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Reaching the 
promised land:

UNDOCUMENTED DOMINICAN
MIGRATION TO PUERTO RICO

MILAGROS RICOURT

What compelling forces drive Dominican women to risk
their lives in an undocumented journey to Puerto Rico?
To answer this question, this essay explores the growing
poverty in the Dominican Republic as a powerful force
driving migration. But is poverty the only motivating
factor? The essay also looks into the social forces leading
women to migrate. Ethnographic data suggest that
opportunities open to women in the labor force in the era
of free trade do not improve their quality of life. Instead,
they have permitted certain levels of empowerment that
allow women to find the resources and the courage to
engage in the dangerous adventure of seeking a better
life in Puerto Rico. The analysis of this process of
migration opens a window to see migration from a
different theoretical perspective. This essay proposes a
discussion to elucidate new paradigms in the view of
migration during the consolidation of free trade in the
Dominican Republic. [Key words: migration; Puerto Rico;
Dominican Republic;women and migration; migration
and free trade; women and labor force participation]

ABSTRACT



It was dark, and the small embarkation fought against the fury

of the Caribbean Sea. In the middle of nowhere, without food

or water, twenty-eight women and men lost their hope of

reaching the promised land in Puerto Rico. They were

miraculously alive. They did not perish because they 

took turns to pour water from the boat, sucked milk out 

of one of the women’s breast in the boat, and the Divine

Providence impeded the waves from swallowing the boat.

When rescued by the authorities after more than twenty days

of misery,  the woman who fed their companions was

interviewed by news crews. She was asked: “Why did you 

risk your life?” She answered: “I was in search of life, 

there was no life here.” She added she would do it again. 

Apocalyptic scenarios like the one described above are not unusual in the
daily lives of Dominicans. Hundreds of undocumented boats exit the eastern coasts
of the Dominican Republic every year with thousands of people in search of life.
Many encounter only death in the journey. Others are returned. Others reach their
goal. The question still remains, Why do people risk their lives? What is the meaning
of “there is no life here” (aquí no hay vida). In the search for life Dominicans engage
in a suicidal attempt to remedy their misery in the homeland. In their attempt to
cross the Mona Strait in fragile embarkations (yolas), they have also created one of
the saddest tragedies in the history of the Caribbean.

This paper analyzes the forces pushing Dominicans and particularly Dominican
women to engage in the dangerous journey to the Promised Land. I argue that beyond
poverty and other structural forces, the ideology of free trade is an important
component pushing Dominicans to migrate. 
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Much has been said about the undocumented migration of Dominicans to
Puerto Rico. Most of these studies are journalistic articles creating public opinion
and in some cases denouncing the atrocities immigrants go through in the journey
(Rohter 1992; Romero 2004; The New York Times 2004, 2006a, 2006b). Others are
academic studies analyzing the social and economic impact of such migration
(Duany, Hernandez Angueira, and Rey 1995; Itorrondo 1994; Pascual and Figueroa
2000). But this paper goes beyond description, providing explanations, exploring
reasons, and proposing a system of thought or a paradigm to look at international
migration in the age of free trade and globalization. The paper argues that the
undocumented migration of Dominicans to Puerto Rico is a new process affected
by forces that did not exist in previous processes of Dominican international
migration. These forces include more rural migrants than previous waves of urban
migrants, more working class, uneducated, and unemployed migrants than
previous middle class migrants, and more dangerous trips—the undocumented
crossing of the Mona Strait—than the security of the airplane. Moreover, this
paper argues that the main force pushing Dominicans to migrate is poverty, along
with the ideology of free trade liberalism, rather than the previous forces pushing
middle class migrants. 

This set of factors underscores the intrinsic connection between migration and
the ideology of free trade. The ideology of free trade liberalism promotes the
acquisition of commodities and self-satisfaction. Its basic tenet is that the market
is open to all regardless of social class. Everybody has been led to believe they
can—and should—have access to all sorts of commodities; this means that the
market is accessible to all regardless of social class. Certainly, such an ideology is
promoted by the mass media, and by the idea of progress and modernity expressed
in infrastructural developments, including malls. The poor as well as the rich are
immersed in a world of ideas and images that permeate everyday life.1

But poverty constrains most Dominicans from enjoying the market. Even so,
options are open to acquire access to commodities, and among these options is
migration. The belief of equal accessibility to the market creates a false reality.2
One encounters the fetish of progress and material affluence through accessibility to
the market, driving people to engage in a dangerous journey to reach the “goodies” 
of free trade. Migration is a way to escape poverty; it demonstrates a determination 
to reach comfort. Dominicans attempt to migrate to what I call the Promised Land 
of Puerto Rico, a place where the comforts advertised in this new ideology are
reachable and life is possible. But for most immigrants who reach the Promised Land,
life is as hard. They must endure taking several jobs, long working hours, job insecurity,
no benefits, exploitation, and austerity in order to have access to the market.

