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To Maria, my Caribbean princess, with love.


			We cannot assert the innocence of anyone, whereas we can state with certainty the guilt of all.


			Albert Camus, The Fall
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Preface


			







I am honored to write the preface for the English version of this important and fascinating book written by Ricardo Seitenfus, a real friend of Haiti.


			Seitenfus, a Brazilian academic, was the Special Envoy of the Organization of American States (OAS) to Haiti from 2009 to 2011—a critical period of the country’s recent history.  He arrived in Port-au-Prince in the aftermath of a series of major political crises that began with the forced departure of then President Aristide in 2004, continued with the short multilateral occupation of the nation by American, French, and Canadian troops which were eventually replaced by a United Nations “peace keeping” force dominated and headed by Latin American countries—the so-called MINUSTAH.  Since 2004, Haiti has thus been under de-facto foreign control. It is in this environment that René Préval was elected for a second time President in 2006.  By 2008, Haiti was slowly recovering from its political crisis; the country seemed embarked on a virtuous trajectory to political stability, national reconciliation, and modest economic growth.


			Things drastically changed in January 2010 with the catastrophic earthquake that destroyed most of the country’s infrastructure and killed over 220,000 people.  In addition, a persisting cholera epidemic brought by United Nations troops spread killing over 8,000 people and infecting close to a million inhabitants.  Nature’s rage was compounded by a new political crisis rooted in the internal and external machinations surrounding the presidential elections of November 2010.  


			In Haiti: International Dilemmas and Failures Seitenfus gives us a most informed, astute, and vivid account of 2010, which he aptly defines as “Haiti’s annus horriblis.”  In fact, his role as the Special Envoy of the OAS to Haiti gave him an insider’s understanding of the role of the international community in the political economy of Haiti.  In addition, he came to know well the Haitian political class, befriending President Préval and Prime Minister Jean-Max Bellerive among others. Clearly, Seitenfus developed a great understanding of the rather byzantine world of Haitian politics.  Moreover, he had access to critical information concerning the goals and strategies of the key members of the international community; he participated also in confidential meetings between international and Haitian authorities.  He was both observer and participant in the most important forums and organizations that attempted to frame Haiti’s complicated and difficult economic and political reconstruction. Seitenfus’ verdict is clear: the international community failed Haiti.  Not only did foreign powers  misunderstood the country and portrayed it as more violent than it really was, but their policies weakened an already weak state and privileged foreign NGOs that were ill equipped to deal with Haiti’s problems.  In other words, foreign assistance ignored Haitian preferences and knowledge, and imposed its own preconceived notions of what the country needed. The result is the transformation of Haiti into a dysfunctional  ”de facto protectorate under United Nations tutelage.”


			Seitenfus describes how the so-called Core Group (which includes Brazil, Canada, Spain, the United States, France, the UN, the OAS, and the European Union), has dominated Haitian politics.  In fact, the Core Group and MINUSTAH as well are clearly under American hegemony; Seitenfus shows how this international arrangement serves to hide American imperial interests. In turn, the Latin American countries, particularly Brazil, used Haiti to advance their own national interest and improve their relations with the United States itself.  The United States revealed its hegemonic status especially during the elections of 2010.  By manipulating CARICOM, the OAS, the Provisional Electoral Council, and using the services of Edmond Mulet (the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative and head of MINUSTAH), the United States managed to impose the presidential election of his chosen candidate, Michel Martelly.


			After supporting Préval as the indispensable President of Haiti, the United States and France grew increasingly antagonistic to him and were bent on preventing the election of his handpicked successor, Jude Célestin. In fact, Seitenfus reveals that this antagonism reached the point where the Core Group led by Mulet attempted to remove Préval from office and send him into exile. Had it not been for the intervention of Seitenfus himself, Préval might well have had in Mulet’s words “to leave the presidency and abandon Haiti.” While the Core group failed to carry this gross and illegal coup, it nonetheless succeeded in creating a process that changed the results of the first round of the presidential elections and opened the way to Martelly’s election in the second round. Seitenfus’ explosive revelations are of great significance and deserve to be known by a wide audience. In addition, Seitenfus expands the thoughts he initially developed in an interview published in December 2010 that was highly critical of the international intervention in Haiti and that ultimately led to his firing by the OAS. Haiti: International Dilemmas and Failures shows convincingly that the intervention has been a failure.  It has not contributed to any significant economic development, it has failed to stabilize the democratic transition, and it has a deeply flawed record on establishing the institutions required for a secure environment.  He also makes the case that the agreements signed between the Haitian government and the UN allowing MINUSTAH to take control of the country were illegal; they lacked the endorsement of Haiti’s president, and were thus unconstitutional.


			Seitenfus is not only critical of the foreign community; he has harsh words for the behavior of Haiti’s venal political class and predatory elite.  While he has good things to say about Préval, he is right in condemning his anarchic disdain for institutions and his slow and hesitant reaction to the earthquake.  Préval was no dictator and probably did more for national reconciliation than any other Haitian leader, but he lacked a sense of purpose to guide the country in the aftermath of the devastating earthquake.


			 In conclusion, Seitenfus has written a provocative and most persuasive and detailed account of the travail of the foreign occupation of Haiti.  It will attract a wide audience; “Haitianists,” academics and professionals studying international relations, humanitarian interventions, the Caribbean, Latin America, and the UN will be interested in Haiti: International Dilemmas and Failures.  


			Seitenfus has thus written an important and critical book that will become a must read for anyone interested in Haiti, development, and humanitarian interventions. He shows persuasively that the type of foreign assistance that Haiti has been receiving does more harm than good. I am convinced that Haiti: International Dilemmas and Failures will be a major reference in Haitianist circles for a long time to come; it is an eloquent challenge to the prevailing system of foreign assistance and imperial interference.  It is the work of a brave man and real humanist.


			July 21 2020


			Robert Fatton Jr.


			Julia Cooper Professor of Politics


			Department of Politics


			University of Virginia









		


		

			



Introduction






			The sea that leads to Cipango, and to those islands where men die mad and happy.


			Albert Camus, The Fall


			



To address Haiti is to experience, all at once, strong and multiple contradictory sensations. This is a country that is extravagant, maximalist, irritating, exceptional, intriguing, bold, exciting, devastating, fragile, precious, dignified, proud, and unjust. The long list of adjectives should convince us that we are dealing with a country meant more for feeling than for analyzing.


			After summing it all up, we are left with two contradictory feelings: desperation and fascination. The first one comes from various sources: from the analysis of cold social and economic statistics, from the knowledge of its political history after independence, from immersing oneself into the unbearable harshness of the vast majority of its people’s daily lives, or even from the promiscuous relations maintained with some international partners, who are always willing to lend the country a hand – although most of the time this is more like the hand of a drowning man. 


			The fascination derives from the sweet and cheerful force of its people, their unlimited love for life, the beautiful and elegant innocence of their children, their pioneering and unique epic struggle in the fight for human rights, their stoic and apparently infinitely flexible ability to endure unspeakable living conditions, from their multifaceted art based on a local reality that conveys universal values, and from their sublime and seductive landscapes that hide terrible and recurring dangers.


