
 

 

How do you carve out a fulfilling life when circumstances make it nearly impossible for you to do 

so? Residents of banana-growing communities called bateyes in the borderlands of the Dominican 

Republic work continuously to achieve moral personhood, but the fragility of their everyday life often 

derails these projects. Shared by Dominicans and undocumented Haitian migrants, residence in the 

bateyes is viewed by both groups as a means to an end. Dominican farmers and shopkeepers depend on 

the labor and residence of Haitian migrant workers and their families who are desperate for employment. 

In spite of an acknowledged economic dependency, Dominican residents have a deep-seated distrust of 

Haitians and feel threatened by the unregulated flow of Haitians into their small communities. Haitians 

feel vulnerable as unwelcome guests in a hostile environment which they navigate without the support of 

their network of friends and family back home. Dominican and Haitian batey residents are thrown into a 

delicate balancing act where they must earn a living while striving to achieve an everyday life that allows 

them to feel like the dignified persons they know themselves to be. Though these two tasks are prioritized 

by batey residents, it is a constant battle for them to maintain themselves and their loved ones in a manner 

which is perceived to be morally permissible. 

 

 Based on nearly one year of ethnographic fieldwork in these communities, I argue throughout this 

dissertation that an examination of the intersection of moral subjectivities and precarious livelihoods 

reveals how ethical work is being done by people in their everyday lives. Drawing on recent advances in 

the anthropological study of moralities and ethics, I portray and analyze how Dominican and Haitian 

residents are involved in conscious ethical work as they creatively cultivate themselves into comfortable 

moral persons in the margins of Dominican society. I focus on dilemmas provoked by the precarious life 

of the bateyes and I demonstrate how residents respond by consciously working through the demands 

placed upon them in order to restore a sense of security in an insecure place. 

 

 My analysis is centered around four main themes where I argue conscious striving to be moral, or 

ethical work, is uncovered: (1) how Dominican residents cope with an increasing number of Haitian 

neighbors, who are perceived as “dangerous” and “untrustworthy”; (2) how both Dominican and Haitian 

residents respond to the demand to maintain a socially accepted personal appearance; (3) the ongoing 

struggle for both Dominicans and Haitians to provide for their loved ones while preserving personal moral 

integrity; and (4) the significance of the practice and content of gossip to batey residents’ negotiation of 

moral subjectivities. Through an ethnographic account of how ethics is practiced in the daily lives of 

Dominicans and Haitians sharing rural communities, this research contributes to larger understandings of 

how people negotiate conflicting, contradictory, and changing moralities. Additionally, this dissertation 

addresses the need for more nuanced and local understandings of the shared lived experience of 

Dominicans and Haitians, who are all too often understood as adversaries rather than allies.  
 


