and help the growers plant. Because what I think
is that they made the greenhouse but the resources are not here,
because the association doesn’t have them and they are not here.
I don’t see it being successful—why? Because those women, I’m
going to call them the women, are going to begin to plant the
plants but they are going to get tired. When they plant one
thousand, two thousand plants and are fertilizing. [Pause] I don’t
see it, I don’t see it, I don’t see it.

The discussion with Jacinto reveals several things. Among them, unfortu-
nately, is his lack of faith in ane: despite the fact that there are several
men in ane, he calls the members of the organization “those women,”
insinuating that perhaps had the project gone to the (largely defunct)
men’s agricultural association, the project would be more viable. More-
over, he started by saying that he thought the greenhouse was a good
project, as he had done in the past. While he knew what the greenhouse
was used for, he did not understand the project—what were the goals
and objectives of building the greenhouse? And beyond that, with what
resources would the greenhouse be maintained? I had the same questions
as Jacinto’s, and the problem with this particular project was that there were
no plans beyond building the greenhouse. The construction would be done
by Guaicaipura during its one-month summer vacation. Thus, in some
ways the greenhouse resembled the tourist patronage that is common prac-
tice in La Ciénaga. It was a one-time donation made by visitors to the park.

Money and supplies are only a part of what a development project
means. People have hopes about the future of their communities; it is
necessary to talk about them, to talk about how and why and whether
the project of a greenhouse might be a part of those hopes. Despite the
fact that Cielo Abierto members felt pressured into the project, they did
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genuinely believe that something good could come of it, that a use could
be found for it. In fact, they held a brainstorming session with an agrono-
mist who specialized in organic production and was familiar with the area.
I was also present at this meeting and was encouraged by his optimism.
Nevertheless, the initial problem remained: there had been no conversation
with ane about its members’ (not to mention “the community’s”) own
needs, desires, and visions for the future. There was simply the assumption
that once the project began it was the responsibility of all to rally support.
Several times I heard both Guaicaipura and Cielo Abierto remind ane
members, “Remember, this is yours, this is for you.” The merits of a green-
house aside, how and by what process is it of the community? It was neither
born nor bred in La Ciénaga; it was handed over full grown and the com-
munity was asked to sacrifice itself to bathe, clothe, and love it as its own.

Hurricane Relief: “The President Came with a Sawmill”

Cielo Abierto members were extremely self-reflexive about the process
by which the greenhouse had arrived and about their role in a project that
went against their principles as an organization. And while they primarily
faulted their lack of experience and outside pressures, it is important to
note that the issues that emerged are not unique to them as members of
a small, inexperienced, and poorly funded ngo. Following Hurricane
George, long-standing conservation interests teamed up with emergency-
funding agencies to create relief projects, including latrines and aqueducts.
One of the projects that emerged from the crisis and had a significant
impact on the area was the sawmill project run by Pro-Natura. The project,
funded by usaid, was meant to help community members rebuild their
homes by giving them access to the trees that were knocked down by the
hurricane. The fallen trees had been immediately marked by Foresta with
a red F and made off-limits to the residents. I was unable to find out what
happened to this wood, though some was still on the side of the winding
dirt roads more than a year after the hurricane. The Pro-Natura project
to set up a sawmill in La Ciénaga—and, later, in several other communities
in the Manabao area—was intended to facilitate local access to lumber
at reduced costs. Additionally, Foresta, Junta Yaque, and each local spon-
soring association (ane in La Ciénaga) would be given a percentage of
the money made by the sawmill. The idea was that residents would be
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granted permission (not otherwise available) to take the trees damaged by
the hurricane and have them sawed into plywood at a low cost.

In reality, very few people were able to benefit from the sawmill. In inter-
views many people said that the sawmill was beneficial for the community.
However, many of the same respondents, as well as other people I spoke
to informally, said they were unable to saw wood, they lost money sawing
wood, or they were forced to sell a great deal of the wood to break even.
This is because while the project was set up to help residents rebuild their
homes, the cost of the process made it prohibitive for many. People paid to
saw the wood, they paid to transport the wood (by oxen) from the forest to
the sawmill, and they paid to transport the wood (by truck) from the
sawmill to their home or property.

Among those who sawed wood on credit were Rafaela and her husband.
They had wood sawed for themselves, thinking they would sell part of it to
break even, but they have not been able to sell any of it. They have not
been able to pay for the sawing services and while they try to sell the wood,
Rafaela must face the inquiries of the collector—an extension worker for
one of the sponsoring organizations. Rafaela explains to me in an inter-
view: “Look at our situation here—look at that wood sitting there, and
Franco keeps coming to look for me [to charge me] and I tell him ‘Look,
get a truck and take the wood,’ because there simply isn’t any [money]. I
don’t ever leave here because of that wood—the hoodlums will take it.”
Since Rafaela’s husband spends most of his time in the fields, she is forced
to negotiate the visits from the collector, and moreover, as she states, her
mobility is restricted by the responsibility of making sure nobody steals
the wood. The project adds to her workload and intensifies the problem
of debt that most residents already face—debt to the colmados for daily
food, debt to the wholesalers for pesticides, seeds, and fertilizers, and now
debt to Pro-Natura for sawmill services.

Despite the fact that this was a common problem that people shared
informally with me, all but two respondents in the context of our formal
interviews said the sawmill was beneficial. One explanation might be that
while they felt it did not benefit them personally, they saw it as benefiting
the community as a whole, or perhaps they felt that if they criticized the
project it would either be ended or they would lose any possibility of
such a project returning. I lean toward the second explanation, especially
in light of the contentious relationship between Foresta and Cienagueros,
Foresta’s history of eliminating forest access to residents, and the repres-
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sive tactics with which they have enforced laws. I asked Jesusita how she
felt about the sawmill project.

Jesusita: I’ve seen it as a good thing, because it helps people, even
if one is not able to [benefit]. . . . Look, there is a teeny tiny bit
of wood, I don’t know what I am going to do with it.
lc: So you were able to benefit from it?
Jesusita: Yes, jeez, because that is a benefit for the whole commu-
nity. Look, I was just saying that had never happened here before,
that a president came with a sawmill without one putting anything
in to bring it. Right? I find that good—better than good.

While Jesusita herself suggests that she did not benefit—all she got a was a
“teeny tiny” bit of wood—she sees the project as beneficial for the com-
munity because there had never been that kind of access. This access,
when compared to the repressive measures of previous administrations,
was interpreted as a generous gesture, which made a level of gratitude
(and certainly not public criticism) the most appropriate response to the
project. This would be especially important if continued possibilities for
access were desired; clearly, in a context where permits must be received
to access wood, these possibilities were desired.

It is important to note that there were several individuals who benefited
quite a bit from the sawmill. The people who had access to resources, such
as owners of oxen or trucks and those who had savings, were able to make
a business out of this international-aid project. In La Ciénaga, a local man
who owned a team of oxen purchased the wood that his neighbors were
forced to sell in order to pay for ox rental, truck rental, and the sawmill
costs, and he resold the lumber at market value in a nearby town! Thus,
a structural opening for access to resources became a business opportu-
nity and helped reinforce class differences within the community. This is
indicative of the heterogeneity of interests among community members
themselves. In this case, an ngo project meant to provide opportunities
for a marginal rural community created a space for those with more
resources to exploit many people who had lost their homes to Hurricane
George. In La Ciénaga many people sawed wood on credit, hoping to sell
all or part of it, but have not been able repay their debt. Because of these
debts to Pro-Natura, ane has not been able to collect its share of the profits.
Clearly, there is not a monolithic community with unified interests. As
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is the case with tourism, structural openings for negotiating well-being
were met with many competing interests and while some problems are
solved, others are created.

Both the greenhouse and sawmill projects were represented as favorable,
to me and to other visitors to La Ciénaga, yet they were overwhelmingly
not perceived or experienced as favorable by Cienaguera/os. It is this dis-
juncture that interests me. The greenhouse was not desired or understood,
and the sawmill, on the whole, created debt and reinforced structures of
inequality. But in both cases, my questions were happening during or
shortly after the projects, and residents, who often feel and describe them-
selves as “forgotten,” wanted to maintain positive relationships to projects,
thus keeping possibilities for future projects open. Something is better than
nothing. This is particularly understandable given what sociologist Claudia
Scholz describes as the “conspicuous absence of government services in
the entire region” (2002, 32). An examination of how “nothing ever comes
here” is deployed reveals the following critiques: (1) what is deemed
necessary or has been explicitly asked for by community members has not
come, (2) the projects that have come have not been adequately planned
or supported in the long term, and (3) what has come has exacerbated
existing inequalities and maybe even created new ones. All these criticisms
might qualify a project to pass eventually from the “something is better
than nothing” category into the category of “nothing at all.”

how something becomes nothing

Certainly these problems are not unique to La Ciénaga. Feminists and
critical development theorists have been criticizing top-down development
as ineffective and, moreover, as negatively affecting local communities.
Their critiques, as I discuss in Chapter 1, have turned the developmental
gaze toward local knowledge as institutions have attempted to center the
voices of poor people, indigenous people, and women. Local knowledge,
then, is seen as something that, once tapped, can create good develop-
ment. Is it possible that centering local knowledge in the planning of these
and other projects can make them better projects? And if this is the case,
what is local knowledge and how do we obtain access to it as researchers
or practitioners of development? It is to these questions that I now turn.
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During the time when I was carrying out fieldwork in La Ciénaga, the
United Nations World Food Program (pma) was distributing food rations
to residents in exchange for labor. On a walk through La Ciénaga, I went
to the home of Digna and Fausto and had a cup of coffee. They had both
been interviewed by a pma researcher named Beth who was gathering
data on local perceptions of the pma project, information that could pre-
sumably be centered in future projects. Fausto and Digna were a couple
in their late forties who lived primarily off their tayota crops and were
both active with the ane. Fausto said he had told Beth that he was very
happy with the program—the food quality was good, quantity good,
distribution good, and so forth. Digna, by contrast, had told the researcher
that she got too little oil, that the rice never cooked right, and that she
had no idea what to do with the wheat. Digna argued that Beth (with
whom she had more contact than did Fausto) was on their side; she
wanted to hear the truth, so that the program could be improved. Fausto,
though he shared Digna’s opinion about the food (too little, poor quality,
of questionable use), insisted that if they complained, the program would
be ended rather than improved. Something, at least, is better than nothing.
Both had strategic reasons for answering the questions in a particular way.
Both had an interpretation of Beth’s agenda, and of the mechanisms of
development in general, and this informed the answers they provided.
Both understood that in the context of La Ciénaga, where it is extraordi-
narily difficult to put food on the table, a work-food exchange project
was an invaluable resource. And both, alas, wanted my opinion.

