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INTRODUCTION

Haiti in Ruins

Port-au-Prince was its proud, vibrant, and impoverished self as the afternoon of January 12, 2010, neared its end. The white presidential palace, aglow in the declining sun, rose from the Champ de Mars plaza amidst monuments dedicated to Haiti’s founding fathers, the statue of the unknown maroon, and the national pantheon celebrating the country’s past. The descendants of Haiti’s greatest generation could be found everywhere: muscular men pulling wooden carts stacked high with tires and water jugs, marchandes (female market sellers) selling their colorful wares, overloaded taptaps and publiques (public taxis and buses) snaking their way through the congested streets—two million people in all, from the sprawling slum of Cité Soleil in the north to the concrete shacks hanging perilously from the hillsides to the city’s east and south.

People walked, argued, worked—or tried to—and yet no discernable wealth seemed to be produced. Sidewalks overflowed with minuscule stalls from which vendors sold crackers by the unit, tiny mangoes, and individual cigarettes. Aside from the occasional diplomat, journalist, or humanitarian worker, hotels and restaurants catering to foreigners were empty. Near the iron market, entire streets were lined with beautiful Haitian paintings for sale, the vendors waiting patiently for tourists who had stopped coming thirty years before. The hustle and bustle of the Caribbean metropolis was a sight to behold, but these men, women, and children often looked desperate, and many were hungry.

Particularly difficult to ignore was the fact that much of Port-au-Prince, the “prince’s port” and the capital of the second-most populated nation in the Caribbean, was an open dump. Entire sections of the city were shantytowns built with discarded cardboard and sheet metal. Even in more affluent neighborhoods, where concrete two-story houses were the norm, piles of uncollected garbage lined the streets, while gaping potholes opened onto ill-maintained sewers chock-full with debris. Nondescript dogs, all bones and skin, wandered around; they were not the only hungry beings to be found, however. Most heartbreaking was the sight of the city’s homeless children, many of them survivors of a form of child slavery known locally as restavek, and for whom the sewers were a primary source of food, water, shelter—and occasionally a final resting place.

Even in the best of times, life in Port-au-Prince was a hardscrabble struggle for survival, difficult enough for hundreds of thousands of Haitians to entrust their lives to makeshift boats in the hope of reaching the distant shores of Florida. But the early afternoon of January 12, seen retrospectively, was a blissful time. The real nightmare was yet to come.

At 4:53 P.M. a massive earthquake struck nearby Léogane. Within fractions of a second, all of Port-au-Prince was shaking violently. Walls jerked erratically, roofs collapsed, and cracks ripped the pavement apart. The sound was indescribable: falling concrete crushing anything in its path, people crying out in terror, the earth rumbling deep within—then, after thirty-five interminable seconds, the eerie silence of a collapsed metropolis that in an instant had lost over two hundred thousand souls. Some people fell to their knees to pray. Others frantically dug through the rubble with their bare hands to search for relatives, but before the damage could be assessed with any precision the Caribbean sun set abruptly, leaving survivors to endure an agonizing pitch-dark night pierced by the wails of the mourning and the moans of the injured.

It was only with daybreak on Wednesday morning that the full extent of the physical damage became apparent. Rumors of an incoming tsunami had proven false, but the earthquake’s magnitude (7.0) and the epicenter’s proximity to the capital (sixteen miles) had wreaked massive havoc. Even the hills surrounding the city, their flanks scarred by landslides, bore the mark of the earthquake. Entire neighborhoods had been leveled, as if by a bombing raid. In schools, shops, hospitals, and homes, falling concrete slabs had killed or trapped hundreds of thousands of hapless victims and left a million people homeless.

Cemeteries, their tombs cracked open, could barely accommodate those already interred there, let alone the recently deceased throngs. As morgues filled beyond capacity, dozens—then hundreds, then thousands—of bodies were lined up along the sweltering streets, waiting to be dragged to the anonymity of a mass grave. In the jagged strata of the collapsed city the dead, the living, and the dying were now indistinguishable. “We no longer cried for the dead” during funerals, a reporter for the Haitian daily Le Nouvelliste later noted. “There were too many of them, and not enough tears.”1

The shock waves that rippled through the concrete had cracked or destroyed most permanent buildings in town but, ironically, the shacks of the shantytowns—the supple structures of which were largely quake-proof—had proven more resistant. In the aftermath of the earthquake, the city turned into a Tartar camp of old hovels, fresh rubble, and new lean-tos erected by homeless survivors. Even the lucky few whose houses still stood slept in the streets for fear of an aftershock. The slums of Port-au-Prince, which for four decades had slowly eaten at the city’s outskirts, had now swallowed it entirely.

Neither God nor country had been spared: the roof of the national cathedral had collapsed, as had those of the Episcopal cathedral, the Ministry of Justice building, and the presidential palace. The National Assembly building was severely damaged, as was city hall. Particularly worrisome for future rescue operations was the fact that the country’s physical and political infrastructure had received a heavy blow. Toussaint Louverture Airport and the seaport were too damaged to be of immediate use. Hotels Oloffson and Montana, traditional haunts of moneyed visitors on humanitarian missions, were heavily damaged, as were the headquarters of the United Nations (UN) mission at the Christopher Hotel. The UN special envoy, Hédi Hannabi, had been killed along with several members of his staff, as had Archbishop Joseph Serge Miot and two senators. President René Préval had survived, but both his house and his office in the presidential palace were in ruins, and he was left to wander the streets on a motorcycle to assess the damage. He was shocked and homeless, just like many of his people. Haiti was in ruins.

Haiti in the News

Haiti rarely makes the headlines unless it is hit by some catastrophe, either natural or man-made, and it had largely dropped from public view since a coup d’état and a string of hurricanes in 2004, and then food riots and more hurricanes in 2008. Its omnipresence on the airwaves in the days and weeks that followed the January 12 earthquake was a clear indication of the magnitude of the disaster that had befallen the country. Across the globe, people who had barely ever heard of Haiti sat trans-fixed before their television sets, moved by the images of collapsed schools, amputated survivors, helpless orphans, and the half-collapsed presidential palace that came to symbolize Haiti’s hapless state.

For such a catastrophe to strike the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere—one already afflicted by a long list of economic, political, and environmental ills—seemed singularly cruel. It was not long before rumors spread that a cataclysm of such biblical proportions could only be preordained and that the earthquake was actually the latest plague sent by a wrathful God. Throughout the Caribbean, the word was that Haiti was simply cursed; Haitians had invited the devil’s attention by invoking his name one time too many in Voodoo (Vodou, Vodun) ceremonies and were now paying the price. In a reference to the ties between Haitian slave rebels and the Voodoo religion, U.S. televangelist Pat Robertson similarly claimed that Haiti was being punished for having contracted a “pact with the devil” during its war of independence two centuries earlier.2 (The reality was more prosaic: Port-au-Prince sits near the juncture of three tectonic plates that had been accumulating pressure since the last major quake in 1770.)

Aside from the occasional prophet of doom, the people of the world were deeply moved by Haiti’s plight and responded with great generosity. A call for ten-dollar cell phone text donations brought the American Red Cross five million dollars in twenty-four hours. The United States, though mired in two overseas wars and recovering from a recent great recession, dispatched Marine units, helicopters, and the USNS Comfort and other support ships—ten thousand troops in the first week alone, not counting the UN mission already on site and countless nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). So many foreign governments and NGOs rushed in supplies that the airport’s single runway was soon overwhelmed and flights had to be diverted to the Dominican Republic.

Despite the tragic loss of life—estimated at over two hundred thousand dead—one could find some solace in the fact that the earthquake had brought out the best in the human spirit: courage and resilience on the part of the victims, dedication and selflessness on the part of the rescuers, and generally a shared sense of humanity that transcended racial and national boundaries. Not coincidentally, the United States, France, and the Dominican Republic—three countries with which Haiti had often endured tense relations in the past—were at the forefront of the rescue effort.

Old Demons

It was not long, unfortunately, before Haiti’s old demons came back to haunt it. Pat Robertson’s claims notwithstanding, these demons were not guédés (Voodoo spirits of the dead), but age-old rivalries that had long bedeviled the country and that resurfaced in the aftermath of the January 12 earthquake. First on the scene was the prickly nationalism that is one of Haiti’s enduring qualities, but which also frequently complicates its relations with its neighbors. Incoming U.S. troops were careful to introduce themselves as saviors bringing much-needed help, not as conquerors walking in the footsteps of earlier generations of U.S. invaders. Race-conscious Haitians could also not help but notice that their commander-in-chief, like virtually all Haitians, was of African descent. And yet, the sight of Black Hawk helicopters circling over the presidential palace and Marines patrolling the streets of the capital brought back painful memories of past U.S. occupations. It was not long before grumbling began about some questionable U.S. policies, such as the allocation of landing slots at the airport (which U.S. troops took over, repaired, and ran) or the high rate of amputations at the hands of a contingent of Texan doctors.

Well aware that many of his compatriots were “stigmatizing the presence of the U.S. Army,” Haitian prime minister Jean-Max Bellerive reassured them that foreign forces were well intentioned and provided essential services that the country could hardly do without.3 But his words were largely lost on the Haitian public, and rumors soon spread that the U.S. relief effort somehow fit into an elaborate imperialistic plot to take over the country. The United States had secretly developed a weapon to spark earthquakes at will so as to justify a military takeover under the guise of a humanitarian effort, according to the left-leaning Haïti Progrès in one of the most outlandish, but also most widespread, claims.4 Even the more conservative Haïti Observateur, the organ of the affluent Haitian American community in New York, underlined the “risk inherent in any intervention of this kind” and urged Haitians to remain “vigilant” because U.S. president Barack Obama was under pressure from Republicans to continue his country’s “imperial policy.”5 Farther north, a Haitian resident in Montréal similarly complained in a letter to Le Nouvelliste that Haiti had been “invaded by NGOs” intent on enriching themselves while undermining the authority of the Haitian state.6

No incident better encapsulated the tension between Haiti’s desperate need for international aid and its distrust of foreign well-wishers than the arrest of ten U.S. Baptist missionaries two weeks after the earthquake on charges that they were trying to sneak thirty-three kidnapped Haitian children out of the country. If true, the charges were serious ones that amply warranted their imprisonment, but the international context in which the missionaries’ case unfolded brought a nagging sense that they had become a metaphor for U.S.–Haitian relations. Even in the best of times, the Haitian judicial system rarely prosecutes anyone, so the resources it lavished on this particular case were quite extraordinary. As of 2001, 75 percent of Haitian prisoners languished in pretrial detention because they had yet to be formally charged with a crime; even as famous a captive as former prime minister Yvon Neptune had to be freed in July 2006 after government prosecutors failed to file charges during his two-year captivity.7 In the aftermath of a devastating earthquake that had left the ministry of justice building in rubble, there seemed to be more pressing issues to address than the murky world of international adoption—such as tracking down the whereabouts of the criminals who had escaped from Port-au-Prince’s national penitentiary when it collapsed during the quake.

Archival documentation for this case will not be released for a long time, but the incident left the distinct impression that Haitian prosecutors were trying, at least subconsciously, to reassert some semblance of national authority at a time when their country had effectively become a U.S. protectorate. If so, nationalistic bravado had its costs. It provided little comfort to the hundreds of thousands of orphans whom the cash-strapped Haitian government had left to fend for themselves or to rely on foreign-funded orphanages. It delayed legal international adoptions, already greatly complicated by the Haitian government’s slowness in delivering requisite permits. Most tragically, it claimed the lives of many Haitian children who, maimed during the earthquake, later died on the tarmac of Port-au-Prince’s airport when foreign pilots refused to fly them to surgical centers in Florida for fear that they, too, would be charged with kidnapping. Had the U.S. government been an imperialistic hegemon as its critics claimed, the diplomatic affront could even have incited it to take over the reins of government or pull out of the country altogether, leaving the Haitian government to care for its people on its own at a time of immense distress. The particulars of the case notwithstanding, this seemed to be a particularly ill-advised time to pick a fight with Haiti’s powerful neighbor (the missionaries were later released before they were ever brought to trial).

The January 12 earthquake also underscored a second immutable fact of life in Haiti: that poor governance is a leading cause of the country’s troubles, even during a random “act of God” like an earthquake. With building codes either nonexistent or unenforced, most structures in Haiti are built of poor-quality concrete—characterized by low amounts of cement and few steel reinforcement bars—to save on construction material. Such shabbily built structures barely stand under normal circumstances: ninety children had died fourteen months earlier when a school in nearby Pétionville suddenly collapsed on its own. In retrospect, better government regulation would likely have saved thousands of lives (sturdier structures, like the foreboding U.S. embassy, were largely unscathed; in fact, an earthquake of identical magnitude near San Francisco killed a mere sixty-three people in 1989).

People normally overlook past disputes and unite in a time of national catastrophe, but it was not long before another feature of Haitian political life—instability—reasserted itself. At issue was the attitude of President Préval (a man already prone to a self-effacing presidential style) who almost wholly disappeared from sight after the earthquake, limiting himself to a dispassionate radio address and a press conference organized by his international backers during which he stood largely speechless in the back row. Within a month, opposition politicians were openly calling for Préval’s resignation for lacking leadership skills during a time of national emergency (but these politicians were not very convincing, since their main policy proposal in the aftermath of the earthquake was to propose that their lucrative term as parliamentarians, which was about to expire, be prolonged by another eighteen months on the grounds that the country was too dislocated to organize elections). A prolonged political crisis—another of Haiti’s old demons—likely to paralyze the political class at a time when the nation needed it most seemed in the offing.8 In this context, the collapsed presidential palace served as an apt symbol, not only of the massive physical destruction inflicted on Port-au-Prince, but also of the political deficiencies that had ruined the country in the first place.

Aiding Haiti

Outside the country, the January 12 earthquake breathed new life into old debates on the international community’s relationship with Haiti, particularly the type of assistance it should provide as the impoverished nation struggled to rebuild. In the short term, no one questioned the legitimacy of the relief effort. As Hurricane Katrina had painfully shown in New Orleans in 2005, no country, however rich, can easily overcome the destruction of a major city on its own. Given the magnitude of the catastrophe and Haiti’s scant resources, simple humanity dictated that the international community provide such essentials as field hospitals and food and water in the weeks and months to come.

