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SAMUEL MARTfNEZ

OF PEASANTS, PLANTATIONS, AND IMMIGRANT
PROLETARIANS

Dominican Sugar Plantations: Production and Foreign Labor Integration.
MARTIN F. MURPHY. New York: Praeger, 1991. xii + 186 pp. (Cloth US$
49.95)

Peasants in Distress: Poverty and Unemployment in the Dominican Repub-
lic. ROSEMARY VARGAS-LUNDIUS. Boulder CO: Westview 1991. xxi + 387
pp. (Paper US$ 32.95)

Few other places in the Caribbean region have as great a potential for inter-
national conflict as the island of Hispaniola. The historical antagonism
between Haiti and the Dominican Republic is no doubt known to readers of
this journal, as is the recent upsurge in tension between the two countries,
which culminated in the expulsion of tens of thousands of Haitian immigrants
from the Dominican Republic, from June to September 1991. The quicken-
ing pace of events, added to the worsening spiral of economie hardship grip-
ping both nations, threaten to render obsolete even the most recent analyses
of relations between the two countries. Even so, against the background of an
increasingly acrimonious debate between the Dominican government and
international human rights organizations accusing it of enslaving Haitian
immigrants in the cane flelds, the appearance of two works by long-time stu-
dents of the migration of Haitians as cane workers to the Dominican Repub-
lic is particularly timely.

Neither work analyzes this migration in isolation, but takes it as a point of
departure for diagnosing certain of the Dominican Republic's economie
development problems. Murphy's Dominican Sugar Plantations is the more
tightly focused of the two. Yet even its aims are broad: to describe and
explain how labor is used today in the fields and factories of the Dominican
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Republic's three sugar corporations. The topics it covers include the history
of the Dominican sugar industry, the mechanisms by which Haitian nationals
are recruited to work on the sugar estates, the terms and conditions of em-
ployment of cane workers in the Dominican sugar industry, the push and pull
factors which encourage migration from Haiti to the Dominican Republic,
anti-Haitian prejudice in the Dominican Republic, and the Dominican sugar
industry's ethnic division of labor. Vargas's Peasants in Distress aims at noth-
ing less than a comprehensive understanding of the Dominican Republic's
rural development problems. It discusses, among other things, the difficulty
of defining and measuring unemployment in a Third World economy, the
history of the Dominican peasantry, living conditions in the Dominican coun-
tryside, produce marketing and price policies, the Dominican Republic's
land distribution pattern and land reform efforts, agricultural credit, Haitian
immigration, land degradation, and rural emigration.

It has often been remarked upon as a paradox that the Dominican Repub-
lic recruits men from Haiti to meet the seasonal labor demand of its sugar
industry, while its own rural people suffer increasing poverty. The question
conventionally asked of this situation is," Why don't Dominicans cut cane?"
After reading Murphy's book, few will remain satisfied with this way of fram-
ing the issue. He asks instead, "Why does the Dominican sugar industry pre-
fer not to employ Dominicans as cane cutters?" (p. 113). According to him,
the answers are largely found in the place the Dominican Republic has occu-
pied historically in the world sugar trade. "Throughout history," he explains,
"of the principal factors related to production (land, labor, capital, technol-
ogy and trade), it is the labor factor that [Dominican sugar producers] could
control most effectively" (p. 4). The Dominican Republic has not enjoyed
preferential access to lucrative European and U.S. markets as consistently as
other world sugar producers have. Only by keeping labor costs low did Do-
minican sugar producers survive in the open market. Murphy demonstrates
convincingly that employing immigrant labor has helped Dominican cane
growers keep labor costs at a minimum.