I colloquially pled the Fifth: “Ustedes son los que saben” (You know
better than I), I said. They both seemed to have a point. Mostly, I was too
preoccupied with a new revelation to focus on the conversation; I realized
that just as it was for Beth, what people told me, and what they did not
tell me, also reflected the analytical work being done on me and my
research by my “research subjects.”1 Their strategizing undermined my
idea that because I was a researcher who listened, who cared what they
thought, and even wanted to “center it,” I would be presented with their
knowledge and happily proceed to write many books and articles. As a
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feminist critical ethnographer, a mixed-race U.S. Latina, I would “share
my power,” “open a space for the subjects to speak,” “give them voice,”
and several other noble things researchers do. But Cienaguera/os have
voice, they claim voice, and they use it selectively, just as I do—voice has
never been mine or anyone’s to give.2

The tension that emerges in Digna and Fausto’s conversation—how to
talk frankly and critically about development projects in the context of
extreme poverty and radically unequal power relationships—is quite per-
tinent to an analysis of the discourses of nothing. In La Ciénaga open critique
is perceived to be (and may well be) very risky, and though detailed exam-
ination lies outside of the scope of this book, the aftershock of Trujillo’s
repressive and brutal regime cannot be underestimated. While researchers
and ngo workers do not represent the authority or inspire the fear that
Trujillo did, it is clear that analyses of power and critiques of the status quo
shape people’s responses: power configurations are clearly read and actions
decided accordingly.

There were other Cienaguera/os who, like Digna, were more explicitly
critical of development projects. In an interview with Rafael, a community
leader in his early seventies, I asked about the projects present in La Ciénaga.
He said, “Nobody is bringing any projects here, what they are bringing is
money to pay technicians.” In other words, the Peace Corps volunteers, the
extension workers, the agronomist who made visits to the community were
the visible dimension of projects, and their presence caused me to regard
them, as well as the projects they represented, as “something.” However,
they were not always following up on projects, or it was unclear just what
their role was. The Peace Corps volunteer stationed in La Ciénaga was full
of energy and desire to carry out the trail management project she was sent
to do, but was neither receiving funding nor bureaucratic support from her
supervisor to carry out the project. Moreover, she faced the challenge of
establishing legitimacy as a guide and trail manager in a context in which
this was considered men’s work.
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In an interview with Jesus and Emilio, the two men had the following
to say about development projects in La Ciénaga.

lc: Have a lot of projects come here?
Jesus: Oh yes, too many . . . and not— [Emilio interrupts]
Emilio: They have not given results.
Jesus: The projects here give very few results, they used to give us
lots of work—they’ve gotten tired—well [ane] is the one that
has most—but they used to present us with a lot of projects.

Well, lots of projects, supposedly to plant coffee, to plant
oranges, and well, one time they brought coffee, oranges—those
oranges right there—that was a project that came from the man
who built that school [the Arraiján school]—but they never
came back; supposedly they were going to give us [funding] for
the maintenance of the oranges and everything. They never
came back. Projects have come supposedly to lend us money,
supposedly to improve the soil, to plant. It’s like the project people
say: “The money is ready, the money is coming,” and that’s the
last you ever heard from them.

As Emilio and Jesus describe, many residents have experienced develop-
ment projects as making unfulfilled plans and promises. “The money is
ready,” or as I heard while I was in La Ciénaga, “We are writing a project
for a restaurant” (that never arrives), or “We have received a large sum of
money from the Germans” (that never makes it to La Ciénaga). Many of
these plans do not materialize or receive follow-up—“and that’s the last
you heard from them” (Y nunca se supo mas). Chela also spoke to me
about the frustration of Cienaguera/os with outside development organi-
zations: “They only offer—that they are going to administer, that they
are going to bring this and that—but it never happens. People just come
here to lie, because here they never follow through. They say—we are
already sick and tired of promises and they never follow through. Not
now. We [say,] why so many questions?—people are skeptical now, why
so many questions they make you answer and nothing ever comes?”
These experiences have undermined local morale and trust in projects.
They have made Cienaguera/os lose interest in new projects and caused
them to feel as though nothing much has come at all. In an interview,
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Isabela told me that there were almost no projects in La Ciénaga. She
responded to my further probing:

lc: But I’ve been told about a coffee project for the women.
Isabela: Yes, it came. But we didn’t really place much importance
on it.

So although some projects, such as the coffee project I inquired about,
did in fact arrive, it was “not given importance.” Here the answer “none”
means “we (the women) did not give it importance” because it did not
fit into the women’s vision of development or their daily routine. Later
interviews and conversations yielded clearer information about various
projects, revealing disappointment with lack of follow-up and mistrust of
sponsoring organizations. When I asked Isabela about another project
that I knew was under way in the area, she confided, “I don’t like the way
[the project representative] operates,” and about this same project, “They
are using us.” If there is mistrust about the project, it is unlikely that 
residents will give up control over their own schedule to participate, as is
demanded by most projects. In other words, lack of participation, often
read as laziness by the ngos (“People in La Ciénaga don’t want to work,
they want everything given to them”) is likely to be indicative of mistrust
or conflicting visions of what worthwhile development is. This mistrust
comes from analysis of the project (is it worthwhile?) and of the inten-
tions of the project coordinators. These are just some of the grounds on
which residents chose not to “give importance” to projects. Development
organizations expect people to be grateful for projects—something is 
better than nothing—given the lack of options in La Ciénaga. But in this
case, as in many others, something looked so much like nothing that it
became impossible to rally the support of community members.

luisa, balaguer, and the discourses of 
nothing as survival strategy

In Chapter 2, I introduced Doña Luisa, who always reported to me that
she was old, sick, and alone and that her house was falling down and she
was not receiving any help from anyone. When I told one of the ane
leaders, she laughed at me and said that Doña Luisa told everyone that
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story to see what she might obtain. The truth is that she was, indeed, old,
sick, alone, and living in a falling-down house, but these facts did not
much distinguish her from many of her neighbors. The discourses of
nothing were used, by Luisa and others, to obtain much-needed material
goods and favors, particularly from political figures, as I will discuss later
in this chapter. The ane leadership, members of Cielo Abierto, and some
community members expressed frustration with this practice, as it created
conflict between association members. However, it is often an effective
strategy because it pulls on visitors’ sense of guilt and genuine desire to do
something (something is better than nothing) and it fits nicely into what is an
already developed system of tourist patronage and political clientelism.
Additionally, Ricardo Vergara (1994) argues that to reap the benefits of
international funding, you must show yourself to be in need of help,
instead of portraying yourself as a capable citizen and agent. Clearly,
proving victimhood by emphasizing lack, beyond an individual strategy,
is an institutionalized practice required to obtain resources that structures
of inequality put beyond your reach.

A woman who cooked for Guaicaipura managed, by the time the ngo
left, to collect enough zinc to build a roof, the money to build a house,
building materials, and land to build the house on. These were all out-of-
pocket gifts from the young ngo workers, who grew close to her during
their one-month stay and who, when interviewed, mentioned being
moved by her plight (discourses of nothing). Cielo Abierto, who brought
the ngo to La Ciénaga to build the greenhouse, felt frustrated because
Cielo Abierto’s work was being undermined. Maya, a member of Cielo
Abierto, expressed frustration at this situation, which had caused a great
deal of tension between the two organizations. When I asked her to identify
the problem with the exchange, she sighed, then stated:

The damage is losing credibility with the community on the one
hand because you are talking about one thing and practicing
another. Nothing more, nothing less. But that is a lot because
you have spent four, five, six years talking about how they
shouldn’t beg, that takes away their dignity, that it just cannot be,
that what they have to do is find a way to get things by their own
efforts and then these people come, we bring them here and
somebody gets the idea of telling them a sad story and they give
[that person] a house. So then how are we going, I mean how
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are they going to understand that? I mean that our blah, blah,
blah is not worth a thing. That it is better to tell sad stories so
that they can all get houses is evident.

Maya puts her finger on some key issues that this practice raises. While
discourses of nothing sometimes make it possible for women and men to
meet the most basic of needs, they create dependence rather than self-
sufficiency, and members of Cielo Abierto, as long-term allies, have
watched this practice create envy and conflict in La Ciénaga and thus
have been extremely critical of lo da’o. My concern has been that getting
free things requires work and certainly a great deal of thought, time, and
initiative. While I share the criticism of assistentialism as a long-term
development or transformative strategy, I worry that legitimate “dignified”
work (“their own efforts”), as proposed by Cielo Abierto and other ngos,
is code for becoming good capitalists, indeed, “productive peasants.”
Individuals are being formally invited into a system that has been built on
their exploitation and are being told that participating will make them
more “dignified.” Here the work of ngos in subject constitution—in
continuing the work of creating the good/serious peasant subject—is
clear. And, perhaps providing the subject of another study, it is evidence
that even innovative and progressive allies struggle against powerful and his-
torical modernization and development narratives (Saldaña-Portillo 2003).

political campaigning and the discourses of nothing

Thus far, I have been interested in how well-being is understood and
negotiated by residents of La Ciénaga in a shifting global economy that
increasingly displaces them as they interact with ngos, state agencies,
environmentalist concerns, and ecotourists. The presidential elections in
2000 proved to represent another key structural opening during which
the discourses of nothing were mobilized. In La Ciénaga, politicians and
local officials are often on the listening end of the discourses of nothing
and, in fact, seek patronage relationships with which they attempt to
ensure the vote of campesinos. Therefore, especially during election times,
these discourses of nothing are used both by campesinos to negotiate well-
being and by politicians to negotiate votes. In other words, campaigning
officials say, “We know you don’t have a sewing machine, wheelchair,
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house, pig, blender, box of diapers, or dentures, and we will buy it/them
for you if you vote for our party.”3 Do campesinos sell their votes? The
assumption of the politicians, and many Dominicans I spoke to, seemed to
be that campesinos, rather than analytical and informed voters, are easily
bought off.4 Additionally, during elections, concern over the appeal of lo
da’o circulated widely—because the assumption was that Cienaguera/os
like to get things for free, rather than work for them, and logically the
highest-bidding candidate would win the presidential election. However, I
found that people were neither dupes nor easily bought off; moreover, the
elections further revealed the labor demanded by attempts to secure lo da’o.