			This dichotomous sensation haunts everyone who tries to approach Haiti. It is impossible to escape from it. An accurate view of Haiti only becomes possible after we set aside all Manichaeisms and set formulas, as well as the theories that simplify the indomitable, complex and contradictory reality. In other words, this is only possible after we refrain from choosing between black and white, since in reality, what predominates is the gray of shady areas.


			The intertwining of Alejo Carpentier’s magical realism with Haiti’s contradictory realism suggests that in order for us to approach our subject, we must immerse ourselves deep under the skin of the other, free ourselves from preconceived ideas, get away from appearances that tend to obscure reality, divorce ourselves from the temptations that lead to hasty conclusions, and be able to listen more than we can talk. Only then can we have the slightest chance of navigating the meanders of a fascinating society, which over these last fifty years has challenged both modernity’s melodious chords, as well as its war drums. And yet, throughout history, we have had the exact opposite attitude, which has been the main driver of our failure to understand.


			Since 1986, Haiti has experienced a period of low-intensity internal conflict. This is the inevitable struggle for power among political actors, but without a civil war situation, the risk of collective crimes, or even without the prospect of genocide. To the contrary, the incidence of violence in the country is among the lowest in the region. The only peculiarity of this political dispute is the fact that the rules of the democratic game are not respected.


			Neither does Haiti constitute a threat to its neighbors. In 1995, the country abolished its armed forces and has only a National Police, which is poorly equipped and trained, in addition to being small in size.


			Despite these conditions, between 1993 and 2013, no less than seven missions were sent to Haiti for military, police and civilian interventions sponsored by the United Nations (UN) with the support of the Organization of American States (OAS). Due to a lack of alternatives and a shortsighted perception of Haiti’s challenges, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) took on the responsibility of allegedly “stabilizing” the country. Even the current intervention, which is intended to be the last one, is called the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (or in French, Mission des Nations Unies pour la stabilisation en Haïti, MINUSTAH).


			The system for conflict prevention, especially the one under the United Nations, is not suitable for Haiti’s needs and context. How else can we explain this systemic failure to adapt, when within the span of a decade, it has been necessary for the UN to return to Haiti on six occasions with missions of various types?


			Historically, Haiti has been the subject of negative attention by the international system. Perceived as a threat, Haiti and its relations with the world have been defined by this force and never by dialogue. Located in a Caribbean Basin that is considered by Washington to be its mare nostrum – a few miles separate it from the rebel island of Cuba – Haiti also pays for the consequences of its historic ties to France. All these alleged partners seek to attain a single objective: to freeze power and turn Haitians into prisoners of the island itself.  The fear of boat people fleeing the island explains the international decisions with regards to Haiti. The desire is for Haitians to remain in the country at any cost.


			Haiti is also victim of the actions of certain transnational non-governmental organizations (TNGOs),1 since there is a malign and perverse relation between these organizations’ power and the weakness of the Haitian state. Most of these organizations only exist because of Haiti’s misfortunes. The country is also victim of the charity of others, which cannot serve as the engine of its foreign relations. Finally, it is a victim of a mercantilist elite and a predatory political class.


			More than 90% of the education and health systems are private. The country does not have the public resources to operate even the most basic state apparatus. The UN has failed by not taking into account cultural factors. To reduce Haiti’s challenges to a military action makes one of the country’s two main problems even worse: the weakness of its economic structure. The great challenge, apart from political, is also socioeconomic in nature. With the unemployment rate at 80% of the available workforce, it is counterproductive and immoral to mount a peace operation and to send soldiers under the false heading of a stabilization mission. There is nothing to stabilize and everything to build.


			For over two centuries, the presence of foreign troops has alternated with the presence of dictators. Haiti’s original sin on the world stage was its liberation. In 1804, Haitians committed the unacceptable: a lèse majesté crime in a troubled world. At the time, the West was characterized by colonialism, slavery and racism and sustained itself through the exploitation of conquered lands. Thus, the Haitian revolutionary model frightened the colonialist and racist great powers. The United States recognized Haiti’s independence only until 1862 and France demanded a hefty sum in financial compensation for accepting this liberation. Within a short period of time, Haiti’s independence was compromised and the country’s development was hindered. Since then, the world has not known how to deal with Haiti and has therefore resolved to ignore it. And so it began, 200 years of solitude for Haiti on the international scene.


			Haiti is where the international solidarity dramas and failures converge. The UN has blindly applied Chapter VII of its Charter and has deployed its troops to impose a peace operation. These actions were justified using the bureaucratic apology that the UN Security Council’s mandate does not include any operation that is not military in nature. But in fact, the conditions in Haiti limit such a mandate to maintaining the peace only in the cemeteries.


			In proportion to the number of people living there, Haiti is the country supposedly receiving the largest amount of foreign aid, both private and public. Haitians are, according to the multiple and various available statistics, the most costly for international cooperation. Before the earthquake, it was already like this. After January 12, 2010, the phenomenon widened to the point that it is valid to question the features and results of this “gold rush” that Haiti became for the foreign aid industry.


			Compared to the extremely large volume of the alleged aid the country has received, the results are insignificant. The programs financed by external funds tend to disappear as soon as these are transferred to Haitian partners, since projects completely lack sustainability. The country does justice to the not-so-flattering title of being a project cemetery. One could add that Haiti is the country of lost hopes and lost innocence, of infinite frustrations, of unraveled dreams, of a purgatory for good intentions.


			The year 2010 was known as the worst in Haitian history, marked by three major events. The first one occurred on January 12, when an earthquake destroyed the Port-au-Prince metropolitan region, killing more than 230,000 people, injuring many others and leaving around 1.5 million people without shelter.


			The second one began in mid-October and lasted for many years. Brought by Nepalese soldiers serving under MINUSTAH, the Vibrio cholera bacterium was introduced into the country for the first time ever. The inhumane sanitary conditions that prevail in Haiti allowed the epidemic to spread, killing 50,000 people and infecting another 1.000,000 in the process.


			Finally, the third major event took place during the late November 2010 presidential elections, which paved the way for the interference – as unbelievable as it was shameful – by certain countries considered to be friends of Haiti and by the UN and the OAS, who imposed a candidate not only against popular will, but also against the basic rules of diplomacy and fundamental electoral principles. Rarely do we see such an open display of the weaknesses, contradictions and cowardice that befall the world when it focuses its attention on Haiti.


			This book retraces, from an insider’s perspective, Haiti’s annus horribilis. It is divided into three parts. The first one establishes the premises for Haiti’s complex and fascinating reality, set against the vicissitudes of its foreign relations. The second part, which focuses on the January 2010 earthquake and the cholera epidemic brought to the Island of Hispaniola by the United Nations peace operation, describes the extent of the Haitian tragedy. Finally, the third part is dedicated to the political, electoral and power clashes unleashed by the process of electing President René Préval’s successor.


			Being a constant presence throughout Haiti’s history – due to rejection or boycott, or to indifference in light of the country’s dramas – the West plays an essential role in the construction of myths and realities in today’s Haiti.


			Although it purports to be analytic, what marks this book is the simplicity of a direct narrative and without any embellishment, written with the exclusive intention to contribute to the changes that must occur in the relations between the world and a restless and misunderstood island, which was once considered to be the Pearl of the Antilles.


