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A SHORT HISTORY OF HAITI:
How It Went from Being one of the Richest Countries 

in the World to One of the Poorest                                       

AYITI, 1492. In telling my own story, I feel I must begin by sharing 
what I learned of Haiti’s history, because it influenced everything I 
did and continue to do there. I want to assure the reader that this 
account is not intended to replace the much more comprehensive 
and better informed works of writers such as Laurent Dubois, Jean 
Casimir, Jeremy Popkin, Paul Farmer and others. What I am shar-
ing here is more akin to a humanitarian hitchhiker’s guide to the 
universe of Haiti.

The tale begins in 1492, with the arrival of Christopher Columbus 
on an island inhabited by the indigenous Taino peoples. These local 
inhabitants called the place Ayiti (pronounced “eye-ee-tee”). Colum-
bus ignored them, claimed the island for Spain, and gave it the Latin 
name of Hispaniola. With the subsequent arrival of more Europeans, 
the Taino people, ill treated and enslaved by the settlers, succumbed to 
new diseases and soon became extinct.

Before their disappearance, the Taino taught settlers their method 
for preserving meat and fish by smoking it on a wooden frame mounted 
several feet above an open fire. The frame was made of green wood so 
that it would not burn. Their word for this sounded like barbacoa, 
according to one Spanish explorer who could only report the phonetic 
translation because the Taino had no written language. While the ety-
mology of the word is not definitive, the modern word barbeque is 
thought to have evolved from barbacoa.
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Pirates, buccaneers, and slaves

When it became clear there was no gold to be mined, Spain’s interest 
in Hispaniola began to wane and the island began to attract a range of 
pirates and buccaneers who established bases there. Pirates were free-
lance operators who attacked ships flying any flag and kept all their 
plunder. Buccaneers, on the other hand, were specialized pirates, who 
attacked mostly Spanish ships and were usually sanctioned by either 
France or Britain. The sanctioning country received a percentage of the 
buccaneers’ plunder, making them a sort of self-financed and income-
generating private-sector naval attack force. Here again, the origin of 
the name buccaneer is likely to have come from the French term bou-
can, referring to the device which these pirates (boucaniers) used to 
smoke their meat. 

Soon the French and British governments decided that controlling 
some or all of the island would allow them to get rid of the non-buc-
caneer pirates who were disrupting their shipping in the region. Both 
countries made attempts to take it over from the Spanish. France won 
the day and in 1664, seized control of the western portion of the island 
and signed a treaty with Spain in 1697. Thus, what would eventually be 
the countries of Haiti and the Dominican Republic, sharing the island 
of Hispaniola, had, by the end of the 17th century, become colonies of 
France and Spain, respectively. To confuse matters, the colonies shared 
the same name: Saint-Domingue was the French version of the Spanish 
name Santo Domingo. Soon Haiti (Saint-Domingue) became very pros-
perous, while Santo Domingo remained very poor. Ironically, the roles 
are reversed today, with Haiti the poorest country in the region and the 
Dominican Republic the richest. 

The Saint-Domingue side of the island originally prospered for three 
reasons: slave labor, irrigation, and commerce. Slaves brought from Africa 
by the French as free labor worked the plantations and produced valu-
able agricultural products. The French built an advanced and efficient 
system of irrigation to supply the water that made the plantations pro-
ductive. Meanwhile, Europeans had developed an increased appetite for 
imported sugar, coffee, cocoa, cotton, and indigo, a natural blue dye. 
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The colony soon became the richest in the Caribbean and the most 
profitable of all the French colonies in the world; Saint-Domingue 
in the 18th century was to France what India was to Britain during 
the same period. Saint-Domingue was the main port in the Western 
hemisphere for commercial trade with Europe, and the second largest 
trading partner with the United States after Britain. Saint-Domingue 
produced some 40 percent of the sugar and 60 percent of the coffee 
consumed in Europe at that time. Historian Thomas Bender gives a 
definitive perspective: “Saint-Domingue in the late eighteenth century 
was per square mile unquestionably the wealthiest place on earth, a 
wealth that depended upon slave labor cultivating coffee and sugar.” 

Three distinct groups of people lived in the colony: white colo-
nists, or blancs, who came mostly from France; gens de couleur, the 
mixed-race free blacks, or mulatto offspring of white colonists and 
their slaves; and slaves, who worked the plantations and outnumbered 
the first two groups by a ratio of ten to one. By the late 1700s, there 
were approximately 10,000 whites, 40,000 free blacks and mulatto, 
and 500,000 slaves. 

For many years, approximately one-third of all African slaves trans-
ported across the Atlantic ended up in Saint-Domingue, more than 
went to the United States. Their language evolved as a patois of French 
and West African languages, known as Creole. While technically forced 
by their masters to become Catholics, the majority of slaves embraced 
the Vodou religion—often transliterated as “voodoo”—which evolved 
from several practices and beliefs of West Africa.      

Three related revolutions

The second half of the 18th century saw a profound change in the 
colony. It was a time of sweeping social and political upheaval on both 
sides of the Atlantic. The revolutions in America (1775–1783), France 
(1789–1799) and Haiti (1791–1804) overlapped, and were in many 
ways interconnected. The recent New York Historical Society exhibi-
tion, Revolution! The Atlantic World Reborn and its accompanying 
publication by the same name represent a milestone description of the 
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three revolutions as having collectively defined the modern notions of 
freedom, equality, and human rights.     

The call of the French Revolution for liberty, equality, and brother-
hood initially extended to free blacks in France’s colonies. But this was 
soon withdrawn under pressure from white plantation owners. It has 
long been thought that the message of the French Revolution was the 
direct catalyst for the formation by slaves in Saint-Domingue of the 
liberation army that launched the Haitian Revolution. Reality is more 
nuanced. Although the French Revolution no doubt advanced new 
concepts of freedom that challenged the very notion of slavery, the 
Haitian Revolution had more practical roots. The mountainous colony 
had always been a challenge to govern and police, and political upheav-
als in France were reflected in deep rifts among the colonial forces in 
Saint-Domingue itself. The whole colony had become unstable, both 
politically and in terms of security, and the slave population saw a 
chance to break free. It was not only an ideological response, but a 
matter of basic survival.  

There were other connections between the revolutions as well. Some 
500 freed slaves from Haiti (still Saint-Domingue), served with French 
troops in the American Revolutionary War. Included in the Haitian 
contingent was a 12-year-old drummer—or flag bearer, depending 
on which legend you follow—named Henry Christophe. Along with 
many of his comrades, he would later fight in the Haitian Revolution.  