Elections in the Dominican Republic have a history of including bribes
to voters, from small appliances to political appointments. Some parties
are known for their “generosity” during campaign times, as was the case
for Joaquín Balaguer. Balaguer, a candidate in the 2000 elections, was a
trusted adviser to Trujillo; briefly president after Trujillo’s assassination;
and then president again from 1966 to 1974 and 1986 to 1994. Balaguer
was especially well known for understanding the importance of peasant
consent, which he achieved through means that included “land reform”
and bribes, from food to construction materials, that were given out espe-
cially but not exclusively during election times. In fact, when I asked one
resident her thoughts on lo da’o she said that Balaguer “accustomed us to
that.” Rafael put it another way, in reference to the Reformista Party: “The
Reformistas were humanitarians.” The 2000 election was no exception.
When campaigning went into full swing, it represented a key structural
opening for community members to negotiate well-being. Whether this
meant trying to secure a job with the new government, cement to finish
construction on a house, a wheelchair, or— one of the more creative
examples—an amplifier for the local bachata group, several community
members were working hard to get free stuff.5 The amplifier case exem-
plifies the kind of intense labor that can go into getting free stuff, even
during campaign time.
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3. These are things promised or given out during the time I was there.
4. Scholarship on the subject of populism and patron-client politics across Latin America

casts voters in a similar vein. For a critique, see Javier Auyero 1999, 2002. Like Auyero, I
found the relationships between poor citizens, rural in this case, and politicians were much
more complex than traditional understandings of clientelism assume. However, I found that
the expectations for support associated with favors and material goods were perceived as much
more explicit in the case of La Ciénaga.

5. Bachata is a traditional Dominican musical form that now has transnational appeal.
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The bachata group had been planning to raise money to buy an ampli-
fier. They often played at local parties and at most special occasions. The
musicians asked the local Reformista Party representative to help them get
the amplifier; they also requested help with the amplifier from Cielo
Abierto, which agreed to price amplifiers. Additionally, many visitors
were told about the amplifier in the hopes that they would contribute to
the cause of the musicians. The Reformistas promised that should they
win, they would provide the musicians with the equipment. Because of
this promise, the group’s leader became actively involved in local politics
and attended various rallies as far away as the capital. Several of the
members traveled to La Vega to get quotes on the amplifier and to meet
with other party representatives, investing a considerable amount of time
and money in doing so. It is crucial to note that the days spent campaigning
or traveling were workdays and that the musicians were also guides and
farmers, and one was a mason.

Each day represented a workday lost, so it was indeed a tradeoff. Addi-
tionally, the group members took on the job of local campaigning, voicing
political opinions, and convincing other voters to support them so that
they could get the amplifier. All along they were told that the amplifier
was already bought—all they had to do was wait for the Reformista Party
to win to pick it up. In the end the Reformistas lost; as a result, the musi-
cians did not get their amplifier. In a discussion with a neighbor in La
Ciénaga about the idea of people selling their votes, she said, “Sssaa, I
only trust one of them.” She, of course, had no way of knowing how the
musicians voted, but her comment indicates that it was not unimaginable
for someone to vote for one side while campaigning for the opposition.
She added that if politicians offered her certain things she needed, she
would definitely agree to vote for them, but would never actually do it.
This idea of using political campaigning to the advantage of the voters
was also evident in the way a short-term medical program—a weekend
of free medical care for poor communities sponsored by the party—was
used by Cienaguera/os. I went along for the ride and found hundreds of
people from the vicinity lined up to receive medical attention—a rare
opportunity for most people in these rural communities. On the ride
back, we all joked over the fact that most of the passengers crowded
together in the back of the Reformista truck that had been sent to pick us
up—about thirty in this trip—were not Reformistas, but members of the
opposing Partido Revolucionario Dominicano (prd). Nevertheless, they
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chanted, “Y vuelve, y vuelve” (Balaguer returns!) for Balaguer while,
with a wink, they held up their thumbs—the symbol of the prd. In both
these instances, campaigning can be understood as a strategy for meeting
basic needs, not as selling votes under the assumption that campesinos are
easily bought off.

When I asked Sofía how she felt about the fact that politicians gave
items away as a strategy for getting votes, she replied: “Well, I see it as a
good thing. Because there are a lot of people in need, a lot of people in
need, and if they give them something, you see, now, they have to take
advantage because after election time nobody is going to give them a
thing. Nobody—look, none of the three [parties], no matter who wins.”
Emilio said that none of the main parties had worried about campesinos,
and further: “This very government forgot about poor people. The man
[Leonel Fernandez, the president] is a good man, we aren’t going to tell
you that he is bad. But he forgot about the poor.” Emilio’s description of
Fernandez is interesting, because of its seeming diplomacy. His wording is
that he is not going to tell me that Leonel Fernandez is a bad person even
though he has forgotten about the poor. This wording was repeatedly
used in interviews and conversations, especially when speaking about
Trujillo. The statement “I am not going to tell you he was a bad man”
often introduced a veiled, but discernable, criticism. Both these responses
point to the lack of faith that Cienaguera/os have in party politics.

It was through an election-time conversation around an oil lamp–lit
table where I sat with several men and women playing cards that I came
closer to understanding how Cienaguera/os made sense of elections. Sev-
eral of those present were trying to convince one man that he should
vote for a particular candidate, and I asked why he should not just vote
for the candidate he thought would do the best job. One man, twenty-
eight-year-old Arturo, responded quickly—slightly irritated with me:
“No, Light, we cannot vote like that here. Here we have to vote for
somebody that we know, for the party of a local person, somebody that is
going to be able to help us out if we need it here. Because it doesn’t matter
who is the president, that makes no difference here in this campo [rural
area], they will never do a thing for us.”6 I stood corrected. Despite their
lack of faith in party politics, a lack of faith based on analysis, they make
clear choices—largely based on local politics, rather than national—about
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6. This is a paraphrase of his comment, taken from my field notes.
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whom to vote for and why. Discourses of nothing are used in politics in
ways that are more complicated than is evident at first sight. That is to say,
votes are not clearly sold, nor are the nothing discourses one-sided; both
the voters and politicians use them as they navigate their way through
election times. Although the example of the elections is different from
that of the greenhouse and the sawmill project, I use it to show that dis-
courses of nothing reflect points of analysis, rather than lack of interest in
improving the quality of life of individuals and the community as a whole.

conclusion

Despite the presence of development and conservation projects in the area,
“lack” in La Ciénaga is quite literal and palpable. Therefore, it is probable
that “nothing ever comes here” might sometimes just mean “I’m hungry.”
However, when that is all that is heard, as is often the case, too much is
missed. That residents create narratives about development (“The green-
house is very important”) or tell sad stories (“Nothing ever comes here”)
is as important in understanding the nature of global inequalities as is 
statistical information on health, poverty, or literacy. It is also a testament
to agency, to the complexity of local knowledge, and to the ways in which
voice is claimed. “Local knowledge” is not innocent or authentic knowl-
edge to be gleaned by the researcher who listens hard enough and care-
fully enough. The narratives reveal that local knowledge is not folklore or
idiosyncrasy, but a means of seeing and acting in the world that responds
to the material and historical conditions through which local actors have
been formed. It is thus both analytical and strategically used. And when
researchers, development workers, and politicians enter a development
landscape that is characterized by unequal power relations, this knowledge
is filtered by local people and should be. While I am not arguing that we,
as researchers, ngo workers, allies, and tourists, should not continue to
change and develop our tools for listening (and acting!), ultimately what
needs to change are the very terms of the conversation.
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Thus far, I have tried to show the dynamic and mutually
constitutive relationship between discourses of development
and conservation, local definitions of progress and well-being,
and Cienaguera/o agency. I have shown that throughout
Dominican history there have been numerous efforts to
curtail peasant mobility in order to transform peasant subsis-
tence practices into “productive” agricultural practices. In
other words, there has been a pronounced investment in
peasant immobility as a defining characteristic of good peasant
citizenship. As I have previously discussed, this has been a key
source of tension as peasants have attempted to negotiate
well-being in ways that are not always defined by capitalist
productivity. In this chapter, I examine how women in La

Ciénaga understand the continued investment in their immobility, how
they struggle against it, and how in doing so they reframe the terms of their
daily practices, while simultaneously challenging historically crafted tropes
of good womanhood. I argue that centering these collisions of meaning—
dynamic moments of confrontation between historical tropes and lived
understandings—provides a way to reconceptualize gender in Latin America
and the Caribbean in a manner that is both material and cultural and that
unsettles accounts that continue to bind women to place, history, or tradition.1

1. Scholarship that has looked at gendering as a process provides an important opening for
challenging gender as static. See, for instance, Salzinger 2003 and Suárez Findlay 1999.
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mobility and globalization

As I discussed in Chapter 1, the changing global economy now depends
not on the immobility, but rather the mobility, of the peasantry, particularly
women. Women, whose options for income generation in rural areas are
limited, migrate at higher rates than those of men and find employment in
free-trade zones and the tourist and service industries in the Dominican
Republic, as well as in Puerto Rico and the United States (Brennan 2004;
Weyland 2005). In fact, in La Ciénaga itself, men outnumber women, as
many women have left to find work in urban areas. Recent studies have
focused on how these migrations, particularly in relation to the free-trade
zones, transform women and families. These studies have shown the contra-
dictory impact of free-trade zones—for instance, while working conditions
in the zones are exploitative, they provide possibilities for women’s increased
empowerment and autonomy as wage earners (Finlay 1989; Piñeda 1990;
Safa 1995b). A second set of important studies on gender in the Dominican
Republic have focused on the contours of women as workers in key seg-
ments of the new global economy, including sex tourism (Brennan 2004),
nontraditional agriculture (Raynolds 2001, 2002), and microenterprise
(Blumberg 2001; Grasmuck and Espinal 1997, 2001). These findings have
important implications for women as they work to secure well-being. For
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instance, as Blumberg (2001) and Grasmuck and Espinal (1997, 2001)
argue, the success of women’s microentrepreneurial activity cannot be
measured solely in financial terms, because part of women’s success lies
not in income generation, but in the transformation of gender relation-
ships within the family.

Many of these studies privilege wage work as an object of study and
source of empowerment, and thus they also tend to understand the women
who work and migrate as agents. However, a narrow focus on wage work
erases women who do not enter the paid labor force or migrate, and it
flattens the complexity of women’s rich lives. Moreover, often studies
that privilege wage work as a source of empowerment reify a nonagentic
“traditional Dominican woman” with which these new entrepreneurial
or mobile women can be contrasted.