The paper’s arguments are based on the testimonies of 24 women interviewed in
Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic between the years 2001 to 2004.3

Fourteen women were interviewed in Puerto Rico. These women have successfully
established themselves in Puerto Rico after their illegal journey. Ten women were
interviewed in the Dominican Republic, where they were preparing to migrate.
Most of these women have less than eight years of schooling, and most were single
mothers before migration. From the interviews, several testimonies were chosen
with the intention of analyzing the stories of these women, who illegally migrated
to Puerto Rico. Through these testimonies, I examine from a global perspective
the dilemmas of Dominican women who have made the decision to migrate to
Puerto Rico.
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Poverty, free trade, and migration

I jumped into a yola in the beaches of Miches in 1985 and jumped out 5
days later in Aguadilla. It has been ten years of suffering and hard work,
but now I can say it was worth it. I have a house here and my son now a
man and living also in Puerto Rico attended a private school and had a
health insurance while I worked as a mule in Puerto Rico. Before I used 
to work in La Zona and I could not even cook a decent meal but now is
different. I risked my life, went through many humiliations, and worked
like a slave, but look what I have. Marta.

Marta exemplifies the case of a poor woman who could not achieve a decent life 
for many years, even though she was employed. Her dream of achieving a decent life
relied on migration. 

In her case, poverty might be a powerful force pushing her toward migration, 
but more than impoverishment, the ideology of free trade is also an important factor.
Poverty and free trade ideology have been a dangerous combination. In a country
where about 50 percent of the population lives in poverty, the exhibition of progress
creates a strong drive to get what is offered in newspapers, television, magazines, and
billboards. In other words, progress is exhibited everywhere.

Like Marta, millions of women around the world abandon their homeland in search of
a life. The choice of migration responds today to profound changes in the world political
and economic order, generating large movements of people in almost every region of the
world (Steger 2000; Kleinberg and Clark 2000; Pemberton 2001; Petras 2001; Tabb
2001). Social forces such as the end of the Cold War, ethnic and religious conflicts, the rev-
olution in global communications, free trade, and the failure of neo-liberal economic
approaches to solve poverty in poor countries have driven people to move (Goddard
2000). One distinctive characteristic of global migration is the feminization of migratory
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MAP 1 The Caribbean, with Central America, the north coast of South America, and Florida.



populations around the world. Between 1960 and 2000, the number of migrant women
around the world increased more than twofold, from 35 million to 85 million; by 2000,
women constituted 48.6 percent of the world’s immigrants (Oishi 2005: 2).

The Dominican Republic is a good example of massive international migration.
During the 1980s, hundred of thousands of Dominicans—mostly women—abandoned
their homeland seeking a life abroad. The Dominican Republic was the leading nation
sending new immigrants to New York City during the 1980s and 1990s (Ricourt 2002).
From 1989 to 1991 more than 20,000 Dominicans have migrated to Spain, and a
similar number migrated to other European nations. The Dominican population in
Puerto Rico has grown from 1,812 people in 1960 to 61,455 in 2000 (Duany 2005). 

The restructuring of the Dominican economy plays a significant role in this
development in a number of ways. For example, the Dominican Republic’s economic
growth is higher than any other country in Latin America and the Caribbean, showing
success in global economic developments and free trade (Programa de las Naciones
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MAP 1 Percentage of households under the poverty line

Source: Immigration and Naturalization Services/Yearbooks 1992–1999

CHART 2 Dominican immigrants admitted to the United States, by sex
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Unidas para el Desarrollo 2005: 2). Women represent more than 80 percent of workers
in La Zona and tourism, the two pillars of the new Dominican economy. But economic
growth does not translate into the improvement of people’s quality of life.4 Paradoxic-
ally, the poverty rate has increased dramatically, affecting negatively the quality of life
of Dominicans in terms of education, health, and income. An average of more than 50
percent of Dominican households lives in poverty. Alarmingly, the majority of
Dominicans live on less than a dollar every day. Further, the educational system fails 
to provide adequate instruction to Dominicans. For example, 50 percent of students
enrolled in first grade only reach the fourth grade, 22 percent complete eight years of
education, and only 8 percent finish high school (Programa de las Naciones Unidas
para el Desarrollo 2005: 8). In terms of health, the Dominican Republic has more than
triple the percentage of infant mortality that it should have according to international
standards (Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo 2005: 8). Employment
is reduced, and social security is almost nonexistent.

All of these problems create a gap between people’s needs and opportunities and/or choices
to meet their needs as human beings and as providers for their children. Marta tells the story
of a woman whose only choice to meet her needs was migration. She wanted the opportunity
to have a house, a future for her son, and access to the market. Providing a private education
for her son, having health insurance and a place to live were now possible. Marta could not
achieve anything at home, although she had work in a factory. She began achieving the life
that she dreamed of the day she risked her life in the boat that took her to the Promised
Land of Puerto Rico, where she worked as a domestic servant in several places at once.