While revolutions were the front-line story of the day, another was 
brewing in the background: Britain, France, Spain, and the United States 
engaged throughout this period in an ongoing high-stakes chess game in 
which Saint-Domingue, and later Haiti, was one of many pawns. In ever-
changing combinations, the four major powers alternately declared war 
on one another, made peace, signed secret treaties, fought again in a differ-
ent combination, imposed trade embargoes against each other, provided 
weapons to enemies of their enemies, made up, and fought again. Regard-
less of any temporary alignments, the four powers deeply mistrusted each 
other and each wanted to control or influence Saint-Dominigue and, 
following its independence, what became known as Haiti. 
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The leader of the Haitian Revolution was a freed slave named Tous-
saint Louverture, commonly believed to be the grandson of the King 
of Benin. Louverture’s father, so the story goes, was a prince, who had 
been captured and sold into slavery. A military and political genius, 
Toussaint Louverture variously fought the French, repelled a British 
invasion, allied himself with the Spanish, joined forces with the French, 
and allied with—and  was advised by—the Americans. Among the 
latter was Alexander Hamilton, a founding father of the United States 
and the first Secretary of the Treasury. It was Hamilton, who in 1799 
sent notes to Louverture on the elements he felt should be included 
in a constitution for the colony. In 1801, Louverture’s forces invaded, 
and took control of, the Spanish side of the island. Shortly thereafter, 
he drew up a new constitution that made him governor of the whole 
island of Hispaniola. Several ideas set out in Hamilton’s notes were 
incorporated in that 1801 Constitution. 

Although focused on fighting various major battles throughout his 
tenure, Louverture was also successful in using paid labor to restore 
the plantation system, which had been severely damaged in the early 
stages of the revolution. In addition, he negotiated trade agreements 
with both Britain and the United States, guaranteeing him the income 
needed to maintain his large and well-disciplined army. 

In 1801, Napoleon Bonaparte sent 50,000 French troops, led by 
his brother-in-law Charles Leclerc, in a last ditch effort to regain 
Saint-Domingue. This was the largest single contingent of soldiers 
ever to have crossed the Atlantic up to that point. They managed 
to capture Louverture in 1802, but the battle continued under 
Louverture’s principle lieutenant Jean-Jacques Dessalines and, in 
a stunning reversal, Napoleon’s army was defeated in 1803 by an 
army of freed slaves.

In a world powered by slaves, the Haitian Revolution was a truly 
seismic event. The largest slave revolt in history had been successful in 
establishing the world’s first black republic. The American and French 
Revolutions had both accepted slavery, while the Haitian Revolution 
proclaimed by its actions that all persons are equal and can be the 
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property of no other. This basic human right gave further impetus to 
the collective forces and ideals of the three revolutions that together 
went on to change the world. 

Birth of a nation

What had been the colony of Saint-Domingue became the modern 
nation of Haiti on January 1st, 1804. The founding fathers chose the 
title to honor the island’s original Taino inhabitants’ name for the 
island, Ayiti. According to legend, and for reasons lost to history, the 
French had forbidden the slaves of Saint-Domingue from eating soup. 
Understandably, the first act of freed slaves on New Year’s Day 1804 
was to joyously and enthusiastically do just that. To this day, Haitians 
everywhere still commemorate Independence Day on January 1st by 
eating a mildly spicy “soup joumou” made from pumpkin or squash.      

The Haitian Revolution may have rid the country of slavery, but the 
full flowering of the revolution was shut down in the first years of inde-
pendence and has never recovered. For more than 200 years, Haiti has 
been handicapped by two important factors, one internal and social, 
the other external and political. These two burdens have undermined 
the Haitian Revolution from the moment the country achieved inde-
pendence in 1804 to the present day.

Internally, the country has always been deeply divided between a 
minority mixed-race elite and a majority poor black population, with 
almost no middle class. That was the case in 1804 and has changed 
little to the present day.  

From an external perspective, Haiti may be a small country, but its 
real and perceived strategic importance is disproportionately large. Con-
sequently, it has been used and misused by powerful nations. Starting 
out as the most valuable French colony, it soon became the global poster 
child for the dangers of slave rebellion. Early 20th century, Haiti would 
become a political and military asset as the United States sought to exert 
influence in the Caribbean. Haiti was used as collateral when the United 
States and other nations began to wield development assistance as a 
political weapon during the Cold War—lining up developing countries 
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to be either pro or anti-communist. Today, Haiti is once again key in the 
struggle between two polarized ideological camps, socialist and capitalist, 
battling for the political soul of Latin America and the Caribbean.   

Freedom from slavery may have been won in 1804, but it was not 
“paid for” until 1947. Following the revolution, the French govern-
ment waited until 1825 to formally recognize Haiti as an independent 
nation and demanded reparations for loss of property, including slaves, 
in exchange for leaving Haiti alone and for not orchestrating a trade 
embargo involving France, the U.S. and Britain. Throughout history, 
slaves have been forced to pay their masters for their own freedom, but 
it is unprecedented for this arrangement to exist between two nations. 
Haiti paid France 90 million francs—the current equivalent of approx-
imately US$17 billion—over a period of 30 years from 1853 to 1883, 
but the repayment of the loans taken out by the government in order 
to meet its obligations to France continued until 1947. Generations of 
Haitians bought themselves back from France. 

The United States was a major beneficiary of Haiti’s battle with the 
French. In 1803, while in the final stages of what had clearly become 
a losing cause, Napoleon decided to abandon all plans to build an 
empire in the New World and sold off the rights to his biggest land-
holding in the region, the Louisiana territory. The ensuing transaction 
between Napoleon and then President Thomas Jefferson doubled the 
size of the United States. Because Jefferson owned slaves, he proceeded 
to legalize slavery in the Louisiana territory as soon as it passed to US 
control. Thus, it was not surprising that Jefferson refused to acknowl-
edge Haiti as a legitimate, independent country, a move that was not 
rectified until Abraham Lincoln did so in 1863. By that time, Haiti 
had lost its pre-revolutionary status as America’s second largest trading 
partner and fell to 29th.

Britain also regarded a free Haiti as a threat because its valuable 
colonies in the Caribbean were based on slave-operated plantations. 
Britain waited until 1833 to recognize Haiti.

External opposition undermining an independent Haiti was only 
half the story. The other half was provided by Haitians themselves, 
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as their leaders played heroic and tragic roles in equal measure. After 
winning the final battle against the French following Louverture’s 
capture, Jean-Jacques Dessalines became Haiti’s first head of state 
in 1804. He began as Governor General, but when he heard that 
Napoleon had crowned himself Emperor, Dessalines had himself 
crowned Emperor of Haiti, which at that time still included the 
whole island of Hispaniola. 

In the course of his short reign, Dessalines continued Louverture’s 
work of rebuilding the plantations with paid labor. But he was a harsh 
taskmaster and conditions on the plantations were little better than they 
had been under slavery. He ordered the massacre of all French whites 
who remained in the country, resulting in the death of more than 4,000 
men, women and children. Dessalines was assassinated in 1806.  

The builder king

Henry Christophe—he preferred the English spelling of his first name—
was made president in 1807. But within a year, Haiti was divided in half, 
largely along racial lines. Christophe became president of the “State” 
of Haiti in the north, while Alexandre Pétion became president of the 
“Republic” of Haiti in the south. The government of the north was led 
mostly by former slaves, while that in the south was led by gens de couleur 
and dominated by the mulatto elite. It was ironic, then, that the north, 
under Christophe, quickly became an authoritarian regime with con-
scripted labor to run the plantations, while the south, led by Pétion, 
embarked on a rather liberal policy of land distribution.       

During this period, Christophe undertook two great building proj-
ects in the north which stand to this day as a tangible legacy of both 
the heroic and tragic aftermath of the Haitian Revolution. The Cita-
delle is a majestic fortress built on a mountaintop and designed to fend 
off future invasions. The Sans-Souci Palace is an immense structure 
modeled on those of Europe and fit for a king. 