In this chapter I focus on women who either stay in La Ciénaga or
return there and attempt to create well-being for themselves and their
community. I discuss some of the challenges faced by women who work,
study, and organize, thus widening the lens through which Dominican
women’s mobility is understood and simultaneously placing women’s
wage labor into a larger context of struggles over gender meaning and
well-being. The collisions of meaning that occur as women are confronted
with the patriarchal investment in their immobility empirically reveal a
great deal about the workings of gender and about how gender knowledge
is created.2 Additionally, shedding light on the moments when women’s
experiences collide with historically and geographically situated construc-
tions not only unsettles notions of “traditional (local) gender roles” and
passive women, but also provides a language with which to talk about the
power of the gender constructs over expectations often placed on both
women and men.

constructing the serious woman

Peasant women’s labor in the Dominican Republic has always transcended
the home (Brea and Duarte 1999; Guerrero 1991). Slave women worked
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position,” or battles over meaning, that are carried out in the everyday realm of civil society
(Forgacs 2000).
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in the sugarcane fields, in other agriculture, and as vendors in markets
(Albert 1993; Momsen 1993; Pau et al. 1987). Momsen (1993) has argued
that because of this history of slavery, Caribbean women’s mobility has
been less restricted than that of women in other parts of Latin America.
Additionally, she suggests that given this history, which often involved the
severing of family units, women’s dependence on men has also been less
significant than elsewhere. However, as I discuss in Chapter 2, the female
counterpart to the immobile “productive male peasant” construct has been
the immobile, but not productive by definition, “good woman/serious
woman.” She has not been defined by her productivity, though she has
always been productive, but rather by her immobility and, by extension,
her reproductive work. As I discussed in the Introduction, expectations
for “good womanhood” were based on possibilities for immobility that
only existed for elite women (Martínez-Vergne 2005). During the Trujillo
regime these expectations were written into laws. For instance: “Law No.
360 ‘which concedes complete capacity for civil rights to Dominican
women,’ also legislated husbands as heads of household and a gendered
hierarchy within the family. Men were granted such privileges as the choice
of residence for their family and even the right to prohibit their wives
from working when they believed that it conflicted with ‘the interests of
the family’” (Turits 1997, citing Law No. 390, December 10, 1940, Gaceta
Oficial). In his discussion of the Trujillo regime, Turits also describes the
existence of regulations to encourage marriage and paternal responsibility
and to regulate prostitution. These laws, ostensibly used to protect women’s
honor, also restricted their mobility, creating a sharp division between the
“good woman” and the “street woman”: “‘Women had to be centered
in the house, those that were house women. And those that were street
women were in the street.’ (Women during those days were thus perceived
by [Turit’s interviewee] then as either houseworkers or prostitutes)” (Turits
1997, 641, quoting a 1992 interview). Martínez-Vergne (2005) suggests that
historically these divisions were also racialized and this certainly provided a
foundation for Trujillo to build upon. As a vehement white supremacist,
Trujillo was committed to whitening the nation through discourse,
immigration, and genocide.3 His racial project included eliminating all
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3. Perhaps most widely known is the 1937 massacre that exposed Trujillo in a national
incident. This massacre was the extreme expression of Trujillo’s ongoing project to perpetuate
racism and anti-Haitian sentiment among Dominicans. It is estimated that twenty-five thousand
Haitians and black Dominicans were executed.
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vestiges of Haitian and African influences in the nation; in the Cibao in
particular, he worked to create the white peasant construct through
immigration and outlawing Afro-peasant practices (Paulino 2005). Thus,
while there was a history of women working outside the home—based
on the experiences of slave women, and later free black and mixed-race
women, indeed, most non-elite Dominican women—women’s activity
outside the home, particularly during Trujillo’s regime, was simultaneously
racialized and made sexually suspect. Like the “productive (white male)
peasant,” the “mujer seria” was a discursive construct created to stand in as
the opposite of the laboring woman, who was presumably black.

The dichotomization between good/serious woman and prostitute/sex-
ualized woman and the conflation of the working or mobile (“street”)
woman with a negatively sexualized woman continues today. The question
of who is or is not a “mujer seria” was one that I repeatedly encountered in
La Ciénaga. Seria and serio are terms used to describe women and men,
respectively, who are thought to be upstanding and responsible. However,
women I interviewed associated lack of seriousness in women with sexual
behavior outside marriage and with theft; for example, Kata told me that a
bad woman is a woman who desires a man other than her husband (“una
mujer que tiene su esposo y quiere otro”). In an interview, Ester made a
distinction between serious women and bad women, and I asked her to
define the two.

Ester: A serious woman is one that only desires/wants her hus-
band. That’s what we call serious. Or maybe that she doesn’t
touch what doesn’t belong to her. That is serious.
lc: And what is a bad woman?
Ester: A bad woman here is the title people give [a woman] who
lives taking different men. Having different relations not with the
same [man]. Or maybe that you put down this glass here and
shortly after she comes along and takes it and it’s not hers. That’s
what we call bad.

However, she also states that women get called “mala,” by both men and
women, not because of their behavior, but as a result of resentment felt
toward them because they are clean (not in work clothes) and well
dressed (“quizá por que tu andes limpia”), or because men are attracted to
them. This indicates that although there is some degree of agreement
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about the definition of mala, there is also recognition that it is used to dis-
cipline women (in the case mentioned, for being too clean or attractive).
To be clean and well dressed (andar limpia) in La Ciénaga implies that you
have access to resources, probably through your own efforts; that you are
free from housework, farming, or other work that would keep you dirty;
and that you have somewhere to go (outside the boundaries of your home).
In short, to be clean implies mobility, independence, and neglect of repro-
ductive duties; such behavior in women is suspect, and thus subject to
discipline. Thus, while Momsen (1993) has suggested that Afro-Caribbean
women are less bound by the investment in “women’s roles” and “women’s
place” because they have always participated in labor outside the home,
this does not ring true in La Ciénaga, where women are black, white,
and mixed race. Instead, even today, in a national economy that thrives
on, indeed relies on, women’s mobility (especially to free-trade zones,
urban areas, and abroad), peasant women find themselves negotiating
their mobility and their subsistence.

las mecánicas

One of the only opportunities for paid employment for women in La
Ciénaga is as day laborers at a nearby coffee plantation, or finca. Work at
the finca demands mobility, because it is located about five kilometers
away. The finca grows coffee for export. The employees of the plantation
are primarily Haitian and live in the finca. At coffee harvest, during the
time that I was in La Ciénaga, there was a group of about seven or eight
Cienagueras who worked at the finca as day laborers. There were another
two or three who worked as cooks, preparing lunch for the workers.
Cienaguero men are not interested in this work because of the low pay.
The women make 75 pesos (U.S.$4) a day and lunch. This is compared
with the men’s 100- to 150-peso (U.S.$6 –8) earnings as agricultural day
laborers or guides. Although this work is available only sporadically, the
men are unwilling to work for the 75 pesos that Cienagueras and Haitians
(both men and women) work for. When I asked the Cienagueras about
their relationship with the Haitian workers, they did not report negative
feelings toward them (though anti-Haitian remarks and jokes were well
integrated into local discourse). However, two women reported that the
only problem with Haitians is that they work for very little and thus drive
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down the price of the women’s labor. The women at the finca are of all
ages; they range from single women in their late teens and early twenties
to married women in their late thirties to grandmothers in their late fifties.

On the women’s walk home, they passed several colmados where men
tended to gather. These men, many of whom are single, landless, and
young, have no land on which to grow their own crops, and while they
work as guides or day laborers when there is work available, they spend a
considerable amount of time hanging around between jobs. Looking for
entertainment, they began to taunt the women as the latter came down
from the finca and entered the village. The coro (chorus/running joke, as
the women called it) went something like this: the men started yelling
out as the women passed, “Here come the mechanics!” (¡Ahí vienen las
mecánicas!). ( Just what did this mean? I wondered.) It is important to
contexualize this interaction by pointing out that in Latin America and
the Caribbean, it is a normal occurrence for there to be commentary as
women pass men on the street—“Adio, mami” (Hello/good-bye, mami),
“Llevame contigo, belleza” (Take me with you, beautiful), and so on.
Sometimes these piropos are flattering, sometimes sexually explicit or
degrading, but mostly a bit of a nuisance. However, it seems that in this
case, the men crossed the line of acceptable/tolerable commentary with
the women who worked at the finca.

I remember running into one of the young women, Lisset, as I was on
my way to visit a neighbor and hearing about “mecánicas” for the first
time. Lisset was livid. She explained to me that she had gone to the local
police and reported the harassment that the women were experiencing
and that one of the young men had been arrested. I asked what was
meant by “mechanics,” and she said, “They say we are mechanics because
we come down from work with our backs all dirty because ‘no mas
andamos debajo de los capataces’” (All we do is lie under our bosses)—
like mechanics lie under cars. In other words, the men created a double
meaning for mechanic to draw attention to the women’s dirty clothing—
the result of taxing agricultural labor—and to suggest that the women
were involved in sexual relationships with their bosses. Lisset explained
that she had had the young man arrested for saying that, and that he was
being held, but his mother was begging Lisset to go and have him released.
It seemed to me that this man was a friend of hers, and so I asked whether
that was the case, and she said yes, “he’s even a distant relative” (hasta
familia viene siendo).
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The arrest was merely the breaking point of a situation that had been
escalating. Even prior to the mecánicas incident, the men had been harassing
the women, calling them “cueros” (whores) and accusing them of sleeping
with their supervisors at the finca. In other words, the men drew on the
sexualized trope of the “street woman” to challenge the women’s mobility.
The men’s taunts reveal that the women’s sexual virtue and faithfulness to
their husbands, in the case of married women, became suspect by the
mere fact of their employment. And while all the women were implicated
and outraged during the time of the incident, the man arrested was
released (at Lisset’s request) and the scandal over the arrest soon blew
over. The men did quiet down.

As I found out from the interviews, the women had been fighting back
even before the arrest. As Isabela, a married woman in her late thirties
who worked at the finca, reported to me in our interview:

Most young people don’t work here. They don’t work because their
parents have gotten them used to slacking. Slacking and getting
food without working. So the ones that are yelling stuff out like
that don’t even have five cents in their pockets. So we would go
and work up there; they had the little joke of the mecánicas. . . .
Sometimes I would get pissed—ah no! One day on my way home
I was not in a good mood and that day I said, if today—the first
one to say a thing to me today I will whack with this bottle, and I
picked up a bottle of Brugal [Dominican rum]. When I come up
the little road with that bottle of Brugal and say to myself the first
one to say anything is going to get whacked with this bottle, I
don’t care who it is. That day I was truly—with the kind of work
you put in at the finca, working extremely hard—then for some
good-for-nothing to be yelling out at you.