Is poverty the only motivating factor for migration? I argue that poverty is the main
factor driving the massive waves of migration, which represent a choice rebelling
against the lack of opportunities in the home country. Migration is one of the few
choices available to people to change their status. In previous times other choices
were open: social change, revolutions, the acquisition of a political consciousness,
collective political organizations. According to available data, during the 1960s 
and 1970s, the time of revolutions and social change in the Dominican Republic,
international migration was dominated by middle class and educated individuals. 
But in times of increasing poverty, from the 1980s to the present, international migra-
tion has become popular for large numbers of people—that is, the working class, 

the unemployed, and uneducated, rural individuals. Today the paradigm of social change
and revolutions is gone; the poor now migrate to attain a life for themselves.There are
ramifications as well: Marta tells us about her individual decision to migrate, but in doing
so, she also involved those of her relatives who were left behind. 

Marta told me: “Before I was a little poor woman working in La Zona and raising
my child alone; nobody cared about me. Today I am Doña Marta. I come here, and
the way I look is different, makeup, jewelry, a rented car, a house, a cell phone. I am
not nobody anymore.” In addition, she has helped her son and other relatives she left
behind. According to Marta’s comments, people are not who they are but what they
have. Clearly, Marta is pointing to the essence of free trade; having cars, cell phones,

“ Migration is one of the few choices available to people
to change their status. ”
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clothes, and jewelries makes her feel worthy. Of course, having things or having the
access to have them is to take part in free trade, most likely the engine driving the
massive numbers of people who migrate. Malls, the media, the luxury of immigrants
visiting a rich country, all portray a life of comfort and having things. Migration is a
practical individual choice to get a life. People leave because, in the home country, 
it is impossible for many to achieve the goal of having access to the market. Abroad
there is the great opportunity to be, to achieve a life involving a collective group of
people, including children, other family members, and the community as well. Yet a
question remains: Is it always possible to reach material affluence through migration? 

The Background of Dominican migration to Puerto Rico
The undocumented migration of Dominicans to Puerto Rico in yolas is a new
phenomenon. It began in the mid-1980s. The Dominican presence in Puerto Rico,
however, is older. According to the United States Department of Commerce, 
the Dominican population in Puerto Rico was 1,812 in 1960, jumping to 10,843 in
1970 and to 20,558 in 1980. Although Dominican international migration has a long
history, it began in large numbers in 1961, after the collapse of the Trujillo
dictatorship. Different factors come into play in this massive migration. 

First, the political and economic instability during the 1960s was marked by the
assassination of the dictator, the overthrow of the democratically elected president
Juan Bosch, the revolución constitucionalista, and the United States invasion in 1965.
Second, restrictions to migrate were eliminated after the death of Trujillo. Third, 
after the American invasion, borders were opened between the United States and the
Dominican Republic. Additionally, there was a change in migratory policies in the
United States after the Immigration Act of 1965. Fourth, imbalances between labor
markets and the increasing expectations of Dominicans, generated by the accelerated
process of urbanization during 1960s and 1970s, pushed thousands of Dominicans to
migrate as a viable way for social mobility.

According to scholars, these factors motivated a migration basically composed of middle
class and urban Dominicans (Grasmuck 1983; Ugalde et al. 1979). Moreover, several studies
showed that Dominican international migration during the 1960s and 1970s was the result
of capitalist penetration and the modernization of the Dominican state. Bray (1984: 219)
argues that capitalist development neglected the improvement of a nascent middle class in
the Dominican Republic, a class that eventually found the opportunity to achieve a better
life through international migration. Dominican migration to Puerto Rico prior to the
1980s illustrates Bray’s argument. During the 1960s, a largely middle class and legal wave of
Dominicans migrated to Puerto Rico (del Castillo 1989). Moreover, prior to the 1980s,
Dominican immigrants had a higher proportion of high-status workers, such as
managers and professionals, than natives of Puerto Rico (Vásquez Calzada and Morales
del Valle 1979; Duany 2005). At that time the movement of labor responded to the need
of the middle class to fulfill their lifestyle and the need for skilled labor in Puerto Rico. 

The end of the Twentieth Century and the new millennium witnessed major
transformations in the international migration of Dominicans. The number of
immigrants, both documented and undocumented, rose dramatically. For example,
the Dominican population in Puerto Rico multiplied almost three times between
the years 1980 and 2000. The occupations of Dominicans in Puerto Rico were
concentrated in the lower rungs of Puerto Rican economy (Duany 2005: 254).
Additionally, the social stratification of migrants diversified, including working
class, rural-urban migrants, and people with lower levels of education. 



Apparently the movement of labor that started during the 1980s was composed
of factory and informal sector workers with low pay, long working hours, and
limited access to the market. These workers moved to Puerto Rico labor’s needy
informal sector. There, although they are still exploited, they are better paid and
there are less limitations in accessing the market. They have generated new patterns
of migration capable of altering significantly the previous theoretical explanations
of the international movement of Dominicans.

