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Over the last two decades of the twentieth century the politics of 
international development dramatically remade the relation-

ship between the Dominican Republic and the world economy. This 
shift began in the midst of the Latin American debt crisis. Under pres-
sure from the IMF and the United States government (both committed 
fully to neoliberal economic theory) Dominican governments entered 
into a series of structural adjustment agreements, including drastic cuts 
in public spending, financial reforms, lower barriers to imports, and 
eventually privatization of utilities and state industries. With support 
from Washington, Dominican governments also began a shift away from 
a heavy focus on agricultural exports towards export processing and 
tourism. Since the middle of the 1990s, the process of structural adjust-
ment and neoliberal reform has been largely subsumed into a broader 
boom in international trade, communications, and financial transactions 
(supported by the same neoliberal politics) known as globalization. 
As the Dominican state withdrew from spending on education, health 
care, and price supports, Dominicans turned to the informal sector and 
international migration in order to survive. Yet Dominicans, even those 
precariously perched on the informal margins of the new economy, had 
increasing contact with a flood of goods and images generated by the 
global boom—a promise of material well being that in no way matched 
the limited economic opportunities afforded by the new economy.  
Meanwhile, the political and subsistence crises in neighboring Haiti led 
to a major flow of migration of Haitians into the Dominican Republic. 
Haitians had long been part of Dominican society in border and sugar 
regions. Now they became part of an increasingly multicultural society 
in cities and in the new tourism and export-processing enclaves. As 
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Dominican governments sought to maintain legitimacy in an era of 
austerity, they made Haitians into targets of official xenophobia, racism, 
and human rights violations.

The two books under review seek to document and analyze the 
social and cultural consequences of neoliberalism and globalization in 
the Dominican Republic. They share a deeply humane concern for the 
effects of structural adjustment policies and globalization on local com-
munities and individuals in the Dominican Republic and an interest in 
the creative responses of those communities to these new circumstances. 
In Negociando la aldea global, Karin Weyland, a sociologist who has lived 
and worked in Santo Domingo, offers primarily a work of theoretical 
synthesis, drawing together ideas about globalization from Octavio 
Ianni, Saskia Sassen, Néstor García Canclini, and Manuel Castells 
with the classic accounts of transnationalism by Glick Schiller, Basch, 
Blanc-Szanton, Portes, and others. Blending this theory with a survey 
of secondary literature and coverage in Santo Domingo newspapers, 
Weyland argues that contemporary international migration, which she 
calls “transnationalism from below,” constitutes a distinctly new prac-
tice of border crossing and should be seen as a creative response to the 
repressive “from above” forms of globalization. Her research subjects 
are Dominican women migrants who settled in New York City during 
the 1980s and 1990s. These women, she argues, used family and kinship 
ties to get visas, to share childcare across national boundaries, to start 
businesses, and most importantly to move from a context of informal 
and household labor (or factory labor in export processing zones) to 
factory labor in New York sweatshops. Though she notes the struggles 
and injustices migrant women face as workers, women, and racialized 
minorities in the U.S., she also hears in their accounts a consistent thread 
of improvement. They have more freedom in their households, better 
wages, even better status back home as a result of migration. Since 
these women faced entrenched barriers to social mobility and personal 
freedom in the Dominican Republic, migration is more than a simple 
strategy for survival, she argues. It constitutes “resistance” to globaliza-
tion from above. Drawing on feminist scholarship on transnationalism, 
she also goes a step further, describing the “histories” and “metaphors” 
of migration recounted by her interviewees as “strategies of decoloni-
zation.” Women’s experiences of migration were a politics, she argues, 
though not necessarily a self-conscious one. “The crumbling of frontiers, 
not only at the level of geography but also of class and gender, form part 
of the new system of values of the women migrants” (p. 187). 