And Jorsey also described a confrontation with the men prior to the arrest:

The tigueres started this little joke about us—and wherever we
went it was the same stuff.4 And the worst part was that when
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you know that you are working and other people are talking
about you—you could kill anybody.

Look, one time Juan [starts in] and I threw a rock at him so
hard that he fell like an avocado. He never said anything again.
And the man who started the [mecánicas] thing. I called him over
to the river alone and he denied everything—because if he would
have admitted it was him, I would have punched him right there
and then.

While the women were clearly very upset over the name calling, they also
had an analysis of the interaction that helped them regain their dignity
and justify their work:

I say that they are a lazy bunch they don’t work and they don’t
have five cents in their pockets—there were times that I came
down with seven hundred pesos in my pocket that I earned . . .
and these guys down here . . . towards the end I didn’t pay
attention to them. And I say that I will not stop working, I
keep working. While I am able to work, I work. Because the
day I don’t have anything to feed my kids I can go to the store
and buy food on credit; they sell it to me because they know I
am working, but if I am not working, they won’t sell it to me
on credit.

Interestingly, while the men draw on the sexualized “street woman” to
degrade the women, Isabela reclaims her own good standing by drawing
on discourses of the “indolent peasant.” Her productivity and access to
cash give her dignity and power vis-à-vis the men, “who don’t have five
cents in their pocket.” Neither the women nor the men are particularly
invested in living up to the gendered good-peasant construct (and the
economy does not facilitate it), yet in this collision of meaning each uses
it against the other as a way to reclaim power.

The mecánicas incident was not an isolated one, but one of several
manifestations of men’s insecurities about their role in women’s lives—as
both provider and “true love” on the individual level and as leaders and
primary wage earners in the less individual sense. The men drew on the
trope of “street woman” in an attempt to regain control of women’s labor
and mobility through the sexualization of their actions and choices. The
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women who worked at the finca (or worked in town, or organized, or
studied, as I discuss below) posed an implicit threat to the status quo—they
were asserting their mobility and their independence from men and in
some ways from the confines of the community as a whole. In other words,
while women have always worked in agriculture, these women were going
beyond working at the farm of their uncle or brother or husband (many
of whom are landless or can no longer compete on the food market);
they were working for an outsider and for outside income. Additionally,
some of these women who worked in the finca were single, and their
independence appeared to put them out of the reach of the unemployed
men. These men would not be able to provide the women with a house
or furniture or land (considered an important criterion in a man, especially
given the lack of opportunities for paid work for women), as a supervisor
at the farm, for instance, might. This, in fact, is very likely one of the most
crucial threats in the minds of Cienaguero men: that women’s mobility has
the potential to render them obsolete. Thus, the sexualized taunting was
both a slap on the wrist for the women and a way for the men to regain
power—if nothing else they had the power to get a reaction from the
women, to make them mad and force them to engage with them. The
women engaged in the power struggle, so on the one hand, they gave in
by reacting, but on the other, as can be seen, they continued to work and
did not sit back. They challenged the men and eventually (with the arrest
of one young man) got them to back off.

Although the incident was manifested in culturally and historically
specific ways, it is not geographically isolated. Ong (1987) and Mummert
(1996), for instance, have documented that in Malaysia and Mexico,
respectively, the increased mobility of women that results from entry into
paid industrial and agricultural labor has opened them up to questions
about their sexual behavior; this is expressed through gossip or taunting.
One of the main vehicles regulating the way women live, love, and labor
is gossip. Gossip floats somewhere between voices and silences, what is
said and what is not said. It is an amorphous, yet oddly sharp, form of
regulating the daily practices and sense-making of all Cienaguera/os, but
particularly women. The above are parallel situations in which communities
grasp for control, particularly over women’s bodies, in the face of changing
economies and dynamic sensibilities and meaning-making about how
women should live their lives.
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formal education and women’s mobility in la ciénaga

It is difficult to get a formal education in La Ciénaga, and it is more diffi-
cult if you are a woman. This is because an education, especially beyond
sixth grade, involves a degree of mobility and financial resources that are
not readily available to young women. It is to the relationship between
women’s mobility and education that I now turn. There are two schools,
one that goes up to sixth grade and a second one, recently built (see
Chapter 3), that is meant to provide classes through eighth grade. The
new school is the result of a great deal of organizing on the part of the
ane, whose members were worried about the deteriorated conditions,
distance, and danger involved in getting kids to school (crossing the river
on makeshift tree-trunk bridges), especially during the rainy season.
Although most Cienaguera/o children today attend school through sixth
grade, this was not always the case. The majority of Cienaguera/o adults
are not literate; even when classes were given, many were not required
by their parents to attend (there was other work to be done), and others,
particularly women, were not permitted by their parents to attend.
Clara, a sixty-one-year-old Cienaguera, told me that she had wanted to
go to school but was not allowed to because her parents said that the
teacher was in love with her. Another sixty-one-year-old woman, Josela,
told me the following when I asked her about her formal schooling as a
young girl.

Josela: I was in school for about four or five years and I didn’t
even learn the letter A. Not even the letter A. Because during
that time my teacher, he was an older man, and he took to liking
me so much and thinking so highly of me that he did not give
me class. What I knew how to do was wash [clothes] and so what
would he do? He gave me work so that I would wash his clothes.
lc: During class time? That is an abuse!
Josela: In school and he would send me to the river to wash his
clothes—the river was right next to the school. And I would go
and come back for a little bit of school and then go home.
lc: And did he pay you?
Josela: No, look, he gave me books, colored pencils, and note-
books, he gave them to me, but he wasn’t teaching me anything.
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She states that the teacher thought highly of her and, since she claimed
not to be a quick learner, he spared her having to spend time in school.
While her parents sent her to school, and she wanted to learn, the teacher
undermined her education by giving her the task of washing his clothes.
Josela describes this as a very painful and frustrating experience and describes
her struggle with literacy later as a young woman: “Each time I saw
somebody reading, somebody reading a book, my eyes just wanted to fall
out. I wanted to read. You know I made an offer to the Virgen del Carmen
that she help me read so that I could do a holy hour for her, that I would
read a holy hour to the Virgen del Carmen. Girl, three months later I
knew how to read all kinds of things.” Josela’s struggle to teach herself
how to read, confronting the limitations that were being placed on her by
patriarchal notions of what she was “good for” and “good at,” is echoed
by women in younger generations. Likewise, Clara’s story of her mobility
and thus education being circumscribed by the investment in protecting
her sexuality (“The teacher was in love with me”) is echoed today. The
constraints are especially evident when it comes to attending school
beyond sixth grade. To go beyond sixth grade, several of the women study
through a church-run radio program called Radio Santa María. The classes
and assignments are broadcast and they go to class once a week. Addition-
ally, several young men (from better economically positioned families)
go to high school in Manabao, which is about twelve kilometers away.
Both options involve expenses that few Cienaguera/os can cover, including
transportation, food, supplies, and enrollment.

Miriam, a seventeen-year-old Cienaguera who was a top student through
sixth grade, was not permitted to continue her education. While she wanted
to study and was very bored at home, she had not been able to convince
her mother to allow her to study. Since many young women her age are
married and having kids, this increased her own isolation. Although other
residents, particularly members of ane (Miriam is one of the youngest
active members), tried to encourage her mother to let her study, she
replied that she doesn’t trust the women who go to school because “you
don’t know what they are up to” (no se sabe en que andan). Once again,
women’s mobility leads to speculation about their activities and their
virtue. However, clearly it is not only men who perpetuate this; mothers,
sisters, and neighbors also serve to regulate one another, and to fight for
one another as well. Chela, a thirty-three-year-old woman, and Jorsey, a
twenty-one-year-old woman, each speak about how they have had to
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negotiate their education with their family and have found support with
their respective partners:

One day, she [her mother] was toasting coffee and I was sitting here
behind her—she had her back to me and was looking at the pot.

I say, “Mamá, I am going to enroll to study through Radio
Santa María.”

She says, “To study, mi’ja [daughter]? I cannot have you studying
through Radio Santa María.”

I say, “Mamá, what are you thinking? You have to let me
study.”

She says, “Study?”
I say, “Well, look, if you don’t want me to study, grab that

rope, you see that palm tree right there? Grab that rope and hang
me so that I don’t study. You don’t even want to give me an edu-
cation or anything.”

She says, “You are not going to study.”
And the only thing she did was swat me, whap, on the head

[laughs]. That was what she did. And that’s why today, now that
I am married, now after I am married I repeated fifth grade and
now I am in eighth. Because my husband has made it possible for
me to study and I am always working wherever I can. I find
money and when I don’t have any he gives me some so that I can
pay for transportation and eat. But back then, when I wanted to
study—I wouldn’t be studying now, I would have a profession.
But how was I going to get that? They [my parents] said they
were too poor and could not help me study or anything. The only
thing I did was that when I was eighteen I had to get married to a
man, and right away I started having kids.

Like Chela, Jorsey finds that it is her boyfriend who has supported her
both emotionally and sometimes financially in her decision to study. She
describes her confrontation with her father about her studies:

Jorsey: If it were up to the parents, you wouldn’t study. Because
they don’t even want you to go from here to there alone. But I
said to Dad, “Dad, if you, if you don’t want me to study, I will
leave here.”
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lc: He didn’t want you to study?
Jorsey: Dad did not. He said that if I went, in fact, when I was
studying in Manabao through Radio Santa María, he would say, “If
you keep going on Sundays, you will have to leave here [for
good].” And I said, “Well, I am going to keep going, even if I have
to leave.” And later I met Francis. Francis encouraged me to keep
studying, that he would help me with whatever and I enrolled.
lc: And you didn’t feel that your dad would kick you out of the
house?
Jorsey: No, I knew he wouldn’t.