Why women?

Mayra lived in the rural area of Hatillo in San Cristóbal in the southern part
of the Dominican Republic, but only 15 miles from the capital city of Santo
Domingo. Her husband had a grocery store and she worked as a domestic
servant in the capital city. She and her husband built a small house, which
they mortgaged along with the grocery store, so they could pay $10,000
pesos to the man organizing a group of people to be taken to Puerto Rico
in yolas. She thought that after she started working in Puerto Rico, where
she believed she would have more opportunity to get a job than her
husband, she could save money and pay the mortgage, send their children
to a private school, and eventually reunite the family. She was caught in
her attempt to migrate and is now saving to try again with the job she got
in a tourist resort in Bávaro, in the eastern coast of her home country.

Mayra has postponed life until the day she is in Puerto Rico. For Mayra as for many
Dominican women, the idea of migration has become part of everyday life. To fulfill
their dreams, many women choose to engage in the danger of crossing the Mona
Strait. Undocumented migration to Puerto Rico is an easier choice for poor women
for two main reasons. Poor women do not have access to financial resources to obtain
a United States tourist visa and travel by airplanes. Undocumented migration to other
destinations in the United States, such as New York or Miami, requires greater
financial resources. The only cheap choice many immigrants have is to embark on the
journey of crossing the Mona Strait. In some occasions, undocumented migration to
Puerto Rico is also a way to travel to the mainland. Traveling from Puerto Rico to the
United States does not require immigration screenings. These are domestic flights,
making it easier for illegal Dominican immigrants to evade immigration authorities.
All of the women contacted in this research, however, have chosen to stay in Puerto
Rico. Their reasons for doing so are related to some sort of connection they have in
Puerto Rico. For example, there are those staying in Puerto Rico who have a relative
already established in the island. Kinship and non-kinship networking plays an
important role on these women’s decision to migrate and stay in Puerto Rico.

In general, however, the decision to migrate is permeated by economic and
ideological forces, but also by a collective sense of life, involving their relationship with
themselves, their communities, their children, and other relatives. As one woman told
me: “I did it for me, so people won’t see me as a failure. I also did it for my children
whom I brought to Puerto Rico two years ago, and for my mother who was sick and
needed medical attention and medication that I couldn’t afford, but now I can…. Living
in Puerto Rico made me a different person. I work; I drive; I am in control of my life.”
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Beyond structural forces, women’s migration also obeys of their need to develop 
a life of their own. The story of Ana and Amalia illustrates this statement. Ana is
Amalia’s sister. Amalia has been in Puerto Rico for six years. Ana, her husband, and
her young child live in the Dominican Republic house that Amalia built while working
in Puerto Rico. Ana’s husband lost his job, and while Ana works as a domestic servant
in the capital city, she also receives money from Amalia every month. Ana uses
Amalia’s money to pay for health insurance for her and the rest of the family. Ana took
care of Amalia’s children until she took them to Puerto Rico; Ana is also planning to
migrate eventually. The story of Ana and Amalia illustrates how the migration of
Dominican women has had a tremendous impact in the lives of people left behind.
Remittances are sent to cover for the medications of a sick mother, to pay for medical
insurance for the children left behind, and to purchase food, clothing, and education.
Building houses fuels development and creates a community that transcends inter-
national boundaries. Sending money enables relatives left behind to have access to 
the market for important items like medications, private schools, and food.

A collective sense of life is important for all of the women in my sample. 
No decision is made by thinking as an individual alone. The comforts of the Promised
Land are shared collectively. Women send money to children, mothers, and other
relatives to improve their quality of life. Remittances are important in sharing these
comforts. In 2003, Dominicans abroad sent more than two billion dollars in American
moneys to the Dominican Republic, and Dominicans in Puerto Rico sent 20 percent
of the total remittances. 

Also important is the fact that women live lives of austerity in order to save and
care for relatives left behind. Maria explains her life of working and savings: “I came to
Puerto Rico in AA in 1987 [She laughed when I asked what AA meant and said: ‘agua
alante y agua atrás/water in front and water behind’, meaning in a yola]. I got a job 
as a domestic, but I also started to sell Royal Prestige pots and Avon products. I did
not get much for that, but everything I made selling I put under my bed, and at the
end of the month I had enough money to send cash to my children and my mother.
Four years ago I got an old truck that I park in the street and sell roast chicken and
yucca. I have been saving since because I am planning to buy a house here and fix my
mother’s house in the Dominican Republic.”

Maria illustrates the life of a working woman who deprives herself from enjoying
the market in Puerto Rico in order to save money and have money to send to the
homeland and, in the future, to buy a house in Puerto Rico. But while leading lives of
real austerity, women insert themselves into the lower rungs of Puerto Rico’s informal
economy. Women workers are in demand in Puerto Rico. As Oishi (2005: 3) argues,
“The global economy is generating a class of ‘new rich’ not only in the industrialized
world but also in semi-industrialized and developing countries.” Puerto Rico is also
part of this change. 