More controversial was the question of how best to secure the long-term economic betterment of Haiti in ensuing years. The international community’s immediate reaction, when faced with the disturbing images flooding in from Port-au-Prince, was to call for a massive aid package to help rebuild Haiti, one on the scale of the Marshall Plan in post–World War II Western Europe. It was thought that with the international community’s help, the terrible earthquake might be turned into a new starting point that would lay the foundations for Haiti’s long-delayed economic takeoff. Not knowing that his microphone was on, George Antoine, the Haitian consul in Sgo Paulo, confided to a Brazilian journalist that the tragedy would prove “good to us here” because of the international attention it would generate.9 Antoine’s comment was crass but accurate: the United Nations made an immediate call for $575 million in emergency relief funds, and by the end of January Prime Minister Bellerive was in Montréal asking a gathering of international donors for $3 billion to help rebuild Port-au-Prince.

As days passed, however, skeptics in the United States and elsewhere began to question whether such a vast commitment of resources, amounting to half of Haiti’s annual gross domestic product (GDP), was wise or warranted.10 International aid to Haiti has a long and checkered history going back to Jean-Claude Duvalier, whose inauguration as president in 1971 had also been seen, in its time, as a new beginning that would usher in a different Haiti. Other fresh starts had come and gone, from Duvalier’s overthrow in 1986 to Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s election as president in 1990, his return from exile in 1994, and his second overthrow in 2004. Each of these milestones had brought hopes that Haiti could finally be turned around, but with each new round of aid packages all that resulted was bitter disappointment. By early January 2010—before the earthquake struck—60 percent of Haiti’s budget came from foreign aid, and a staggering ten thousand NGOs were active in the country. Haiti had the highest number of NGOs per capita on the planet, but it was more impoverished and desperate than it had been in 1971.

The mixed record of previous aid packages left the international community three major policy options, which the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations discussed during a January 28 hearing. The first, backed by panelist and UN Deputy Special Envoy for Haiti Paul Farmer, was to forgive Haiti’s public debt and entrust the Haitian government with a new batch of international monies, hoping that it would make better use of them than it had before. The second, presented by James Dobbins of the RAND Corporation, was to provide limited financial aid in the long term and instead improve governance in Haiti so as to provide the environment within which the private sector could bring about self-sustaining economic growth. The last was to rebuild Haiti with international funds, but to do so under strict supervision. Brainstorming aloud, Connecticut senator Christopher Dodd even evoked the possibility of turning Haiti into a protectorate or “some sort of international receiver-ship,” as he put it.11 This most extraordinary suggestion would have brought Haiti back full circle to its early years as a colonial outpost of a Western power.

Explaining Haiti’s History

Courage, suffering, incompetence, and energy: it is not difficult to understand why outsiders have always found Haiti to be at once mesmerizing and horrifying. Haiti is one of the most stunningly beautiful islands of the Caribbean. It was once home to the pre-Columbian Taino civilization, witnessed the passage of the Spanish galleons carrying the wealth of the Aztec and Inca empires, housed the legendary pirate haven of Tortuga, then saw the rise of a French plantation society that was so profitable that it earned colonial Haiti the nickname Pearl of the Antilles. But Haiti’s past is also as dark as a tropical night, its violence rarely matched in the annals of human history. Over the course of its history, this country has witnessed four massacres or genocides, one of the most brutal slave systems in the Caribbean, countless civil wars and foreign invasions, and the refined cruelty of Papa Doc’s torture chambers. Even today, settling a political score can mean burning someone to death or hacking a body with machetes.

Haiti might be a mere six hundred miles from the U.S. coast, but aside from AIDS, Voodoo, and boat people, the U.S. public remains generally unaware of some of Haiti’s most unique features. For example, how many know that the first Spanish settlement in the New World was built in Haiti? That Haiti was richer than the United States in colonial times? That Haiti was the first free black republic in the world and the second colony in the Western Hemisphere to gain its independence? That the celebrated American ornithologist John James Audubon was born in Cayes? That the French novelist Alexandre Dumas (author of The Count of Monte Cristo) was the son of a Haitian general? That before 2010, U.S. troops had already landed in Port-au-Prince in 1915, 1994, and 2004? That one million Haitian Americans live in the United States today? Or that child slavery still exists in Haiti?

Adding to the general lack of knowledge of Haiti’s past is the fact that Haiti is a world of its own, the main features of which are often incomprehensible to outsiders. Even though Haitians’ ancestors were mostly African, they draw much of their culture from France and many of their economic aspirations from the U.S. model—only to routinely express strong anti-French and anti-American sentiments. Yet they dream of emigrating to one of these countries, while displaying a fierce and authentic pride in their Haïti chérie. Haiti, founded on the principle that blacks are equal to whites, remains a society divided by race to this day. Founded by slaves yearning to be free, Haiti is still home to child slaves, and sends sugarcane workers to the Dominican Republic where they work in conditions reminiscent of their ancestors two hundred years ago.

The main question outsiders often ask is this: why is Haiti so poor, so unstable, so violent? One might assume that it has always been this way, but that is not the case. Haiti’s descent into the abyss of underdevelopment started two hundred years ago, when the country’s economy was devastated by the war of independence, and only reached alarming proportions during the Duvalier dictatorships a generation ago. It is a recent historical phenomenon with a clearly discernable set of man-made causes.

When looking for historical insights into Haiti’s current misfortune, it is easy to become lost in the mind-numbing complexity of Haiti’s political life. Presidents, especially in the early twentieth century, often stay a mere few months in office before they are sent into exile or murdered. But, as is often the case in Latin America, the multiplicity of revolutions can be misleading. Haitian leaders change with dizzying rapidity; yet, beneath the surface, Haitian society displays remarkable stability. Three long-term factors, rather than the blood and gore of day-to-day politics, underpin Haitian society, as they have for all of the country’s independent, and even colonial, history. The country is plagued by racial conflict; its leaders are often corrupt and uncaring; and Haitians expect foreign countries, not Haitians, to pull the country out of poverty (the January 12 earthquake was by its very nature colorblind, but the latter two factors were prominently on display).

Racial strife is as old as Haiti itself. When Christopher Columbus arrived in 1492, the indigenous Taino population in all of Hispaniola probably numbered half a million. Within two generations, it had virtually disappeared—the victim of European diseases and Spanish cruelty. When French settlers and African slaves replaced Spaniards and Taino serfs as the island’s dominant and dominated races, a body of literature emerged to justify why Africans should be enslaved (such brutish creatures, their owners argued, could only work under strong leadership). Haiti’s slaves revolted in 1791, launching a vicious war that culminated during 1802–1803 when each side—Napoléon Bonaparte’s troops on the one hand, Haitian rebels on the other—openly contemplated genocide in order to secure a lasting victory (the rebels won and killed or exiled most white Frenchmen after independence).

The white population is now negligible in Haiti, but racial rivalries remain an integral part of Haiti’s troubles. Mulattoes, the distant product of unions between planters and their slaves, still tend to look down on the majority blacks of pure African ancestry—who in turn both envy and hate their lighter-skinned compatriots. Politicians such as Jean-Claude Duvalier and Jean-Bertrand Aristide built much of their careers on the darkness of their skin, which proved, according to them, that they were “real” Haitians (or authentiques) as opposed to treacherous mulattoes (in a typically Haitian twist, both leaders later married rich, light-skinned women).

Racial allegiances also complicate Haiti’s foreign relations. Acting as if white French and U.S. leaders were still slave owners intent on depriving Haitians of their hard-won freedom, Haitian politicians are quick to denounce any offer of humanitarian help as yet another case of imperialism. Racism has even poisoned Haiti’s relations with the neighboring Dominican Republic, a former Spanish colony that occupies the eastern two-thirds of the island of Hispaniola and whose population is noticeably lighter skinned than Haiti’s because it had fewer slaves in colonial times. In the nineteenth century, Haiti regularly invaded the Dominican Republic and accused its neighbor of condoning slavery, while in the twentieth century, the Dominican Republic regularly expelled (and, in 1937, massacred) its black minority.

Governing such a racially polarized society would have required a ruling class of immense political skills. Unfortunately, the Haitian intelligentsia, more often than not, has been composed of petty politicians who only appeal to nationalism and racial pride to hide the fact that they are spiriting away government funds. This is the second cause of Haiti’s current misfortune. Massive corruption, petty squabbles, endless revolutions, and repression have destroyed existing infrastructures, scared away local and foreign investments, and given Haitians little incentive to better their economic well-being in an environment that does not reward success. Even today, roads are built with international aid, schools are funded by U.S. churches, and clinics are run by European NGOs. All the tasks normally performed by a functioning government are neglected; meanwhile, security forces act as a predatory institution that oppresses, rather than protects, private individuals. Expecting nothing from their government, Haitians consider themselves lucky to merely escape the greedy grasp of the “Republic of Port-au-Prince,” as the capital is known.

Over the course of its history, Haiti has known a few enlightened despots who hoped to foster prosperity, if not democracy, but their rule was often cut short. Toussaint Louverture, Henri Christophe, and Lysius Salomon, three of the most forceful leaders of nineteenth-century Haiti, used their dictatorial powers to develop their country’s infrastructures. But all three of them were overthrown (the last two by Haitians themselves), and the improvements made during their tenure were soon abandoned. The United States’ two main occupations of Haiti (1915–1934 and 1994–2000) had no more positive impact in the long run. Many U.S. officers had a genuine desire to improve Haiti, but imposing reforms from the outside only led to nationalist resentment, and foreign-built infrastructures collapsed from neglect after the departure of occupying forces.

Whether foreign countries should shoulder some of the blame for Haiti’s current poverty is the third and most controversial issue in contemporary Haiti. Everyone agrees that in the 1780s, Haiti was France’s most prosperous colony (even though this wealth was not equally distributed) and that Haiti is now the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. There is widespread disagreement, however, over the roots of this dramatic shift from sugar and coffee powerhouse to impoverished people subsisting off international aid. Haitians, along with many liberals overseas, tend to blame the legacy of slavery and colonialism. Haiti, they say, was first plundered by Spanish conquistadors seeking gold, then exploited by the French planters who traded African flesh, and finally devastated during the long war of independence against France. Even after independence, it lived in the political and military shadow of the United States and saw its economy (the rice and pig industries, notably) ruined by unfair U.S. competition.

This narrative is not fully convincing, however. Haiti suffered its fair share of colonial exactions, but so did its neighbors in the Caribbean, all of which are far richer than Haiti today. All the countries in the Western Hemisphere, not just Haiti, saw their native population plummet after the arrival of European settlers. Many countries, including Canada and the United States, experienced French colonial rule, only to endure and prosper. The Caribbean islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique, still living under the “yoke” of French imperialism, are immensely richer than Haiti, which has been independent for two centuries. Cuba, Brazil, and the United States, countries that were once notable for their large slave population, have all fared better than Haiti. Being invaded and then occupied by an outside power was a common occurrence in twentieth-century history. Not just Haiti, but also France, Germany, and Japan suffered this fate. Countries whose recent history surpasses even Haiti’s in its brutality—Poland, South Korea, and China—now rank among the world’s fastest-growing economies. History is not an inescapable curse.

The Haitian view that foreigners are to blame for Haiti’s troubles does contribute to the country’s poverty—but indirectly, by making it difficult to foster a spirit of enterprise. If France and the United States are indeed responsible for all the wrongs that ever befell Haiti, as many Haitians think, then one’s own actions will make little difference. Similarly, Haitian politicians frequently use theories about the colonial legacy as a convenient excuse to justify their own inability to implement development policies. In 2003, after ruling Haiti on and off for twelve years, President Aristide unveiled a plan for lifting his country out of poverty that consisted of asking France, the former colonial power, to give over $21 billion—four times Haiti’s annual GDP—in aid.

Even if the colonial legacy is responsible for Haiti’s problems, which is far from certain, there remains the fact that a country can change—this is the very essence of history. Haiti’s poverty, relatively recent and largely man-made, is not preordained; Haitians, just like the people of any other independent nation, are the sole masters of their destiny and could easily turn their country around in the near future. Understanding this will be an essential first step toward overcoming Haiti’s past.

The United States’ Role

The United States has played a central role in Haiti over the past two hundred years. Aside from regularly sending troops to Haiti—particularly in the past decade—the United States has been the country’s main trading partner, the preferred destination for Haitian exiles, and a six-hundred-pound political gorilla whose support (or lack thereof) can throw Haitian leaders in and out of office. For Americans intrigued by developments in their Caribbean neighbor, three questions are paramount: Should the United States care? If so, what can the United States do? And why have previous American attempts at democratizing Haiti failed so miserably?

Americans tend to agree that Haiti does matter, though not always for the same reasons. Some privately fear an invasion of dark-skinned boat people should the situation in Haiti reach a critical state; others feel a sense of duty toward their long-suffering black brothers. (These views are rarely stated this bluntly—at least in public.) U.S. policymakers, when deciding to play an active role in Haiti, also cite a variety of national security interests. In the early days of the American Republic, when Haiti was still wealthy and mighty, the island’s commerce and military potential were the main issues of concern, and John Adams and Thomas Jefferson maneuvered to secure trading rights and protect U.S. shores from the Haitian army. They succeeded admirably on both counts.

Today, there is little to be gained from trading with Haiti and little to be feared from Haiti’s armed forces (they were disbanded in 1995; only the presidential band remains). What U.S. presidents fear is Haiti’s weakness, not its strength. A weak Haiti is easy prey for outside powers (not so long ago, Germany and the Soviet Union were viable candidates) and an endless source of immigrants and drugs. Prodded by liberal activists eager to offset past U.S. imperialism in the Caribbean and conservative nativists who fear an influx of boat people, U.S. presidents hope to stabilize Haiti so that Haitians may stay at home. So far, this has proved a dismal failure.

As the 2010 earthquake showed, what the proper U.S. policy toward Haiti should be is also a divisive issue. Pessimists who think that Haiti is doomed to fail would be happy to isolate the island politically, as if Haiti were a sick sailor in quarantine. In practical terms, this means that a cordon of Coast Guard cutters should patrol off Haiti’s coast and turn away all boat people and drug traffickers. Those more hopeful about Haiti’s future genuinely believe that the United States can be a force for good in Haiti and advocate constant engagement. Over the past few decades, the United States sometimes isolated Haiti by returning refugees and establishing an economic embargo. But, more often than not, it followed the optimistic route, sending peacekeepers, giving aid, providing political advice, and hoping that an ambitious nation-building effort would turn Haiti’s fortunes around.

