HI3K3: A History of Human Rights in Latin America

Practical Written Assignment

Word Count: 2,965

2020/21



Part 1: Reflecting on Public History Student ID: 1801819

Black in Latin America

In 2011, PBS aired a four-part documentary series, Black in Latin America, focusing on Afro-
Latinx communities and issues of rights, identity and citizenship. Presented by Professor
Henry Louis Gates Jr., history is used in the documentary to analyse the roots of these
contemporary issues. The first episode, ‘Haiti & the Dominican Republic: An Island Divided’,

analyses the divisions between the nations sharing the island of Hispaniola.!

Gates highlights a key theme of identity. He discusses how Dominicans have formed their
sense of self as a mixed-race society, contrasted to how Haiti celebrates itself as the first
black republic. Gates looks at how this has been represented in culture, arguing that
merengue music is a display of the Dominican Republic’s racial mixing, as it blends
Dominican, African and Spanish influences. The work of scholars such as Ricourt and
Howard have clearly influenced Gates’ exploration of how Dominicans often associate with
Spain more closely than Africa, with many identifying as ‘indio’ and ‘Dominican’, not ‘black’.?
Blackness came to be associated with Haiti, and due to the prevalence of anti-Haitianism in
the Dominican Republic, blackness was seen as inferior.® Gates attempts to explain the
historical roots of anti-Haitianism by discussing the Haitian occupation of the Dominican
Republic and how it created Dominican nationalism. Gates concludes that ‘to a large extent,
Dominicans’ ideas about race have been formed from their negative views about Haitians’,

whereas Haitian identity is more focused on black pride and links to the African diaspora.*

Exploring anti-Haitianism is central to discussing Dominican identity. However, academics
such as Chetty and Lyon have criticised how this exploration often leads to the view that
Dominicans are living in denial of their blackness.®> Black in Latin America falls into this trope

when Gates interviews an anthropologist who claims that ‘Dominicans are in complete

1 Ricardo Pollack, Diene Petterle and Ilana Trachtman, ‘Haiti & the Dominican Republic: An Island Divided’,
Black in Latin America, PBS, 19 April 2011.

2 Milagros Ricourt, The Dominican Racial Imaginary: Surveying the Landscape of Race and Nation in Hispaniola
(New Jersey; London: Rutgers University Press, 2016); David Howard, ‘Colouring the Nation: Race and Ethnicity
in the Dominican Republic’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Oxford, Jesus College, 1997).

3 Ricourt, p. 143.
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5 Raj Chetty, ‘“La calle es libre”: Race, Recognition, and Dominican Street Theater’, Afro-Hispanic Review, 32:2
(2013), 41-56; Jacqueline Lyon, ‘Inheriting Illegality: Race, Statelessness, and Dominico-Haitian Activism in the
Dominican Republic’, FIU Electronic Theses and Dissertations, 3765 (2018),
<https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/3765> [Accessed 8 February 2021], p. 178.
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denial of who they are’.® Chetty argues that the denial narrative centralises US conceptions
of race as a binary between black and white.” Ricourt furthers this argument by suggesting
that the ““I am Dominican” self-identification [...] signals the invention of an alternative
identity that is not white or black and represents a now occupied liminal space between the
predicaments of racial blending’.® Therefore, the documentary overlooks how the concept
of identity changes based on localities; anti-Haitianism and Dominican identity could have

been discussed without accusing Dominicans of being in denial.

Perhaps the racial binary of black and white, based on US race relations, is used in Black in
Latin America to make these conceptualisations more accessible to the audience. The
documentary aired on PBS, an educational non-profit organisation aimed at Americans.
Throughout this first episode, Gates uses the US as a reference-point; for example, he
mentions how anti-Haitian prejudice in the Dominican Republic is similar to how African
Americans were treated by white people in the US, and how US occupation destabilised the
island. This creates a shared sense of history between the US and Hispaniola, which makes
the audience more connected to the individuals of the documentary, allowing Americans to
care more about the themes discussed. A historian and a sociologist interviewed also offer
an analysis of the plantation economy in the Dominican Republic and Haiti, and these
discussions of slavery would evoke images of US plantations in the minds of many
Americans. Referencing the country in which most of the audience members reside, either
implicitly or explicitly, makes the Dominican Republic and Haiti seem closer to the US, rather

than an exotic Caribbean island with obscure issues.

However, this closeness is somewhat obstructed by the translator. Translations of Spanish
and Creole speech are dubbed over the interviewees’ voices. Dubbing is distracting to the
audience as it removes the authentic voice of those speaking, often omitting certain
intonations or emphases. Subtitles could have been used for the translations, as this would
have maintained the connection between the audience and interviewees. Voice is also an
important tool to ensure that the audience does not become bored of one presenter

constantly speaking. Gates avoids this problem by interviewing a wide range of people,

6 Pollack et al., ‘Haiti & the Dominican Republic: An Island Divided’, Black in Latin America.
7 Chetty, p. 42.
8 Ricourt, p. 140.
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visiting the Santo Domingo Museum of History and Geography, and conversing with
academics, while also interviewing Haitian and Dominican citizens. This also means Gates

uses a diversity of sources to allow different perspectives to come together.