Puerto Ricans have benefited from their position belonging to a commonwealth 
of the United States; they can afford more affluent and comfortable lives. They seek
Dominican women workers who can provide better care for their homes and children
than institutional care because of the women’s personal attentiveness, willingness to
work long hours, and affordability as employees. All fourteen of my research subjects
living in Puerto Rico have worked as domestic servants. Three of them were
contacted by a prominent college professor in New York City, who employs these
Dominican women to take care of his ill mother in Puerto Rico. He told me that 
they rotated during the week so his mother is never alone and is given reliable care.
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When I spoke to these women, they told me that it was an easy job that allowed them
to have other similar jobs during the week.

According to these stories, it seems that Dominican women living in Puerto Rico
have made considerable material advancements. But these narratives also relate the
high level of exploitation women endure. Women work long hours and are underpaid.
By their being underpaid, I mean their being paid the minimum or below minimum
wage, which is the meaning of affordable for Puerto Rican employers. Some women
work in two or three houses simultaneously, adding a tremendous workload. When I
spoke to one of the women taking care of the ill mother, she told me that her job was
flexible, so she could have two or three more jobs during the week cleaning houses.
She worked an average of 65 hours a week. She lives in Barrio Obrero, a poor
neighborhood in San Juan, sharing her house with five other people. She pays less 
for rent, allowing her to save for remittances and lawyers’ fees to get her permanent
residency card or green card. Also, it is important to note that all the women who
were interviewed did not have health insurance, including those who had legalized
their status in the island. 

It is true that in Puerto Rico these women have greater access to money. But does
greater financial access translate into economic and material advancements? In
comparison to their lives in the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico offers more
opportunities. Clearly, these opportunities are far from the initial dream of achieving
affluence. Affluence is a myth. Financial access is limited to remittances to feed,
educate, and provide for medications and health insurance. It took Marta ten years 
of hard work to be able to buy a small house in Puerto Rico.

In spite of the hard work and austerity, migration to Puerto Rico has been positive
for Dominican women for other reasons. It has allowed women to break with
traditional roles and patterns of dependence and to gain freedom (Foner 1978). 
Also important is that migrating women grow roots faster in the host society through
processes of incorporation, identification with the host society, and enjoyment of
freedom and relative financial empowerment (Ricourt 2002; Grasmuck and Pessar
1991). According to Ricourt (2002), the reasons behind migrating women’s behaviors
result from their own decision to empower themselves and their children and work 
to provide their family with all the benefits and privileges offered by the host society.

Moreover, the migration of women does not follow the traditional pattern of
female migration as dependents of fathers and husbands; instead, the women migrate
as autonomous workers. Luisa Hernández Angueira (1997), for example, shows that
most Dominican women in Puerto Rico migrated as independent workers. Global
restructuring of economy plays an important role in this phenomenon. For example,
the insertion of women into the labor force is one of the main characteristics of the
Dominican restructured economy responding to free trade demands. The development
of free trade zones and tourism as the two main forces behind Dominicans entering
into free trade basically attracts women as workers. In spite of the limitations in terms
of salaries and working conditions, there is a relative empowerment of women. Safa
(1995) argues that female workers in Dominican free trade zones have achieved the
capacity to challenge the myth of the breadwinner, becoming the only providers and
decision-making agents in their households. Moreover, these jobs provide the financial
resources to save for the trip. Marta, for example, saved money to travel when working
in La Zona. Now, saving money from the cleaning job she has at Bávaro, a tourist resort
area in the eastern part of Dominican Republic, Mayra is going to re-attempt her illegal
migration to Puerto Rico.
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A new process of migration

Karina was born in Yamasá, a rural area north of Santo Domingo. 
When she was still a child, she migrated to Santo Domingo with her
parents and siblings. Her father used to sell plantains and ñame in the
market. She went to school but eventually went to work as a domestic
servant in a rich neighborhood. She dreamed of going abroad, and in her
neighborhood there was a man organizing a trip to Puerto Rico, the same
man who took her sister to Puerto Rico three years before. She needed
US$2,000 to pay the trip’s organizer. Her sister was already in Puerto Rico
and sent her the money. She contacted the organizer and traveled to
Miches, in the eastern shores of the Dominican Republic, to make the trip.
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THREE INTERCONNECTED SPACES IN THE MIGRATION PROCESS

H E L L :  T H E P L A C E W I T H A D V E R S E C O N D I T I O N S

Decision to migrate
Connection in Puerto Rico

Meet journey recruiter
Get the money to pay for journey

Make family arrangements

I N B E T W E E N :  T H E J O U R N E Y F R O M D . R .  T O P. R .