Haitian fears of U.S. hegemonic conspiracies aside, U.S. policies in Haiti are generally underpinned by a genuine, altruistic desire to help Haitians. Many U.S. presidents have felt that their country has a historical, even messianic, mission to spread free-market democracy worldwide. Former president Bill Clinton, who has spent more time in and out of office involving himself in Haitian affairs than any other president, has done so in part because he feels a personal connection to a country where he spent his honeymoon. A strong sense of personal guilt is also at the heart of many international aid projects in Haiti, since many proponents of international aid view Haiti as a victim of foreign exploitation and think that Western powers have a duty to correct past wrongs by providing financial aid.

The goal is noble and the effort is considerable, yet Haiti remains remarkably the same: poor, unstable, violent—and, paradoxically, deeply critical of past U.S. policies. This leads to the third, most important question: why, after two major U.S. interventions (1915–1934, 1994–2000), has the long-term goal of fostering a democratic, stable, prosperous, pro-U.S. society in Haiti failed so miserably?

As this book will show, the fact that regular interventions and foreign aid packages have failed to turn Haiti around indicates that the legacy of foreign imperialism is not the main problem in Haiti; political incompetence and racial acrimony are. This fact also indicates that foreign generosity cannot be the only answer; Haitians themselves are a big part of the answer. Colonial rule died two centuries ago; the United States should now hold Haitians responsible for their country’s history, including its bleakest aspects. The steady flow of foreign aid in recent times has convinced too many Haitians that outsiders will be the ones in charge of Haiti’s recovery. Instead, anyone hoping to finally bring colonialism to an end must agree to put Haitians in charge of their own country’s destiny. Ironically, foreigners’ endless attempts to correct Haiti’s political and economic life often prompt Haitians to complain that foreigners are guilty of modern-day imperialism, thus adding to the long list of colonial sins and resulting in a call for more international aid.

No one can accuse the dedicated men and women providing foreign aid of racism. And yet, the international community’s insistence that French and U.S. diplomats should act as Haiti’s nanny stems from a mind-set belonging to the colonial era—Senator Dodd’s careless talk of a “receivership” would not have been out of place in a speech by Theodore Roosevelt or Woodrow Wilson. Even the best-intentioned NGO workers dedicating their lives to vaccinating Haitian children do so because they believe that Haitians are incapable of providing their citizens with the most basic medical care on their own. How would these workers react if Haitian doctors established rural clinics in Appalachia to treat uninsured children? Would Americans ever expect Haitian advisers to come to Florida to teach this state how to prevent electoral fraud? A truly colorblind, respectful policy would consist of giving Haitians credit for all they do, both good and bad, and expecting them to address their country’s problems on their own.

History hangs like a long shadow over Haiti. The violence and exploitation of the past are difficult to forget; and yet, past ills too often serve as a convenient excuse for Haiti’s present shortcomings. However painful this might be for a historian to write, Haitians would be better served forgetting their past and looking at their current problems afresh. Unfortunately, most do not, and still live in an intellectual world inherited from the colonial days. One must thus take a long step back to the depths of colonial exploitation to uncover the origins of Haitians’ world-view. This, in turn, will illustrate why the United States’ more recent attempts to alter Haiti’s political and economic destiny have failed, and help outline a practical scenario that could once more turn Haiti into the Pearl of the Caribbean.


CHAPTER 1

The Pearl of the Caribbean: Haiti in Colonial Times (1492–1791)

European “Discovery”

In 1492, during his first voyage to the Western Hemisphere, Christopher Columbus landed in the Bahamas, then headed south for the coast of Cuba. Upon hearing that an island due east abounded in gold, pearls, and spices, he made his way across the Windward Passage, thus becoming the first European to land in Haiti. Columbus’s first taste of Haiti was as bitter as it was sweet. Leaving a young boy in charge of his admiral ship so that he could take some rest on Christmas Eve, he awoke to the sound of crashing wood. The Santa Maria had hit a reef and soon foundered. Columbus left some crewmembers on the shore, where they built Fort Navidad, the first European settlement in the Caribbean; but these men met a tragic end, killed by the native Tainos after Columbus’s departure. Luckily, Columbus noted with interest, the natives he had seen wore gold trinkets, looked submissive enough, and could presumably be enslaved without too much difficulty. As for Cuba and Haiti,

All these islands are fertile and this one is particularly so. It has many large harbors finer than any I know in Christian lands, and many large rivers. All this is marvelous. The land is high and has many ranges of hills, and mountains incomparably finer than Tenerife [in Spain’s Canary Islands]. All are most beautiful and various in shape, and all are accessible. They are covered with tall trees of different kinds which seem to reach the sky.1

The island was large at 29,321 square miles (present-day Haiti occupies its western third, or 10,641 square miles; the rest forms the Dominican Republic) (figure 1.1). Most of it was mountainous. Centuries later, when questioned by Napoléon Bonaparte about the terrain French troops were likely to encounter during an expedition to Haiti, a French officer would take a piece of paper, crumble it in his hands, and answer: “this, sir, is the terrain.”2 Five main mountain ranges crisscrossed Haiti, which the French would later name Massif du Nord in the north, Montagnes Noires and Chaîne des Matheux in the west, and Massif de la Hotte and Massif de la Selle in the South. Plains—the Plaine du Nord in the north, the Plaine de l’Artibonite and the Plaine du Cul-de-Sac in the west, and the Plaine de Jacmel in the south—were few and far between. Haiti’s mountains and westward orientation protected its interior from the oceanic trade winds, resulting in a climate that was dry, arid even for a Caribbean island, except in the rainy months of the summer and fall. In later years, enterprising French settlers would learn to dam the Artibonite River and irrigate the fields in Haiti’s interior.

Columbus first landed on Haiti’s northern coast, in a magnificent natural harbor he named Môle Saint-Nicolas, then made his way east, passing by the bay where Cap Haïtien—Haiti’s largest city in colonial times—would later be built. Further south, the island resembled a giant claw. In its middle part, the coastal plain where Port-au-Prince would one day rise faced the beautiful island of La Gonâve. What lay in the interior and in the south—mountains for the most part, one of them capping at 2,680 meters (8,793 feet)—Columbus did not see. He named the island Española (Hispaniola) in honor of his Spanish patrons. The French would later rename the western part Saint-Domingue. In 1804, when the country declared its independence, it reverted to the pre-Columbian, native name for the island: Hayiti; Haiti.
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Figure 1.1  Contemporary Haiti. This map does not show Navassa (La Navase), a small island located thirty-five miles southwest of Haiti and that is claimed by Haiti and the United States.

Tainos and Spaniards

Columbus’s voyages are usually labeled voyages of discovery, but he was not the first human being to lay his eyes on Haiti. The island was inhabited by approximately half-a-million native Indians called Tainos. The Amerindians of Haiti are not as famous as the Aztecs of Mexico, the Mayas of Central America, and the Incas of the Andes. Their architectural achievements were limited—thatched roof huts called caney, along with large ball courts for the island’s most popular sport—but they had an elaborate social structure organized around local chiefs, or caciques. And, unfortunately, they had some gold (figure 1.2).

[image: image]

Figure 1.2  This vignette from an eighteenth-century Dutch map portrays the Tainos who had died two centuries earlier. Many details are fanciful; but the miners toiling in the background under the watchful eyes of idle Europeans have much to do with reality.

Columbus and later Spanish colonists were not settlers in the traditional sense of the term. They did not intend to acquire empty land, build a log cabin, and become farmers. They were conquistadors: they were ambitious nobles and merchants who looked down on manual labor and dreamed of conquering a strange civilization, killing its leaders, enslaving its natives, and exploiting a quick windfall of gold and spices. Killing the Taino leaders, or caciques, they did: the tragic story of Anacoana illustrates this well. Anacoana was a Taino Haitian princess whom the Spaniards asked to organize a big feast for Governor Nicolas Ovando. When she and other caciques gathered for the festivities, Spanish soldiers set the meeting hall on fire and wiped out Hispaniola’s leadership; Anacoana survived the fire, only to be put on trial and hanged. Taino commoners were subsequently forced to work on gold mines and plantations.

Hatuey, another Taino cacique, was so revolted by the Spaniards’ mistreatment of his people that he fled Haiti for Cuba. Led by Diego Velasquez de Cuellar, the persistent Spaniards landed in Cuba to pursue him. In 1512, after years of guerilla warfare, Hatuey was captured and sentenced to be burnt alive. A Franciscan friar suggested that should Hatuey repent and convert to Catholicism, his captors might show mercy and substitute garroting for the agony of death by fire. Plus, the Franciscan added, Hatuey would spend eternity in heaven. When questioned by Hatuey if Spaniards also went to paradise, the Franciscan responded that the best Spaniards did. “The best are good for nothing,” Hatuey snapped back, “and I will not go where there is a chance of meeting one of them.”3 Hatuey opted for fire and hell. Bartolome de Las Casas, a young Spaniard who had initially benefited from Taino forced labor as an encomendero (plantation owner), was so profoundly shaken by the episode that he embraced the religious orders and spent the rest of his life defending the cause of the indigenous peoples of the Americas.

Within two generations, Spain’s cruel exploitation of local laborers, combined with the plight of European diseases the Tainos had no immunity against, had resulted in the complete disappearance of the Taino population. Genocide, a word destined to become sadly notorious in the twentieth century, met its first incarnation in fifteenth-century Haiti (Spain did not intend to kill all Tainos, only to exploit their labor). By the seventeenth century, Haiti was worth nothing. Spain had killed off the natives, exploited what little gold there was, and moved on to the more promising riches of Mexico and Peru. All that remained was a small Spanish presence in the east, where the city of San Domingo presided over a hinterland backwater of cattle ranchers and colonial administrators who dreamed of leaving for the continent. Devoid of any meaningful human presence, the western part of the island was now one large tropical forest in which the cows and pigs initially introduced by Spanish colonists pullulated. Nothing remained of the native civilization that once thrived there, save for words borrowed from the Taino language and culture such as hammock (hamaca), hurricane (huracan), savanna (sabana), canoe (canoa), barbecue (barbacoa), and tobacco (tabaco). Haiti’s first two hundred years of colonial rule symbolized one important rule of economic growth that Haiti was to encounter numerous times in its history: the reckless search for quick riches, with its complete disregard for individual human suffering, may result in a short-term creation of wealth, but not in long-term development.

Boucaniers, Corsaires, and Frères de la Côte

The Tainos were not the only ones to lament Spain’s newfound power. Other European countries—France, England, and the Netherlands most prominently—looked in envy as galleons loaded with American gold and silver entered the ports of Cádiz and Seville. European rivalry for control of the Caribbean marked the seventeenth century, and Haiti, because of its centrality, found itself in the eye of the storm. The first French settlers were a mixed lot composed of gentlemen desirous to distance themselves from French courts, naval deserters, runaway indentured servants, and ambitious young men. Women were few in those early days; settlers formed same-sex unions, a practice inherited from the French navy and thus called matelotage (after matelot, “sailor”). Like standard brides and grooms, matelotage partners looked after each other, inherited from each other, and slept with each other (occasionally, they shared any available female mate); Haitian pirates later borrowed this practice. Many French settlers chose Saint-Domingue partly because Spanish presence in western Hispaniola was negligible, and partly because the wild pigs and cattle provided an inextinguishable supply of fresh meat. Hunting eventually brought more meat than they could handle. The French thus adopted the Taino tradition of slow-cooking venison on an open fire, or boucan, and selling beef jerky to the ships that passed by. These professionals of the art of barbecue called themselves boucaniers—buccaneers.

The islands of the West Indies form a long arc, stretching from Venezuela to Florida, that seals off the Caribbean Sea. To access Mexico and Panama (on the road to Peru), Spanish galleons thus had to make their way through one of the main channels dividing the islands. The Windward Passage that lies between Haiti and Cuba was one of them. The boucaniers, after years of seeing ships pass by their hunting grounds, reached the conclusion that seizing a Spanish galleon might provide more income than a lifetime of hunting ever could. Their main line of work subsequently switched from French cuisine to high-seas robbery. The French monarchy, still seething at Spain’s newfound wealth, gave these daring men a lettre de marque (an official document specifying that they were on the king’s service) that condoned all future violence as long as it was directed at France’s enemies. These naval mercenaries, called privateers in English, were called corsaires in French.

French and British harassment eventually took its toll. The Spanish hold on northwestern Hispaniola became so tenuous that in 1665 France named Bertrand d’Ogeron as first governor of the French settlements in what remained, in name only, a Spanish colony. Spain finally yielded some of its Caribbean islands (whose value was limited anyhow) to European competitors and, in 1697, the Treaty of Ryswick officially gave France the western third of Hispaniola. Haiti, or Saint-Domingue as the French called their colony, was born.

For the French and the British, relying on corsaires was a brilliant strategy in the age of Spanish domination. Once these two countries became colonial rulers in their own right, however, their enthusiasm for privatized warfare diminished. After years of being on the predators’ side, they now were likely to become the prey. They thus established their own trade routes, protected them with a national navy, and tried to forbid privateering, at least in peacetime. Abandoned by their patrons, the corsaires became flibustiers (pirates). Their lives still consisted in capturing merchant vessels, but they did so without being commissioned by a state and could expect merciless treatment if captured.

Even if their existence revolved around the sea, pirates needed a safe haven in which to spend their loot and resupply. La Tortue (Tortuga), a rocky island a few miles off Saint-Domingue’s northern coast, was an ideal base. Initially, Tortuga was dominated by the Providence Company, a group of Puritans who imaginatively mixed religion and piracy. Jean le Vasseur, a dictatorial Frenchman, followed. Under his rule, Tortuga became an independent pirate state protected by a large fortress and quickly acquired a legendary status in the literature of this turbulent era. Money that had come easily was as quickly gone. Rum, women, fortunes lost in a night’s gambling: the fantastic sums seized from Spanish ships did not make any lasting contribution to Haiti’s economy. All that remains from this era is an interesting synonym for “pirates” that illustrates the key role Saint-Domingue’s northern coast played during the age of piracy: frères de la côte, the brotherhood of the coast.

White Slaves and Sugarcane

After acquiring Saint-Domingue, France set up an economic model more stable than the state-sanctioned robbery prevalent in Spanish and privateering times. Settlers cultivated African and Middle Eastern crops likely to flourish in the tropical climate and fertile soil. Cotton, indigo, and coffee were among them; but none equaled sugarcane. At a time when sugar beet was not yet in wide use, sugarcane was the most efficient way of sweetening European palates. Unable to grow sugarcane at home, Europeans flocked to the Caribbean.