Weyland’s basic contention that the mobility of capital and global-
ized culture is the problem to which international migration and new 
transcultural identities are a solution is exactly the view of globaliza-
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tion that anthropologist and Columbia University professor Steven 
Gregory hopes to complicate. In The Devil Behind the Mirror, a sparkling 
ethnography of the town of Boca Chica (a tourist enclave that is also 
near to an export processing zone), Gregory argues that the literature 
on globalization “from above” is often overly focused on the ease of 
movement through space of capital. “Globalization,” he argues, is “less 
a description of the existing world system than a set of contested claims 
about how it should be structured in relation to nation states and their 
peoples” (p. 216). To support this argument he describes, at length, a 
conflict between a company seeking to build a container port within 
view of Boca Chica’s tourist complex, and the organization of hotel 
owners who seek to block the project. Even in the context of neoliberal 
ascendancy, capitalists in industries favored by new global arrangements 
(those organizing global supply chains and those marketing international 
leisure travel) are forced to compete with one another to court public 
opinion and secure alliances with the state. Gregory concludes, “however 
diminished the capacity of nation-states to govern their economies, the 
state remains a key political field structuring the specific manner in which 
global flows of capital, people, and media are materialized in space...” 
(p. 216). Although it may seem predictable that the port project won 
the day (mega-global-capital trumps merely largish capital), Gregory 
argues that the fact that this global behemoth had to invest any time or 
energy to garnering public opinion in Boca Chica complicates the notion 
of globalization as distant, coherent, and fully independent of national 
or local politics.

Gregory is also skeptical of accounts of mobility “from below,” 
especially the frequent treatment of Dominicans as the “archetypal 
transnational subjects” (p. 6). Gregory demonstrates that the shift from 
sugar to tourism in Boca Chica was not about the faster and faster move-
ment of people through space (as some would have it), but rather about 
controlling and defining space in ways that left many local residents 
“unable to move and ‘fixed’ in space”(p. 8). He points to the ways that 
resorts and hotel owners, in concert with the tourism police and other 
arms of the state, sought to divide Boca Chica and a nearby town into a 
“tourist zone” and a “community.” The idea guiding this division was that 
creating an appropriate “cultural atmosphere” to attract and entertain 
foreign tourists required extreme care in hiring practices (preference 
for people from the capital and with lighter skin) as well as removing 
suspect local people from the public beach and public streets of their 
own town. National identity documents served in large measure as the 
legal mechanism for restricting the movement of community members 
in the tourist zone. Hotels and restaurants, as well as nearby export 
assembly factories, excluded those without official papers from formal 
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employment (even the preferred categories of sex work) thus excluding 
them from the ostensible benefits of the neoliberal economy. Many local 
residents had no access to identity documents, including almost all of 
the sizeable Haitian population, many Dominicans of Haitian ancestry, 
and many poor Dominicans regardless of ancestry. Meanwhile, tourist 
police cleared streets and beaches of vendors, hair braiders, sex workers 
(or those suspected of sex work), and the operators of motorcycle taxis 
through regular sweeps. Again, the pretext for removal was the lack of 
identity papers or requisite vendors licenses. Thus, in the new economy 
of globalization, those with the “weakest claims to citizenship,” that is, 
whose power to claim their citizenship was undermined by practices of 
racism, xenophobia, and social exclusion, “tended to be criminalized and 
marginalized, spatially as well as economically” (p. 48).

This account of spatial segregation and its relationship to citizenship 
is dramatic and convincing. Yet Gregory’s account shows that the tourist 
and export processing economies in Boca Chica were also marked by sig-
nificant mobility “from below.” He includes wonderful stories of border 
crossings by Haitians, both into the Dominican Republic and into the few 
niches of the tourism economy open to them. Other key informants and 
collaborators come from the Dominican countryside or from the capital, 
attracted by the hope of work in tourism or assembly plants. What is 
more, many key characters in his ethnographies are returned from years 
or decades living abroad. Zapata, a man returned from “exile” in New 
York, owns a tourist hotel in Boca Chica. Several members of a neigh-
borhood association are migrants returned from factory work in New 
York. One of the most captivating vignettes in the book is an account 
of Gregory’s interactions with a Haitian born, New York raised, Rasta 
identified tour guide. Other characters have returned or been deported 
from the United States or Europe or are in the process of getting papers 
in order to move overseas. In short, Gregory’s fieldwork in Boca Chica 
might well be taken as evidence that mobility is in fact a central aspect 
of popular practices and especially popular imaginaries in the context 
of globalization. To recognize the importance of this mobility is not to 
suggest that globalization has done away with borders or restrictions on 
movement. To the contrary, mobility on both a local and an international 
scale is a form of power precisely because of the significant barriers that 
states and capitalists still erect to free movement. The ability to move 
is an important resource because citizens of different nation states face 
different kinds of impediments and because, within nation states, color, 
class, gender, and foreign birth further constrict the ability to move.

