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The Dominican Republic: 

an Introduction  

 
 

 
The Dominican Republic is a study in 

contrasts.  It is a third world country rich in 
history, struggling to find its place in the fast 
paced, high-tech twentieth century.  The 
ease with which Americans may enter the 
D.R. may obscure the fact that this country 
is vastly different from the United States in 
history, customs and standards.  Since your 
ministry trip will bring you in direct contact 
with the Dominican nationals in far different 
circumstances than if you were traveling as 
a tourist, it will be helpful to have some 
background regarding the Dominican 
Republic.  When you know the history of a 
country, and what the people have been 
through to get to where they are now, it 
helps you to understand, and love the 
people. 
 

In this section... 

Snapshot 

History 

People 
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áHola 
amigo! 

Snapshot 
 
Population:  There are 7.8 million people in the Dominican Republic. Seventy 
percent of the population is mulatto, while Haitian and Spanish peoples form the 
largest minority groups in the country.  About 70,000 U.S. citizens live in the 
Dominican Republic. 
 
Land Area:  Covering 18,703 square miles, the Dominican Republic is 
approximately the size of Vermont and New Hampshire combined. 
 
Major cities:  Santo Domingo is the capital with a population of 2.7 million.  

Santiago de Los Caballeros is the second largest city with 1 million residents.  
Fifty-two percent of the country's population live in towns of more than 10,000 
people. 
 
Languages:  Spanish is the official language. 
 
Location:  Bounded by the Atlantic Ocean on the north and the Caribbean Sea 
on the south, the Dominican Republic occupies the eastern two-thirds of the 
island of Hispaniola.  The West Indies republic shares a common border with 
Haiti that runs for 193 miles on the D.R.'s western boundary.  Located between 
Puerto Rico and Cuba, the country has a coastline of more than 1,000 miles and 
many islands lie along its shores. 
 
Terrain:  Four mountain ranges run almost parallel across the country from east 
to west.  The principal one is the Cordillera Central which crosses the middle of 
the country.  One of the range's peaks, Pico Duarte (3,087 meters or 10,094 feet 
above sea level) is the highest point in the Caribbean .  The Valley of the Cibao, 
nestled in the upper central part of the country, is considered the Dominican 
Republic's "food basket" and produces fruits, vegetables and sugar cane. 
 
Climate:  Ocean currents and year-round trade winds moderate the tropical heat 
and the temperature varies little with the seasons.  At lower elevations, 
temperatures range from 60 to 90 degrees while it is slightly cooler at higher 
altitudes.  The rainy season lasts from May to October with an average annual 
rainfall of 55 to 60 inches. 
 
Government:  A representative democracy with three independent branches of 
government: the executive, legislative and judicial.  Elections for congressional, 
municipal and presidential offices are held simultaneously every four years.  The 
Supreme Court has nine members appointed by the Senate.  Each of the 29 
provinces is headed by a presidentially appointed governor. 
 
Religions:  All religions are tolerated but 95 percent of the population is Roman 
Catholic, which is the state religion. 
 
Industry: With an agriculturally based economy, the most important export crops 
are sugar, cacao and coffee. The principal industrial activity is processing 
agriculture products. Tourism is also a leading source of income in the D.R. 
 
Flag:  The Dominican flag is divided into four sections separated by a white 
cross.  Its upper left section is dark blue; the lower left is red.  On the right side of 
the cross, the colors are reversed.  The national coat-of-arms appears in the 

center.  
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Pretty 

impressive 

 
 

The population is a mixture of European, African, Middle Eastern, and 
North American people.  Their influence has combined to produce a 
unique society and people.  Some descendants of ex-slaves from the 
United States live near Samana in the northeast.  A small group of 
European Jews settled near Puerto Plata in the north about 1940.  
Dominicans love music that mixes that rhythmic pounding of the African 
drums with the rattle of the Spanish maracas.  Dominicans enjoy dancing 
the merengue, the national dance.  Most Dominicans are Roman 
Catholics.  Thus, they have a reverence for the Word of God, and are 
generally open to the gospel. 
 