Hide in the wilderness/monte to wait for boat boarding time
Struggle against the dangers of el monte

Board the boat/yola
Start sailing through the Mona Strait

Struggle against the Caribbean Sea’s weather inclemency
Jump from yola when reaching P.R. coasts

T H E P R O M I S E D L A N D

Arrival in P.R.
Meeting relatives

Finding a job
Helping relatives in D.R.



Karina’s dream of going abroad revolves around three different yet
interconnected spaces. As Figure 1 shows, there are three spaces that establish a
dialectical movement. in which human actors are essential to accomplishing the
goal of reaching the Promised Land.

The first space is the country of origin or what I call hell, which is how many
Dominicans refer to their adverse experience in the homeland, which is plagued with
poverty and lack of opportunities. In this space, women make the decision to migrate,
establish their contacts both in the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, and make
family arrangements. There is then a space in between the hell of the Dominican
Republic and the Promised Land of Puerto Rico. This space refers to the
space/passage of the journey that starts in the wilderness and ends in the coasts of
Puerto Rico. In fact, this is an unclear social space where fear, the dangers of the
ocean, and the wilderness have domain The irrationality of this in-between space
obscures structural forces and finds its representation in the madness of the journey.
In this liminality immigrants have to confront and overcome the dangers of the
wilderness, the sea, and the chance of being caught.5 Moreover, for women the worst
enemies are men. During the journey women might be raped, stolen, or even killed,
both in the wilderness and at sea. Also, exacerbated masculinities might result in
fights endangering the lives of passengers. All these problems must be negotiated 
by the women migrating to the Promised Land. However, the decision to migrate, 
the arrangements for the journey, and the achievement of reaching Puerto Rico
encounter major obstacles during the actual journey—difficulties would include the
wilderness, the sea, and human interactions. How these impediments are solved
determines whether the migration process is successful or not. 

Escaping hell
In order to escape the misery of poverty, women go through a complicated process of
making connections, saving, and arranging who will take care of their children. The first
step in this process is contacting the relative or friend waiting for you in Puerto Rico.
Karina had a sister in Puerto Rico, who sent the money to pay for the trip and was
expecting her in Puerto Rico. Second, it is necessary to approach an organizer or
recruiter, as Karina did. Third, one must get the money to pay for the trip. Not all
undocumented migrants are as fortunate as Karina. Mayra, for example, had to
mortgage her house and her husband’s business, losing all in her unsuccessful attempt
to mirgrate. Marta kept a san (credit-rotating association) for three years to get the
money. A friend also lent her money that she paid after she began working in Puerto
Rico. Other women in the sample told me that the organizer/recruiter stole their
money. Juana, for example, was robbed three times before she finally made it to Puerto
Rico. She said to me: “They told me I had to give them $2,000 pesos up front, and then
they divided us in three groups. I counted 60 people all together. We were left behind
in the wilderness (el monte), and we saw the boat, but the captain left with our money.”
For her final, successful attempt she gave her television set to the captain of the boat.

More important than having a contact in Puerto Rico is having an honest recruiter
in the Dominican Republic and the money to pay for the journey; also, family
arrangements loom large in migration plans. Women in my sample had small
children, and before they engaged in the journey, arrangements were made to find a
reliable person who would care for their children. In many cases the women’s mother
or sister took on the responisibility. The plan also included arranging their situation
so that their children could be brought to Puerto Rico. For example, Aurelia told me
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that she left her three-year-old daughter with her mother, and the day she left she did
not tell her daughter of her trip in order not to scare her, but when she finally made
it to Puerto Rico, she called her and promised her she would be soon with her. 

The in-between space
Once contacts in the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico have been established
and the money is available for migration, a long, risky process begins. This process
consists of surviving in the wilderness and at sea, as well as reaching the Promised
Land without being caught by authorities. Surviving in the wilderness is the first
episode in what might be termed minimal space. By wilderness, I mean the time
migrants have to hide in the wilderness or monte, expecting that the beach is clear
from police to board the yola.

My first time in el monte/wilderness was hell. That afternoon, I arrived
with twenty people to a place near the beach. There we met El Capitán,
and he told us he had too many people in the wilderness and he did not
know if everybody would fit in the boat. He told us to stay right there and
to meet at 7:00 p.m. on the beach. At seven o’clock there were 65 people
and among them like 12 women. The captain told us to jump into the
boat, and after we left we had to return because the boat was going to
shipwreck and the police came, we ran into the wilderness, but the police
attacked the captain and broke his head. We stayed hidden in the monte
until next morning. I did not go this time, but six months later 
I tried again. This time the contact took me to Boca Chica, and we left
almost at 2:00 A.M. and stopped in the island of Catalina (western La
Romana, another city in the eastern coast of the Dominican Republic).
That was Thursday and we arrived in El Desecheo, Puerto Rico on Tuesday
of the next week? Or was it the following week? It was 9:00 p.m. (Amparo
from San Francisco de Macorís, Central Cibao, Dominican Republic).