			In the event that the reader comes to look for the comfort of her wellbeing with this book, for a thankful pat on the shoulder for what the world contributes to Haiti or for complete formulas for understanding, explaining and resolving the dramas and dilemmas portrayed here, it would be better to stop reading before even starting. From the anxiety over Haiti’s daily drama, nothing else could come out but a text made of words that express concern, sensitivity, boldness, unpleasantness, and near desperation.


			This book was not written to please anyone. Most likely, the vast majority of the institutional actors mentioned here will not appreciate it. Nonetheless, as Camus warns in The Fall, if we were in a democracy, we would all be guilty. This is not the case. In the face of the disaster that is the alleged international cooperation, the criminal collusion within the Haitian elite and the endless suffering by the majority of its people, it is impossible to compromise.


			This is an engaged testimony, written by someone infused with the tenuous hope that he will contribute to reducing the amount of time needed for the world and Haiti to find another path for their mutual relations; a path that is different from the one they have taken so far.









			


			

				

					1	This term refers exclusively to foreign non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that operate in Haiti.

















				


			


		


		

			



FIRST PART


			An unchanging Haiti and its disagreements with the world






			Commitment is the decision taken for an imperfect cause.


			Paul-Louis Landsberg


			



The country’s current catastrophe is embedded within a unique historical trajectory. Throughout this trajectory, there were both misfortunes and heroic acts. Marked by its constant and dramatic disagreements with the West, Haiti aroused a feeling of repulsion and fear – two major traits that forever pervaded the country’s relations with the rest of the world.


			Once the cradle of Spain’s conquest of the New World – and later France’s – for two centuries Haiti brought to light both the most sublime and the most horrendous aspects of the human condition. It was under the incomparable luminosity of the Caribbean skies, reflected in the intense blue of its waters, that horrendous crimes were committed. And it was precisely in the Haitian cradle that the only revolt by the wretched of the earth took place. It was the Haitian highlands where the echoes of cries for liberty, dignity, justice, and equality came from. Before these cries were heard, however, the laments of an endless night ruled over the bodies and spirits.









		


		

			



CHAPTER I


			The black hole in the west’s consciousness


			



Do you know what the problem with the Caribbean is? That everyone came to do here what they couldn’t do in Europe and that whole mess had to have historical consequences.


			Gabriel García Márquez, Bohemia, Havana, 1979.1


			



On March 10, 2000, during a trip to Pointe-à-Pitre (Guadeloupe), I listened to French President Jacques Chirac announce that “Haiti has never been, properly speaking, a French colony”.


			The absurdity of this phrase – although it implies the need to explicitly define what “properly speaking” means – incorporates a strong and many times underlying current of thought and action that is characterized by the desire to keep Haiti at a distance and to reject the country and all that it represents.


			For over two centuries, France’s symptomatic and constant repulsion toward Haiti prevented all French heads of state from ever visiting its former colony. It was necessary for the terrible January 12, 2010 earthquake to occur in order for Nicolas Sarkozy to correct such opprobrium.


			Although important, his brief stay of only a few hours and the French head of state’s profile reveal the unsurmountable barriers that exist in the relations between Port-au-Prince and Paris. Nicolas Sarkozy is an adherent of the revisionism view of the history of colonialims. In a speech about the African Man in February 2007, Dakar, Senegal, he claimed that, 


			The European dream that was the dream of Bonaparte in Egypt, of Napoleon III in Algeria, of Lyautey in Morocco, was not so much a dream of conquest, but rather a dream of civilization. Stop tarnishing France’s past. I would like to say to all the supporters of repentance: what gives you the right to demand that the sons repent for their parents’ faults, which have often been committed by their parents only in your imagination?


			As the bastard and unwanted child of a promising colonization effort, which with the process of independence turned into a traumatic catastrophe, the West has worked hard to forget all that relates to colonialism and in particular, to Haiti. As a contemporary critic underscores, “the final moment of colonization consists in colonizing the history of colonialism.”2


			The extraordinary success of the French colonial economic model as it was applied in Saint-Domingue and the no less extraordinary actions that lead to its decline in 1803, gave it an originality that permanently marked the relations between Haiti and the world.


			The process of independence was the peak of a political, cultural and psychological process that was marked by the rejection of everything Haiti represents or that could be associated with it, as well as by the fear the West experiences whenever it is faced with Haitian reality. The latter represents the primal fear that invades and overpowers the majority of foreigners when they dare to approach Haiti.


			Just as the roar of a thunder in the blue skies of colonialism, Haiti’s independence, which was the bearer of a message of equality among the races, turned into an unprecedented event.


			The Haitian Revolution was perceived by the West as absurd and unacceptable. The fact that a group of black and illiterate slaves had defeated what was then considered the best equipped and trained army clashed with the spirit of the times.


			Led by Charles Victoire Emmanuel Leclerc – Napoleon Bonaparte’s brother-in-law – after disembarking on the shores of Cap Français (French Cap), the Armée du Rhin (the Army of the Rhine) could still exhale the scent of gunpowder from the various victories it had won in the battlefields of Europe. This was a pioneering event: for the first time in history, a white army was defeated by armed forces from another race.3


			The losers would attempt to erase all traces of the disaster from the collective memory. The victors would honor the heroic act by turning it into certainty with the birth of a nation and an example to be followed by all colonized peoples at the time.


			The usurpation by the European academia – which imposed its Eurocentric, exclusive and unequivocal interpretation, as noted in the work of Jack Goody4 – of how humanity’s history is told acquires particular relevance in the case of Haiti. Aimé Césaire, in his 1950 essay, Discourse on Colonialism, had already proclaimed that Europe was “morally and spiritually indefensible”.


			The objective was to erase from the collective memory any trace of the West’s responsibility in the dramatic shaping of Haitian society. In doing so, it deprived Haiti of its own past. It claimed the highest principles behind the Haitian Revolution as its own and transferred them to the French and American Revolutions. Since then, Haiti became the black hole in the West’s conscience. 


			As Eduardo Galeano highlights in a memorable article:


			Consult any encyclopedia and look for the first country to be free in America. You will always find the same answer: the United States. But the United States declared its independence when it was a nation with six hundred and fifty thousand slaves, who continued to be slaves for another century…


			And if you look in any encyclopedia for the first country to have abolished slavery, you will always get the same answer: England. But the first country that abolished slavery was not England; it was Haiti, which is still atoning for the sin of having dignity.5


			According to this view, it becomes necessary, as proposed by Michel-Rolph Trouillot,6 to rewrite the history of humanity and add back the pieces that have been kept out regarding Haiti.


			On the other hand, there is the paradoxical situation of having a discourse of liberty together with the practice of slavery. The radical nature of the Haitian Revolution challenged the most progressive premises of the main European humanist thinkers of the Enlightenment. What constituted the purest, most innovative, revolutionary and humanist aspects of the revolution, seemed gauche, inconsistent, contradictory and insufficient when confronted with the ideas, struggles and dramas coming from Saint-Domingue.


			It is not surprising to note that Thomas Hobbes considered slavery as an “inevitable part of the logic of power”.7 Nor that John Locke, a “shareholder in the Royal African Company involved in American colonial policy in Carolina,”8 would define it as being a justifiable institution. Much less surprising is that, while getting rich through speculation in the stock market during the reign of Louis XVI, including through shares in companies that invested in Saint-Domingue, François-Marie Arouet – Voltaire – did not once express any opposition to the slavery regime.