Gregory resists the arguments of scholars like Weyland, that interna-
tional migration serves as an outlet for people who would otherwise be 
constricted by the new economy. This is not just because his research site 
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was a shantytown populated by people unable to escape, and therefore 
pessimistic about migration, and hers was an immigrant neighborhood 
populated entirely by people who managed to find a way out, happy to 
recount their own successes. There was no shortage of idealized accounts 
of migration in Boca Chica during Gregory’s fieldwork. The dominant 
local understanding of migration, however, was that local women hoped 
eventually to marry a foreign tourist in order to return with them to 
Europe or the U.S. That is, in a town dominated by sex tourism, the 
stories people told about international migration had a distinctive, 
and distinctively unattractive, spin. Sex tourism, Gregory shows in two 
wonderful but harrowing chapters, is not just about sex acts. It is about 
performances of domination constructed by groups of male tourists 
using Dominican women as props, “a surprisingly narrow set of ritual-
ized spectacles through which men fantasized the nonbeing of women 
and, in turn, imagined themselves to be all powerful subjects” (p. 149). 
In this performance of power, male sex tourists often imagined that 
Dominican women were passive, unspoiled by western feminism, and 
therefore ideal for roles as traditional wives (as well as sexual exploita-
tion). Just as foreign men imagined that Dominican women were grateful 
for their companionship in Boca Chica, many imagined that Dominican 
women longed for nothing more than “rescue” through marriage and 
 emigration. Migration, as generally understood to operate in Boca Chica, 
Gregory argues, was not a popular strategy at all, but rather another ele-
ment of a repugnant colonial fantasy. According to Gregory, “few sex 
workers shared the domestic fantasies of male tourists” because they 
understood the risk that migrating with a tourist might relegate them to 
a status as “virtual prisoners” of their husbands, forced into unwelcome 
domestic roles and dependent on the men for economic sustenance and 
legal status. Thus “the dream of emigrating with a foreign man was not 
uppermost in the minds of all, or even most” (p. 159).

This is a dynamic that is highly specific to tourist towns and likely 
had little influence on the decisions of Weyland’s informants to migrate 
or the conditions they faced in New York. One might therefore read the 
two texts as contrasting, localized views of globalization that comple-
ment rather than contradict one another (especially given the actual 
prevalence of migration, usually not of the type imagined by sex tourists, 
in Gregory’s account). It is surely possible that both the mobility (albeit 
often conditional) of more than a million Dominicans living abroad 
and widespread experiences of immobility, eviction, failed migration, 
and deportation in Dominican cities and towns are important, even 
emblematic, consequences of globalization in the Dominican Republic. 
Facile celebrations of transnationalism are infuriating in all the ways 
Gregory shows, but accounts that recognize the ways that migration 
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constitutes a popular response to neoliberalism need not be facile. 
Unfortunately, Weyland’s emphasis on transnationalism as resistance 
and decolonization, while eloquent, is undermined by the relative lack of 
space dedicated to migrant women’s stories and ideas. The reader does 
not get to know very much about what the women Weyland interviewed 
did and thought, so it is difficult to judge whether their actions were 
transnational, feminist, and decolonizing, or not. This is too bad, because 
Weyland is a prolific researcher with a unique trajectory of fieldwork and 
engagement. She spent several years in the early 1990s doing interviews 
with women at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital. She was a participant 
observer in women’s social service and community organizing agencies 
in Washington Heights. And she participated in extensive community-
based research in marginal neighborhoods in Santo Domingo. The book 
is therefore based on an archive of extensive field notes, interviews, and 
photographs. It is unfortunate that this unique body of data is not more 
prominent in the text.