Sugar was the oil of the eighteenth century; all principles yielded to its needs. Major European powers fought seemingly senseless wars over controversies surrounding tiny sugar islands such as Saint Lucia and Barbados. When France lost the Seven Year War (known as the French and Indian War in the United States) in 1763, she lost virtually all her North American possessions, including Canada and the immense plain between the Appalachians and the Rocky Mountains. But, French philosophers such as Voltaire reasoned, they had saved what mattered most: Guadeloupe and Martinique. Saint-Domingue, because of its size, was the greatest and most profitable of all the sugar islands.

France also strove to attract residents more suited to the needs of empire building than the male hunters and pirates then composing the bulk of the colony’s population. Attracting settlers proved to be a difficult task. Saint-Domingue was famed for quick riches, but also for tropical diseases and hard work in the sugarcane fields. Another problem was money. Traveling across the Atlantic was expensive, and Frenchmen willing to bet their lives on hopes of far-flung wealth were generally penniless. When the supply of adventurous men and women willing to pay their way proved inadequate, France resorted to an imaginative system. Colonial authorities sent engagés or trente-six mois, indentured servants who received free passage to the colonies in exchange for a three-year period of voluntary servitude.

The system led to many abuses. Drunken revelers in French ports sometimes awoke in ships bound for Saint-Domingue, having unsuspectingly signed away their freedom during a night of carousing. The king himself was known to round up criminals, orphans, and prostitutes and ship them away to clean up the streets of Paris (amateurs of French literature should refer themselves to Abbé Prévost’s Manon Lescaut). The colony was so short on women that husbands could not afford to be too finicky about their wives’ checkered past. As soon as a boatload of women landed in Saint-Domingue, men who could afford to do so purchased a bride. “I take thee without knowing, or caring to know, who thou art,” the standard marriage vow went. “Give me only thy word for the future. I acquit thee of what is past.” Leniency had its limits. Musket in hand, the groom added “if thou should prove false, this will certainly prove true to my aim.”4

Even in the 1780s, at a time when the colony’s financial success started attracting better citizens, Saint-Domingue continued to harbor a colorful mix of Parisian prostitutes, descendants of pirates, undesirable elements of French society, priests expelled by their national clergy, and war captives from Africa. Not surprisingly, the colony had a well-deserved reputation for being long on money and short on principles.

African Slaves

The rapid growth of Saint-Domingue’s economy created an acute labor shortage. A coffee plantation employed dozens of workers; a sugar plantation required hundreds. Work was hard. To grow sugarcane, one needed to clear the land of its ancient forests, then prepare the soil (originally with an antiquated hoe, later with the more modern plow), plant the seedlings, and weed them. Ambitious irrigation projects were also required in Haiti’s dry interior. Harvest time was the most strenuous season. Armed with machetes, workers made their way through canes taller than they were, razor-sharp leaves, insects, and snakes, cutting the cane as they moved along. Sugarcane sours fast, so workers then rushed to crush the cane and boil the juice, the fire adding to the tropical heat. European indentured workers could not withstand such hard work. They died by the thousands.

The dubious honor of solving the labor shortage belongs to Bartolome de Las Casas. Native populations of Latin America revere him as the Protector of the Indians, because his graphic depictions of Spanish abuse of the Tainos led the king of Spain to outlaw enslavement of most Indians in his 1542 Law of the Indies. Black inhabitants of the Americas, however, should curse his name, for Las Casas also suggested that Spain should import African slaves to make up for the dwindling pool of Indian workers (Africans, he thought, could better endure physical hardships). Such importations of African slaves remained limited at first. In 1700, there were only 9,000 slaves in all of Saint-Domingue. But in 1790, at the height of the island’s prosperity, the colony imported 48,000 slaves for that year alone, and the total slave population topped 500,000. Slaves now formed the backbone of the colonial labor force. African slave workers could not withstand the hard work of sugar plantations. They died by the thousands. But the French simply imported more.

Under French law, slaves were subject to the regulations of the 1685 Code Noir (Black Code). These were surprisingly benign for the age. Masters could not rape their female slaves, and had to marry them and free them if they did (Art. 9). Slaves could not marry without their owner’s consent—but not against the slaves’ will either (Art. 10, 11). Slave families could not be separated at auction (Art. 47). Acting as stern but benevolent fathers, owners were required to feed and clothe their slaves properly, even when they grew old, and could not single-handedly resort to torture or capital punishment against their slaves; the Code even set a procedure for slaves to sue their owner for mistreatment (Art. 22–27, 42). Freed slaves immediately became full-fledged French citizens, regardless of the color of their skin (Art. 57, 59). Considering that in France the king could torture his own white citizens or jail them perpetually without trial, the Code Noir was a particularly enlightened piece of legislation for its time.

The king lived very far away, however, and royal governors too intent on implementing unpopular laws could be roughed up and exiled. The settlers did not abolish the Code Noir; they simply ignored it (this casual disregard for the law has remained a hallmark of Haitian society to the present day). Cut off from the main population centers, surrounded by hundreds of slaves, planters felt omnipotent, and they were scared. As countless anecdotes indicate, cruelty—sadism even—was seen as the only way to subdue the slaves. The Baron Wimpffen, an army officer who visited Saint-Domingue in 1788–1790, recalled in his Voyage to Saint Domingo (1797) that he once had dinner with a white settler who behaved with all the proper manners of a lady of the age until a servant brought an overcooked dish. The lady was incensed. She ordered the careless cook thrown into the oven and roasted.

Such mistreatment was illegal under the Code Noir, but planters were rarely brought to justice, and even more rarely sentenced. One case that received great attention in 1788 was that of Nicolas Lejeune, a planter who wrongly accused two female slaves of conspiring to poison him, burned off their legs to convince them to confess, then chained them and threw them in a cell. Fellow slaves alerted legal authorities, too late, unfortunately, to save the two women’s lives. The planter did not question the facts; his actions clearly violated the Code Noir; but, he asserted, the public peace of the colony required that authorities not challenge a planter’s ability to punish his slaves. He prevailed.

Slavery in Haiti and in the United States: A Comparison

When most Americans think of the slave trade, the image that immediately comes to mind is that of Virginia or Louisiana of the 1850s. In reality, only 6 percent of the slaves taken across the Atlantic—out of a total of 10–11 million—were shipped to the United States. Many more were sold in Brazil and the Caribbean. Tiny Haiti alone, even though it abolished slavery seventy years before the United States did, imported more slaves than the United States did. Such numbers are a reflection not only of Haiti’s eighteenth-century prosperity, but also of the slaves’ suffering. In the United States, where the slaves lived long enough to have off-spring, natural reproduction reduced the need for slave imports. In Haiti and elsewhere, slaves died in such great numbers that the pool of black labor had to be constantly replenished through the slave trade.

Scholars agree that mortality in Haiti largely exceeded that of contemporary American plantations (especially those in the mid-Atlantic region), but their views on what caused this disparity diverge, and comparative studies on the treatment of slaves have led to heated historio-graphical debates. American scholars tend to describe colonial Haiti as one of the cruelest slave societies in the Americas, pointing out that North American masters intimidated their slaves by threatening to ship them off to Saint-Domingue. They also draw on the anecdotal evidence relating instances of sadistic treatment of Haitian slaves to demonstrate the French masters’ innate viciousness.

Differentiating shades of evil between one form of slavery and another is a complicated task; one is quickly drawn into arcane debates on the relative levels of pain inflicted by mutilation and flogging. Theories on French brutality also overlook Saint-Domingue’s specific climate and economy. Tropical islands such as Saint-Domingue were plagued by yellow fever and malaria, two diseases that were poorly understood until the early twentieth century. This unhealthy climate was the prime reason for the short life expectancy; mortality was actually higher among newly arrived white settlers (including slave masters) than it was among new African slaves, who were comparatively more resistant to tropical diseases.

Because of the island’s weather, Saint-Domingue’s largest plantations specialized in sugarcane, not the tobacco and wheat predominant in the mid-Atlantic region; sugarcane cultivation was infamous for fostering bad working conditions regardless of the planter’s nationality. Sugar was a crop that required such extensive acreage, technological expertise, manpower, and machinery that it flourished best in large plantations employing up to three hundred slaves. The start-up costs were so high that sugar-cane plantations were often in the hands of wealthy investors residing in Cap Français, or even in Paris, who hired managers to run the plantation. Paid a commission based on a year’s crop, managers tended to push slaves hard to increase short-term profits, and occasionally forced them to work extra hours on rest days on separate fields owned by the manager himself. Even when the owner was present, contacts between masters and slaves were minimal on large sugar plantations, making it easier to treat as animals human beings one hardly knew. Outnumbered fifty, or even hundred, to one, planters had to resort to extreme measures to assert their control over their slaves (the situation was better in coffee plantations, more numerous but smaller than sugar plantations). Because sugar was so lucrative, planters cut down on subsistence crops, importing food instead, with disastrous conditions whenever a hurricane or war interrupted trade. Intense heat, tropical diseases, hard labor associated with the sugar harvest, and insufficient food, more than inordinate mistreatment on the part of French planters, killed 5–6 percent of the slave population every year.

The situation in the United States was comparatively better because the climate supported different crops. Plantations were smaller, rarely topping fifty slaves, with most masters owning less than ten slaves. Absentee owners were rare; American planters, who had little hope of making a quick killing in the sugar business and returning to a life of leisure in Europe, planned on spending their entire lives in the United States. Even in the Deep South, the slave population remained a minority, and planter paranoia about slave rebellion was less acute than it was in Caribbean islands where 10 percent of the population owned the remaining 90 percent. Yellow fever epidemics broke out occasionally, but with less frequency and intensity than in the Caribbean. As a result, by the time the American Civil War erupted in 1861, four million black slaves lived in the United States, a four-fold increase since the abolition of the slave trade in 1808.

Paradoxically, accounts of past French atrocities now fuel Haitian nationalism. Haitians like to argue that Haitian slavery was uniquely evil, and that Haitian slaves suffered more than anybody else did; after all, were they not the only ones who mustered enough courage to free themselves of white oppression? Haitians also claim that the rich planters of Saint-Domingue could afford higher purchasing prices than planters in other islands, and as a result commandeered the best slaves upon their arrival from the African coast. Such theories on the superiority of the Haitian racial stock must be taken with a large grain of salt. Nationalists all over the Caribbean, it seems, always conclude that the best specimen of the slave trade were sold in the island of their birth.

Slave Resistance

What were the slaves to do? The more fearful among them decided to submit to white rule, or even to collaborate with it. Planters deluded themselves into thinking that the slaves looked up to them as friends and parents, but the conversion was rarely heartfelt. When the slave revolt began, many a planter made the painful discovery that the most prominent slaves—house servants, slave drivers—were at the forefront of the revolt, calling in no uncertain terms for the death of their beloved master. In The New Maroons: An Essay on an Aspect of the Political Crisis (1999), Marc-Ferl Morquette suggested that the practice of deceit in the face of superior force became so ingrained in the slaves’ mind that it has remained as a feature of the Haitian national character. The history of Haiti’s relations with great powers indeed includes numerous instances in which Haitian leaders played the role of the submissive friend, then raised their true colors when the balance of power became more favorable. Slavery may be long since gone; but intellectual marooning is here to stay.

Those whose hatred for slavery ran even deeper fled the plantation altogether. Despite an extensive police arsenal designed to prevent slave flight, Saint-Domingue was awash with maroons (marrons). Some absented themselves for a mere few days, often to protest a hired manager’s excessive cruelty. Sympathetic slaves offered food, lodging, and counterfeited passes to the runaways, and tipped off search parties in the wrong directions. Other maroons left the coastal world of plantations for good, benefiting from the island’s forbidding terrain to find some remote interior location and live there. They often joined bands of escaped slaves who built mountain strongholds complete with deep moats and fences of sharp stakes. Extirpating maroon communities from these hills could take years, and even such efforts were not always successful. In 1702, the French sent a first expedition to the Bahoruco region to dislodge a maroon community that had settled near the Haitian–Dominican border. The expedition failed. For decades thereafter, Bahoruco bandits continued to pillage neighboring plantations, and French columns kept on hiking to the Bahoruco region. Eighty-three years later, in 1785, the French and their Spanish neighbors finally gave up: they signed a treaty granting the maroons independence in exchange for an end to the raids on plantations. Centuries before Che Guevara and Ho Chi Minh, Haiti’s black rebels had perfected all the principles of modern guerrilla warfare: operating out of an ill-defined frontier region; relying on the support of sympathetic locals; making the best of a rugged terrain; and refusing pitched battles with a superior enemy. This was a strategy later Haitian revolutionaries would implement on a large scale.

Flight brought freedom to the escapee and represented a significant financial setback for the planter, but it did little to undermine the foundations of the slave economy. While the maroons selfishly enjoyed their freedom in the mountains, the vast majority of their African brethren continued to toil in the plains. One maroon, Makandal, conceived a grander plan. Makandal was a Congo or Bossale—the term used for African-born slaves (as opposed to the second-generation Créoles). He had lost an arm while working on one of the large sugar plantations of the northern plain and harbored a lifelong grudge against his former French masters. He also claimed various magical powers, mixing Allah, Jesus, and African gods in one syncretic hodgepodge typical of Haiti’s religious tradition. Most importantly, after running away from his plantation in 1751, he organized a vast conspiracy aimed at poisoning white Frenchmen and their cattle. For years, Makandal remained invincible; he had the ability, he said, to transform himself into a mosquito and fly away when cornered. The plot killed thousands. Finally, in 1758, the French captured him and tied him to a stake in Cap Français. As the flames consumed him, Makandal broke free of the pole, and all the slaves among the crowd gasped, “Makandal sauvé !” (Makandal fled!). Authorities cleared up the market square and threw him back in the fire, but, as late as the beginning of the Haitian Revolution in 1791, many slaves remained convinced that he was alive and would one day call for a day of final reckoning. They, not the rational Frenchmen of the Enlightenment Age, were right. Mosquitoes would soon decimate French ranks and help set the slaves free.