Haitian seasonal migrants are more than cheap labor to cane growers.
They are a labor force which can be obliged to work Sundays and nights at
no extra pay, or left idle and hungry for days, or dismissed from employ-
ment, or deployed to another work camp without notice, as best suits pro-
duction demands. For Dominican cane growers, to draw day laborers from
the mainstream of the Dominican working classes, rather than to recruit
them from Haiti, would be to accept a lower level of control than they now
exert over the harvest labor force. Murphy suggests that having such a plia-
ble labor force enables management to adjust field operations more readily
to the sugar milis' demand for cane. Yet he has on the whole perhaps con-
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centrated too much on labor cost, to the neglect of systematic analysis of the
labor control factor. He misses at least two good opportunities to consider
the broader implications of the industry's coercive labor utilization prac-
tices. One is provided by human rights activists' allegation that Dominican
cane growers treat Haitian cane workers as slaves. By simply dismissing this
charge as unsubstantiated by fact, Murphy passes up a chance to comment
on whether or not coercive practices in the Dominican sugar cane harvests
of today might be in any way a legacy of how slave plantations of the nine-
teenth century used field labor. Second, Murphy observes that multi-
stranded personal ties - most notably of ritual coparenthood - commonly
link management personnel and year-round workers on the sugar estates.
He makes much of how this stands at odds with the purportedly impersonal
character of labor relations on the modern, corporate-owned plantation
(pp. 67-69). It is surprising that he does not go one step further, and ask if
employing seasonal migrants as cane cutters might increase the level of
control which management can exercise over the harvest labor force by
minimizing the personal dues implicit in employer/employee relationships
in the Latin American cultural context.

Vargas's Peasants in Distress was first presented as a Ph.D. thesis at the
University of Lund in 1988. Her adviser there was the Haitianist scholar,
Mats Lundahl, and her book is in some ways the Dominicanist equivalent of
Lundahl's (1979) on Haiti. Like Lundahl's, it is a compendium of available
knowledge on the country's agrarian sector. It is perhaps inevitable that a
book as comprehensive as Vargas's would be out of date before it reached
print. Even so, the degree to which she relies on information predating the
return of Balaguer to the Dominican presidency in 1986 is disturbing. Read-
ers needing information about the impact on rural areas of post-1986 eco-
nomie trends - e.g., galloping inflation, devaluation of the Dominican peso,
diminishing state interference in consumer markets, the collapse of interna-
tional coffee prices - will search this book in vain.

For Vargas, the country's failure to nationalize its cane harvest labor force
is merely the most salient manifestation of a much larger syndrome: the
inability of its rural areas to generate enough employment at decent levels
of remuneration to keep people from abandoning the land, swelling the
cities, and emigrating overseas. Much of the blame for the country's present
economie malaise, she suggests, rests with the misplaced emphasis of suc-
cessive governments on urban growth and capital-intensive manufacturing,
at the expense of smallholder agriculture. Most of her criticisms of state
intervention hit the mark. Yet the unremitting negativism of her assessment
of everything the Dominican state has done over the past hundred years
leaves one at a loss as to what the government might do to make matters
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better for the peasant. For example, if the government makes easy credit
available to farmers, wealthier people get the lion's share of it, which wors-
ens an already highly-unequal distribution of wealth (pp. 192-98). If it
doesn't, rural producers are left entirely at the mercy of usurers (pp. 198-
206). According to Vargas, much the same is true of government land
reform efforts: the land has mostly gone to political cronies, not to the needy
(p. 170). Whether the government distributes land or encourages its concen-
tration, the rich get richer and the poor, poorer. Vargas's doom-and-gloom
attitude severely limits the policy relevance of her analysis. It also raises
doubts about whether she is correct in singling out state intervention in the
economy for criticism. If government action always ends up benefiting the
wealthy and influential and harming the poor and powerless, might that not
be the fault of how the country's political economy is instituted, rather than
of the government initiatives themselves?

Similarly unenlightening is her tendency to conclude that every economie
problem furthers emigration from rural areas. Surprisingly, it is only late in
the book (pp. 328-30) that she stops briefly to ponder the opposite side of
the equation, i.e., that massive emigration might depress rural productivity.
Vargas cites Griffin (1976) in arguing that "the negative effects of the migra-
tion of peasants to higher paid jobs abroad have been exaggerated" (p. 328).
If this is so, why have the positive effects of emigration been so slow to
materialize in the Dominican countryside? Vargas's only answer is that con-
tinued Haitian immigration depresses agricultural wages (p. 330). Nowhere
does she seriously consider the possibility that, by taking jobs in the cane
fields that no Dominican wants, Haitian immigrants might create more jobs
than they take from Dominican workers. If the employment of Haitians as
cane cutters were to be abandoned, it is probable that sugar production
would largely collapse, and tens of thousands of Dominicans would lose
jobs in the cane fields and sugar milis. In these dark days for Haitians in the
Dominican Republic, it is particularly unfortunate that she does not give
more careful consideration to how Haitian immigration affects employ-
ment and income levels in the Dominican countryside. It is the responsibil-
ity of Haitianists and Dominicanists to bring into question common wisdom
which impedes greater understanding between the two nations.
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