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     Anthropologists of the Caribbean will be interested in historian Richard Lee Turits’ book on the Dominican dictator Trujillo.  Faithful to the historian’s craft, he researched a 20 page bibliography heavy in primary sources, But Turits also carried out 130 field interviews, many of them with older peasants reminiscing about life under Trujillo.  He encountered, as have anthropologists, a militantly expressed nostalgia among older campesinos for this dictator nearly a half century after his death – a persistent loyalty few dead dictators enjoy. Academics and urban elites now demonize Trujillo’s memory. They dismiss this “good-old-days” mind-set to peasant ignorance or false-consciousness.  Turits’ excellent book, however, makes us question whose consciousness warrants upgrading. 

    The story-plot of the book is clear.  Shortly after his 1930 coup, Trujillo developed a vision of modernization and national economic independence based on agrarian production by an autonomous landowning peasantry.  His implementation of the vision was launched in 1934 with an aggressive agrarian reform program that titled existing peasant holdings, expropriated and redistributed the unused land of the wealthy, built irrigation systems to increase production and roads to increase access to markets. Peasants were ordered to report to him personally any local official guilty of negligence, corruption or abuse. And woe to the offender.  Trujillo allied himself, as no other ruler had ever done before (or has ever done since), with the peasant sector, publicly dignifying them as the backbone of the nation, and putting his rhetoric into practice with a very real flow of land titles, irrigation canals, roads, and schools.   Had Trujillo died earlier, he might have gone down in history as an enlightened reformer, an anthropological hero whose iron fist struck in favor of peasants against regional caudillos and idle wealthy landowners.  The causes of his transformation from hero to villain occupy the final chapters of the book. 

    Though it departs from the volume’s main theme, Turits’ treatment of Trujillo’s 1937 massacre of 15,000 Haitians is particularly provocative, identifying territorial fears rather than the conventional bugaboo of anti-Haitian racism as the driving causal force behind the tragedy. Far from being anti-Haitian, long before the massacre Trujillo named a road after the Haitian president, publicly kissed the Haitian flag, and even boasted of his own Haitian ancestry (160).  Why did the tragedy occur?  And why a massacre rather than an expulsion?  Turits’ blunt answer is delightfully refreshing:  We don’t know!    In contrasting Trujillo’s pre-massacre friendliness to Haitians to his post-massacre scramble for justifications, however, Turits demotes popular racism to the status of consequence rather than cause of the massacre.  

    This reviewer would propose a few anthropological corrections.  Turits’ repeatedly claims that Trujillo moved the peasants from “…’nomadic’ pastoral practices to sedentary farming” (184). This is unfortunate terminology that grates on anthropological ears; Dominicans were never Bedouins.  The shift was from swidden cultivation with open livestock grazing to permanent agriculture with fenced-in grazing, not from pastoral nomadism to agrarian sedentism.   We can also quibble with some ethnographic details.   Turits believes (169) that Dominican civilians in the North did not participate in the Haitian slaughter.  This reviewer interviewed northerners who most emphatically did.   The peasants who fought guerrillas for Trujillo were his macheteros, not machateros (253).  Truits says (318) that he Spanish r sound in the Dominican border is not rolled “at the end or in the middle of words.”  Wrong.  The r in cara is “rolled” (i.e. flapped).  The unflapped allophone occurs word-final or before consonants. 

     But such minor errors leave intact the integrity of Turits’ thesis.  One can treat with skepticism Truit’s causal hint that it was Trujillo’s peasant connection that somehow kept him in power.  Latin American dictators bereft of a peasant base but with strong armies have done quite well, thank you.  But a positive peasant connection was uniquely strong in Trujillo’s case, and Turits has brought it finally to the prominence it deserves.  His book forces us to confront a contradiction between two academic dogmas – the Dogma of Peasant Wisdom and the Dogma of Trujillo-the-Monster. Either peasants are dumb or Trujillo’s monster status must be rethought and nuanced.  Who are the ideological dupes? Those soon-to-die octogenarian admirers of the Jefe, who long for the return of respeto and the mano dura?  Or the true-believer peddlers of electoral procedures, that snake-oil medicine good for all countries and ailments?   Truits skirts these sensitive questions. But his honest assessment of the early Trujillo years, juxtaposed to the social chaos and institutional corruption generated by four subsequent decades of elections, forces us to listen to campesino voices, to demythologize the sacred mantra democracy, and to ask deeper anthropological questions about the nature of the State. 