Slave Culture: Voodoo

No part of Haitian culture is more famous or more misunderstood than Voodoo. Voodoo, whose etymology goes back to a Dahomean word for “spirit,” is simply a syncretic, polytheistic religion, which borrowed some of its many gods from West African and Congolese pantheons, and others from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French Catholicism and mysticism. But Voodoo’s secretive nature, vivid ceremonies, and association with revolutionary movements have given this religion a bad name. To many, Voodoo is really a satanic cult accused of practicing human sacrifice and ritualistic cannibalism; many Americans’ only window into Voodoo are horror movies such as Wes Craven’s The Serpent and the Rainbow (1988), which draw heavily on stories of possessed worshippers and living dead. Adding to the confusion, the premier disciples of Voodoo have failed to couch in writing the religion’s main principles, leaving to foreign anthropologists the difficult task of describing Voodoo from the outside.

The history of Voodoo mirrors the dual origin of the Haitian people. Its central tenets derive from animistic cults of West Africa, where worship of ancestors and natural forces was common. The French unwittingly imported and merged these various cults through the Atlantic slave trade. The Code Noir also specified that slaves had to be baptized; so slaves were instructed by French colonial priests who often lacked theological training (the situation worsened after independence, when Haiti became infamous for its renegade priests and heresies; a concordat was finally signed in 1860). One last influence might have been sorcery, occultism, and witchcraft, which were widely popular in seventeenth-century French aristocratic society. When France acquired Saint-Domingue, the kingdom was barely emerging from a massive scandal in which prominent members of the court were convicted of celebrating black masses in which infants were executed. Male and female planters of Saint-Domingue, following the Parisian passion for occultism, practiced various enchantments on their plantations, presumably in the presence of their house slaves, who then incorporated these spells into their own Voodoo ceremonies. These mystical roots probably explain the Voodoo taste for numerology and charms. Even today, Voodoo bears the hallmarks of this slave ancestry. Uninitiated worshippers are called bossales, a term applied in the eighteenth century to describe the slaves who had recently landed from Africa.

Voodoo recognizes the existence of a supreme God, or bon dieu, but one who has little time to busy himself with the affairs of mere mortals. Practical Voodoo thus revolves around a complex pantheon of lesser gods, or loas, each of which has an area of expertise. Each major Voodoo divinity corresponds to a Catholic saint; so Haitian Voodoo worshippers see nothing wrong with moonlighting as devout Catholics. The most prominent loa is Papa Legba, father of the crossroads, who orients believers in the same fashion St. Peter does (he points to Guinea rather than Heaven). Similarly, Ogun, the loa of war, corresponds to the dragon-slaying St. George (Voodoo gods must know a lot about Haitian politics, for the loa of war also represents authority, and he is depicted either as a general or as a politician). Maîtresse Erzulie, the loa of maternal and physical love, is associated with the Virgin Mary. One of her incarnations Erzulie Dantó is a stolid, hard-working single mother who personifies Haitian womanhood. Erzulie Dantó is constantly quarreling with the seductress Erzulie Freda, characterized by her beauty and preciosity. Dantó is black while Freda is mulatto; so the family quarrel probably originated with the simmering tensions between black field workers and the planters’ mulatto mistresses on colonial plantations. There are hundreds of loas, most of them merciful, some of them more frightening, such as the Baron Samedi, the grave-digger who inspired Papa Doc, and his fellow loas of the guédé family (spirits of the dead). Interestingly, loas belonging to the African-born Rada family tend to be gentler than their hot-tempered Haitian cousins of the Petro cult. Loas can multiply or disappear; the 1915 U.S. invasion of Haiti even produced a Marine loa with a penchant for Bourbon and corned beef.

Voodoo relies on a network of priests and priestesses (houngans and mambos) selected for their prescience, ancestry (many are children of existing priests), or because of some unusual event (a breech birth is a particularly good omen, e.g.). The priests reside in temples called peri-styles or houmfort. The centerpieces of the temple are a pole called poto mitan, often decorated with depictions of the serpent god Damballah, and an altar overflowing with Catholic and Voodoo artifacts representing the various loas; a nearby chapel dedicated to the favorite loa remains off-limits to the congregation. The priests serve as healers and advisers, but their main duty is to preside over long ceremonies designed to attract particular loas. Chants and dances are a prerequisite; loas also favor specific foods (eggs and flour for the serpent Damballah, perfume for the seductress Erzulie Freda). An animal sacrifice may be added for maximum effect. When the ceremony is successful, one or more parishioners will enter a trance and become possessed with their loa of choice. For example, should a person jump for a cigar, a sword, and a bottle of rum, this would be an unmistakable sign that the rowdy Ogun is present (an attendant, or général de la place, is on hand to keep order). Loas can be mischievous; it is not uncommon for a foul-talking, salacious loa to possess (or “mount”) an otherwise mild-mannered old lady.

Most of Voodoo revolves around the hope that faith will help obtain the kind of worldly services one may expect from a Catholic saint, such as passing an exam, finding love, and succeeding in business. But the part that most fascinates foreigners, and where reliable information is hardest to come by, is the world of spells. Black magic is the realm of renegade priests, or mysterious sects; a standard houngan will only provide talismans to protect against another person’s spell. Those operating on the fringes of Voodoo may also traffic with demons, werewolves, and zombies. Some of these supernatural creatures were standard features of peasant life in early modern France, where midwives whose patients lost too many infants were frequently accused of practicing witchcraft. The zombie phenomenon is more distinctively Haitian. Zombies, Haitians believe, are corpses awakened by evil spells to be transformed into brutish servants (when given a taste of salt, they awaken and run to the grave to renew their peaceful slumber). In colonial times, zombies served as a metaphor for slavery; many masters were accused of employing zombies, presumably because, to a master, the best slaves were those who worked hard and thought little.

Because of the secretive nature of the malevolent Voodoo sects, substantiating accusations of cannibalistic practices is almost impossible; the topic is so taboo that one does not even speak of human sacrifice, but of killing “goats without horns.” In the 1840s, a Voodoo sect that called itself guyons or loups-garous was widely rumored to practice ritual cannibalism; alas, only one member was ever brought to a trial, in 1846, and the courts never rendered a judgment for fear the affair would further worsen Haiti’s notorious reputation abroad. In 1863, a couple from Bizoton was accused of the cannibalistic murder of their young niece; this time, a thorough investigation led to the execution of the culprits and their accomplices, but it generated much unwelcome international publicity. In 1920, a Haitian rebel named Benoît Batraville took a U.S. Marine prisoner and shared his heart and liver with fellow fighters in the hope that the organs would impart wisdom and courage to those eating them. In the 1920s, Cadeus Bellegarde was arrested for killing and eating scores of Haitians in elaborate ceremonials (it is unclear whether he was a bona fide member of a secret cult or simply a deranged serial killer).

Voodoo’s infamous reputation stems from its association with evil spells, but also from its revolutionary roots. From its origins, Voodoo was the religion of the slaves, one their master did not understand and thus could not control. Forced into the shadows, it acquired a secret, even violent, overtone that attracted rebellious slaves. Revealingly, the 1791 Haitian slave uprising was plotted during a secret Voodoo ceremony. After independence, Haitian elites did all they could to outlaw the cult, though some presidents were rumored to practice in secret what they fought in public. Toussaint Louverture, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, Henri Christophe, and Jean-Pierre Boyer all disparaged Voodoo in public; it was not until 1846 that a Voodoo ceremony was held openly in the capital. When the United States invaded Haiti in 1915, Marine officers used a provision of the Haitian Penal Code forbidding the practice of Voodoo to justify a vast campaign to destroy temples and take away sacred drums. Voodoo once again went underground and served as the main religious ally of the rebels battling the Marines. In the end, Voodoo’s most potent foe has been poverty, not state repression. Voodoo is declining today because many Haitians can no longer afford to pay for offerings of rum and small animals; Haitian candidates for emigration also reason that when praying for a visa to the United States, one is better served asking the Protestant god of the Americans than local loas who have little sway in the U.S. Embassy. Evangelicalism is now a fast-growing religion in Haiti, because its lively practices echo those of Voodoo ceremonies, but also because it is spread by U.S. churches that finance schools and hospitals.

It is always problematic to criticize someone’s spiritual beliefs. By their very nature, religions are substantiated by faith, not facts, and generate passionate, unthinking attachment to one’s god(s) of choice. Yet, sociologists, such as Max Weber in his The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1920), have shown that a nation’s main religious affiliation can determine its economic success—for example, that the Protestants’ focus on critical appraisal of sources and individualism made them better suited to capitalism during the industrial revolution than their Catholic brethren. One cannot help but think that Voodoo’s popularity has hindered, rather than facilitated, Haiti’s development. The distant gods of monotheistic religions offer the promise of everlasting bliss in exchange for following a few rules and rituals, but they generally do not intercede on a daily basis, thus leaving more room for self-reliance and individual action. Because of its focus on the omnipresence of supernatural forces and on a loa’s ability to solve one’s daily problems, Voodoo serves as a substitute for a rational assessment of the difficulties a parishioner should face alone. Voodoo hinders Haitians’ entrepreneurial spirit by portraying godly intercession, not human activism, as the most efficient method of human betterment.

A Keg of Powder

It is easy to understand why slaves would launch an uprising. What is more surprising is that the first Haitians to raise the standard of revolt were whites and free people of color, not the oppressed black masses. The whites’ main bone of contention was lack of autonomy. France had created colonies with the sole purpose of benefiting the metropolis; so all key political decisions were taken by Paris-appointed gouverneurs and intendants (the former a military officer, the latter the chief financial administrator), then imposed on planters. The planters’ ire focused first and foremost on mercantilism, or exclusif. Under this rule, a feature of all European colonial empires until the twentieth century, Saint-Domingue was to trade primarily with the mother country. Selling colonial products to non-French merchants, even if they offered higher prices, was usually forbidden; buying manufactured goods and foodstuffs outside French ports was also prohibited. Monopolies granted to French merchants, along with a ban on manufactured products made in the colonies, further contributed to keeping the price of colonial exports low and that of colonial imports high.

By the 1790s, France had relaxed some of these rules and an active contraband trade linked Saint-Domingue to the newly independent United States, but the colonists still clamored for complete freedom of trade. When the French Revolution erupted in 1789, planters concluded that the time had come to assert their autonomy. Invoking revolutionary ideals they were flouting daily on their estates, they marginalized French envoys, created their own assembly, and petitioned Paris for a regime of colonial self-rule. The white population of Saint-Domingue was minuscule, but by 1790 it was split into a myriad of political factions divided by wealth (urban poor vs. the rich planters), politics (revolutionaries vs. monarchists), nationalism (proponents of immediate independence vs. French loyalists), and birth (Creole vs. French-born colonists). Whites executed and deported each other with abandon, oblivious to the fact that the immense black majority was on the verge of launching a general offensive.

The free population of color formed another privileged, discontented group. The dearth of available French women, male owners’ complete control over their slaves had resulted in widespread miscegenation. Following in that regard a provision of the Code Noir, masters often manumitted their mixed-blood offspring. Other slaves bought their freedom or gained it from benevolent masters, so that by the 1790s, the number of free coloreds in Saint-Domingue (either mulatto or black) reached 30,000, roughly equal to that of whites. Whites, especially the penniless petits blancs (poor whites), whose sole claim to greatness was the paleness of their skin, balked at granting free coloreds the legal equality guaranteed under the Code Noir. As years went by, ever more stringent racial discrimination laws were introduced. The free coloreds were subjected to a mandatory period of military service, barred from certain professions, and prevented from wearing some adornments deemed too elaborate for such coarse creatures.

The free coloreds were educated, often rich, and they could not accept that the law should separate a mulatto from his white half-brother. They fought back. The 1789 French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, they said, granted equality to all men regardless of the color of their skin (ironically, they also claimed that the Declaration did not warrant general emancipation; the free coloreds owned slaves). In 1789, Vincent Ogé and Julien Raimond, two free people of color, traveled to Paris to petition the National Assembly for complete legal equality, including the right to elect deputies. They were outmaneuvered by the racist representatives from the colonies and obtained nothing. Ogé sneaked back undetected to Saint-Domingue, where he organized an armed rebellion, which proved as unsuccessful as his more peaceful entreaties. After a short period of fighting, Ogé and his fellow conspirators were defeated and captured. Ogé was tortured, his limbs broken on the wheel, and his severed head paraded on a pike as a warning to vindictive mulattoes.

Meanwhile, as white and mulatto slave owners fought amongst themselves, the one group that had the greatest grounds to ask for redress—the black slaves—remained still. The slaves worked on, seemingly oblivious to the political turmoil raging in Paris and Port-au-Prince. Their calm was misleading. The keg of powder would soon ignite on a stormy night of August 1791.

Colonial Legacy

The colonial era is particularly important to Haitian intellectuals, not only because it represents three hundred of the five hundred years that have elapsed since Columbus’s arrival, but also because they claim that it explains many of the woes that would later plague postcolonial Haiti. Haiti, they say, suffered from arguably the harshest colonial system of its time, not once, but twice in its history—first under the Spaniards, then under the French. Just like a child who grows up in an abusive, broken home, then finds it hard to adjust to the world of adulthood, Haiti was conceived in blood, tears, and theft, hardly the best building blocks for nationhood. As Haitian president Jean-Bertrand Aristide put it succinctly in his 1993 autobiography,

Europe owes us a debt. In fewer than fifteen years, Spain extracted fifteen thousand tons of gold here [the figure is wildly exaggerated], after having exterminated the Indians. As for France, we would never finish if we tried to recite all that it took from us.  The colonial powers, including the United States, must make amends for the wrongs inflicted on the colony or protectorate in those days. The debt experts, when they speak of our liabilities, need to add up the second column of their own accountability.5

As this excerpt suggests, colonial wrongs are not studied for their historical interest, but for their political value: arguing that Haiti is still paying the price for its colonial past is tantamount to saying that past colonial powers should indemnify Haitians. This apparently irrefutable reasoning rests on two pillars that roughly correspond to the modern legal categories of lost income and penalty for pain and suffering. First, Europeans made an undeserved profit (most of it created by unpaid Indian and African labor), which should be given back to its rightful owners. Second, the human cost was such that Europeans have a moral duty to alleviate the suffering of their victims’ descendants. This argument is particularly widespread among Haitians, but it also underpins the current policy of sending foreign aid to poor countries (virtually all of them former colonies) in Latin America, Africa, and Asia.