Imagine a country of freed slaves, unsure of just how the rest of the 
world was going to react. It was clear from the outset that they had no 
natural allies to turn to for help with defense against the major powers, 
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any one of which might decide to invade. The response was to build 
a military defense system that included some 20 fortresses and instal-
lations throughout the country, the centerpiece of which was the Cit-
adelle. Construction began in 1804 under Christophe’s supervision, 
when he was a lieutenant of Dessalines responsible for the north. 

The Citadelle Henry, as it became known, is on a scale beyond com-
prehension for such a small country. It is larger than any other fortress 
in North or South America, with walls that are 16 feet thick in places 
and external ramparts that rise 130 feet. It took an estimated 20,000 
freed slaves, conscripted into near slave conditions, 16 years to com-
plete the structure. Military historians now marvel at its sophistica-
tion and point out that its design drew on then contemporary military 
doctrines for fortifications, but combined them in such a way as to 
represent an entirely original concept. The vast water and food storage 
capacity of the fortress was sufficient for the survival of those within 
the fortress for up to a year under siege. Its extraordinary inventory of 
weapons and munitions, most of which remain intact to this day, made 
Citadelle Henry a war machine equal to any fortress of its kind at that 
time anywhere in the world.      

For the new republic, the Citadelle Henry was more than a fortress. 
It quickly became a symbol of black freedom. As a fortress, it never saw 
battle, but the symbolism endures. And the cost to the new nation is also 
part of its legacy. Combined with the rest of the defense system, the expen-
diture of so much financial and human capital on this structure greatly 
delayed the development of a public sector which would normally have 
supported a legal system, education, infrastructure, and commerce.   

In 1811, Christophe, who had been president of the northern part of 
the country, had himself crowned the first King of Haiti, which by that 
time had reverted to its original borders and no longer included Santo 
Domingo. A brilliant and visionary man—and by all accounts an orga-
nizer extraordinaire—Christophe was also a megalomaniac. Burdened 
by the building of a massive defense system, struggling to rebuild a war-
ravaged economy, and simultaneously engaged in ongoing skirmishes 
against the southern part of the country, he nonetheless decided to take 
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the time and resources not only to declare himself king—which might 
have involved only the cost of a splendid ceremony—but also to create 
an entire order of nobility, complete with princes, dukes, and barons. 
And they all had to have names, and, not having an aristocratic lineage 
to draw upon, names were invented, such as the Duke of Marmalade 
and the Count of Limonade. A suitable royal coat of arms and impres-
sive medals and regalia were also required. But it was the royal building 
plan that strained the new nation to its limits and further prevented 
the Haitian Revolution from becoming the springboard for the emer-
gence of a nation worthy of the sacrifices made by its liberating army.         

Henry I, King of Haiti, was the quintessential royal builder. High 
on his list of priorities was the construction of a palace—not only one, 
but several secondary palaces, eight in total, not all of which were com-
pleted during his lifetime. And while palaces were essential, he needed 
to move about the country. Since a king cannot stay just anywhere, he 
transformed a number of large colonial houses into royal residences. 
And the nobles—numbering 134 by the end of his reign—also needed 
proper accommodations that required the renovation and construction 
of many more fine structures.

Sans-Souci, King Henry’s main palace, was located a few miles from 
where the Citadelle was being built. That a nation of freed slaves could 
construct a palace equaling the grandeur of those of Europe may be seen 
as heroic. But it is also the tragic folly of a megalomaniac at the expense 
of his own people. Viewing only the magnificent building and not the 
folly, San-Souci or “carefree” in French, is an architectural masterpiece, 
set amidst terraced formal gardens with vast lawns graced by statuary 
and fountains. The whole complex included a royal mint, a state council 
chamber, a chapel, library, dairy, stables, and even the king’s private 
swimming pool. The royal tableau was set against a backdrop of moun-
tains, covered in lush, tropical vegetation laced with clouds of mist. 

In 1820, King Henry suffered a stroke that left him partially para-
lyzed. In his diminished state he began to lose control of his army 
and within months committed suicide, rather than face an inevitable 
coup. Legend has it that the king used a silver bullet to take his own 
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life, believing that, as a royal personage, he would not succumb to a 
regular-issue shell. His palaces were looted by a joyful population and 
San-Souci was later partly destroyed by an earthquake in 1842. Today, 
it stands as a hauntingly majestic ruin.   

Broken, broke, and occupied

Pétion, the leader of the south, had died in 1818 and was replaced by a 
mulatto named Jean-Pierre Boyer. Less than a month after King Hen-
ry’s death, Boyer’s troops claimed the north without bloodshed, and 
Haiti was once again a single nation. Soon after that, Boyer invaded 
neighboring Santo Domingo, freed its slaves, placing Hispaniola again 
under one government—until a revolt in Santo Domingo in 1844, 
which led to the establishment of the modern Dominican Republic. 

Boyer actively recruited freed slaves from the United States to settle 
in Haiti. Nearly 6,000 immigrated, although many returned to the 
United States after encountering extreme poverty and no assistance 
from the Haitian government to help them get established.

Following Boyer, the now reunited Haiti had a succession of leaders: 
presidents, several of whom were dictators, and one self-declared 
emperor, who commissioned jewelers in France to make a magnificent 
crown in gold and precious stones. The various leaders did little to 
change the country’s situation, and with little to work with, the odds 
were stacked against them. The plantations which had been the basis 
of the colonial economy were never effectively transformed into pro-
ductive freehold farms. For the first 60 years or so, trade was restricted 
because the great powers did not want to reward a slave rebellion and 
risk sending a message to their own slave populations. By the time 
slavery was winding down and trade restrictions eased, Haiti had been 
permanently incapacitated. 

However, as mentioned earlier, the greatest single economic con-
straint to Haiti’s future development was the debilitating legacy of its 
US$17 billion payment to France following independence. Payments 
had to be made in installments over 30 years, at times representing 
a crippling 80 percent of the national budget. The combination of 
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reduced income, restricted trade, and enormous debt load forced Haiti 
to take out additional loans from US and European banks in order to 
cover its operating budget. 

But Haiti’s problems were by no means all inflicted from abroad. 
The great divide between the black population and the mulatto elite 
became more deeply entrenched and codified during this time, with 
the elite taking near total control of privately held land and the busi-
ness ventures that had begun to develop as the economy diversified. 
Successive governments actively participated in preserving this arrange-
ment, out of which grew a culture of pervasive and endemic corrup-
tion which flourishes to the present day. 

Despite these restraints, the economy improved in the late 1800s 
and helped to generate three decades of relative stability. During this 
period there was a flowering of the arts and culture, while democratic 
institutions and the rule of law gradually emerged. But unrelentingly 
miserable conditions for the masses gave rise to regional warlords and 
rural militias known as cacos. By 1908, they were making increasingly 
bold raids into populated areas, often encouraged and funded by one 
or another of the elite families seeking to protect their own interests. By 
1911, the cacos had become armies and the country was thrown into 
revolution. One after another, six presidents in rapid succession were 
assassinated, blown up, dismembered, or forced to flee the country. 
Haiti was in turmoil.