El Monte is a dangerous place. “Other people can rob your money and even kill you.
Women are raped.” Juana told me that men want to have sex with the women, that
they will not take them on the trip, if they do not comply. She said that she was spared
from being raped because her brother was with her. But the hell women experience to
reach the Promised Land does not end in the wilderness; rather, it is just a taste of
what is to come in the journey.

The embarkation boat we took in the island of Carolina had two engines, and
before we left, the captain jumped out of the boat and sent us with another
guy who said knew the directions. The second day at sea, two men started a
knife fight and they spoiled the compass. We got lost and I don’t remember
how many days we wondered in the middle of big waves, we cried every time
dolphins jumped out of the water, believing they were sharks. Women had to
pour the water out of the boat, but we didn’t have strength and we were very
thirsty. I lost consciousness and I dreamed of my daughter Jacqueline and
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I asked her for water and she gave me a cup of water. I woke up and saw
people praying in loud voices, and then we saw a big boat and started to
follow it and it was dark, but God illuminated us with a full moon and
continued until we reach El Desecheo (a cay off Aguadilla in Puerto Rico). 

The number of Dominican killed in the journey is unknown, but it might as many
as hundreds every year. The tragedy of lost boats, and drowned and shark-eaten
corpses is a daily experience in the Dominican Republic. As The New York Times
published in its World Briefing section in November 2004: 

Helicopters and rescue boats combed the northern coast [of the
Dominican Republic] in search of survivors from a migrant boat that
capsized while trying to reach Puerto Rico. At least 8 were dead and 15
missing (…) In August, 55 Dominican migrants died when their outboard
motor broke down and they spent 12 days lost at sea.
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CHART 3 Dominicans detained by U.S. Coast Guards 1983–2004

A typical storefront remittances busines that working-class immigrants use to wire currency to their home countries. Photograph courtesy of
Milagros Ricourt. Reprinted, by permission, from Milagros Ricourt.



The fortunate, the survivals are among the thousands of those detained by the
Coast Guard, both Dominican and American. Chart 3 shows detainees increased
substantially during 1993 and 1997 and once again in 2002 until the present.

However, the most fortunate a are those who manage to reach the Promised Land.
Amparo tells her story when she finally reached Puerto Rico.

In El Desecheo, which is a cave in the middle of the ocean, we stayed for
three days. We met there a group of Puerto Rican fishermen who told us
not to go to Rincón because the guards were looking for drown corpses,
two days before a Dominican yola shipwrecked there, but to go to
Guaniquilla (Pico Piedra). We followed their advice and when finally saw
land we were told to jump out the boat and reach land swimming. I did not
know how to swim but I felt that something pinched me in the water and 
I reached land. At the beach, I met two Puerto Rican men whom helped 
me to get to an abandoned house and the neighbor gave me coffee and
hot chocolate and he also brought me some clothes. I don’t know what
happened with the others. I just wanted to save myself, in circumstances
like this you don’t care for others. The next morning, my neighbor lent me
his phone and I called my sister who picked me up the next day.

The final destination of Amparo was Río Piedras, part of the metropolitan area
where more than 78 percent of the Dominicans in Puerto Rico reside. There she
found work in the informal sector of Puerto Rican economy. She takes care of an 
old lady every other week and also cleans houses during her week off. She married 
a Puerto Rican and is now an American citizen. Aurelia also tells her story. After she
established herself in her cousin’s house and found a job cleaning houses, she said:
“Caminé hasta la avenida Borinquen con el corazón en la mano y vi el sitio, entré y
con una sonrisa le dije al tipo quiero mandar 100 dólares a mi hija” ( “I walked toward
Borinquen Avenue with the heart in my hands, and I saw the place and I entered, and
with a smile told the guy that I wanted to send 100 dollars to my daughter.”). With
the money Amparo was sending her daughter ate, went to private school, and paid for
clothing and entertainment; Amparo’s mother also got extra money for her
necessities.

Other women interviewed, as the following chart shows, have managed to find jobs
in the informal sector of the Puerto Rican economy. 

The occupational patterns of women in my sample corroborate with Duany (2005),
who showed that the proportion of Dominican service workers increased substantially
in Puerto Rico after 1970s. Duany also showed that nearly one-third of these workers
were unskilled service workers such as domestics, cleaners, and waiters (Duany 2005:
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CHART 4 Occupational distribution of women interviewed in Puerto Rico

S E R V I C E S E C T O R .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  1 4
Cleaning Houses . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

Cleaning Houses and Taking Care of Elders . . . 3

Selling Avon and Other Merchandise . . . . . . . . 1

Restaurants and Bars . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3



254). Also, the residential distribution of women in my study corresponds to the
general evidence that 50 percent of Dominicans reside in the San Juan metropolitan
area. However, three women in my sample stayed in other municipios such as Aguada
and Aguadilla. There they met Puerto Rican husbands and found jobs. Also important
to note is that most women interviewed in Puerto Rico have managed to obtain their
permanent residency card and others have become naturalized citizens.