			This inconsistency is also apparent with the neglectful and conniving silence of Jean-Jacques Rousseau – a staunch defender of liberty – who never referred to the events in Saint-Domingue or even mentioned the practice of slavery in Africa.


			An example that is full of meaning is that of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. For 200 years, a heavy silence had lingered over his relations with Haitian slavery. The veil began to be lifted recently, revealing that Hegel was not only inspired by the Haitian Revolution when he wrote La Phénoménologie de l`esprit [The Phenomenology of Spirit] – in which he dissects the dialectic of master and slave (le maître et l’esclave) relations – but that he was also not immune to the racism that clouded and subjugated his contemporaries.9


			The great Haitian poet and writer, René Depestre, has his own way of saluting Hegel’s betrayal in the following poem: 


			Hegel in the Caribbean10


			Papa Hegel is the sovereign sap


			flowing throuh the elm of philosophy:


			His words of German philosopher


			still travel triumphantly


			around the beings, the birds,


			and the beautiful things in life,


			while his beacon remains blind


			to the shipwreck of the Blacks of the Caribbean.


			Is this why the sea is a tragic poet?


			Papa Hegel knows by heart,


			just as he knows his desk, the dialectic


			of being and appearance in a plantation society:


			Master and slave


			colonizer/native


			Christian saint/Vodou lwa


			French/Creole


			White/Black/Mulatto


			and yet, his words form shadows around


			the problems of masquerades and the truth.


			Is this why my life is not a glass staircase?


			Papa Hegel has the strong, garish hands 


			of a carpenter who fully illuminates


			the laws and secrets of the great history 


			of the humanities, but he has no brotherly eyes


			for the veins that run, distraught,


			desolate, through the forest of black misfortune.


			Is this why, my beloved black woman,


			we eat and dance in the kitchen


			when tonight is a night of celebration in the West?


			With the guardians of liberty and equality taking these positions, the Haitian Revolution was left only with the violence of the act, the inhumanity of the battles and the supposedly unjust radicalism of a world dominated by superstition.


			The racist and Eurocentric West created the colonial system, which since the 16th century has extended its tentacles throughout the world, dominating populations in other continents. More than an idea, there was the conviction of an uncontested white supremacy over the other races. Under these conditions, the West was not prepared to accept, even explain, such an indescribable defeat.


			Furthermore, this was not just any military defeat. It was one full of symbology, for it contrasted with the lessons from colonial powers through a three-time revolutionary example, given that in addition to the military defeat and the abolition of the slavocratic system, the former slaves had installed an independent republic.


			As Aimé Césaire notes, the recognition of Haiti’s independence by France resulted from the battle between two possible policy choices: one based on the principles of its own revolution and another one based on colonialist interests. In spite of anti-colonialist voices, such as Du Pont de Nemours – who stigmatized the racism that had spread throughout the young French Republic when he argued there should not be hesitation to “sacrifice the colonies, rather than a principle” – it was clear what the final choice of policy would be.


			Paris had to react, for the Haitian case could serve as an example and show the way for the colonized peoples to seize their dignity. The colonialist and racist West, inspired by the French view, defined a strategy that would be implemented over two centuries, until today. This strategy has five dimensions:


			1. To establish a cordon sanitaire to prevent Haiti from establishing and maintaining contact with the rest of the world;


			2. To weaken the Haitian state, making the country ungovernable;


			3. To create the cultural and psychological conditions in the West that lead to the perception that anything coming from Haiti is bad in itself;


			4. To perceive Haiti as a society that threatens the foundations of international relations;


			5. To feed a terrifying and cowardly fear of Haiti.


			The initial reaction of the former parent state consisted in not giving de jure recognition to Haiti’s independence. Without this recognition, the new state found itself in political and legal limbo. 


			Finally, after more than two decades, a treaty was signed by the two countries in 1825. In that treaty, France demanded and obtained an amount equivalent to US$ 22 billion in current dollars in financial compensation. Imagining that the strict compliance with the agreed-upon terms would offer safe passage for its revolution to enter the Concert of Nations, the Haitian authorities were forced to seek loans from French banks in order to honor the debt. Thus, a cycle of dependence and indebtedness was started; one that would compromise the country’s economic development and mortgage its future.


			The United States joined France in its strategy of denying Haiti’s existence. In 1801, President Thomas Jefferson declared that in the event the island attained independence, it should remain under the protection of France, the United States and Great Britain. This troika was to be in charge of isolating the virus that plagued Haiti. For Jefferson, a simple measure would eliminate any risk of contamination:


			As long as we don’t allow the blacks to possess a ship we can allow them to exist and even maintain very lucrative commercial contacts with them.11


			The strategy of maintaining Haitians as prisoners of their own island, which caused the Caribbean Sea to become an insurmountable barrier, prevented Haiti from ever having, throughout the course of 200 years, a merchant navy. More than a necessary tool for becoming integrated into the flow of world trade, ships represented an exchange of ideas and experiences, both of which, coming from Haiti, were dangerous things.


			The view from the United States in the face of an independent Saint-Domingue left no doubt: “Haiti can exist as a great village of Maroons, a quilombo or a palenque. Without question, it will not be accepted in the concert of nations.”12


			In 1820, the issue of recognizing Haiti was again debated in the United States Senate. South Carolina Representative, Robert Y. Hayne, put an end to the debate by stating that “With nothing connected with slavery can we treat with other nations. Our policy with regard to Haiti is plain. We never can acknowledge her independence.”13


			Under the leadership of the extraordinary Lincoln, the United States would come to recognize Haiti’s independence in 1862, during the Civil War. Victory would allow for the abolition of its own slavery regime without, however, ending segregation. Half a century later, in 1915, apparently tired of the political turmoil, Washington occupied Haiti and made the country its colony.


			Much more than being exceptional, the radical three-pronged outcome of the Haitian Revolution made an impression on Brazil’s masters, a country that was in the final throes of its colonial phase. The freedom attained by the Haitian slaves was considered a blasphemy that had to be combated. Any contact between the Brazilian freedom movements and the dangerous evil had to be prevented. Haitianism,


			…became an expression that would define the movement’s influence on the political actions of blacks and mulattos, whether slaves or free citizens, in all four corners of the American continent [especially after 1805]… Jean Jacques Dessalines, his picture decorated the medals hanging from the necks of black militiamen in Rio de Janeiro.14


			For the slavocrats, this was the absolute evil that had to be extirpated from Brazilian society.


			The Haitian revolutionaries had set the premises of the fundamental political rights that formed the basis for the decolonization process that began in the 1950s. Thus, the principle of the self-determination of peoples – claimed and seized through fire and sword by the Haitian revolutionaries – would become the cornerstone of international relations during the second half of the last century.


			The victorious Haitian Revolution would also give birth to the pioneer and violent clamor for the defense of equality in the human race.