In 1915, the United States sent its Marines to occupy Haiti, and 
stayed on to control the country for another 19 years. There were a 
number of reasons for this action: US banks were owed enormous sums 
by the government of Haiti; various US commercial interests were at 
risk; a small number of German nationals had become enmeshed in 
Haiti’s commerce and ports and were supposedly in dialogue with 
the German government as that country sought naval outposts in the 
region; lastly, the United States was expanding its political influence 
in Latin America and the Carribbean and had opened the Panama 
Canal in 1914. The occupation of Haiti did little to help the popula-
tion in crisis, and their predicament served only as a pretext for the 
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United States to take over the country to protect its own commercial 
and political interests. 

Whatever the original motive, there were significant benefits to the 
country from the occupation: US Marines ran the country with admi-
rable efficiency; roads and bridges were constructed; schools and hospi-
tals were built; ports were modernized; and drinking water was brought 
to urban areas. The downside was that this efficiency extended to the 
conscription of underpaid labor for construction, the imposition of a 
new constitution that allowed white and foreign ownership of land, 
and actions to ensure that an average of 40 percent of state income was 
allocated for the repayment of loans to US and other foreign banks. 
Forests covered 60 percent of the country at the start of the occupa-
tion, but by its close in 1934, the wholesale cutting of trees for timber 
export during this period resulted in a reduction of the tree cover to 
some 30 percent.  

The US occupation led to a fascination with Haiti on the part of 
the American public, as evidenced by contemporary media coverage, 
particularly such print publications as National Geographic. At the 
same time, Hollywood was greatly expanding its output of movies, 
particularly with the onset of talkies, and Haitian Vodou proved 
irresistible. With considerable artistic license, writers invented their 
own “voodoo” character, patching together snippets of mythology 
with an invented back story, complete with a zombie “handbook” 
of what the character could do and not do. Some were blind, others 
sensitive to light, walked slowly with exaggerated arm movements, 
could be subdued by salt, Christian crosses, water, sunlight, etc. 
The result is the zombie as we know it today, and the indispensible 
zombie sorcerer who has the magic potion that revives the dead and 
makes them into his slaves, characters that live on in American lit-
erature and film, but are not tangible enough in Haiti to warrant 
royalty payments or a licensing deal. Such characters first appeared 
in the 1929 novel The Magic Island by William Seabrook. The first 
full-length movie, White Zombie, was released in 1932, produced 
and directed by the brothers Victor and Edward Halperin, with Béla 
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Lugosi as the zombie master. The whole zombie franchise was revived 
by George Romero in his 1968 classic The Night of the Living Dead 
and further popularized by Michael Jackson in his seminal 1983 
music video for the song Thriller. 

Sticking pins in Vodou dolls is another Hollywood invention. Such 
dolls are sometimes found in the rural folklore or witchcraft traditions 
of various countries, but have never been a part of Haitian Vodou. 
Although the image is iconic in popular culture, in reality, the only 
place one can find Vodou dolls in Haiti is in tourist market stalls.  

While the cacos rebels waged an ongoing and vigorous guerilla war 
against the US Marines from their bases in the mountains, it was the 
onset of the Great Depression that finally ended the occupation. The 
US economy could not sustain the cost of occupying Haiti. Over 
several years, the Marines were gradually withdrawn and all had left 
the country by 1934. 

Just as the French had left their mark on the country, so the United 
States left its own unique legacy. The US Marines can now be credited 
with being the architects of the dual government model in Haiti whereby 
a national government is technically in place to run the country, but 
a completely separate parallel government has the real power, money, 
and means to make things happen. That the US made improvements 
is beyond question. But the one thing they did not improve was the 
capacity of Haitians to continue these improvements after they left: 
building schools does not begin to fix a completely dysfunctional edu-
cational system; establishing hospitals and even a limited health system 
is commendable, but has no lasting impact if it is run by foreigners; 
constructing roads is admirable, but of limited value if no local people 
are trained to maintain them and rebuild sections that are damaged by 
frequent tropical storms. The U.S. even instituted democratic institu-
tions and a relatively democratic national election was held in 1930, 
but the resulting government still had no real power. 

The Haitian dual government model introduced by the United 
States has an eerie resonance with the current role of foreign donor 
governments, international financial institutions, the United Nations, 
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and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) which, together, now 
serve as the parallel government and act independently of the elected 
government in Haiti. History has a way of repeating itself.

Falling tyrants and trees

When the American occupying forces left Haiti in 1934, the national 
government it left behind was a fragile house of cards, with almost no 
experience at governing, a depleted treasury, a faltering economy, and a 
large underserved population demanding change. The good and decent 
men and women who saw public service as a calling were outnumbered 
and outwitted by the majority of the ruling class, whose expertise in 
coercion, bribery, scheming, and betrayal kept them in power and in 
full control of what little was left. 

Government from 1934 to 1957 had a revolving door presidency. 
In and out they went, some lasting only months. Some were ousted 
in coups, some by excessive greed, and others by secret dealings with 
Rafael Trujillo, the authoritarian dictator of the Dominican Republic 
who had an obsessive need to meddle in Haitian affairs during the 31 
years he held power. The one constant was that each president was 
defined in large measure by his relationship, good or bad, with the 
Garde, the national military that had been created and trained by the 
American occupiers. Their creation marked the first time in Haiti that 
there had been an armed force that was national and not regional. 
The rank and file were mostly black and the officers mulatto. For a 
short time following 1934, the Garde was neutral, but in short order 
they became a political force which, at some points during this period, 
seized power and functioned as a military junta, and at others were 
aligned with one or another candidate for president and ensured their 
choice was elected.  

Clarity of vision often comes in hindsight. It is now obvious that 
a well trained military, when introduced into a country led by a gov-
ernment kept weak by design, is almost inevitably going to become 
politicized when there are no checks and balances to keep it neutral. 
The role of the Garde during this period—renamed the Haitian Army 
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in 1947—should be studied carefully by anyone following the current 
moves by President Michel Martelly to restore the army. 

Another phenomenon from this period that warrants study is the 
influx of relief funds following Hurricane Hazel in 1954. While these 
funds principally took the form of loans from foreign commercial 
banks—and like today’s foreign post-disaster grants, these were coupled 
with loans from the World Bank, the Inter-American Bank and other 
financial institutions—it is worth noting the effect following the 1954 
disaster. The injection of money into a weak and corrupt system led to 
a feeding frenzy among the elite, with relatively little filtering down to 
finance infrastructure and human services.

The 1954 hurricane also marks the beginning of the end of Haiti’s 
tree cover, which had once been a lush and tropical. The triple forces of 
poverty, overpopulation, and poor government had resulted in the relent-
less cutting of trees by earlier generations and this process had gathered 
momentum during the 19-year American occupation ending in 1934. 
The poor could get cash by cutting down trees and selling them as fuel, 
particularly charcoal. By the 1950s, the sharply increasing population 
bought charcoal for cooking because it was cheap. The government failed 
to build a functioning national power grid, with the result that what little 
electricity was available was the most expensive in the Caribbean region. 
The poor could certainly not afford electricity, much less electric stoves 
and other appliances. The government also failed to provide any support 
or training for rural farmers, with the result that their yields and income 
remained low and their poor farming practices contributed to extensive 
soil erosion. This, in turn, led to the cutting of yet more trees to create 
arable land. Into this vicious cycle of self-reinforcing pressures on Haiti’s 
forests came the hurricane in 1954.The huge number of felled trees was 
a boost for the charcoal market at a time of rapid population growth. 
After the trees toppled by the hurricane had been used up, the charcoal 
market only increased, and the decimation of trees for fuel and charcoal 
became even more serious throughout the country. Today, Haiti is one 
of the only countries in the world that continues to depend on trees for 
75 percent of the nation’s total energy consumption.    
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The two Docs

In 1957, the country elected the somewhat unassuming François 
Duvalier as president. A medical doctor and former Minister of Health, 
he came from the black majority and was not known for any strong 
ideology. Behind the scenes, however, he had begun to show his true 
nature by skillfully securing the support of the military to ensure his 
election. Once in power, he quickly established a brutal and repressive 
dictatorship. “Papa Doc” gained international notoriety as one of the 
worst tyrants of the modern era. He was also the architect of Haiti’s 
reputation as a charter member of the banana republic club, a legacy 
that continues to the present day, associating the country forever in the 
eyes of foreigners with the infamous Duvalier and his son. Prior to his 
emergence on the scene, nothing remained in the public consciousness, 
except perhaps the zombie Vodou character of Hollywood fiction.