Two important flaws make this argument morally inadequate. In modern societies, the concept of legal responsibility is individual, not collective, and limited in time, not eternal. Should a person commit a crime, this person alone will be held responsible by judicial authorities. No judge will ever prosecute a citizen because his or her first cousin happens to be a serial killer. Even this personal responsibility is limited. Statutes of limitations guarantee that an eighty-year-old man will not be prosecuted for stealing a car as a teenager. Theories on colonial legacy ignore these two important legal concepts. Individual taxpayers are held responsible for crimes committed centuries before by individuals to whom they may not even be related. For contemporary stockholders of German companies to pay compensation to heirs of enslaved World War II Jews is already a hotly debated idea; for contemporary Spaniards to pay the price for a Genoese sailor’s greed half a millennium ago is simply absurd.

Attributing present-day economic performance to ancient events is an equally questionable endeavor. Economists, who cannot predict what the unemployment rate will be two quarters from now, would be hard-pressed to draw some unassailable chart proving that current policies will result in a GDP per capita of $23,187 in the year 2205. By the same token, describing colonial policies as the main reason for Haiti’s current underdevelopment is a far-fetched idea, for a theory on economic causation spanning five centuries is unlikely to be accurate. So many random factors are involved that the end result is effectively unpredictable. Humans’ ability to modify the environment they inherit from previous generations, in particular, makes it possible to reach outcomes radically different from what the historical record would warrant.

Historical inaccuracy also plagues the Haitian argument on colonial legacy. Haitians, when they refer to the enslavement of the Tainos as an example of the many wrongs inflicted on Haitians, presumably view fifteenth-century Amerindians as the ancestors of today’s Haitian population. Jean-Jacques Dessalines, the first leader of independent Haiti and a prominent critic of French colonialism, even adopted the names “Army of the Incas” for his all-black army and “Hayiti” (“mountainous island” in the Taino language) for independent Saint-Domingue. History disproves those claims of pre-Columbian lineage. By the time Aristide’s ancestors landed in Haiti—most of them African, a few of them French—the Tainos were long since gone, and Haiti was a tabula rasa in which previous history counted little. The Tainos, sadly, are nobody’s ancestors. As for the Incas, they lived in the Andean mountains of Peru and Bolivia, several thousand miles to the south, and had no connection to the African-born Dessalines whatsoever.

The history of French colonialism in Haiti (1697–1804) is also cited as an uninterrupted series of crimes, slavery being the most prominent, that left Haiti with significant hurdles to overcome. However, the human cost of a policy does not always signify that its long-term consequences are nefarious. Twenty-five thousand workers died building the Panama Canal; but today the canal is a key passageway that benefits Panama’s economy immensely. Slavery was horrible and unjustifiable; but, in a few decades, slaves and planters transformed Haiti’s landscape for the better. When the first buccaneers landed in Haiti, the country was virtually uninhabited, and its economic output was nil. By the time the slaves revolted in 1791, large cities had sprung up, hundreds of plantations made Haiti the world’s largest exporter of tropical foodstuffs, a modern road had opened between Cap Français and Port-au-Prince, irrigation had transformed the basin of the Artibonite River, skilled whites and free coloreds formed a large group of trained cadres, and close to six hundred thousand people (more than the Taino population for all of Hispaniola) called Haiti home. Haitian society, particularly its labor and racial laws, needed radical changes, but the Haitians were left with an economy transformed by decades of French investments (figure 1.3). Such a starting point was not negligible.

The only true links between colonial and contemporary Haiti are cultural. French colonization, then the African slave trade, created a hybrid culture that defines Haiti and other, smaller islands of the French West Indies. Creole, the primary language of the vast majority of Haitians, is the slaves’ version of French, interspersed with words of African origin, its grammar tweaked beyond recognition. Voodoo, Haiti’s most recognizable feature, appeared when African slaves, still loyal to the gods they had brought from Dahomey and elsewhere, were converted to Catholicism by colonial priests renowned as France’s least rigorous theologians. Much of Haiti’s uniqueness derives from its twin cultural ancestry—French traditions the Haitian elite prides itself on, and African traditions often concealed but nevertheless present. This cultural duality, in addition to the roads and mills and canals inherited from colonial times, enriched Haiti immensely. Haitians are right to remember slavery’s evil nature, and wrong to conclude that all their problems derive from it. But, most importantly, they should not ignore the fact that their country’s intricate soul was born in those troubled times.
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Figure 1.3  This frontispiece from an eighteenth-century French atlas downplays the exploitation of African slaves, but it accurately depicts the colony’s great prosperity on the eve of the revolution.


CHAPTER 2

The Slaves Who Defeated Napoléon: The Haitian Revolution (1791–1804)

Voodoo in Gator Wood

On the night of August 21, 1791, slave representatives from all over Haiti’s northern plain, the rich area surrounding Cap Français, gathered in Bois Caïman (Gator Wood) near Morne Rouge. Dutty Boukman, a Jamaican-born Voodoo priest, was there, along with Jeannot, whose hatred for the whites was notorious. Georges Biassou and Jean-François Papillon, two future leaders of the slave revolt who would later serve as generals in the Spanish army, were also in attendance. The air was dark, hot, and fiery; a tropical storm rumbled on the horizon. One slave after another emerged from the shadows, scared and thrilled. They were not allowed to sneak out of their quarters at night, and they knew that slave gatherings were strictly prohibited. With the onset of the French Revolution, rumors swirled among the planters that the Paris-based Société des Amis des Noirs had sent secret agents to Saint-Domingue to incite the slaves to revolt. Anyone accused of fomenting an uprising would likely meet an untimely and gruesome end.

There were no such agents. But the nervous planters chattered for hours about the revolution, and the many black servants who surrounded them, seemingly uninterested in such complicated political discussions, listened and drew their own conclusions. “All men are created free and equal”: the unforgettable words of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen could only inflame the imagination of the oppressed slaves of Saint-Domingue. The king of France had also decided to grant the slaves three days of rest a week, the slaves whispered, but the planters had conspired to keep this important decision secret. Surely, the slaves thought as they approached Bois Caïman, France would one day force the planters to implement such wondrous laws.

The rumor about an extended period of rest was false. Faced with a revolution at home, Louis XVI had little time to think about his dark-skinned subjects two thousand leagues away. But convinced that the rumor was real and that the Old Regime was crumbling, the slaves decided that the time had come to act. When everyone had finally gathered in Bois Caïman, Cécile Fatiman, a mambo (female Voodoo priest) and a mulatto slave of mixed Corsican and African origin, took a long, curved knife and brandished it in the air while chanting a mysterious mantra. As the congregation stood in awe, she seized a black pig and slit its throat. The look and taste of the blood left little room for doubt, Boukman proudly announced: Ogun, the god of war, wanted the slaves to revolt. Everyone took the solemn vow that they would kill white slave owners and exact vengeance from slavery. “The god of the white man calls him to commit crimes; our god asks only good works of us,” Boukman added.

But this god who is so good orders revenge! He will direct our hands; he will aid us. Throw away the image of the god of the Whites who thirsts for our tears and listen to the voice of liberty that speaks in the heart of all of us.1

To seal this sacred pact, each participant in turn drank the warm blood from the sacrificial pig. They also kept some of the pig’s hairs to manufacture talismans that would make them invincible. As the heat and excitement reached its climax, the storm finally broke and the meeting disbanded. Drenched in blood, sweat, and rain, and surrounded by lightning and thunder, the slaves returned to their plantations. The following night, scattered revolts erupted in neighboring plantations. Soon, the entire plain was up in flames, Cap Français was besieged, and all French planters began to fear for their lives. The Haitian Revolution had begun.

The Bois Caïman ceremony features prominently in all accounts of the Haitian Revolution. The stormy setting, Voodoo gore, and vengeful pledge combine to form a startling scene that surprisingly has not yet been turned into a Hollywood epic. Historians must add a sobering caveat, however: The episode owes more to myth than to history. Most of the intriguing details were added in the nineteenth century by a Frenchman, Antoine Dalmas, who hoped to portray the slaves as savage beasts inspired by a satanic cult.2 Slave gatherings did take place, and the slaves did revolt—but this is all we know. All the accounts remaining from this period were written by the French, who were not invited to a ceremony where their own death was being plotted. And yet, for all its inaccuracies, the Bois Caïman ceremony has become canonical; two hundred years from now, histories of the slave revolt will likely start with a detailed account of this tempestuous night. It certainly is a great story.

The Slave Revolt (1791–1792)

From the northern plain of Cap Français, the slave revolt soon spread to the western part of Saint-Domingue. Outnumbered twenty to one, the whites stood little chance of resisting the slaves’ call for revenge. They hurriedly called for help from Cuba, Jamaica, Spanish Santo Domingo, the United States—even England. Despite their vested interest in seeing a white colonial hierarchy survive in the tropics, these countries sent little help.

Luckily for the white planters of Saint-Domingue, the black population was equally divided. The rebels failed to immediately direct their combined efforts on the major commercial center of Cap Français, which could easily have been taken in the early days of the revolt in a victory that would have dealt a mortal blow to the French. Worse, the four leaders who had emerged from the Bois Caïman ceremony—Jeannot, Papillon, Biassou, and Boukman—turned on themselves. Jeannot quickly became legendary for his brutality, as white prisoners who survived their captivity told stories of men lashed hundreds of times and of gunpowder rubbed into the bleeding wounds of the victims. Appalled by Jeannot’s extreme cruelty, Jean-François had him arrested and executed. Jeannot’s body was then hung on a butcher’s hook, a reminder of the ordeal he had inflicted on many a white captive. Boukman was captured while fighting French troops and decapitated; his body ended up on a French stake, like that of his idol Makandal. Internecine fighting and French repression had cut the slave leadership in half.

The primary motive of the uprising seemed transparent enough—freedom for the slaves—but the leaders’ deeds did not always match their followers’ creed. Rather than aligning themselves with the forces of the French Revolution, the leaders dressed themselves in royalist garb, wore the white insignia of the king, and clamored for a return to the very monarchy that had fathered slavery and imperialism. In December, in a surprising turnaround, Jean-François and Biassou offered the embattled French an enticing deal: freedom and amnesty for the rebel leaders in exchange for peace. French commissioners seriously entertained this unexpected proposal. But black slaves, who were expected to resume servile work on the plantations while their chiefs enjoyed the freedom secured by their subordinates’ blood, were less than enthusiastic, as were the most extremist white planters. The deal fell through. Jean-François and Biassou’s willingness to maintain the slave system may seem surprising to us, but they had grown up in African and Creole worlds in which slavery was common and practiced by white and black owners alike. It would be at least another year before the slave revolt, which had begun as a simple protest for better working conditions, would turn into an actual campaign for emancipation.

Eager to capitalize on divisions within the population of color, the French formed some battalions of loyal slaves and, in a crucial move, allied themselves with free people of color. The mulattoes had much in common with their white brethren: wealth, education, a father, and, most importantly, slave ownership. After decades of deriding mulattoes as the bastard sons of Africa, planters thus promised them legal equality in exchange for manning the frontlines of the counterinsurgency campaign, where they fought with distinction. By late 1792, the white-mulatto alliance had stemmed the revolt. Most slaves were back on plantations or hiding in the hills. The slaves had benefited from the element of surprise, the rallying cry of freedom, and overwhelming numerical superiority, but their divided, indecisive leadership had snatched defeat from the jaws of victory.

The Foreign Invasion (1793–1798)

Events in faraway Europe gave the slaves a second opportunity to free themselves. In 1793, the French Revolution took a more radical turn, a tribunal sent Louis XVI to the guillotine, and most of the conservative monarchies of Europe declared war on France. For Saint-Domingue’s black population, general war meant two things: France would have few troops to spare for colonial duty, and the revolution’s leftist turn might finally bring to the fore politicians sincerely dedicated to freedom and the rights of man.

The repercussions of the new European war were soon felt across the Atlantic as England and Spain, France’s European enemies and the other two main colonial powers in the Caribbean, invaded Saint-Domingue. The British navy landed troops in most of the colony’s major ports, while the Spaniards, operating from their colony of Santo Domingo, attacked by land. As slave-owning powers, neither Spain nor England had any intention of freeing the people of Saint-Domingue. France, on the other hand, chose as its new commissioner Léger-Félicité Sonthonax, a closet idealist who had previously published antislavery articles in Parisian newspapers. Faced with pockets of continuing slave resistance, a conservative white population aghast at the French Revolution’s extremism, and an invasion by two of Europe’s greatest powers, he concluded that his hopeless situation called for drastic measures: in a dramatic shift from a century of French policy, he announced the immediate emancipation of the slaves of Saint-Domingue in exchange for their military help (Paris later ratified his decision and extended it to other colonies like Guadeloupe, making France the first European power to free its slaves).

Sonthonax’s decree of emancipation runs contrary to the common view that all French colonial officials were racist advocates of slavery. That the entire population of color rose in support of emancipation is also a popular misconstruction. Black and mulatto revolutionary leaders were a diverse lot. Free people of color (many of whom had owned slaves before the revolution) often rallied to the British in the ports they controlled. Prominent black rebel leaders, including Biassou, Jean-François, and Toussaint Louverture—a man destined to play a leading role in Haitian politics—fought for Spain. England and Spain stood for monarchy, colonialism, racism, and slavery, while in 1793 France offered emancipation, racial equality, and the promise of radical social change. Yet despite what France had to offer, Louverture stayed in Spanish service until April 1794, eight months after Sonthonax abolished slavery, and it is still unclear whether his ultimate switch to the French side had anything to do with the law of emancipation. As for Jean-François and Biassou, they never abandoned their Spanish patrons and finished their lives fighting obscure conflicts in Honduras and Florida under the Spanish uniform.

The support of various segments of Saint-Domingue’s population allowed England and Spain to occupy parts of the colony until 1798, when white, black, and mulatto supporters of emancipation finally defeated the partisans of slavery. Burdened with a continuing war in Europe, France thereafter kept a token white military presence in Saint-Domingue, where the vast majority of “French” troops were former black slaves, often African-born. This gave an opening to ambitious and capable leaders of color eager to advance in the ranks of the French army—particularly the senior black officer in Saint-Domingue, Toussaint Louverture.