Weyland does mix some research material in with her theoretical 
discussion. She includes one chapter based on six life stories of women 
migrants. Yet she makes little effort to draw out and analyze the “his-
tories” and “metaphors” that the women express in telling about their 
own lives or to show how they relate to (or complicate) her portrayal of 
transnationalism. Says one of her informants, “what I like about Wash-
ington Heights is that here we are all middle class” (p. 168). Weyland 
need not dismiss migrant women’s stories of their own advancement as 
falsehoods (as many commentators in the Dominican Republic have 
done) to note that these stories are self-representations, and warrant 
critical analysis. What does it mean, for instance, that women working 
in sweatshops and using various forms of public assistance describe 
themselves as “all middle class”? The aspiration to be middle class may 
well be a serious challenge to previously fixed class, ethnic, and racial 
hierarchies in Santo Domingo and New York. But it might also be read 
(along with the larger migrant project) as pursuit of higher status within 
existing class, global, and family hierarchies. The histories and metaphors 
employed by migrant women may, as Weyland claims, represent both 
resistance to globalization and a decolonizing alternative, but much more 
descriptive and analytical work would be required to present a convincing 
case. Weyland’s section on the remarkable community work and social 
activism of the Dominican Women’s Development Center in Washington 
Heights is the evidence that most clearly substantiates her claims. Here 
she begins to show the transformation of migrant consciousness through 
social struggles and the emergence of transnational feminist alliances. 
I found myself wishing that she had dedicated an entire chapter to the 
stories, work, and ideas of these women rather than a mere eight pages. 
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In particular, she might have traced interactions between the feminism 
and social critique of these, mostly professional, women and the migrant 
success stories of her other informants.

In the end, the pairing of these two texts is perhaps a bit unfair 
to Weyland. The Devil Behind the Mirror deservedly won the Anthony 
Leeds Prize in Urban Anthropology and the Gordon K. & Sybil Lewis 
Memorial Award for Caribbean Scholarship. Gregory’s skill as an eth-
nographer, including his ability to introduce and analyze his relation-
ships with research assistants and informants, is breathtaking. Indeed it 
is possible to disagree with some of Gregory’s conclusions on substance 
because he so generous with his raw material. For instance, he includes 
a description of a party orchestrated, outside of the tourist zone, for the 
benefit of a group of German female tourists, by several local men who 
dressed as Rastas and affected Jamaican English. The tourist police 
bust the party and return the women to the tourist zone, where they 
can be safely separated from the Rastas. Gregory argues that hybrid, 
afro-diasporic cultural forms such as reggae and hip hop, deployed by 
these men, can be understood simply as “resistance” to local racial and 
spatial exclusions, without considering their commercial aspects. Yet in 
his description of the events he offers enough evidence for a reader to 
come to other conclusions. The men tell their German acquaintances 
that this party is the “real” Dominican Republic. This is possibly a politi-
cal claim that their neighborhood and community have value, as Gregory 
suggests. But might it also be an alternate form of tourist performance? 
Might it be shaped not just by the assertion of hybrid identities, but also 
by a pattern of exchanges with a subset of tourists looking for a differ-
ent kind of exotic experience, excursions to spaces beyond the walls of 
the resort, radical and authentic yet eminently familiar in their cultural 
references? Might dread locks, pot, and peaceful phrases like “one love” 
serve in such a construction in Boca Chica as they do in tourist areas of 
Jamaica? By contrast, Weyland’s arguments are hard to measure against 
her material. Yet different books do different things. Negociando la 
aldea global, drawing together a wide range of theoretical material, and 
a survey of discussions of migration in the Santo Domingo press, will 
certainly be of interest to both a Dominican public and an international 
one. Whatever conclusions one draws about the promise of transnational 
migration and politics as decolonizing and democratic forces, Weyland’s 
most basic contention is convincing indeed. The lives, ideas, work, and 
struggle of women migrants are crucially important to understanding 
contemporary society in the U.S. and Latin America. Dr. Weyland has 
dedicated two decades to listening to those women. I look forward to 
future publications that will place them more fully in the foreground.