Duvalier holds a morbid fascination as a unique creation within the 
global pantheon of dictators. He drew on local Vodou mythology to 
create a personality cult among the black population, leading people to 
think he was a houngan, or priest, with special powers. He wore dark 
glasses and an oversize black hat that Haitians associated with Vodou 
iconography. His personal militia also wore dark glasses and were com-
monly referred to as the Tontons Macoute, after a mythological bogey-
man who kidnaps and punishes unruly children. Together, they inflicted 
a reign of terror and killed any opponents deemed a threat, from a poor 
laborer overheard gossiping about his well connected boss, to a teacher 
who was using a book deemed too progressive. The true number will 
never be known, but it is estimated that the Tontons Macoute murdered 
at least 30,000 people for Duvalier. Not one of the perpetrators was 
ever arrested, charged, or put on trial.  

With the exception of a few brief periods, the United States backed 
the Duvalier government from 1957 to 1986 and, because Haiti was 
deemed important in the fight to contain the spread of communism, 
provided an average of US$15 million a year in aid. It is generally 
thought that more than 90 percent of that money ended up in the 
personal Swiss bank accounts of Duvalier and his cronies, along with 
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other large amounts that the government took out as loans from foreign 
banks, ostensibly to help run the country, but which, in reality, ended 
up in the same accounts.   

Duvalier targeted the mulatto elite, winning points with the black 
majority. But he had no qualms about confiscating the land of poor 
farmers and giving it to members of the Tontons Macoute. No one 
escaped his totalitarian grip on the country, leading to the first great 
wave of Haitian emigration to the United States and Canada. This 
included many educated professionals who might otherwise have been 
able to help build a middle class. 

Duvalier died in 1971 and was succeeded as president by his 19 
year-old son Jean-Claude, who quickly became known as “Baby Doc.” 
Haiti’s own version of Mussolini was now replaced by Mussolini lite. 
Baby Doc made few changes and delegated most of the day-to-day 
affairs of state to advisors who had served his father. Terror and murder 
continued unabated. Corruption was endemic and the mass exodus 
unceasing. The US government continued its role as the cash machine, 
interrupted for brief periods when it became too embarrassing. The 
most notable difference between father and son was the lavish personal 
lifestyle of Jean-Claude, first as playboy and then, following his mar-
riage to the glamorous Michèle Bennett, as the husband of a high-
spending wife, known for her devotion to the financial well-being of 
the great fashion houses of Europe.  

Papa Doc’s reign of terror had been largely open for all to see. But 
that had already begun to change in his later years, so that by the time 
Baby Doc inherited the mantle of power, the country had a surface 
patina of stability that masked the darker side of dictatorship. This 
coincided with an era of tremendous expansion in the tourism indus-
try for both economy-minded vacationers, and those for whom the 
new term “jet set” had been coined. Haiti was put on the map for the 
budget crowd with the opening of Club Med in 1975. For the affluent 
jet setters, there was Habitation Leclerc, a hotel that opened in 1974. 
Instead of having rooms, it had 44 separate villas clustered around 19 
swimming pools. It quickly established a reputation as one of the best 
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luxury resorts in the world, with a notorious nightclub on the grounds 
and a high-stakes casino with a black-tie dress code nearby. Possibly 
the most outrageously extravagant hotel was the Relais de l’Empereur, 
which featured gold-plated faucets in every room and always had cham-
pagne on the breakfast menu. Slim Aarons, a photographer known for 
chronicling the lifestyles of celebrities of the era, captured the spirit of 
these oases of hedonistic opulence in numerous photos. Visitors of the 
time included Elizabeth Taylor, Richard Burton, Mick Jagger, Lillian 
Hellman, Marlon Brando, and even Bill and Hillary Clinton, who 
honeymooned there in 1975. 

Pontiff, pigs and problems

One visitor who caused a considerable stir during this period was Pope 
John Paul II. He came in 1983 and famously declared in Creole that 
“things must change.” He went on to give a litany of the country’s 
ills, as a stunned Baby Doc stood helplessly on the sidelines; here was 
the one person he could not silence or intimidate. Many people still 
credit the pontiff for emboldening both laymen and clergy to mobilize 
against the dictatorship.   

A broadly based resistance to the Duvalier dictatorship was, indeed, 
growing, both in Haiti and among the Haitian diaspora living in the 
U.S., Canada, and Europe. Those in the diaspora were beginning to 
exert their own political force, particularly in the United States, where 
they were creating their own media operation as a voice for the Duva-
lier opposition. Radio broadcasts that could be picked up in Haiti 
were particularly influential in keeping the resistance movement there 
informed and united. 

Many people point to the slaughter of the country’s pig stock as 
helping to fuel the popular revolt that toppled Baby Doc Duvalier. 
Known as Creole pigs, or “cochon-planches,” these small, black, resil-
ient hogs had long been more than just farm animals, but represented 
a savings bank that could be sold to pay for school fees, medical emer-
gencies, weddings, or seed for crops. As such, they were a key compo-
nent of the rural economy. In 1978, a highly contagious swine fever 
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spread from Spain to Cuba to the Dominican Republic, and from 
there to Haiti, infecting a third of the pigs there. Fearing its spread to 
the United States, the American government pressed for the killing of 
all 1.2 million Creole pigs and by 1984 they were all gone. Although a 
good portion ended up in Duvalier’s pocket, the U.S. paid compensa-
tion to farmers and introduced new American breeds of pigs unsuited 
to conditions in Haiti. These new pigs were high maintenance; they 
would not eat scraps and needed special feed, required frequent trips 
to the vet, and had to have custom-built shelters. The new pigs died off 
quickly, the farm economy suffered a tremendous blow, and the Duva-
lier government was seen as responsible for the disaster.

Around this time, the human immune deficiency virus was identi-
fied and AIDS quickly became a global problem. Initial reports pointed 
the finger at Haiti as the source of the outbreak. Although this was later 
proved false, the AIDS stigma became a permanent and irreversible 
facet of Haiti’s international image, one that no amount of evidence to 
the contrary by experts has ever been able to reverse.    