Toussaint Louverture’s Reign (1798–1802)

Toussaint Louverture is Haiti’s most recognizable revolutionary figure and, arguably, the most notable black individual in world history. Famous, intriguing, and decisive he was; one-dimensional he was not. Like his two illustrious contemporaries, George Washington and Napoléon Bonaparte, he saw nothing wrong with celebrating freedom while condoning slavery or waging war while longing for peace. The patriotic need for mythmaking has led Haitians to celebrate him as a lifelong, idealistic enemy of slavery and the French, but his actual record, as is often the case for Haitian revolutionary leaders, is bafflingly complex.

[image: image]

Figure 2.1  Toussaint Louverture as seen by Marcus Rainsford, a British officer who visited the island in 1799.

According to his son, Louverture descended from Gaou-Guinou, a “powerful king of the warlike nation of the Arradas” who had been made prisoner and sold as a slave.3 If true, this noble past may explain why, in a colony infamous for its appetite for black flesh, Louverture was treated well as a slave. As a coachman on the Bréda plantation, he escaped the extenuating duties of field work, received some education, and, more than a decade before the revolution, was freed by his master. Louverture subsequently rented a few acres of land, along with the thirteen slaves who went with it; started a new life as a planter; and eventually bought slaves of his own. When the slave revolt erupted in 1791, Louverture’s first move was to take his former master to safety; only then did he join the rebellion—and even then, covertly at first. Louverture’s pro-planter past was common among the free people of color of the period—whose worldview was more French than African—and, for obvious reasons, Louverture would spend the rest of his life hiding the fact that he had exploited slaves for a living. Smart and ambitious, he quickly moved up the ranks, first in the rebel army, then in Spain’s army, and finally in France’s army.

The departure of the last British troops in 1798 left Louverture as the most important military figure on the island. Political power, however, was in the hands of white commissioners sent from France. They were often sympathetic to the cause of freedom (one of them was Sonthonax, Saint-Domingue’s great emancipator), but they checked Louverture’s growing authority. He first maneuvered to have Sonthonax elected as deputy of Saint-Domingue (a position that conveniently required his presence in Paris, five thousand miles away); then, in a stunning act of defiance, he put Gabriel d’Hédouville and Julien Raimond, two French representatives, on a ship bound for France. Their successor, Philippe Roume de Saint-Laurent, ended his career locked in a chicken coop when he dared oppose some of Louverture’s policies.

Fellow officers of color were another impediment to Louverture’s political ambitions. In a ruinous civil war, he moved against André Rigaud, a mulatto general who controlled Saint-Domingue’s southern region. These internal conflicts resulted in much death and destruction in a colony already weakened by years of warfare, but they allowed Louverture to achieve his main goal: by 1800, no officer could possibly challenge his authority anymore. In 1801, he unilaterally implemented a constitution that made him governor general for life and granted him the right to name his successor. He now reigned supreme.

The Spanish colony of Santo Domingo on the eastern side of Hispaniola did not have the military wherewithal to invade Saint-Domingue, nor did it have any intention of doing so. Still, hoping to extend his reign to the entire island of Hispaniola, as well as to deny a safe landing zone to a potential European invader, Louverture invaded Santo Domingo in December 1800. The takeover marked the first time in the island’s history that a black ruler and former slave was in charge. Louverture could have used his newfound power to advocate independence and emancipation across the Caribbean; he decided otherwise.

Napoléon Bonaparte and other French leaders hoped that Louverture would turn Saint-Domingue into the centerpiece of a revolutionary French empire in the Americas. With an army of twenty thousand veteran black soldiers, Louverture could have threatened France’s enemies in North America, most notably British Jamaica and the United States. But Louverture declined the offer, choosing instead to sign secret treaties of nonaggression and commerce with these two countries in 1799. Offensive wars could have helped spread the ideals of the revolution beyond the shores of Saint-Domingue, but the colony’s commercial revival and his political survival were more important in Louverture’s eyes.

That same year, the French agent Roume drafted an ambitious plan to use part of Louverture’s army to invade British Jamaica. After the landing, Roume predicted, Jamaica’s slaves would revolt and join local maroons and Dominguian liberators on a victorious march to Kingston. Dominguian troops would become heralds of freedom, France would acquire a lucrative colony at little cost, and the expedition would deal a mortal blow to British commerce. Louverture acquiesced in public, but in private he notified British and U.S. authorities of Roume’s bellicose plans. England subsequently captured France’s secret agent in Jamaica, a French Jew named Isaac Sasportas, and the entire venture foundered. Having apparently concluded that an expedition would divert key troops and resources that were needed to secure his power base in Saint-Domingue, Louverture chose to sacrifice the Jamaicans’ freedom on the altar of his own ambitions. Jamaican slaves would remain in bondage until 1834.

Louverture’s attitude toward his own compatriots’ freedom was equally ambiguous. After Sonthonax had emancipated Saint-Domingue’s slaves, many had taken over small plots of land on which they practiced small-scale subsistence farming. This unambitious Caribbean yeomanry fulfilled the former slaves’ fondest dreams, but dividing plantations into small lots, Louverture rightly reasoned, would sound the death knell for Saint-Domingue’s economy. Sugar and coffee exports were required to fill the state’s (and Louverture’s) coffers, buy weapons, pay the army, and generally return the colony to its prerevolutionary state of splendor. Such crops, particularly sugar, could only be grown on large, heavily capitalized estates. Louverture thus implemented laws requiring all inhabitants to be employed as servants, soldiers, or plantation workers. Refusal to do so was equated with vagrancy and punished with hard labor on public projects. Former slaves, now renamed cultivateurs, had to resume their customary hard work in the boiling sun. The policy was unpopular, but Louverture and his inspector of cultivation, the famous black revolutionary general Jean-Jacques Dessalines, treated recalcitrant workers with extreme harshness. When Louverture’s nephew Moïse backed an uprising of cultivators who were protesting forced plantation labor in November 1801, Louverture had him executed along with as many as five thousand of his followers.

Even the slave trade resumed. As part of his negotiations with the United States, Louverture offered to pay for the return of the black slaves who had been taken abroad by exiled planters. More controversially, his 1801 constitution called for imports of African laborers to make up for wartime losses. That fall, he sent his diplomatic envoy Joseph Bunel to Jamaica to ask English slave traders to sell some of their ebony cargo in Saint-Domingue (where they would have toiled under the semifree cultivator status).

Louverture was no herald of freedom. He was in Spain’s service when slavery was abolished in Saint-Domingue, and after he invaded Santo Domingo, he apparently issued no declaration of emancipation in that colony. Contrary to what most Haitians think, he was no precursor of national independence either. He repeatedly insisted that he had no intention of breaking the colonial bond with France and employed many white Frenchmen in his regime (Bunel, for one, was from Normandy). His closeness to the planter hierarchy should come as no surprise since he largely shared their prerevolutionary agenda: to claim much day-today legislative authority and open trading channels with the United States while maintaining a loose bond with France and preserving the plantation system.

For the black majority in Saint-Domingue, ten years of revolutionary upheaval had only changed two things: as cultivators, they now received a fourth of the crop; and plantation owners now included nouveaux-riches black army officers, like Dessalines, who received land and workers in exchange for their loyalty to Louverture. Dreams of unfettered freedom, imperial greatness, and antislavery crusades had not materialized. Louverture had aspired to become a black Napoleon, only to seek diplomatic arrangements with France’s enemies. He had spoken of becoming a black Spartacus; but his ability to emulate Spartacus was put in question by his strict labor laws and closeness to slave-owning powers. He was, however, the sole master of Saint-Domingue and a large plantation owner—two goals that seem to have been foremost in his mind.

The Leclerc Expedition (1802)

In one eventful lifetime, Louverture had risen from slave to governor general for life of France’s largest colony. He had defeated Spain and England, eliminated his rivals, begun to revive the colonial economy, and generally achieved enough to be remembered as one of history’s great men. All he now needed was for his contemporaries to acknowledge this. He wrote long letters to Napoléon Bonaparte, the first consul of France, and begged him for a response. But to Bonaparte, the idea of an earthly equal was preposterous. Louverture was merely some “gilded African” who dared compare himself to the great Corsican.4

It is often assumed that Bonaparte’s antipathy stemmed from his closeness to Caribbean planters exiled in Paris—most notably his wife, Joséphine, the daughter of planters from Martinique—and that his policy regarding Louverture was governed by one single goal: to restore slavery and the old prerevolutionary order. But Bonaparte, whose convoluted views on slavery reflected those of the French intelligentsia at the time, never expressed any intention of restoring slavery in Saint-Domingue. His concerns were more strategic. Louverture, he learned from his agents in the Caribbean, had negotiated with the British enemy, expelled French agents, passed a constitution without even consulting Paris, and seemed to prepare Saint-Domingue for independence. Emancipation was not a pressing issue since Louverture had imposed strict discipline in the colony’s plantations; his political ambitions were what frightened Bonaparte.

For years, war with England made plans for a punitive French expedition illusory. The French navy was no match for its British counterpart, and any outbound fleet would likely be intercepted. But in late 1801, a temporary peace with England took effect, and a large armada was able to leave French ports and head for Saint-Domingue. Its size and composition were testament to Saint-Domingue’s strategic and economic value in French eyes. Bonaparte’s brother-in-law, a promising young general named Victoire Leclerc, headed the force. He took with him his wife—Bonaparte’s favorite sister, Pauline—and their four-year-old son, Dermide. Louverture’s son Isaac and stepson Placide, who had been studying at a boarding school in Paris, also went along so as to assuage their father. Also on board were mulatto generals deported by Louverture, exiled planters, scores of opportunistic interlopers hoping to make a fortune in Saint-Domingue, and the wives and children of the troops. This was the largest overseas expedition of Bonaparte’s reign. In addition to the sailors and civilians, no less than twenty thousand experienced soldiers crossed the Atlantic, followed by another twenty-three thousand over the following eighteen months. Most would never return.

The goal of the expedition, Bonaparte assured the black population of Saint-Domingue, was merely to reinforce the island’s garrison, while protecting the sacred decrees of emancipation. Its actual purpose, he instructed Leclerc in private, was to deport all prominent black officers and restore French authority on the island. What would happen to former slaves remained unclear. Bonaparte might restore slavery (as he eventually did in Guadeloupe), or he might content himself with the strict labor regulations prevalent under Louverture.

To Louverture, there was no such ambiguity. “The Whites of France and Saint-Domingue all want to take our freedom away,” he wrote one officer. “Their most manifest desire is the restoration of slavery.”5 As soon as French troops landed, he ordered his men to burn to the ground the beautiful city of Cap Français, the Paris of the Caribbean as it was then known. They also torched plantations, refineries, and houses all over the colony in a successful attempt to deny the French expedition food and income.

The first encounters were bloody—particularly the lengthy siege of Crête-à-Pierrot—but by the end of spring, the French were generally victorious on the battlefield. What was more troubling for Louverture, however, was that most of his subordinates had defected to the French side. Finding himself virtually alone, Louverture signed a truce with the French and retired on one of his plantations at Ennery.

Louverture claimed to be done with politics for good, but his secret ambition was to resume the fighting at a more propitious time. To this end, he kept a secret correspondence with his officers and spies to stay informed of the strength of the French expeditionary force. The rainy season, he hoped, would soon bring tropical diseases that would decimate the French ranks, just like they had decimated the British ranks in the 1790s, and he felt confident that he could rely on la Providence. The word, in French, means God; but it also happened to be the name of Cap Français’ main hospital, where thousands of French troops would die of yellow fever and other tropical diseases over the following months.

Louverture Sent to Exile

Louverture’s strategy was astute. It made use of Saint-Domingue’s climate and terrain while employing guerrilla tactics that would become famous in the twentieth century. Louverture only made one mistake—possibly the only one in his long, cautious career—when he agreed to meet a French officer under a firm promise that he would be safe. Honesty having always been in short supply in the colony, Louverture should have been watchful not to lower his guard. As he was about to meet the French officer, troops entered the room in which he was waiting and captured him. Louverture, who had used similar deceit for years in his dealings with various rivals, had finally met his match.

The road to exile was a long one. Louverture and his family were taken aboard the Héros, a ship of the line (a large military vessel) headed for Brest. There, he and his family were separated, and Louverture was sent to Fort de Joux, a dreary French castle near Pontarlier in the Jura Mountains. Louverture wrote a lengthy memo to Bonaparte claiming that he had been France’s most loyal ally and that his capture and exile were one tragic misunderstanding. Bonaparte did not bother to answer, though he sent an aide-de-camp to investigate the one thing that mattered most to Louverture’s captors: where had Louverture hidden the gold he surely had amassed as governor of Saint-Domingue? Louverture remained silent, and the location of his alleged treasure, like those belonging to the pirates of Tortuga Island, remains a mystery to this day.

The French hardened the conditions of Louverture’s detention after he refused to divulge the location of his riches. His beloved servant, the last link Louverture had with Saint-Domingue, was sent away. Rumors swirled that Louverture was planning an escape, so he was cut off from any contact with anyone save the director of the prison, and his money was taken away so that he could not bribe the guards. Finally, to humiliate the old general, his medals and spurs were taken away. By the time the uprising that would decide the fate of Saint-Domingue entered its climatic phase in the winter of 1802–1803, Louverture was an old, sick man spending the last, lonely months of his life in a frigid cell in eastern France. Cold, loneliness, and hunger slowly took their toll, and on April 7, 1803, the director of the prison found Louverture dead in his cell—as isolated and destitute as he had been sixty years before at the time of his birth. His body was buried in a small chapel, which was later destroyed to make way for new fortifications. His remains, along with those of other prisoners, were strewn pell-mell in the new foundations, where they still remain today.

Louverture may today be considered an advocate of rebellion and independence, but like many contemporary Haitian revolutionaries—white and black alike—he was a man of great complexity. Until the very end of his life, he claimed in his letters to French officials that he had always been loyal to France, even though he had governed Saint-Domingue as a quasi-sovereign ruler. He repeatedly embraced emancipation after 1794, while forcing former slaves to remain on plantations under a cultivator system little different from the slavery of pre-revolutionary times.

Louverture is rightly viewed as a great statesman and national hero in today’s Haiti, but intriguingly, he was not liked in his time. When French troops landed in 1802, Louverture called on all Dominguians to rebel. The white planters he had tried so hard to seduce flocked to the French side. Most of his troops of color also betrayed him and joined the French. His capture and exile did not spark any major revolt either, as if Saint-Domingue’s population was content to rid itself of a man under whose iron hand it had lived for four years. Though a general uprising took place, it was long after Louverture had reached the prison cell from which he never came out alive.