These examples, which span the experiences of three generations of
women, indicate that there is clearly an investment in “women’s place” and
women’s immobility. However, these collisions of meaning also indicate
that this investment and the boundaries it implies are also continually being
pushed and redefined by women through their lived practices. A second
thing that becomes clear is that there is no fixed role for daughters, mothers,
or husbands to play, as these relationships are also negotiated in the process.
Jorsey’s father attempted to restrict her mobility by threatening to kick her
out of the house, but she stepped up to the challenge and kept studying,
certain, as she stated, that he would not follow through. By not supporting
her studies, he maintained the image of patriarchal control, even while her
actions (she kept studying and did not leave) redefined their relationship.
Likewise, male partners can at times be oppressive and at other times be key
allies—and sometimes both things simultaneously. Development theorists
and practitioners have these contradictions, among many others, to contend
with when centering local knowledge, and women’s knowledge specifically,
in discussions of development.

mobility and the negotiation of family life

Most women were faced with the challenge of meeting basic needs, some-
times as the head of the household, other times as the primary earner, and
others as coprovider or supplementary provider. Most women I interviewed
expressed interest in income earning and the creation of paid work for
women in La Ciénaga. However, women also wanted to and did work,
participate in projects, organize, and study, not just for money but also to
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improve the quality of their lives. As several women put it, they did these
things “para embullarse en algo” (to have fun, to entertain yourself with
something). Ester told me, in our interview, about a previous job, which
I assumed was paid.

Ester: I worked with this man they call [——]. I picked coffee
and picked beans at the farm and filled up the bags.
lc: Did they pay well?
Ester: What pay? They gave us a pack of beans. We did it so we
wouldn’t be sitting around, at home with nothing to do. One
went to pick, work as a day laborer, and when you were leaving
they would say, “Take beans,” and you, from a place three kilo-
meters away and on foot, how much were you going to bring
home? A tiny bit.
lc: So you worked for the tiny bit of beans that they gave you or
because—
Ester: [Interrupts] To entertain yourself, to get out of the house.

Although the women had a great deal of work to do in and around the
home, many found that outside work or projects (paid or unpaid), when
done on their terms, broke the monotony of the daily routine. Research on
women’s participation in the cash economy indicates that women who
generate their own cash not only are better able to meet basic needs, but
also gain increased autonomy, mobility, and decision-making power within
the home (Finlay 1989; Ong 1987; Safa 1985; Mummert 1996). While my
findings echo this, they also raise questions about whether it is “income
earning” per se that is responsible for women’s increased well-being.
Whether a result of income earning or the pleasure and empowerment of
increased mobility and a change in routine (or a combination), these gains
are not simple or easy, but require confronting and negotiating hostility and
constraints from husbands, mothers, children, and neighbors. In other
words, not only do the women have to juggle the labor they perform inside
and outside the home, but they also must manage and finesse the emotions
and expectations of male partners, children, and community members.

In oral history interviews I asked the women if their lives had changed
after marriage, and there was a wealth of responses. Mobility is a theme
that repeatedly emerged unsolicited. Some women felt they had much
less work, some felt they had more, some learned to navigate the world,
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and some said that if they knew then what they know now, they never
would have gotten married at all. Twenty-nine-year-old Ester spoke very
lovingly of her husband, who is also her business partner in a small store
that she started after participating in the literacy project with Cielo Abierto.

Well, my life has changed a lot since marriage, I find that it has
changed a lot. When I lived in my house, I did not even have a
sip of beer, I did not go out. My dad did not let me go to a
party, or dance. He did not even let me—well, sometimes if it
was with an uncle or aunt and they were close to us he would let
me go to a wake. But I did not have the same freedom I have
now. I have more freedom now. . . . My D—Mom had more
restrictions on me than the husband I have. I’m still thankful to
him for that. Because a lot of times there are young women who
are at home and have freedom with their parents and then they
get married and their husbands don’t give them freedom. But the
opposite is true for me, my husband has given me freedom and
my parents did not.

While Ester found more independence after marriage, her language
suggests that this freedom is “given” by her husband. That it is “given”
implies that there is some struggle, that it is not natural or the norm for
her to have or demand this sort of mobility, but, rather, that it is some-
thing to be given or taken by forces outside her control. Ingrid, who is
thirty-nine years old, speaks of the changes she has made in her life since
marriage and motherhood.

Yes, it changed. Because after one gets involved with a man, and
has kids, she has to change her tune. If one likes to roam around,
she has to prohibit herself from that a bit; one can roam, but not
as much as when one is single. I also used to like to dance. I pro-
hibited myself from that, all of that dancing stuff. I don’t dance at
all. No. Not because I don’t like it, because I have a young lady
and her father does not let her dance. So if she sees me dancing—
when I go out I go out with her—if she sees me dancing she can
say, “My mother is older than me and she dances.” So I don’t
dance anymore, I don’t give my daughter a bad example.
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While Ingrid’s mobility is now limited—she does not “roam” as she did
when she was single, and she attributes this to marriage and mother-
hood—she states that she herself “prohibits” herself from going out, as well
as from dancing, to set an example for her daughter. Again, Ingrid’s lan-
guage implies struggle—it is not that she does not want to dance, but
that she feels she should prohibit herself from the activity. So like Ester,
she implies that mobility is not automatically deserved or possible, but is,
rather, the result of struggle (with oneself and others) because of the
meanings attached to women’s mobility. She goes on to state that she
dances once in a while with her husband or a neighbor, but that she does
not make a habit of dancing. Women’s sense of responsibility for their
children and their solidarity with them can also be used as a bargaining
chip by men who wish to control women’s mobility, as Angela, one of
ane’s leaders, divulged:

For me to go to a meeting we [my husband and I] have to talk
way too much [beforehand]. “Where is it you are going? And
those kids?” And this and that. . . . Right away he puts the kids
in front of me. Not himself, no, the kids [she laughs]. And that’s
why I feel bad. Because one also has to step up to one’s responsi-
bilities and the men from the campo [rural area] are not like men
who have studied. That if he, if the man has to stay at home and
cook or do something he’ll do it. . . . Ayy, Light, [she laughs]
sometimes I get frustrated and say, Ayy!! But I can’t just dump
my family for the association.

In Ingrid’s case she takes full responsibility for restricting her mobility out
of a desire to be a role model for her children. We do not know exactly
what role her husband has in this decision other than the fact that he does
not allow his teenage daughter to dance. In the second example, Angela
makes it clear that her husband attempts to limit her mobility by manipu-
lating her commitment to her kids to intensify her own concerns about
neglecting them because of her activism. While Angela often finds herself
having to finesse her way to association meetings, trainings, and outings,
she has remained extremely active. On the community level, she is a
powerful and respected leader whom men and women seek out for advice
and support; however, as is true for other women organizers in La Ciénaga,
this adds tension to her home life. Both these examples draw on assumptions
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about the “good woman” being one who is close to home, a woman who
does not flaunt her sexuality (for example, by dancing) and who carries out
her reproductive duties to both her husband and her children. Historical
tropes are clearly a force to be reckoned with.

By focusing on women who challenge expectations about their mobility,
I do not want to suggest that women with limited mobility are passive or
quiescent. As the following example illustrates, women engage in complex
forms of resistance. I recall sitting in the kitchen with Adela and Flor.
Flor was preparing dinner, peeling green bananas, and Adela and I sat on
stools near the clay stove, Adela sitting with her youngest daughter glued
to her lap, her tired braided head leaning heavily against Adela’s chest. It was
near night, the sky a dark gray, but the bright flames from the fire on which
the bananas would cook lit the kitchen and the faces of my neighbors as we
talked. We spoke of the ways in which women make money in La Ciénaga;
it was not a conversation that I had started, but it was one that I had had
many times. There were few options for women to earn an income in La
Ciénaga, and several had recently left to work in the free-trade zones or
in people’s homes. The coffee plantation where several women worked
was rumored to be on the brink of bankruptcy, and in any case, it was
difficult for women with small children to work there. The women dis-
cussed the income-generating activities practiced by women, such as
holding raffles, selling products (akin to selling Avon goods), and making
sweets. Other entrepreneurial women made hot dogs or other snack
foods to sell in the afternoons, particularly to the men who gathered at
the colmados or to tourists. These were small markets, though, and cer-
tainly could not provide subsistence for the many women who needed it.
When there was no money available, either because the men were not
getting work or because they were not passing the earnings on to the
household, the women found themselves having to obtain credit with the
colmados (see also Flora and Santos 1985). Flor complained that it was
very hard to be able to put food on the table and of being in debt to the
colmados, of having to buy food on credit, and of not being able to count
on her husband’s income to cover basic needs. Adela sympathized, and
she confessed, with a glimmer of pride and a fit of the giggles, that she
often had to steal money from her husband to pay for the following day’s
food. He would simply refuse to give her the money, and she would wait
until he went to the river to bathe and then would rummage in his pants
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pocket or, while he slept, sneak out of bed and over to his jeans as they
hung from the beam that crossed the ceiling! The three of us laughed
about this. Flor said that her husband took his pants with him to the
shower. Unlike Adela’s family, who bathed at the river, Flor’s household
shared a running-water pipe, surrounded by zinc and wood scraps, with
approximately five other households, who also shared an outhouse. And
when he slept? Flor comically described how her husband folded up his
pants, with the money in his pockets, and carefully placed the pants under
his pillow. There was no way she could have pulled off Adela’s brand of
spousal theft! Adela continued her story:

Yeah, well, Hidalgo [her husband] started to realize that I was
stealing money from him. I remember one time he asked me,
“Adela, what happened to the hundred pesos I had in my pocket;
you are a very good thief [una ladrona fina], aren’t you?” I told
him, “Well, you were out drinking and you know you keep all
your money rolled up in your pocket; you probably dropped it
somewhere.” Pretty soon he got himself a little duffel bag with a
little padlock and he would keep his money in there. But I figured
out how to get in there too.5

[Flor and I laughed hysterically as she told her story. I must admit, my
field note transcriptions do not do justice to the humor with which she
told the story.]

I would bunch up the zipper area and gently start pulling the two
sides of the zipper open until I could reach in with my hand. [She
smiles as she acts this out.] One time I pulled out five hundred
pesos and I ran to the store first thing in the morning to buy a big
can of [powdered] milk. When he realized the money was gone
he came into the kitchen and asked where the money was. I
pointed to the can of milk. He then yelled, “When are you going
to stop stealing from me?” and I said, “When you start providing
for your children!” He just walked out quietly. You know, I saved
up enough money to buy a new stove that way.
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I cannot say how representative Adela’s behavior is, as this conversation
was with two women with whom I had developed close relationships,
and they were thus particularly candid with me. However, Flor’s hus-
band’s act of taking his pants with him to the shower and then sleeping
with them under his pillow indicates that the threat existed, at the very
least in his mind. I must also point out that the fact that Hidalgo “walked
out quietly” was not representative. Adela and Hidalgo engaged in many
violent fights and at several times throughout my time knowing the couple,
one or the other had the bruises to show it. While I cannot say how rep-
resentative stealing from husbands is as a strategy for meeting basic needs,
I do think it speaks volumes of the way that women are not passively
defined by systems of gender oppression. They challenge these systems in
individual and sometimes collective ways.

asociación nueva esperanza and the 
challenges of women’s organizing in la ciénaga

Women who stretched and redrew the boundaries of their mobility in La
Ciénaga were open to many challenges. I do not mean to imply that women
were bound to the community; many women left altogether, taking jobs in
the capital or in Santiago, marrying outsiders, or even leaving the country.
Some of these women, and most of the women (and men) I can think of,
maintained close ties to their relatives and neighbors, providing stories and
living examples for young women about the sorts of options that were
available. What was tricky was choosing to stay in (or return to) La Ciénaga
to push from the inside. When Cielo Abierto first began organizing in La
Ciénaga, its members did not intend to organize primarily women. How-
ever, it was women who tended to show up at their events.