Another dimension of Haiti’s image took shape during this period, 
namely, as a country of choice for illegal drug smuggling from South 
America and other parts of the Caribbean to the United States. Haiti 
was attractive in this regard, because of its well known economic and 
political instability, a judicial system that had a standardized rate sheet 
for corruption, and law enforcement that was not only non-functional, 
but which included in its ranks high-ranking individuals who were 
always willing to moonlight. Drug traffickers could feel safe from arrest 
and prosecution. Today, Haiti is ranked among the four most impor-
tant countries for illicit drugs entering the United States. 

The 30-year dynastic dictatorship of the Duvaliers finally ended in 
1986, when growing opposition to their corrupt regime led to large 
demonstrations throughout the country. But it was the crumbling 
structure of the dictatorship itself that concerned the US administra-
tion. Their interest was in stability in the Caribbean region, and if that 
meant shoring up a dictatorship, then that was the order of the day. 
But if you are going to support a dictatorship, you at least want one 
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that works. Baby Doc was no match for his father. He had lost control 
and was no longer a good investment on the part of the U.S., which 
ultimately pressured him to resign and provided a military aircraft to 
take him and his family to exile in France. 

For the next three years a provisional military government ruled 
Haiti. During this time, the US Central Intelligence Agency set 
up, trained and financed the Haitian National Intelligence Ser-
vice—SIN is the French acronym—staffed with officers from the 
Haitian army and intended to target drug trafficking and politi-
cal violence. An election scheduled for 1987 was cancelled when 
SIN-led troops, who had quickly gone astray from their original 
CIA-inspired mission, massacred an estimated 300 people who had 
lined up at the polls. The following year a new election was boycot-
ted by all the previous candidates and most of the population. The 
winner was ousted by the military after only three months. Chaos 
continued for another two years, assisted in large measure by the 
SIN troops who had become major drug traffickers themselves. The 
ensuing political violence ended with the murder of an estimated 
5,000 opponents of the government and those involved in various 
pro-democracy movements.  

The mid 1980s were also important in marking the last point when 
Haiti grew most of its own food and imported only a small fraction of 
what it consumed. On his way out the door, Baby Doc dipped his hand 
into the treasury one last time, forcing the new government to approach 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a loan. The IMF agreed, but 
only on condition that Haiti lower its tariffs on imported goods, includ-
ing food. The single most important crop in Haiti at that time was rice, 
which was mostly grown by small-scale farmers. With the tariffs lowered, 
the country was flooded with subsidized rice from the U.S., and in the 
course of just a few years, thousands of small farmers throughout the 
country were ruined or reduced to extreme poverty. 

Looking back it is clear that, while intended to provide local con-
sumers in developing countries like Haiti with cheaper food sources, 
the policies of the IMF and other institutions such as the World Bank, 
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by insisting on reduced tariffs on imported goods, had the net result 
of destroying much of the local agricultural production and ensuring a 
dependence on subsidized food imports.   

Priest on deck

Haiti’s presidential election in December 1990 was considered the 
first in the country’s history to be free of massive fraud, violence, and 
intimidation. Regardless of its abuses in the past, it was the army that 
made this election possible, assisted by international observers. Jean-
Bertrand Aristide, a Roman Catholic priest who embraced liberation 
theology and who had been a leading figure in opposing the Duvalier 
regime, won by a landslide. The poor black population was ecstatic 
that one of their own was in power, while the mulatto elite and the 
military were largely unhappy at the prospect of any dismantling of 
their hold on the country, particularly the economy. 

Aristide inherited a country, a government, and an economy that 
had been beaten down for decades, with the final blows delivered by 
the Duvaliers and their Tontons Macoute enforcers. Despite these odds, 
and within only months of being elected, he was able to deliver much-
needed services, began enforcing tax laws, fought drug trafficking, and 
began to weed out corrupt civil servants. The flow of immigrants to 
the United States and Canada declined sharply. But his tenure lasted 
only eight months, at which point Aristide was deposed by a violent 
military coup, carried out by both the army and the Haitian National 
Intelligence Service (SIN). He went into exile for almost three years, 
first to Venezuela and then to the U.S., during which time a military 
dictatorship ruled Haiti. 

With a military junta in power, the Duvaliers were back in all but 
name. This new reality, combined with a faltering economy, led to a new 
phrase entering the lexicon of Americans: the term “boat people” now 
referred to the tens of thousands of desperate, impoverished Haitians 
attempting to sail in small boats to Florida. Most were stopped—and 
many saved—by the US coast guard and returned to Haiti. Added to 
this problem of illegal immigrants was mounting evidence of atrocities 
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by the junta, which led to pressure from the United States and other gov-
ernments, as well as the United Nations, for the military to step down. 
This was reinforced by a UN-led oil and arms embargo. Finally, in late 
1994, after the arrival in Haiti of a US-led multinational force of 23,000 
soldiers that had been authorized by the UN, Aristide was restored as 
president. By that time, he had left the priesthood and married. 

One of the first things Aristide did on his return was to begin dis-
banding the army, including the rural constabulary that had originally 
been set up during the US occupation and which ensured law and 
order in the mountainous rural areas. By January of 1995, it was gone; 
however, not all weapons were confiscated from decommissioned sol-
diers and senior army staff, nor were there any severance payments. 
In many cases, final wages were not even paid, contributing to mass 
discontent among the ranks, which, within a few years, would coalesce 
into armed revolt. In place of the army, the country’s first civilian police 
force was launched and trained by an international police force led by 
Ray Kelly, previously New York City Police Commissioner, and as of 
this writing serving in that post again. But from the outset, this new 
civilian force never received sufficient support to become truly effec-
tive. This remains the case to the present day.

Cheap food conundrum

American support for restoring Aristide to the presidency in 1994 
came with the condition that Haiti further reduce trade barriers and 
open its economy to food imports, mainly from the United States. 
In setting this condition, the American government was only follow-
ing conventional wisdom that dates back to the inception of modern 
development aid in the early 1960s. The economists, international 
bankers, and development experts who then had the ear of politicians 
in rich countries had a basic strategy that has held sway without much 
change until very recently. Stripped down to basics, it holds that the 
answer for all poor countries is to focus on urban industrialization as a 
way out of poverty. In the process, these countries must sacrifice their 
small-scale local farmers in favor of cheaper food imports from the rich 
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nations, thereby helping to ensure a lower domestic cost of living. In 
a process called “trade liberalization,” high import taxes are set by the 
rich countries and low import taxes are mandated for poor countries 
as the most efficient way to adjust commodity flows, this in order to 
ensure that the rich countries always have enough money to donate to 
the poor countries. The developing nations that become wealthier will 
neatly transition to becoming trading partners with donor countries 
rather than net aid recipients.  

This vision for improving the lot of poor or “developing” coun-
tries was based on providing money in the form of grants and loans 
earmarked for the expansion of urban industrialization as a way to 
create local jobs and products for export. In addition to building fac-
tories and the other components of industry, additional investments 
focused on building the infrastructure needed to provide electricity, 
roads, ports, and other services that would support urban industrial-
ization. This formula took shape just as large-scale farming in the rich 
countries began to generate surpluses needing a market, thus fitting 
neatly into the picture, since poor countries were in need of cheaper 
food to feed their populations. These recipient countries had too 
many inefficient small farms. While it might have been possible to 
help these small-scale farmers improve their productivity, why dupli-
cate the investment that had already been made in the rich countries? 
Instead, the rule was to lower import tariffs on imported cheap food 
from rich countries to ensure that it was still cheap when it reached 
the poor local populations. In order for this formula to work, the poor 
countries had to agree to restrict any domestic support for small farms 
and instead encourage migration to the cities in order to increase the 
labor pool for industry. Any major agricultural investment would be 
limited to large-scale farms that would produce exclusively for the 
export market and be limited to crops that would not represent com-
petition for the supplier countries. 