The War of Independence (November 1802–November 1803)

After Louverture’s deportation, fighting temporarily abated as Louverture’s most prominent black generals, such as Henri Christophe and Jean-Jacques Dessalines, joined the French side. Black troops were sent against recalcitrant cultivators, many exiled white colonists returned, and French officers began to divvy up plantations among themselves (making a quick fortune, rather than pursuing some racial agenda, was their primary objective).

Over the following months, however, a series of public relations faux pas undermined Leclerc’s tenuous hold on the colony. Bonaparte maintained slavery in Martinique, and after he took steps to do the same in Guadeloupe, some white planters publicly boasted that Saint-Domingue would be next. French troops in that colony launched a disarmament campaign, the sole goal of which, the black population whispered, could only be to pave the way for a restoration of slavery. Equally worrisome were mass executions of black colonial troops. By the fall of 1802, a general insurrection was once again under way as Dessalines, Christophe, and other black and mulatto generals—who had fought for France, then against it, then for it—switched sides one last time in response to French atrocities and rumors of a possible restoration of slavery.

The uprising could not have come at a worse time. The summer of 1802 had brought a massive epidemic of the dreaded yellow fever, a poorly understood disease that was variously attributed to noxious smells rising from the soil, sudden changes in temperature, consumption of tropical fruit, or the drunkenness and sexual promiscuity prevalent among the troops. (Yellow fever is actually transmitted by a species of mosquitoes called Aedes aegypti.) With no natural immunity against the disease, the French died in droves. Entire army units disappeared; warships went through multiple crews. By the fall of 1802, the once-mighty expeditionary army was reduced to three thousand dispirited survivors. Their commander, General Leclerc, succumbed to the disease in November.

Renewed fighting, defections, and the epidemic put Donatien de Rochambeau, Leclerc’s successor at the helm of the expedition, in a difficult spot. With a meager army eaten away by despair and disease, he would probably never have held on as long as he did (one year) had the rebel camp not been weakened by its customary social, racial, and political divisions. Dessalines spent much of the winter of 1802–1803 fighting not the French but rival rebel officers, and until the very end of the war of independence the French army included as many mulatto planters and disaffected black cultivators as it did French soldiers.

It was in the spring of 1803, when England resumed its war with France and British warships began blockading the beleaguered French ports, that Rochambeau’s situation became truly desperate. There was an air of disillusioned Epicureanism as the rebel lines tightened their grip on the last French strongholds. Rochambeau and his officers held magnificent parties on French ships, battled over spoils of war, and seduced planters’ wives. A bizarre blend of the grotesque and the brutal marked Rochambeau’s tenure. In Port-au-Prince, he organized a ball at which elite mulatto women were dined and wined in a room decorated with black crepe and other macabre paraphernalia. When the party was over, Rochambeau led the women to an attendant room in which their husbands’ bodies lay in state—they had just attended their loved ones’ funeral.

Mass drowning, hanging, burning, crucifixion: the entire gamut of humankind’s deadly inventions became Saint-Domingue’s daily bread. Having received a shipment of slave-hunting dogs from Cuba, Rochambeau invited Cap Français’ high society for a gruesome spectacle held, with a touch of irony, in a former convent. The excitement was at fever pitch; those dogs, should they prove to be an effective weapon, could fill in French ranks depleted by disease and war and provide a useful tool for counterinsurgency warfare. As in the days of decadent Rome, an arena was built where a cloister once stood, an unfortunate black servant was tied to a pole, and the dogs were unleashed. The dogs initially failed to devour the man—Voodoo charm or lack of appetite?—until they were forcefully prodded into action. Rochambeau later lamented that the expensive dogs had proved a military disappointment and a mere footnote to his campaign, but in Haiti, the French use of man-eating dogs has come to exemplify the viciousness of colonial rule to the present day.

Like Leclerc before him, Rochambeau eventually concluded that nothing short of genocide would keep Saint-Domingue in French hands (the term had not yet been invented, so they wrote of “extermination” instead). The black population, they reasoned, had been spoiled by ten years of revolutionary upheaval; former slaves now knew what freedom tasted like and how to fight to preserve it. France’s sole remaining option was to kill all adults above the age of twelve and import a new batch of slaves from Africa. Otherwise, recurrent revolts would forever plague France’s richest colony. Similarly, many black rebels came to conclude that they would never be fully free as long as white Frenchmen remained in Saint-Domingue.

Blacks and whites answered rape with torture, and death with massacre, until by November 1803, the last French troops found themselves surrounded by rebel armies on land and British warships at sea. Those French soldiers fit enough to sail tried to sneak through the British blockade, only to end up in dreary British prison ships anchored off Kingston, Jamaica. The rest of the population—sick soldiers, civilians, and the black troops who had remained loyal to the bitter end—found themselves at the mercy of the rebel army. Haiti had been ruled by Tainos, then by Spaniards, then by the French. It was now an independent republic ruled by former slaves.

Did Haiti Save the United States? (1776–1803)

When American policymakers think of Haiti today, misery and revolution are foremost in their mind. Haiti, they fear, is so poor and unstable that it can at any time erupt into political chaos and spark an exodus of refugees to the shores of Florida. Their eighteenth-century forebears—George Washington, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson—had a different view. Strength and wealth were Haiti’s hallmarks in the last years of French colonial rule, and the founding fathers of the United States expended much time and energy trying to secure the trade of Saint-Domingue and enlist the colony as a military ally.

When the U.S. War of Independence began in 1775, Louis XVI’s ministers debated whether to enter the war on the thirteen colonies’ behalf. The war, they reasoned, weakened the British enemy, while an Anglo–American reconciliation might result in a joint attack on French and Spanish colonies in the Caribbean, most prominently Saint-Domingue. The 1778 French entry into the war, which proved so decisive in securing the United States’ independence, thus resulted in part from a desire to save Saint-Domingue; the Franco–American treaty of alliance specifically mentioned that the United States would help protect France’s sugar colonies.

Saint-Domingue also played a notable role during the American Revolution itself. White and mulatto troops from Saint-Domingue fought in the 1779 campaign against British-held Savannah, an episode seldom remembered in the United States. Throughout the war, French américanophiles such as Pierre Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais used Saint-Domingue as a major transshipment center for weapons smuggled to U.S. rebels, while the French navy established an important base in Cap Français (the fleet that helped defeat the British squadron near Yorktown in 1781 had sailed from that port).

When the United States became independent in 1783—the first colony to do so in the Western Hemisphere—it found itself rather isolated economically. Other colonies were bound by colonial trade rules that banned commerce with third-party countries; thus, U.S. merchants had nobody to trade with, except for Saint-Domingue. France, unable to satisfy its colony’s surging demand for food and timber, introduced some loopholes into its mercantilist regulations, and an active U.S.– Dominguian trade (part legal, part contraband) soon began. By the 1790s, Saint-Domingue was the United States’ second-largest trading partner after England.

During 1797–1798, various naval disputes brought the United States and its former French ally to a state of undeclared warfare known as the Quasi-War. No official declaration of hostilities ever took place, but for three years, the Caribbean Sea became a giant battleground in which French and U.S. privateers and frigates harassed the opposing nation’s ability to do commerce. As the most prominent military leader in a French colony, Louverture could have played a key role in disrupting U.S. commerce or even used his large army to attack the United States. He did neither. Instead, he signed a treaty with the United States that opened Saint-Domingue’s ports to U.S. ships while closing its ports to French privateers. Much to the relief of southern planters, Louverture also promised that he would not sponsor any slave uprising in the United States, thus indirectly ensuring the survival of the U.S. slave system.

The most important contribution Louverture and his black generals ever made to the young American Republic was their victory against Bonaparte’s forces. The Leclerc expedition landed in Saint-Domingue in 1802, the same year a secret treaty under which Spain ceded Louisiana to France became effective. Bonaparte hoped to use Louisiana as a source of foodstuffs for laborers on France’s Caribbean plantations and create a French empire stretching from the Great Plains in the north to French Guiana in the south, with Saint-Domingue as its centerpiece, so as to check U.S. ambitions in North America. But the Dominguian rebels’ military prowess forced Bonaparte to divert troops intended for garrison duty in Louisiana to the killing fields of Saint-Domingue and to shelve his North American ambitions. In early 1803, shortly after learning that Leclerc had died and that the expeditionary force in Saint-Domingue was in a hopeless situation, Bonaparte sold Louisiana to the United States, in large part because of the difficulties he had experienced in Saint-Domingue. Unwittingly, Saint-Domingue’s former slaves had made a crucial contribution to U.S. territorial expansion.

Haitians today tend to harbor anti-American views and often describe the United States as an imperialist behemoth that eradicated its native population, crushed its territorial rivals, and repeatedly invaded its weaker neighbors—Haiti in particular. What they often forget is that Haiti, first as a staging ground for French offensives during the American War of Independence, then as a trading partner during the early years of the Republic, and finally as a rebellious colony of France, greatly contributed to the rise of an economic and military American colossus to the north.

The Haitian Revolution: Lessons Learned

In many ways, the Haitian Revolution was the high-water mark of Haiti’s history. Haiti has never been as rich as it was in 1788, the last year before the French Revolution began affecting the colony. Haiti has never been as powerful as it was during 1793–1803, when in rapid succession, it defeated Spain, England, and France, the three largest colonial powers of the time. Haiti has never been as inspiring as it was in 1804, when it proclaimed its independence (the second country in the Western Hemisphere to do so) and secured freedom for its people (the only time in world history a slave revolt had ended successfully). Haitians proudly, and rightly, refer to those days as the proof that their country can achieve deeds unequalled elsewhere.

But Haitians also interpret their revolution in ways that have proved detrimental to their nation-building efforts. The (all-too-real) atrocities of the Leclerc–Rochambeau period have left a deep mark in public consciousness, giving rise to deep suspicion of, even hostility against, white foreigners. Even today, a Frenchman walking his dog through the streets of Port-au-Prince will endure snappy comments about colonialists and their slave-hunting dogs—a puzzling insult for a foreigner more likely than not a humanitarian worker little versed in the intricacies of Rochambeau’s two-hundred-year-old tenure. Haitians also often claim that their country never fully recovered from the demographic and economic costs of the war of independence and that French imperialists should be held responsible for the country’s less-than-stellar economic record after independence. The atrocities and the devastation were real; but they should not underpin xenophobic statements two centuries later, nor serve as an explanation for Haiti’s woes in perpetuity.

Portraying the Haitian Revolution as an event in which black slaves fought white imperialists united in their support for racism and slavery also considerably oversimplifies a conflict marked by great racial and political complexity. Blacks and mulattoes fought on both sides during the Spanish–British invasion—a time when France stood for freedom and racial equality. Many French colonial agents were genuinely committed to emancipation, while many Haitian revolutionary leaders, such as Louverture, were former slave owners. Even after Leclerc landed, unity among the rebels was not the norm. Dessalines, the man who would later declare independence and exterminate much of Haiti’s white population, fought on Leclerc’s behalf throughout the summer of 1802, as did Alexandre Pétion, Henri Christophe, Jean-Pierre Boyer, and most of the officers celebrated today as heroes of Haiti’s independence.

Racial boundaries were often porous—as befitted an age in which the very concept of racism was still in its infancy. Black officers often fought each other over spoils or social policies, as Louverture and his nephew Moïse did in 1801. Many whites could be found on the rebel side—particularly during the closing months of the war of independence, when many liberal white troops in France’s employ defected to the rebel army to protest Rochambeau and Bonaparte’s reactionary agenda. On the opposite side, thousands of black and mulatto troops fought for France until the end of the war, in part because they remembered Dessalines’s brutal treatment of black cultivators during his tenure as Louverture’s inspector of cultivation.

Far from being a bitter war between Frenchmen and Haitians, the Haitian Revolution was a conflict in which independence from France was a secondary goal—almost an afterthought. U.S. rebels began the American Revolution with a declaration of independence; Haitian rebels declared their independence after the last French troops left the colony in November 1803 (and again more formally in January 1804). However strange it may sound today, for much of their revolution, Haiti’s founding fathers were inspired by the French model. They fought in the French army and borrowed many ideals and symbols from the French Revolution—the Haitian flag and coat of arms, for example, are directly based on the French tricolor and the letterhead of a French general in the Leclerc expedition. Many were so molded by the prerevolutionary colonial mindset that their main ambition was to become plantation owners.

Louverture and Dessalines’s rhetoric may have sounded radical, but first and foremost, they were careful politicians who put their political preservation ahead of harebrained revolutionary idealism. One road not taken was that of general insurrection in the Caribbean area. Louverture chose to limit the slave revolt to the shores of Saint-Domingue rather than exporting it to Jamaica and the United States (he only invaded Santo Domingo, a Caribbean colony whose slave population was small and comparatively well treated; even then, however, he did not emancipate the slaves of that colony). For all the fears that independent Haiti would turn into a hotbed of revolutionary activism, Dessalines and his successors pledged not to incite slaves in other countries to revolt for fear that it would invite foreign retaliation. This careful policy secured Haiti’s independence, but it also betrayed the ideal of emancipation and prevented Haiti from turning into a regional power. Louverture and Dessalines could have created a Caribbean empire during 1798–1804; they chose not to. The United States had no such qualms about mixing claims of manifest destiny and territorial aggrandizement and eventually surpassed its once-mighty Caribbean neighbor. National greatness is not preordained. It must be demonstrated and fought for, and one is always left to wonder how the history of the Western Hemisphere would have unfolded had Haiti’s revolutionaries chosen to export emancipation to foreign shores.

Haiti’s leaders did draw some lessons from the revolutionary years, albeit wrongheaded ones that would plague Haiti’s political life for decades. Military power, they discovered, amounted to political legitimacy. Louverture’s rise and fall, as well as France’s, had been caused by superior might, not greater right. Political ideals could be brandished—but only to seduce the uneducated masses—and could be discarded when they conflicted with one’s financial interests. Leveling accusations of racism at an enemy was the most effective method of political discourse. Planters had been idle masters, so Haitians equated social success with inactivity, and work with domination (to this day, the Creole expression “to sweat” also means “to be stupid”). Dictatorship, political instability, and labor exploitation: such were the true legacy of the revolution, which did nothing to lay the groundwork for a lasting free-market democracy. To this difficult legacy Dessalines was about to add a controversial act of revenge that would do much to ruin the reputation of the new Haitian state.
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