One of the first projects they carried out in La Ciénaga was a literacy
campaign. When Javier, a member of Cielo Abierto, recounts how they
began organizing women, he states: “The men were afraid to admit that
they did not know, for instance, how to read or write. The women were
more humble in that sense and they were willing to learn. And that’s what
they manifested. So, in fact, in the beginning the men would tease them,
make fun of them. I mean, when they were inside, it was like a little school;
they said—[the men] were on the outside saying things, making jokes.”
Adela, who along with several other women learned how to read and write
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with Cielo Abierto, also spoke about the men’s reaction to the literacy
program. She described the men standing outside looking in through the
wood planks that held up the zinc roof, teasing the women and one another,
saying that the women were learning how to read and write in order to
write love letters to other men. The women were initially not taken seriously
and were seen as just a group of gossips (bochincheras). Because of this they
were kicked out of the community meeting place, a church, which was
controlled by one of the male leaders in La Ciénaga. In response, they
built their own meeting place down the road. In an interview with eighty-
year-old Omer, one of the few men in ane, he told me that the men used
to say that the women were just a bunch of loudmouths (escandalosas). He
continued: “Now they find them good, since those women, God, no
association had reached the standing this one has reached. . . . The
women are doing things well.” The women have attained a high standing
in the area. They have developed relationships with many outside organi-
zations; they have built their own meeting place; they are the point of
entry for almost every project that arrives in the area; and they are key
contact persons for people who visit the region—politicians, journalists, and
visitors. Nevertheless, despite the power they wield and respect they have
earned, they have to continue to prove themselves both collectively and in
their families in the face of attempts to undermine their respectability.

Despite the fact that ane has come to take a prominent position in the
community, or perhaps because of this, the members find that their struggle
in the home intensifies. Several of the active women said their husbands
were the primary obstacle they had to overcome in order to continue to
carry out their work. As Angela put it, her husband was “the little problem
[she] most feel[s]” (el problemita que yo mas siento). Adela and others
echoed this, reporting that their husbands said that once women got
involved in ane the women were ruined (dañadas). The women said they
were seen as ruined because they were busy, but also because they stood up
to their husbands and did not put up with as much.

Jesusita, an ane member in her sixties, brings these issues back to the
realm of women’s bodies and the links between women’s mobility and
women’s perceived sexual promiscuity. When I asked what the shortcomings
of the women’s association have been, she offered the following:

[The] women who have those husbands, that don’t want women
to go anywhere. . . . People, nobody eats people, you let yourself
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be eaten if you want that. And if she [speaking of women in
general] would not have wanted him, she wouldn’t be with him,
right? That is what I see in various, in all of them—they don’t
want to help the woman go out—help them [the men]—because
the work they do is to help him. Whatever comes to the associa-
tions is also for him. . . . Men are jealous. They think that one—
if one did not love them, one would not be with them. One is not
thinking about bad things, one is thinking about raising the family.

Thus, for Jesusita, the biggest shortcoming of the association was not lack
of membership, or resources, or cohesiveness, or even commitment, but
rather the conflation of women’s labor and mobility with sexual promis-
cuity. This distortion of women’s attempts to improve their quality of life
and that of their family and their community was what worried Jesusita
most. If women write, it is to write love letters to another; if women go
out of town, it is to meet another man; and if women work, they are
sleeping with their bosses.

conclusion

I have shown the gendered dimensions of the historical investment in
peasant immobility. While the good peasant was the productive peasant,
the good or serious woman was bound to the home. The workingwoman’s
mobility made her sexually suspect, in the same way that male-peasant
mobility (hunting, foraging, and shifting agriculture) was stigmatized as
indolent. Additionally, like the trope of the “indolent peasant,” that of
the street woman was associated with blackness—reflecting the racist
underpinnings of development processes in the Dominican Republic, as
well as elsewhere in Latin America. Despite these constructs, Dominican
women have always worked outside the home, and today’s global econ-
omy continues to demand and rely on women’s mobility. Women who
migrate internationally and provide remittances or work in tourism or the
free-trade zones provide a significant part of the Dominican economy. In
other words, women’s mobility is restricted, but women still move. In this
chapter I have focused on how women who chose to stay in or return to
La Ciénaga, avoiding direct incorporation into free-trade zones or migrant
economies, confront the continued investment in their immobility. What
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is illustrated by this analysis is that gender is not a static category and that
it must be understood as continually redefined in the same way that local
knowledge is redefined at the intersections of structure and agency.

Women are not agentic superheroes of resistance whose untainted (read:
liberatory) knowledge will create good development (for critique, see
Wood 2001 and Gordon 1997). They are not passive or silent, but they are
living in and against a structure that seeks to define them and thus are
negotiating pressures that are often contradictory. As individuals and as a
collective, Cienagueras are actively searching for ways to eat and to feed
their families, to find joy and pleasure and love and well-being. Very often
this struggle is complicated because it is carried out with and against those
people who most love and support them—parents, children, husbands,
and neighbors. Through their daily practices, these women are waging the
one thousand tiny “wars of position” that make up the fabric of culture
and thereby creating new knowledge about the possibilities for women.
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EP I LOGUE

Inspired by what might be understood as the turn to the local in develop-
ment studies, I began this project with the certainty that development and
the capitalist world-system more generally must be understood, challenged,
and transformed from the ground up and that the first step was to center
“local knowledge.” Local knowledge, for all its currency as a development
buzzword, would not be found, and in its place instead was the messy reality
of a wealth of competing logics and practices, dynamically constituted and
in dialogue with structural forces. These logics are a cacophony that seems
daunting, and perhaps their inconsistencies have always been obvious, but
the lack of attention to their meaning in development theory and practice
has created many blind spots and sometimes, I suspect, has precluded the
elaboration of creative ways to support local self-determined struggles for
well-being. Indeed, these logics reveal a great deal about the process by
which economic development and nation-building create gendered peasant
categories, but importantly, they also unsettle what we think we know about
categories such as peasant, woman, work, and progress.

The encounters, disjunctures, and collisions analyzed in this book illus-
trate the historical underpinnings of the development discourses that are
mobilized in conversations about development and environmental conserva-
tion in contemporary La Ciénaga. Cienagueras and Cienagueros are affected
by global, national, and local development forces and they cooperate
with, resist, and redefine the possibilities for development on a small and
large scale, on the basis of their own practices and definitions of well-being.
Local knowledge and agency often work in ways that scholars, activists, and
development experts do not expect.

Analysis of the making of local knowledge helps illustrate that the global
and local cannot be conceptualized as distinct categories—they can only be
understood relationally. All of development’s actors must be understood
as both knowledge producers and persons who live in a marked tension
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with large economic processes and local lived practices and definitions of
well-being. Thus serious engagement with culture, and the knowledge it
reveals, is key to transforming development from a project of rescue to
one in which alliances are forged in a multilevel struggle against global
inequalities. Deromanticizing development’s presumed beneficiaries and
representing them in fuller (yet never in their full) complexity renders
the rescue approach ineffective and opens the door to new ways of envi-
sioning the possibilities of a transformative development that is not about
producing developed subjects, but about challenging inequalities and
democratizing well-being.

I have focused specifically on local knowledge in La Ciénaga; the
specifics of my findings, therefore, are not generalizable to other countries,
towns, or even neighboring areas. For instance, on the other side of the
Armando Bermúdez Park, where tourists have not been an active force,
one can assume that the development landscape looks very different. Like-
wise, in Zambrana-Chacuey, unique environmental sensibilities have been
shaped by an organized struggle over land (Rocheleau 2005). As a case
study on the construction of local knowledge, this book reveals the subtle
links between the historical development of the Dominican peasantry and
the historically crafted identities that confront development and conserva-
tion politics today, and thus it presents a method that is certainly applicable
to a variety of localities.

It is important that rural life and rural people do not disappear from
the radar of scholars interested in how the shifting global economy is
experienced, engaged, and shaped. In the Dominican Republic, as in other
parts of Latin America, the Caribbean, and Central America, research and
activist attention has privileged migrants, urban economies, free-trade
zones, and, increasingly, large-scale international tourism, including sex
tourism. While it is indisputable that these areas need to be understood,
given global economic, political, and social trends, what of those women
and men who do not migrate to urban areas or obtain employment in
free-trade zones?

Jared Diamond (2005) has recently brought attention to the (contro-
versial, though cast in a mostly favorable light by Diamond) environ-
mental measures taken by both Trujillo and Balaguer, and Diamond has
even explicitly mentioned the Vedado del Yaque (today’s José Armando
Bermúdez National Park). From a strictly conservationist standpoint, the
high percentage of protected lands (30 –32 percent) in the Dominican

108
producing knowledge, protecting forests

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 108



Republic is noteworthy (Diamond 2005; Lynch 2006). However, the
marginal rural communities affected by these measures receive only passing
mention in Diamond’s account. As “sustainability” (Baver and Lynch
[2006, 4] point to its ambiguous definition) continues to secure its place
on development agendas, as alternative and small-scale tourism and eco-
tourism gain increasing popularity, as states continue to capitalize on
nature and tourism as a source of income (Burac 2006; Miller 2006), and
as food security is increasingly threatened for the many (Lynch 2006)
while abundance is secured by the few, the ways in which rural liveli-
hoods intersect with, are affected by, and shape economic development
and environmental conservation need to be placed squarely on the
agenda. Critical, poststructural, and feminist approaches to development
and globalization have exposed the ways in which nations and peoples
are enmeshed in a complex web of power relations and difference, but
retreat is an inadequate and equally fraught response. This is because,
beyond commodity chains and global communications, what weaves us
together—ties of blood, compassion, fear, distrust, imagination, hope,
history, memory, pain, violence, desire, responsibility, potential to create
something better—cannot easily be disentangled.