			We are black, it is true, but tell us, gentleman, you who are so judicious, what is the law that says that the black man must belong to and be the property of the white man? … Yes, gentleman, we are free like you, and it is only by your avarice and our ignorance that anyone is still held in slavery up to this day, and we can neither see nor find the right that you pretend to have over us. We are your equals then, by natural right, and if nature pleases itself to diversify colors within the human race. It is not a crime to be born black not an advantage to be white.15


			Marked by the originality, violence and misery that allegedly came from it, the Haitian Revolution was turned into a source of meaning. That is, it became the point of convergence for all “the discourses and representations of slavery, and everything that derived from it.”16 The Haitian Revolution provoked changes in international markets. In particular, it caused an increase in the price of sugar, but also an increase in the measures used to control slave work: “From Virginia to Rio Grande do Sul, harsher laws, a less tolerant attitude toward free colored, and a generalized fear of slave revolts were to be the social and political legacy of the Haitian experience.”17


			Obsessed with asserting its independence, with the respect for the principle of racial equality and faced with the world’s hostility, Haiti would never be able to create a sufficiently strong and just model for the rule of law, capable of preventing anarchy and dictatorship from looming on its horizon. On the contrary, both of these marked the country’s history throughout its two centuries of independence.


			***


			Two features would indelibly permeate the relations of the future Haiti with the world. On one hand, there was the savage and indiscriminate violence that marked the conquest, the colonial era and the years of struggle for independence, which drenched the Island of Hispaniola in blood. On the other, as we shall see below, we have the misunderstandings that derive from the mythical and religious beliefs.


			It all began on October 12, 1492, the day when Christopher Columbus – sent by the Spanish Catholic monarchs, Fernando and Isabel – found firm land, which he thought to be the mythical Island of Cipango (today’s Japan). In fact, he had “discovered” what would become the New World. He had arrived at an islet in the Bahamas archipelago, which he named San Salvador (currently known as Watlings Island). According to Columbus, the natives “who appeared to have no religion” were welcoming and noted the existence of hundreds of islands in the region and that two of them – the Island of Colba (Cuba) and the Island of Bohio or Haiti – were very large and not far from each other.


			After some weeks of surveying the small islands – most of all, Cuba – Columbus crossed the Windward Passage that separates the two main islands and began, on December 6, 1492, the exploration of Haiti’s northern coastline. In his diary, he later refers to the latter as Hispaniola, for it was “the most beautiful thing in the world.”


			Columbus had been seduced by the beauty of the abundant tropical vegetation, by paradisiacal islands and beaches surrounded by a turquoise-blue sea, but most of all, by the affable welcoming he received from the inhabitants. After a first moment of panic that caused the natives to flee inland, they later returned, since they understood that the Christians had not come from the Island of Carib (or Caniba) – the place where natives who practiced cannibalism lived – but had been instead “sent from the sky,” giving everyone beautiful objects. According to Columbus, there was no hostile reaction, since “in the entire world there can be no better people, nor more docile.”


			In his famous work, Bartolomé de Las Casas also makes reference to the “most delightful Island of Hispaniola,” which was inhabited by persons that were “the most simple, without malice, humble, peaceful, without rancor, hate or desire for vengeance, obedient and most faithful to their natural lords and to Christians.”


			Having already spotted golden adornments in some of the natives, the Christians later became interested in discovering where that precious metal came from. Gold was later found in some rich gold mines, located on the eastern side of Hispaniola (Cibao).


			Continuing with his survey of the island’s northern coastline, on January 6, 1493, Columbus arrived at a bay where he encountered some natives, from whom he attempted to purchase bows and arrows. For that purpose, seven sailors came ashore and found approximately 50 natives. Then, after they had agreed to the sale, the natives “hurried away, apparently to look for [the items], but instead they returned with ropes with the objective of strapping the Christians” and making them prisoners. There was a brief skirmish that resulted in the death of various natives. Since then, the place is known as the Gulf or Bay of Arrows.


			That single episode constituted the first expression of resistance by the natives against the colonization of the Americas. Less than three months of Spanish presence in the New World were enough to confirm that the colonization process would be able to attain its objective, but that this would have to be done through fire and sword. Columbus had experienced what would become the tone of the relations between Christians and natives. The Spaniards were then forced to review their idyllic perception of the first weeks. Over the next few years, as Las Casas describes, they threw themselves “like cruel and famished wolves, tigers and lions” at the defenseless prey. 


			Massacres, exploitation and rape marked the beginning of Spanish exploitation. The natives were later convinced that although the Christians had not come from the Island of Carib, they had neither come from the sky. Some resistance was immediately planned out, but it was quickly quelled by the Spaniards, given that the bellicose means at their disposal made their wars look like “child’s play”. Thus, the Christians, with their horses, swords and spears, turned the killings and cruelties into their modus operandi. In a crude and vigorous manner, Las Casas describes the genocide perpetrated on the Island of Hispaniola:


			The Spaniards would enter into the towns and would slaughter children, the old and pregnant women. They would place wagers among themselves to see who could, with a single stroke, split a man in half or cut his head or disembowel him. They would erect gallows for thirteen victims at a time, and in honor and reverence of Our Redeemer and the twelve apostles, they would arrange wood and fire, and would burn them alive. They would kill the leaders by burning them over a slow fire so that their cries and desperate torment would chase away their souls. I saw all of this and many other acts by men that were inhuman, merciless and ferocious beasts, annihilators and enemies of the human progeny.


			The gallery of horrors described by Las Casas had a great impact and he was accused of treason against Spain. His work was published dozens of times in the other colonizing countries. In Spain, however, it was boycotted until the 20th century and there is only one edition available, from 1645.


			His work is poignant and written to be persuasive. It is the author’s attempt at his own redemption. In fact, attracted by easy wealth and eager for adventure, Las Casas arrived in Hispaniola on April 15, 1502, and for eight years, he was part of the fight against the natives. However, he was able to turn into the “protector of the Indians” and the source of inspiration for the New Laws of the Indies, adopted in 1542, which attempted to put an end to the scorched-earth policy that had been practiced until then and which exempted the natives from slavery.


			When it comes to destroying other cultures the white colonizer acts quickly and masterfully. In no other place in the New World did the extermination of the indigenous population reached such speed and such ferocity as in the case of the magnificent Hispaniola. Thus, approximately 600,000 natives were massacred, mostly from the Taíno indigenous tribe, whose only legacy was the name “Haiti” (“country of mountains” in the Taíno language) and who would be later avenged during the process for independence.


			At all stages of the conquest, the colonizers imposed their dominance at different levels: at the demographic, political, economic, cultural, social and religious levels. In spite of this, it was only in the Antilles, and particularly in the Hispaniola Island, that the totality of the indigenous population was wiped off the map. So much so, that for the first time, in 1513, it had already become necessary to bring natives from neighboring islands. This was in vain, for the natives refused to be enslaved.


			In 1516, following the death of Ferdinand (the Catholic), Cardinal Cisneros assumed the regency and nominated three hieronymite monks to administrate the Hispaniola Island. Although reluctant, the hieronymites came to agree that the island’s economy could not do without the use of slave labor. Since the natives proved to be unsuitable, Las Casas suggested using slaves from Africa. In his fight to protect the natives, Las Casas made an argument that would deeply mark the human occupation of the Hispaniola Island and one he would regret for the rest of his life.


			Since around the mid-13th century, Portuguese traders had been dedicated to trading slaves native to the Barbary Coast. With their later penetration into the Gulf of Guinea, they now had the conditions to supply the Iberian market, especially after 1460.


			It was easy to convince the conquistadors. With the fleet commanded by Fray Nicolás de Ovando – the true founder of Hispaniola and the island’s governor from 1501 to 1509 – some black slaves arrived to Hispaniola. However, the first true shipment of black Ladinos, who spoke Spanish, arrived in Hispaniola in 1505 and after 1518 – always with the support of the hieronymite monks – this flow would increase significantly.