A new process of migration?
The process of migration from the Dominican Republic to Puerto Rico contains
considerable analytical resources that have been mobilized throughout this paper. 
A concluding argument about the notions of undocumented migration must be
understood in its intrinsic relation to free trade as an economic system and its
ideological manifestations. In the midst of constant accumulation, the result of the
insertion of the Dominican Republic into the new globalized economy through export
processing industries and tourism, there is another side of the coin: the sad faces of
those affected by a growing poverty. Unfortunately, the ideological dimension hides
the destructive side of free trade. Greed, greater profitability through deregularization
and overexploitation, and alienation are the underside of the miracle of
telecommunication, and the reformulation of tastes, values, and lifestyles. In other
words, consumerism works to cover the demoralizations of free trade. This is a
travesty of economic freedom based on the false impression that there is universal
accessibility to the market.

The stories told in this paper inform the reader of women who risked their lives to
migrate to a place where life or access to the market was possible. The accessibility 
to the market pushed them to engage in life-risking journeys, in which they had to
survive the wilderness, the fury of the Caribbean Sea, and the vigilance of the United
States Coast Guard. After negotiating all these obstacles, was it possible to achieve the
life the women dreamed of? The answer is No. The value expected in this new life was
far from being achieved. The lives of these women are the lives of overexploited
workers in the lower rung of the informal sector of Puerto Rican economy. The answer
is also not even when the women enjoy comfortable circumstances; for example,
Marta’s make up, jewelry, cell phones, and rented car do not necessarily include her 
as part of the Promised Land’s American Dream. Marta’s commodities are an
insignificant piece of the monumental profits of capitalism both in the Dominican

Republic and Puerto Rico. Even remittances cannot salvage the effects of super
capitalism—while, they have substantially helped to alleviate poverty, it is still not
enough to eliminate the poverty that results from free trade. 

Indeed, the yola journeys open a new window in international migration. 
Here there have been sketched some reasons to see this movement differently have
been described. From the point of view of women, a chain of interrelated notions has
been necessary to their success.
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“ The lives of these women are the lives of overexploited
workers in the lower run of the informal sector of Puerto
Rican economy.. ”



First, the dangerous yola trips represent a new phenomenon, started in the 1980s
and coinciding with the Dominican Republic’s severe economic crisis. The practice
continued into the 1990s and 2000s, as poverty increased in an era of free trade.
Second, the new actors in this migration process are the poor working class and
uneducated. Third, the movement of labor occurs in significant numbers, including
both the free trade workers in the Dominican Republic and the informal sector in
Puerto Rico. Fourth, the factors driving poor, working class Dominicans to engage 
in the yola journey are a combination of exacerbated poverty and the images of
progress, comfort, and easy accessibility to the market. Low wages, lack of oppor-
tunities, and decaying social services limit people’s access to comfort, creating a collec-
tive sense of frustration. A way out for many is migration. And in the case of the poor-
est, the path to relative affluence is undocumented migration crossing the Mona Straight.

Fifth, the irrationality of this migration process gives another dimension to
migration. The struggle between life and death in the wilderness and the sea escape
the realm of structural explanation. During the journey structural factors are
inexistent, and the triumph is for those who overcome adversity. Sixth, those who do
survive the wilderness and the danger of the Mona Straight finally reach the Promised
Land of Puerto Rico, where a new life is possible. Even so, if for many opportunities
are open and jobs are available, they come at the expense of long working hours,
minimum or below minimum wages, no benefits, no security, and deliberate austerity
to earn enough for remittances, the immigration/legalization process, and future trips
to the homeland. 

In conclusion, the stories told here belie the myth of migration undertaken to
escape poverty and reach a life of affluence. The life achieved is limited to the life of
the working poor in advanced nations or in a place like Puerto Rico, whose mainland-
style comforts are achieved under considerable duress. In reality, the life dreamed of,
which serves as a force driving Dominican women to engage in the yola trip, is
obscured by a reality of exploitation.
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N O T E S
1 Jesse Hoffnung (2007) makes a similar argument when analyzing the Dominican
migration to the United States. 
2 Adorno and Horkheimer (1998) state that there is a socially necessary false-
consciousness (ideology) that society systematically manages to induce to people to hold
and are assumed to be true. This false ideology is disseminated through Hollywood, film
companies, broadcasting media, and publishing firms. 
3 Thanks to a grant from PS-CUNY and additional funds provided by the Center for
Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College, City University of New York, I conducted
ethnographic research in the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, interviewing 24
women who attempted to migrate illegally to Puerto Rico as well as women who
successfully reached the Promise Land.
4 La Zona is how Dominicans identify free trade zones or where export processing
industries are located. 
5 I am using the term liminality applied by Turner (1969) to explain the obscurity and
madness of the illegal journey.
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