Many Dominicans lead a simple, rustic life in remote, often barely 
accessible countryside (campo).  Agriculture is the source of livelihood 
for those who live in the campo.  Many farmers live in small thatched roof 
huts with cement floors which are being slowly replaced by small cinder 
brick houses built by the government. 

 

 

History 
 

Christopher Columbus landed on the island of Quisqueya, as the original 
Indians called their island, on December 6, 1492.  The Spaniards virtually 
wiped out the Indian inhabitants, and made the island the first seat of their 
New World Empire. 
 
Dominican history is a story of conquests by such countries as: Spain 
(three times), France (twice), Haiti (twice), and the United States (twice).  
From 1916-24, the country was under the administration of the U.S. to help 
collect custom fees for the payment of the national debt.  Marines were 
sent to the D.R. in 1965 to maintain order, protect U.S. citizens there and 
to keep communists from taking over the country.  In 1874, the U.S. almost 
accepted an offer to annex the country. Four periods of national 
independence have been known, the most recent beginning in 1924. 
 
Santo Domingo, the capital city, has the distinction of being the first city in 
the Western Hemisphere founded by Europeans.  To put this city in proper 
historical prospective, consider that Santo Domingo was already 75 years 
old when William Shakespeare was born.  When the Mayflower landed on 
Plymouth Rock, Santo Domingo was well into it's second century.  Harvard 
University was founded a full 100 years after Santo Domingo's University 
which was the first to be chartered in the Western Hemisphere.  Today,   
Santo Domingo is a thriving metropolis, larger than all but three cities of 
the U.S.  It possesses most of the advantages of a large metropolis, and 
more than a few disadvantages of urbanization. 
 
The capital city has been pillaged by the likes of Sir Frances Drake.  The 
entire nation was held under the thumb of the cruel dictatorship of Rafael 
Trujillo for some thirty years.  His reign ended in 1961 when he was 
assassinated. 

An Introduction  
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Most city dwellers earn a living as factory workers, government employees, or 
office workers.  Many live in Spanish-style apartment buildings.  Dominicans 
dress much the same as people in the United States with the drastic 
exception that Dominicans generally are more formal in their dress.  For 
example, Dominican men in the city seldom would go to public places in 
shorts.  Wearing shorts would indicate a poorer person, or an uneducated 
person. 
 

The contrast between the rich and the poor is striking.  Extreme poverty and 
great wealth can often be seen within the same neighborhoods.  Although a 
middle class is rapidly rising, the "haves and have nots" are clearly visible.  
The poverty may come as a shock to most first-time visitors, but it is never 
appropriate to show negative attitudes toward the people, or their living 
conditions for any reason!  The nationals are to be loved, respected, and 
accepted as equals.  There are no second-class human beings! 
 
More than 1 million Dominicans live in the U.S.; some 600,000 live in New 
York City alone.  This means that every 10th citizen of the D.R. is Dominican-
American with strong attachments to both countries.  Therefore, you will find 
many nationals speaking English or wanting to learn English.  Americans are 
well-liked, and the American culture is not totally "foreign." 
 
There is little crime of the random, violent type that plagues other tropical 
vacation spots.  Felonies of preference are burglary and auto theft.  The 
many armed guards stationed before businesses, homes and construction 
sites may give the impression of an armed camp.  The security 
consciousness may be the reason that the per capita crime rate is one of the 
lowest in the world. 
 
The Dominicans are some of the most loving and gracious people you will 
ever meet.  At first they may appear aloof, but they are simply checking you 
out.  A smile is sure to break down any walls.  The welcome they give a first-
time visitor is touching, and can be overpowering.  Their demonstrative 
cordiality will often take the reserved types aback, and may take some getting 
used to, but its sincerity should not be doubted. 
 