			It was later decided that it would be from Hispaniola – where Cristopher’s brother, Bartholomew, had founded Santo Domingo – that Spain would launch the foundations for its empire in the Americas. However, this carried a large risk, since the more Spain set out to conquer new territories the more it jeopardized the colonization of the island.


			This example was emblematic, since the extermination of Hispaniola’s native population and the ransacking of its natural resources were early signs given by the conquistadors to peoples they deemed to be inferior. Lacking any moral scruples or institutional checks, and comforted by Catholicism’s barbaric blindness, the conquistadors found the free rein and spiritual comfort to carry out what would become the largest carnage in human history.


			Spain was a lousy colonizer and an excellent exploiter. Hispaniola’s gold seams were not plentiful and were quickly depleted. Later, easily accessible sources of natural wealth were discovered in Mexico and Peru, in contrast to the lack of precious metals in the island. The only thing that the few settlers on the island had to offer was an increasing stock of cattle. Meanwhile, not satisfied with this, Spain decided to impose abusive tariffs given its monopoly on trade, forcing the settlers to engage in contraband. The situation worsened to such an extent that on August 4, 1603, the Spanish king, Phillip II, decided to retake effective control of the island’s economy. He did this in a radical and unthinkable manner: by ordering the depopulation of the western part of the island and concentrating people on the eastern side. All cities located along the western coastline were destroyed. Slaves and animals were evacuated. Thus, the economy on the western side of the island was mutilated, turning into scorched earth and no man’s land (terra nullius).


			 Taking advantage of the Spaniards’ negligence, and later their abandonment of the island, the first French pirates arrived on the Île de la Tortue (the Tortuga Island) and began to carry out incursions into Hispaniola territory. These were the first signs of a reversal in the island’s history, since it was through the protective shield of the pirates that the French state arrived on what is now Haiti. This was not just any state, but France as a world power at its peak, with Richelieu and Colbert. Thus, the French Saint-Domingue colony emerged.


			The de facto French occupation on the western part of the island was a reality by the mid-17th century. European international law would give it de jure recognition through the Treaty of Nijmegen (1678), and especially, through the Treaty of Ryswick (1697). The division of the island that still exists today had been consecrated. At the same time, there was a reversal in the roles of the two sides of the island: the Eastern part stagnated, fulfilling its needs through cattle ranching and Spanish feudal methods, while the French part experienced extraordinary development thanks to the strength of French capitalism. The Island of Hispaniola offers a striking example of the clash between a decaying feudalist system and dynamic capitalism.


			With massive investment, technological improvements and an organized system of production – called plantation agriculture – the vast lands were effectively worked and exploited through the use of slave labor. Apart from establishing the cultivation of cotton, France also applied the lessons from its success with sugar cane and coffee in Brazil and in other islands in the Antilles, and systematically introduced these two highly productive crops.


			By 1720, Saint-Domingue was already producing 21 million pounds of sugar, and by 1788, it reached an impressive 52 million pounds. More than 750 large ships, manned by 80,000 sailors, were responsible for transporting the island’s agricultural wealth to the empire’s capital. At the time, the future Haiti accounted for one third of France’s foreign trade. In 1789, for example, of the 17 million pound sterling in French exports, 11 million came from the Saint-Domingue colony.


			This situation made the colony famous – the colony came to be known as the Pearl of the Antilles – and many investors rushed toward the extremely profitable venture. Firms were created and stocks would rapidly increase in value and exchange hands, to the point of convincing personalities such as Voltaire to invest in the island’s economy.


			The increase in Saint-Domingue’s production was accompanied by a growing number of slaves, as shown in the figure below.


			Figure 1 – Slaves in Saint-Domingue
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			As a result of the French Revolution, and in relation to the massive number of slaves, there were only 40,000 whites and 28,000 freedmen, almost all of them mulatto. On the Spanish side of the island, the situation was entirely different. The population there was less than 20% that of the French part, with 35,000 whites, 38,000 freedmen and 30,000 slaves.


			Despite the island’s exiguous condition, there was a sharp duality in terms of the occupation, colonization and history of the two peoples. Different cultures, languages, interests, and social behaviors left a permanent mark on the turbulent relationship. The contrast between the island’s two sides was absolute: Hispaniola was deemed to be the poor relative, while the French side was dominant and confident in its future. Thus, Haitians began to have a feeling of superiority over their neighbors – even during the slavery period. The expression pagnol (the contraction in French of the term, espagnol) began to be used pejoratively to refer to the poor Spanish whites that would sell their animals on the western half of the island. Compared to their French white masters – sons of the Enlightenment – Spaniards, and by extension, Latin Americans, were belittled by Haitians. Despite the terrible course of history, such feelings are still alive today.


			On the sugar plantations,18 approximately 80% of the slaves would work directly in the farming process through three activities, which were allocated as follows: the Grand Atelier would gather able men and women and was in charge of the arduous job of cutting and transporting the sugarcane and the preparation of the land for planting; the Second Atelier was comprised of slaves with some type of illness; and finally, the Petit Atelier had children between 8 and 13 years of age.


			As a result of long work days, the terrible working conditions and the incidence of contagious diseases, the useful work life of a slave would not exceed seven years. A high infant mortality also contributed to a life expectancy of barely 20 years.


			The slave families had a communal way of life and lived in mud shacks covered with straw. Their form of social organization within the plantation resembled an Africa that had been lost: it was monogamous, albeit with a large offspring; it prohibited incest among siblings and unions between first cousins; it had numerous weddings – although few followed the Catholic ritual – due to the frequent destruction of marital bonds as spouses were sold.


			Concerned with the possibility of organizing among the slaves, the settlers would make sure that they mixed the different ethnic, religious and linguistic groups, making social ties within the plantation as superficial as possible. This forced slaves to create their own language – Kreyòl – which resulted from their distorted, although phonetic, comprehension of French and the addition of various idiomatic expressions of African origin.


			The slaves were subject to two social control and justice systems. The first system was internal to the community and was implemented through elements that had supposedly been given magical powers. The second one, which was imposed by the masters, was the Code Noir, adopted by the French state in 1685. The latter considered the slave to be a mobile good, lacking any right to property or protection. This system imposed sentences on fugitives and allowed the master to apply the punishment of his choice on the slave. Whippings, torture, mutilation, prison, and death were among the most common forms of punishment.


			The lack of any rights left slaves little room to protest. In fact, only two forms of opposing the all-powerful master were left. The first one consisted of sabotaging the work equipment and the second, of escaping from the plantation. Temporary escapes were those in which slaves left but eventually returned to the plantation (petit marronage), while permanent escapes were called grand marronage.19


			The decision to abandon a plantation was difficult. In the beginning, the phenomenon resulted from the individual decision by a slave who had recently arrived in the island. The escape options were few and hideouts were rare. For these reasons, the Maroons had a preference for heading toward the mountains in the South and to the border region with the Hispaniola colony. Increasingly, they began to form small groups that would survive thanks to their plundering and stealing activities.