In many ways this is not an unreasonable system. Why shouldn’t 
rich countries be able to protect themselves when helping poor coun-
tries escape poverty? One answer is because urban industrialization 
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may work in some places, but not everywhere. Moreover, large-scale 
farming may work in some places, but not if it means sacrificing rural 
life and small farmers which are both fundamental components of a 
healthy economy and the social fabric that nurtures, and is, in turn, 
supported by, that economy. In the last analysis, the real answer is 
because the model has so spectacularly failed in so many places and at 
such a high cost to donor and recipient countries alike. This is precisely 
what happened in Haiti.  

In 1995, Haiti was, and remains today, a rural economy, with 
roughly 60 percent of the population directly or indirectly depen-
dent on agriculture. The government was pressured by the United 
States to reduce programs that supported small-scale farmers. At the 
same time, from 1995 to 2006, the U.S. and other donors allocated 
only 7 percent of all grants and loans to Haiti for the support of 
agriculture—mostly large-scale farms geared to export. By 2007, that 
number had dropped to 2 percent.

Haiti went from being self sufficient in rice, sugar, poultry, corn, 
beans, and pork in the mid-1980s to importing 58 percent of all 
the food it now consumes (42 percent is commercial imports and 6 
percent is food aid). In the process, it became the largest importer of 
food from the U.S. in the Caribbean region. Following the second 
lowering of tariffs in 1995—as part of their compliance for US mili-
tary support in 1994—it took just ten years for agriculture to decline 
40 percent to represent only one-quarter of the economy. During that 
same period, an estimated 800,000 small farmers had their incomes 
drastically reduced; many abandoned farming altogether and moved 
to Port-au-Prince to find work, with the result that Haiti now spends 
some 80 per¬cent of its export earn¬ings to pay for imported food.

Rice farmers were the hardest hit. The import tariff, as part of the 
overall 1995 reductions, was reduced to 3 percent. Follow rice from 
the fields of such American states as Arkansas and Louisiana to the 
outdoor markets of Haiti and you will learn a great deal about the 
overall economic and political challenges facing the country today. 
What began as a trickle in 1986  became a flood in 1995 as US rice 
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began to take over the local market, significantly undercutting what 
Haitian farmers could sell their product for. The US farmers were ben-
efitting from savings of scale, favorable government policies, the low 
cost of fuel and related fertilizers and pesticides, and, most of all, they 
received significant subsidies provided by US taxpayers.

Haiti now imports 82 percent of the rice it consumes, and more 
than 95 percent of that rice comes from the United States. Based on 
statistics issued by the US Department of Agriculture, Haiti is the 
fifth largest market in the world for US rice. The other four markets 
ahead of Haiti are Mexico, the Middle East, Central America, and 
Northeast Asia. If you count the markets only by country and not by 
region, Haiti ranks fourth in the world. And if you break down the 
various types of rice grown in the U.S., Haiti and Canada are the two 
largest markets for US “long-grain milled rice,” which is known in 
Haiti as “Miami rice.” 

Ghosts, guns and gangs

Jean-Bertrand Aristide completed his term as president in February 
1996. The Constitution prevented him from serving a consecutive term 
and he was replaced by René Préval, whom he had previously appointed 
as his prime minister. This marked the first peaceful transition from one 
democratically elected president to the next in Haiti’s entire history. 

While out of office, Aristide formed a new political party called Fanmi 
Lavalas. Under that banner, he was elected president again in late 2000. 
This time around, he was perceived as a direct threat to the United States 
and was vilified in the US, Canadian, and French media. 

The basic policy governing US relations with Haiti has not changed 
in the last 100 years. Whether it was the 19-year invasion, provid-
ing support for a range of innocuous minor dictators, bankrolling a 
30-year state terrorist operation under the Duvaliers, or sending troops 
to restore Aristide following the coup that cut short his first term as 
president, the key guiding principle has always been to ensure stability 
in Haiti, in order to protect American financial and political interests. 
High on the list during the 1915 to 1934 invasion was ensuring that 
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the Haitian government repaid loans to US banks. Later, the Duva-
liers might have been unsavory, but they were also stalwarts in the war 
against communism in a region that was quickly embracing socialism 
and lauding Cuba for standing up to the United States. In his first 
term, Aristide was perceived as a maverick who was worth supporting, 
because he had at least stabilized the country. But by his second term, 
he was a socialist psychopath, hell bent on subverting the status quo 
and breaking the monopoly of the elite class who were the natural allies 
and local partners for US business interests. This was hardly an epiph-
any born of moral indignation on the part of the US government, but 
rather a pragmatic realization that stability now meant getting rid of 
Aristide, funding his opposition, and painting them as besieged cham-
pions of democracy and human rights. 

The legacy of Aristide will be forever linked with the emergence of 
the chimère during his second term as president. Chimère is a Creole 
word traditionally used to describe a violent and illusive ghost that 
is impossible to pin down. But by 2000, the word had been com-
mandeered to describe a new breed of armed gangs that operated with 
impunity outside the law. 

There is no other aspect of Haitian history that is more divisive 
than Aristide’s relationship to the chimère. It is as if the entire country, 
joined by the Haitian diaspora, is split into two distinct camps—each 
with an interpretation that is non-negotiable. It is almost impossible to 
discuss the matter of gangs without first declaring on which side you 
fall, either pro- or anti-Aristide. While it may be naïve or audacious—
possibly in equal measure—I would like to offer an explanation that 
does not borrow rhetoric from either side, but which, in the telling, 
will probably earn the wrath of both.

Rewind now to the US-led invasion in October, 1994 which 
restored Aristide to power. As described earlier, on his return, the pres-
ident disbanded the army which had led the coup against him three 
years earlier. In the process, he also disbanded the police force and 
the rural constabulary which, throughout the country’s history, had 
always been under the direct control of the military. However corrupt 
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the army and police may have been, the whole country was now, in a 
matter of months, without any capacity to ensure basic law and order. 
Into this mix came the 23,000 mostly US soldiers of the multinational 
force, which was subsequently replaced, beginning in 1995, by succes-
sive UN peacekeeping missions. It must be remembered that, histori-
cally, and in the case of Haiti, external military forces are brought in 
to provide stability at the national level, and do not get involved in 
maintaining public order. Very specifically, these US troops and their 
UN replacements did not function as a police force. 

The United States had once again taken the lead by assembling an 
international police force that recruited and trained 5,200 new Haitian 
police officers. The challenge itself was huge: creating an entirely new 
police force from scratch to replace a corrupt and discredited military 
police force. After only four months of training, newly minted officers 
began to be deployed in early 1996. This was the first time in 192 years 
that Haiti had a civilian police force. But there were problems from the 
outset. Once in the field, the police had neither the support nor the 
ongoing training that were needed. They often went months without 
pay. Before long there were reports of excessive violence and popular 
support was waning. 