One of the things I have been interested in showing is that La Ciénaga
is part of a development landscape made up of a variety of actors and
forces—conservationists, Dominican and international tourists, politicians,
elite agricultural interests, markets, ngos—that affect daily living in this
community. The interconnections that are exposed by using the Women,
Culture, and Development approach, a “radical interactionist” approach
to development studies, reveal the complexity of the landscape and of the
players (Bhavnani, Foran, and Kurian 2003). These interconnections
make it clear that alternative approaches to development must also be
based on interconnections in the form of progressive alliances. Moreover,
they suggest that the tourist, the traveler, and the seeming “outsider” have
a role, indeed a responsibility, to enter into such alliances. Such alliances
must have as their objective the transformation of systems of inequality,
rather than the alleviation of poverty. And thus they must be based on
partnership rather than paternalism—in other words, based on a politics of
respect and not of rescue.

The data I have collected in La Ciénaga indicates that many residents
want to work in partnership with outside organizations and in fact share
many of the same objectives in the areas of health, education, work,

109
epilogue

01.Carruyo  1/25/08  2:36 PM  Page 109



empowerment, and agriculture. It is the process by which the variety of
forces and actors would like to—are willing to—arrive at those objec-
tives that must be worked through. This process requires transformations,
and not only at the grassroots community level; alliances must operate on
a variety of levels. Empowered subjects are crucial, but they are truly
effective only in tandem with challenges made to the system locally,
nationally, and globally.

The last formal theme covered in the interviews I conducted involved
people’s hopes, dreams, and desires for the future of La Ciénaga, and thus it
seems most fitting for these to be shared by way of conclusion to this book.

Javier (Cielo Abierto member), midthirties
I wish I could know what the people in La Ciénaga, what their dream

is—I’ve come to learn that mine doesn’t matter so much—that was a 
lesson—it’s theirs [that matters]. But mine would be that it become an
economically self-sustainable community. Politically, not that it become
its own little country, but that politically it can demand its rights from the
authorities, from the state, from other organizations, and that it can come
to understand what its future is and decide its future. Because as it is there
are other people deciding for them. We [members of Cielo Abierto] are
among them. And we have always thought it was a little dangerous and
presumptuous because one is entering into their lives, one is transforming
their lives. Of course my life is also being transformed by other people;
it’s being worked over by the political economy of this country, the
global political economy. I don’t know—not everyone sees it that way.
So then we are trying to make, to produce this transformation of the
community and of the individuals in the sense that they can become—
produce their own income and live dignified lives and so too the future
generations in La Ciénaga; one cannot hope to do more than that. The
right to health, the right to education, the right to have fun, even the right
to die in a dignified way.

Josefina, twenty-seven
Well, that we be able to find work here, that they send something, that

they send food, because we live broke—we live struggling to eat. That
people remember to bring something for us. I don’t just want stuff for
myself, just like one needs it, so do the others.
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Chela, thirty-six
My wish for La Ciénaga is—to have our own vehicle for the associa-

tion [ane], and that we each have, the mothers of families, have a garden
in our houses, so that when I make rice there are some vegetables there so
we don’t eat that rice plain because that is not nutritious. That is garbage
that we are putting in our stomach. But if we put vegetables or something
else in, we are putting some vitamins and minerals in. And in the future I
want each person to have at least their little farm in their house with five
chickens that lay eggs. That they don’t have to go out and buy that, we
need a lot of things here. Because here we have to buy everything, and
how can one progress? Starches purchased. There are no beans? There is
no corn? There is no nothing? There is no coffee? Only a little tayota.

Gracia, fifty-seven
Something that leaves a benefit, I would like cows.

Nestor, midthirties
I would like to see it replete, instead of weeds, that there be something,

anything, planted. That the government make it possible for us, for me
and for all the rest, so that we can plant and they guarantee us the markets.

Ester, twenty-nine
Well, my wish is that the kids be able to learn. That we could have the

means to educate them. That we could have work, here in La Ciénaga
there is no work. Very little because here the work there is, is almost all
for men. The work for women is washing clothes—that is inside the
home and one does not earn money that way.

Josela, sixty-one
My wish, I would say above all is for the road and for the bridge. And

recovery, that La Ciénaga continue to recover. Those would be my wishes.
Because you know that where visitors go the community improves, grows.
People get here because we are right next to God, but not because these
are roads fit to travel on.

Chiquín, seventy-two
I would like you to put the issues of the road and the bridge into your

study—and that your study be a success.
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Rita, twenty-eight
My wish is that the whole community be rich, that I be the only poor

one, everyone rich and just little me poor, because if the community is rich
and has—I can go mop the floors for this one and they’ll give me a pound
of rice, go to the other one and get two plantains. But if we are all poor
where am I going to go? My wish is that everyone live well and that
nobody be pulling in their own direction. That if you have the plantain and
I have the beans—“Light, look, [have some] beans,” “Look [have some]
plantains”—and we share what there is between the two of us. I don’t just
want everything for myself, I want everyone to have the same thing.

Jacinto, almost seventy
The only thing I would need is to find a girl that would take me to the

United States so I could finish out my old age over there.

Estela, late fifties
These folks are cooling off, because they think the world has forgotten

them. My wish is that La Ciénaga move forward. That La Ciénaga move
forward and that it grow in wealth and knowledge. That people know a
lot and that in the future we see something, because if one lives this way,
always squashed, squashed and you never see anything, you never have
anything. [Estela then responds to my question “How would this be
done? That it grow like that?”] Adio! People fighting. If people don’t fight
then nothing grows.
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APPENDIX

the study

The ethnographic data on which this book is based was collected during
fourteen months of fieldwork between 1998 and 2001 in Santo Domingo
and La Ciénaga de Manabao. La Ciénaga is a small rural community; in
all, there are about 350 households in La Ciénaga, and in Boca de los Ríos
(the entrance to the park), where I spent the majority of my time, there
are forty households. I lived full-time in the Dominican Republic from
September 1999 through August 2000 (with the exception of the month
of June). Until February 2000 I was primarily based in Santo Domingo
and made frequent (three- or four-day) visits to La Ciénaga. Beginning in
February I spent the majority of my time in La Ciénaga. Throughout my
time in the field I participated actively in community life, particularly in
the activities of ane. This included everything from visiting neighbors and
helping clean and sort beans to building the greenhouse and attending
trainings, both in and outside La Ciénaga. It was this participant obser-
vation that provided a context from which I could make sense of the
interviews I conducted with residents of La Ciénaga. I conducted forty-
three tape-recorded interviews in total and two nonrecorded interviews
(as a result of technical difficulties). Throughout the book I distinguish
paraphrased material from verbatim transcripts (see Duneier 1999).

To protect the identity of respondents I have changed their names and,
where necessary, identifying features, but I did not change the name of
the community. While changing the names of villages and communities is
a convention used by many ethnographers, my hope is that this research
will provide not just a sociological study, but also historical documenta-
tion of a region about which little has been written. Additionally, it is my
hope that the findings can be of use to Cienaguera/os, and to organiza-
tions that work in the area, as we all reflect on our goals and strategies for
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supporting self-determined well-being in La Ciénaga. I am only one of
many outsiders involved in community life in La Ciénaga in one way or
another, and it seemed important to remain accountable for the claims I
make in this book. I have not changed the names of organizations working
in the area, but I have changed the names of the representatives with
whom I conducted informational interviews. When dealing with sensitive
information given by these respondents, I preserve their anonymity by
omitting the name of the organization.

The majority (twenty-six) of the forty-three taped interviews con-
ducted were oral histories with residents of La Ciénaga, including both
members of ane and nonmembers. I carried out sixteen oral histories
with members of ane. To cover the breadth of perspectives and experi-
ences, I created a quota sample to include members from different parajes
(regions); various families, ages, and levels of participation; and both
women and men. By the time I began interviewing people, I had already
been visiting La Ciénaga for several months and was gaining a sense of the
dynamics of ane; a random sample could not have captured the diversity
of perspectives that I knew made up the organization.

The remaining ten oral histories were with key informants. These were
community members who were described or described themselves as par-
ticularly knowledgeable about the community and former members of
ane. Six of these informants were men and four were women. Eight of
the informants were more than fifty years of age.

To contextualize development and conservation in La Ciénaga, and to
document the variety of stakeholders and pressures that were present, I
mapped the key organizations and interests in the area. These included
nongovernmental organizations (ngos), governmental and military offices
and personnel, urban elites, long- and short-term tourists, environmental
organizations, journalists, and scholars. I carried out thirteen informational
interviews with a variety of persons representing these interests, though
not all of them were taped. Finally, I spent a great deal of time with the
members of Cielo Abierto (the urban counterpart to ane), attended many
of their meetings and trainings, and conducted in-depth, open-ended inter-
views with the four core members.
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Development studies has not yet found a vocabu-

lary to connect large structural processes to the

ways in which people live, love, and labor.

Producing Knowledge, Protecting Forests con-

tributes to such a vocabulary through a study of

"local knowledge" that exposes the relationship

between culture and political economy.  Women's

and men's daily practices, and the meaning they

give those practices, show the ways in which they

are not simply victims of development but active

participants creating, challenging, and negotiating

the capitalist world-system on the ground.

Rather than viewing local knowledge as something

to be uncovered or recovered in the service of

development, Light Carruyo approaches it as a

dynamic process configured and reconfigured at

the intersections of structural forces and lived

practices. In her ethnographic case study of La

Ciénaga—a rural community on the edge of an

important ecological preserve and national park in

the Dominican Republic—Carruyo argues that

Dominican economic development has rested its

legitimacy on rescuing peasants from their own

subsistence practices so that they may serve the

nation as "productive citizens," a category that is

both racialized and gendered.  How have women

and men in this community come to know what

they know about development and well-being?

And how, based on this knowledge, do they

engage with development projects and work

toward well-being? Carruyo illustrates how com-

peting interests in agricultural production,

tourism, and conservation shape, collide with, and

are remade by local practices and logics.

Light Carruyo is Assistant Professor of Sociology

and Latin American and Latino Studies at Vassar

College.

-

“In her account of Ciénaga and its people, 

Light Carruyo centers the voices, experiences,

and political interests of Ciénagüeros as they

confront the local state, national elites, foreign

aid workers, and foreign scholars who lay claim

to their community's resources.  She offers a 

rich portrayal of a peasant community in the

Dominican Republic actively engaging the 

changing global economy, the contradictory 

development policies promoted among them by

a range of actors, and competing notions of

what constitutes ‘the good life.’ The result is a

highly readable text that contributes significantly

to multiple sociology subfields, including 

development, gender, and cultural studies.”
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