			It was only after 1764 that the dangers of marronage for the plantation system were first denounced and complaints about the havoc wrought by the Maroons emerged. In 1793 – right in the middle of the French revolutionary period – it was noted that there had been approximately 50,000 cases of marronage throughout the three previous decades. Thus, the phenomenon had become significant, even more if we take into account the growth in the number of collective escapes by educated and supposedly socialized slaves – called Ladinos – who would abandon entire plantations and form autonomous communities.


			In the late 18th century, pro-independence Haitians took advantage of the French Revolution’s meandering contradictions to strengthen their military capabilities and their determination in the struggle for liberation. After a decade of terrible suffering, atrocious crimes, painful defeats, and memorable deeds, finally, on November 18, 1803, after a decisive victory in the Battle of Vertières, Haiti was born.


			The methods used by the two sides were adapted to the terrible experiences of the conquest and colonization processes. These methods were characterized by relentless fighting, a bewildering feeling of hatred and by the constant thirst for vengeance.


			The terror inflicted by the French troops had been fully reciprocated. As stated by Dessalines: “Yes, we have given these true cannibals, war for war, crime for crime, outrage for outrage. I have saved my country, I have avenged America”.


			Dessalines was the providential hero in a dreadful mission. Fully rejecting the politeness that had led to Toussaint Louverture’s assassination – through cold and starvation – at Fort de Joux,20 Dessalines was the man required by the historical circumstances.


			When Rochembeau decided to spread terror, murdering 500 blacks after forcing them to dig their own common grave, Dessalines did not hesitate and gave him a taste of his own poison. Under the incredulous and terrified watch of the French colonizers, he placed 500 stakes around Cap Français, in the Northern part of the county, and on each he hung a white settler. To serve as a lesson, he left them exposed.


			Being the main source and reference on the indiscriminate use of violence during the Haitian insurrection, Bryan Edwards tells of the:


			…horrors of which imagination cannot adequately conceive nor pen describe… Such a picture of human misery; such a scene of woe, presents itself, as no other country, no former age has exhibited. Upwards of one hundred thousand savage people, habituated to the barbarities of Africa, avail themselves of the silence and obscurity of the night, and fall on the peaceful and unsuspicious planters, like so many famished tygers thirsting for human blood… and death… await alike the old and the young, the matron, the virgin, and the helpless infant… and, in a few dismal hours, the most fertile and beautiful plains in the world are converted into one vast field of carnage;-a wilderness of desolation!21


			Adding to the rage of battle, and absent any rules other than those aimed at inflicting the worst possible harm on the enemy, the pro-independence fighters opted for the war strategy of indiscriminate torching. Soon after the insurrection had started, all plantations within an 80-kilometer radius of Cap Français were systematically burned to the ground. At the end of the carnage, Saint-Domingue was burning in flames, turning the former Pearl of the Antilles into a mountain of ashes.


			The prospect of a military defeat caused the French to adopt more radical strategies, leading their troops to implement a war strategy of extermination. Every black person, even those who proved to be loyal, was summarily executed. In Cap Français, a thousand blacks were thrown into the sea with a sack of flour tied to their necks: “During the next few days their bodies were washed ashore along the beaches of the town, where “to the disgust and horror of the town’s inhabitants” they rotted, untouched, in the equatorial sun.”22


			Shortly before succumbing to yellow fever on November 2, 1802, a desperate Leclerc tells his brother-in-law that “[s]ince I have been here, I have seen only the spectacle of fires, insurrections, murders, of the dead and the dying… My soul is withered, and no joyful thought can ever make me forget these hideous scenes.”23


			Napoleon’s invincible army, surrounded by the aura of its victories on European battlefields, had been massacred by forces that, despite fighting heroically, were poorly equipped, undernourished and poorly trained. In the wake of this spectacular defeat, Paris was compelled to cede its Louisiana colony to the United States, selling it in May of 1803 for US$15 million.


			At the moment of its birth, Haiti found itself exhausted. Estimates put the number of victims at 160,000. The French lost 43,000 soldiers, and all of their settlers were either massacred or had to abandon Haiti. Despite the victory, the fighting never ceased. It was now a civil war. Later, the emergence of secessionist movements would weaken the country even further.


			Charged in late 1803 with writing the text that would announce the birth of an independent Haiti, Louis Felix Boisrond-Tonerre noted that “to establish your act of independence, it takes the skin of a white to serve as parchment, his skull for a desk, his blood for ink, and a bayonet for a pen”.


			With this as inspiration, Haiti’s founding document was finalized with a cry of “eternal hatred of France!”


			Years later, while a prisoner on the island of Saint Helena, Napoleon Bonaparte reluctantly admitted his great mistake:


			Meantime, what had I gained by the truce of Amiens [March 27, 1802 – May 23, 1803]? I had hazarded an imprudent expedition, for which I was reproached, and justly, for it was worthless of itself.


			I tried to recover San Domingo; I had good reasons for the attempt. France was too much hated by the allies to dare to remain inactive during the peace: she was forced to maintain her strength; and it was necessary to give some scope to idle curiosity. The army required to be kept constantly in motion to prevent it from falling off: besides, I was glad to try our sea forces.


			For the rest, the expedition was ill conducted: wherever I was not present, things went wrong.24


			With the United States obtaining its independence in 1776, a second victory against European colonialism had once again emerged in the New World. However, there could not be a more evident contrast between the enthusiastic welcome received by the pro-independence revolutionaries in North America and the contempt, mixed with arrogance, with which the liberators of Saint-Domingue would be treated. For the former, all glory; for the latter, scorn. This was the beginning of two centuries of suffering and international solitude for its people.


			The process of colonization marked the beginning of globalization. The inevitable decolonization process that unfolded in a series of historical steps throughout the 19th and 20th centuries encompassed all continents. This led to the emergence of more than 150 new states, which reconfigured the global political map. Of all the experiences that resulted from decolonization – experiences which at times were dramatic – not one of them is comparable to Haiti’s. No state, despite all being forcefully born from the struggle for independence, would be subject to such unanimous and radical rejection as Haiti. No other young state will receive from the world the inequitable treatment that would be inflicted upon the birthplace of basic human rights. Being ahead of its time, Haiti had been right too early. Hence, facing internal weakness and abandonment in its relations with the rest of the world, the prospects for success were uncertain for the First Black Republic established by former slaves.


			Nonetheless, at the dawn of independence, there was still hope. In order to break its isolation, the leaders of the Haitian Revolution realize they would have to search for international support, together with the independence movements that had surfaced throughout Ibero-America. The Haitian decision to approach the Latin American revolutionaries fits within an overall logic of solidarity based on principles, as well as survival. Port-au-Prince, however, would later make the unforgivable mistake of attempting to turn the 1804 victory into an export commodity.


			The opportunity presented itself on December of 1815. Feeling cornered, depressed and on the brink of suicide, a desperate Simón Bolívar found refuge in Jamaica. He then decided to accept an invitation by President Alexandre Pétion and traveled to Les Cayes with what was left of his fleet, which had been recently defeated by the Spaniards in Cartagena de Indias.


			Bolívar obtained the support of President Alexandre Pétion and of some foreign merchants. He gathered men, ships and weapons in Haiti and in May of 1816, he launched an expedition into Venezuela’s eastern coast. In July 1816, Bolívar was once again defeated. He then returned to Haiti, and feeling desperate, Bolívar writes a letter to Pétion asking for help once more. According to Bolívar, he awaited the response to this letter as if it were “the last decree in my political life”.