Aristide now had a major problem. Both national security and the 
new civilian police force were under foreign control, and the latter was 
not being created fast enough to ensure public order. Foreign control of 
both meant that neither could be used to gather intelligence. Aristide’s 
response was to create his own militia operation that would combine 
enforcement and intelligence functions under his direct control.  

In short order, Aristide built a militia composed of ordinary citi-
zens, drawn from his power base among the poor. They were not 
issued uniforms. They had no official badges or identification, nor was 
there a formal list anywhere on paper of its members. They received 
no training. There was no hierarchy of officers or regional leadership; 
each militia unit was autonomous and answered only to Aristide. Their 
mission was to be a democratic peoples’ army, loyal to the president 
and committed to helping him continue the work of transforming the 



  |   29

country to benefit the majority of the poor and disenfranchised. 
These were heady days. Militia units were formed across the country 

and membership soon outnumbered the civilian police force. The 
militia gained stature as they were used to introduce social programs, 
launch new schools, and oversee local infrastructure improvements. 
Their role was easily accepted among the poor, because these were the 
sort of activities that had long been carried out by informal commu-
nity leaders—in the absence of functional local government—in the 
slums and poor regions of the country. 

The militia and the police force, each for different reasons, largely 
excluded former Haitian army soldiers from participation. And those 
decommissioned soldiers, who often remained in possession of their 
weapons, began to form an armed, paramilitary rebel force in opposi-
tion to the elected government. Like the militia, they also lacked a 
hierarchy and autonomous rebel units began popping up around the 
country. As these rebels began to attack the militia, the latter, in turn, 
acquired weapons to fight back.

When Aristide ended his term as president in 1996, there was an 
eclectic mix of players in Haiti: UN peacekeepers who could not take 
part in police work; a newly created, untrained civilian police force 
under foreign leadership and largely ineffective; militia units of citi-
zens loyal to the president and granted immunity by him; paramilitary 
rebel groups made up of former soldiers determined to bring down 
the government; and, a large number of private security firms, newly 
formed to protect the families of the elite. And they all had guns. Lots 
and lots of guns.

By the time Aristide was elected for a second term as president in 
2000, yet another category had been added to this set of players. The 
United States passed legislation in 1996 that toughened the rules for 
dealing with non-citizens who were convicted of crimes within Amer-
ica’s borders. In what would become a steady flow, the first 254 con-
victed criminals were deported from the US to Haiti in 1997. Most 
ended up in the slums of Port-au-Prince and stories abound regarding 
their unsavory character.
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By the time Aristide took office in early 2001, and despite his origi-
nal intentions, most of the militia units he had created during his first 
term had evolved into heavily armed and deadly gangs that were out of 
control and answered only to themselves. They had gone for several years 
without much official support and had increasingly found trafficking in 
illegal drugs to be a reliable and lucrative source of funding, as had many 
of the ex-soldiers in the rebel groups. By now the gangs were commonly 
referred to in Haiti as chimère, and this name quickly spread internation-
ally as evidence of Aristide’s corruption. The irony was that now Aristide 
had virtually no control over the majority of the gangs and had launched 
his own armed offensive in order to try and curtail their powers. This, in 
turn, led many of them to plot his downfall.    

A further irony was that many of the elite families who were com-
plaining loudly about instability were quietly funding various chimère 
and rebel groups, often playing both sides against the other. In this messy 
chess game, the pawns were often moved in a way that made no sense, 
until the outcome could be seen to benefit one or another rich family.

It is safe to say that the cast of characters eventually included a wide 
swath of the population from the richest to the poorest. And while 
Aristide set things in motion by launching and then losing control of 
his militia operation, he was by no means the architect of their trans-
formation into the chimère. It is also true that this overall situation 
would not have been possible were it not for the deep racial divide that 
has plagued Haiti since its inception. The poor, black, uneducated, and 
disenfranchised still constitute the majority of the population; the edu-
cated mulatto elite that control the economy are still in the minority; 
and the middle class is almost non-existent, as its modest membership 
is continually depleted through immigration to the U.S. and Canada.   

Conditions for the poor in Haiti had not improved much in the 
decade that began in 1990 with Aristide’s first election. The poor had 
pinned their hopes on him then, and now that he was back again, 
the initial indication was that things were still not likely to improve. 
This volatile political atmosphere coincided with increasingly violent 
encounters between various chimère, divided now into pro- and anti-
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Aristide gangs. In an odd twist, some of the anti-Aristide gangs actually 
began to ally with previous enemies from among the various paramili-
tary rebel groups. Pressure quickly grew on any unaligned community 
leaders or ex-soldiers to transform themselves into either chimère or 
rebels… or be eliminated. 

Skirmishes that had earlier been isolated outbursts—during which 
the local population would seek shelter—increasingly turned into mass 
riots involving the whole community. Unrest gripped the entire country 
in late 2003 and into 2004, and it was clear that more and more gangs 
were turning against Aristide. There are conflicting stories as to whether 
it was voluntary or forced, but, having earlier sent members of his own 
family abroad for safety, Aristide and his wife boarded a US military 
plane in early 2004 and went into exile in South Africa. 

Descent into madness

Haiti had been in turmoil leading up to his departure, but after Aris-
tide left, there was utter chaos. Boniface Alexandre became Acting 
President, but he was unable to control the situation. Public order 
completely collapsed. Several prisons were emptied and convicted 
criminals let loose. The police force all but ceased to function. Gangs 
took control over large sections of Port-au-Prince, setting up armed 
barricades topped with barbed wire around key slums. Both gangs and 
rebels, sometimes aided by rogue elements within the police force, 
began an intense campaign of kidnapping, murder, rape, and looting. 
Nighttime in the capital was characterized by blackouts, burning tires, 
gunfire, and fear. Sales of bulletproof vehicles for the elite, government 
ministers, and the international community soared, while private secu-
rity firms flourished.  

The United Nations sent in a 6,700 member peacekeeping force, 
formally known as the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti—MINUS-
TAH, by its French acronym—that began operation in June 2004. The 
UN had been a continual presence for many years, but this represented 
a new level of engagement. The immediate effect was to reduce the 
scale of chaos and violence. The long-term effect was the formalization 
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within the development community of Haiti’s status as a failed state 
and its transition to what can only be termed “international receiver-
ship.” This may seem an overstatement, but it is important to under-
stand the scale of the MINUSTAH mission: as of May, 2012, accord-
ing to the UN, there are now 10,409 uniformed personnel in Haiti,  
7,283 troops and 3,126 police. In addition there are 1,917 interna-
tional and local civilian staff and personnel, plus an additional 226 UN 
volunteers. Haiti is now the third largest of the 16 UN peacekeeping 
operations in the world, eclipsed only by Darfur and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. MINUSTAH’s annual budget is roughly half that 
of the government of Haiti.

The logic behind the unofficial receivership status—although this 
will not be found in any official documents or heard from podiums as 
official policy—is that Haiti is beyond hope and no amount of aid is 
going to do anything more than prevent the country from becoming 
the geopolitical equivalent of a black hole. The most overt manifesta-
tion of this assumption, reminiscent of the 19-year US occupation that 
began in 1915, is that real power, funding, and decision making rest 
with a shadow government made up of foreign donor governments, 
international institutions, the United Nations, and NGOs (non-gov-
ernmental organizations) which, together, govern the country, separate 
and apart from the elected government of Haiti. 

This was the Haiti I entered in late 2004.