The theme of identity in Black in Latin America is reinforced by Gates’ discussion of how
national memory is constructed through the presence of statues in the Dominican Republic
and Haiti. He declares that the Dominican Republic’s ‘sense of itself — Spanish, Catholic, and
if not exactly white, then most certainly not black either’ is shown through the contrast
between the monument to Christopher Columbus and the lack of statues of black heroes.®
This is the opposite of Haiti’s national memory, with many proud displays of the black
leaders in Haiti’s struggle for independence against France. However, this difference could
have been compared more effectively if the analyses of the Dominican Republic and Haiti
had been integrated throughout the episode, rather than half-an-hour being dedicated to

each state.

Gates successfully discusses the Dominican dictatorship of Trujillo (1930-1961) and how he
legitimised anti-Haitian sentiment by using inflammatory rhetoric to frame Haiti as a
problem.® Although Gates overlooks some details, such as Truijillo’s plans to deport Haitians
before 1937, he pinpoints others, such as the skin-lightening powder Trujillo used, which is
important in analysing the wider issues of colourism in the Dominican Republic.!! Gates
discusses the killing of thousands of Haitians in the 1937 Parsley Massacre, although he
never uses this term and therefore does not explain that the pronunciation of the word
‘parsley’ was used to differentiate Haitians from Dominicans.!? Instead, he uses the
Massacre River as a poignant symbol of division and violence, evoking an emotional

response in the audience.

However, Gates does not explore the political aftermath of Trujillo’s dictatorship and how

anti-Haitianism is still popular rhetoric used by politicians. For example, he does not

9 Pollack et al., ‘Haiti & the Dominican Republic: An Island Divided’, Black in Latin America.

10 Howard, ‘Colouring the Nation’, p. 70.
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[Accessed 8 February 2021].
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mention the highly racialised 1994 election campaign, where Balaguer (who rose to
prominence under Trujillo) legitimised anti-Haitianism as his parades racially targeted his
opponent, Pefia Gdmez, with chants of ‘This negro isn’t from here, so take him to Haiti’.:3
The following campaign in 1996 between Gémez and Fernandez saw a repeat of these
chants.'* There were also mass deportations in 1991 and estimates of up to 12,000 Haitians
are forcibly removed from the Dominican Republic each year.!> Although Gates discusses
the persistence of anti-Haitianism amongst Dominicans, it would have been interesting for
him to explore how the political climate is still dominated by this rhetoric, decades after

Trujillo’s demise.

Although Gates condemns portrayals of Haiti as poor and unstable, he does not counteract
these negative stereotypes. He explains the prominence of Vodou in Haitian culture and
how it has been demonised by media interpretations, and the documentary films some
Vodou rituals. However, Gates does not attempt to explain the practice behind these rituals,
how they came about or what Vodou practisers believe in. The documentary’s images of
people spitting liquid, slaughtering a pig, dancing and being carried off would confuse
people with little to no knowledge of Vodou, and they would likely believe the stereotype of
Vodou as a barbaric practice. Gates acknowledges the damage of Haitian stereotypes yet
portrays one of Haiti’s key cultural and religious practices as inexplicable. Instead, he spends
a considerable amount of time explaining how Haiti came to be one of the poorest countries
in the Western hemisphere; he discusses how European embargoes and blockades, as well
as Haiti’s despotic rulers, impacted Haiti’s economy and political climate. While discussing
the influence of these factors on Haiti is important, the focus of Haiti’s half-episode on
explaining its poverty reinforces the stereotype that all Haitians are poor. By framing Haiti as
a poor nation and representing Vodou as a backwards practice, Black in Latin America falls

into the negative portrayal of Haiti that Gates criticises.

The first episode of Black in Latin America brings attention to the divisive and tumultuous
relationship between Haiti and the Dominican Republic in an accessible way to the

audience. It is successful in framing these contemporary issues in their broader historical

13 Ricourt, p. 147.

14 bid., p. 149.

15 David Howard, ‘Development, Racism, and Discrimination in the Dominican Republic’, Development in
Practice, 17:6 (2007), 725-38 (p. 727).
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context and situating them in US conceptualisations for ease of the audience. However, this
also brings its problems, as Gates overlooks the localities of identity. He also omits broader
political issues of anti-Haitianism outside of Trujillo’s dictatorship, and he portrays Haiti in a
negative light by focusing on its poor economy and not explaining Vodou. This could be due
to time constraints, though, and it is unrealistic to expect every nuance of the history and
culture of Hispaniola to be covered in a one-hour episode. Therefore, Gates accomplishes an
effective overview of the Dominican Republic and Haiti, bringing attention to contemporary

issues and their historical roots to a public audience.
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Dominican Race History

The gallery exhibit of Dominican Race History is available here

https://myportfolio.warwick.ac.uk/view/view.php?t=7vDeqrcApOfEBwdROy8I.1

! Mahara Portfolio was used in order to display pictures alongside text and allow easy embedding of the video
in the last post. Posts 5 and 6 use examples from E/ Listin Diario, which was selected to highlight how one
centrist newspaper uses anti-Haitian stereotypes; although a comparison between newspapers and their
political leanings would have been effective, spatial constraints prevented this.
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