A general rule is: be courteous to everyone -- at all times -- under all 
circumstances.  It is an offense to the Dominican people to ignore them or 
leave the impression that we are better than them.  Unfortunately, the "ugly 
American" image has left its imprint because of the thoughtlessness, and 
false pride of many American tourists.  We must strive to erase this error by 
exhibiting genuine, and loving respect for them. 
 
One way to achieve this is to shake hands with everyone.  In the D.R., a 
handshake is one of the most common forms of a friendly greeting.  Be 
prepared to shake many hands, even with the children.  Yes, especially the 
children!  And-----------SMILE! J

An Introduction  
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Rx for Culture Shock: 
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There is one disease you may encounter for 

which there is no vaccination--Culture Shock.  
Simply put, culture shock is the feeling of 
helplessness one experiences when they feel 
that all the rules of the game of life have been 
changed, and no one has given you the new 
rules. This disease can express itself in 
feelings of extreme discomfort, often 
accompanied by hyper-irritability, bitterness, 
resentment, homesickness, and depression. 
 
There are positive steps you can take to 
minimize the impact of culture shock. Part 2 
will explain some of the things that you should 
know about the Dominican Republic  in order 
to reduce any unnecessary culture shock. 
 
 
 

In this section... 
Rx for Culture shock 

Mosquitos  

One-Day Spanish Course 

Food and Drink 



Culture Shock 
There are positive steps you can take to minimize the impact of culture 
shock.  The following is the Rx for culture shock: 
 
 1. Know your host country.  One of the best antidotes is knowing as 
much as possible about where you are.  This is the purpose behind this 
packet of information. 
 
 2. Look for logical reasons behind everything in the host culture 
that seems strange, difficult, confusing or threatening.  Even if your "reason" 
is wrong, it will reinforce the fact that there is a logical explanation behind the 
things that you observe in the host culture.  Relax your grip on your own 
culture a little.  There is no way that you can lose it (any more than you could 
forget to speak English), but letting go a bit may open up some unexpected 
avenues of understanding. 
 
 3. Don't succumb to the temptation to disparage the host culture.  
Resist making jokes and comments ("Well, what else would you expect from 
these people?") which are intended to illustrated the stupidity of the "natives."  
Commiserating with people who make such comments will only reinforce your 

unhappiness. 
 
 4. Above all, have faith in God who brought you here to use you 
for His glory, and the furtherance of His Kingdom  Believe in God, in the 

essential good will of your hosts, and in the positive outcome of the 
experience. 

Be in the 

know! 

Philipians  

4:12-13 

Mosquitos  
 

The D.R. is a haven for very hungry mosquitos.  These little pests show a 
marked preference for visitors.  They are especially numerous in June, July 
and August.  Whatever time of the year you come, don't forget your mosquito 
repellent.  These pests will be anxious to greet you.  Malaria, however, is not 
a problem in this country. 

hola.........é.................................. hello 
iglesia .é.é...............................church 
tratados........................... gospel tracts 
hombre.é..................................... man 
mujer........................................ woman 
ni¶o.........é................................... boy 
ni¶a.......éé................................... girl 
amigo ......é......................friend (male) 
amiga............................ friend (female) 
no...............éé.............................. no 
s²...................ééé...................... yes 
hermano..............é.................. brother 
hermana........é........................... sister 
biblia............é............................. bible 
Dios..............é.............................. God 
Jes¼s ..........éé.........................Jesus 
Dios le bendiga...............God bless you 

 

uno ............................................................one 
dos............................................................ two 
tres......................................................... three 
cuatro............é........................................ four 
cinco.......................................................... five 
seis................é.......................................... six 
siete....................................................... seven 
ocho......................................................... eight 
nueve........................................................ nine 
diez.............................................................. ten 
buenos dias................................ good morning 
buenas tardes........................... good afternoon 
buenas noches........................... good evening 
me llamo .........................................my name is 
àComó se llama?............... What is your name? 
àCom· esta? ...........é.................How are you? 
àDónde está el baño?...Where is the bathroom? 

One-Day Spanish Course 
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