			Thankful, Bolívar wrote a letter to Pétion on October 9, 1816. In it, he emphasizes that the Haitian president,


			…possesses a quality which is above empires, named altruism. It is the President of Haiti alone who governs for the people. It is he alone who leads his equals. The other potentates, content to make them-selves obeyed, scorn the love which makes your glory. The hero of the North, Washington, found only enemy soldiers to conquer. Your Excellency has all to conquer, enemies and friends, foreigners and countrymen, the fathers of the country and even the strength of his brothers. This task will not impossible for Your Excellency, who is above his country and his epoch.25   


			The Haitian arsenals armed Bolívar again with rifles and ammunition. Three hundred Haitian combatants joined the endeavor. At the command of a fleet of eight ships, the future liberator sailed for Venezuela on December 28, 1816, to finally meet his long-awaited victory.


			Without the Haitian support, Bolívar’s victory would have been impossible. Bolívar recognized this and asked Petión whether it would be suitable to consider the latter as the “author of American liberty”. The Haitian president never answered this question. However, he did make a single request: that once the long-awaited independence had been attained, that the liberators commit to abolishing slavery.


			Despite formally decreeing freedom for all slaves in Carúpano on June 2, 1816, Bolívar did not implement this decision. In the end, the new masters turned out to be as slavocratic as the old ones and turned a deaf ear to the Haitian appeals.


			What the liberators feared was the possible contagion of the ideas and violence in Saint-Domingue. The victory by the affranchis and the Haitian slaves was a warning sign for the slavocrats in the Americas and a cautionary tale about the fearsome consequences of propagation of the liberal ideas of equality and human rights across slavocratic societies. 


			When the Congress of Panama was convened in 1826, with the objective of fighting against dispersal, and in favor of integration, in Latin America, Simón Bolívar surprisingly invited the United States, which immediately refused the offer.


			Haiti’s participation in the conclave, without whose support the liberation of Hispanic America would have been impossible, was not even contemplated. Leaving Haiti out was no surprise. The episode marked the absolute marginalization of Haiti in continental affairs. With this, the issue of the turbulent black republic came full circle and 200 years of Haitian solitude in international relations began.


			Later, whenever the world decided to break Haiti’s isolation, it would do so with the exclusive objective of punishing the country and its people. Invasions, occupations, aggression and embargoes were the methods implemented. Haiti had not yet finished paying for the audacity it committed in 1804. 


			It was only a few who saw hope in the Haitian Revolution for the wretched of the earth. From Cuba to Brazil, passing through Jamaica, whispers of praise were emitted and later muffled by the slavocrats. Some intellectuals attempted to echo the lessons that came from Haiti. It was in vain. Although the Haitian valleys and mountains had been the shelter and true beginning of the internationalization of human rights, it was the Haitian Revolution’s complex foes – the American and French Revolutions – that were lauded as redeemers of peoples and which since then have been considered as being the “mothers of liberty.”


			It was the Haitian Revolution that forced the French Revolution to strive toward obeying the latter’s own fundamental principle, according to which men are born and kept free and have equal rights. The French Revolution, nevertheless,


			…was eager to maintain the slavery of black people behind the facade of property rights, eager to reconcile its words with its actions, its principles with its practices, and in doing so, to escape an unfortunate and embarrassing contradiction between the ideals it proclaimed and the interests it was protecting. It was a master stroke, but also a proud and significant service provided by the insurgent blacks of Saint-Domingue-Haiti to the Great French Revolution of Mirabeau, Lafayette, Danton, Robespierre, Camille Desmoulins and Saint-Just, by restoring the Revolution’s own internal logic and by making it, at last, truly more universal.26   


			In their terrible and violent fight for independence, the revolution’s leadership appealed to the supernatural. Vodou was an extraordinary foundation for social cohesion during the slavery period and a formidable instrument for mobilization in the struggle for liberation. Still dominant today, Vodou refuses to surrender to modernity.


			In 1943, Alejo Carpentier visited Haiti and felt “the indisputable charm of the Haitian landscape.”27 He discovered this when he found himself:


			…treading on land where thousands of men anxious for freedom had believed in the lycanthropic powers of Mackandal,28 to the point where this collective faith produced a miracle on the day of his execution… and who inspired, with that magic, one of the strangest and most dramatic uprisings in history. 


			The publication of his remarkable – although brief – novel about Haiti’s independence, The Kingdom of This World, had as an introduction a prologue in the form of a manifesto in which he launches the theoretical foundations of magical realism. With this prologue, Carpentier distanced himself from the artificiality of surrealism, of which he had been one of the main proponents.


			For Carpentier, the revelation of Haiti was merely the spark that illuminated the continent’s true identity and originality, since America “is far from having exhausted its torrent of mythology.” For him,


			…because of the dramatic singularity of the events, the fantastic elegance of the characters encountered at a given moments at the enchanted crossroads of the Cap Français, everything seems fabulous in a story impossible to situate in Europe, and which is nonetheless just as real as any exemplary incident consigned, for the purposes of pedagogy, to scholarly textbooks… But what is the history of America if not a chronicle of the marvelous in the real?


			How can it be possible to understand Haiti when one is an agnostic intellectual gifted with a mental structure that rejects a priori any reference to the divine or the supernatural? For Carpentier, the task is impossible, since being able to sense what is magical presupposes having faith. Those who do not believe in saints, he maintains, “cannot be cured with their miracles.” 


			Carpentier’s assessment is corroborated by Haitian liberal historian Leslie Manigat, for whom Haiti is a land of irrationality, of a type of reasoning that is contradictory and drenched in a strong and mystic denseness.


			This assessment is not derived from a hasty and impressionist analysis. It is the result of the reflections and experiences of someone capable of setting aside from his analytical view, all elements and values that can obscure the analysis. But he does not just set these aside; he embraces them, considering them to be structural elements of Haiti’s social and political reality.


			The force of the mysticism that permeates and dominates the mysterious Haitian society is so ample and deep that even the most careless observer cannot help but notice it.


			Social control in a society that lacks state institutions – as in the case of Haiti – can be achieved through violence – although at relatively low levels, to take into account the social disparities and the absolute poverty which afflicts the majority of the population – or by means of informal instruments of domination and subjugation, such as the formation of clans, the creation of clienteles, sponsorship networks, etc. These instruments of control are efficient, although they are incomplete and limited. There is only one comprehensive and totally effective structure: religion, for as Victor Turner highlights in one of his classic statements, “where conflicts loom large, rituals abound.”


			Together, these two elements – violence and mysticism – force popular literature and the Hollywood film industry to turn Haiti into a territory of outlaws; a land of the supernatural and the incomprehensible, and later, of the unacceptable.


			As we shall see below, in light of disagreements that are full of preconceptions, Haitians adopted the tactic of becoming fugitive slaves. They defined a strategy of survival in which marooning became a social philosophy and a political practice.


			The January 12, 2010 earthquake resulted in the destruction of the Port-au-Prince Cathedral, of the majority of churches and Catholic schools in the metropolitan region and the death of the Archbishop, Monsignor Serge Miot. The disaster left the Catholic Church on its knees and opened the way for Evangelicals. Since the earthquake, a silent invasion of congregations, sects and allegedly religious groups – mostly coming from the Midwestern United States – started arriving in Haiti. Since the first half of 2010, there has been no flight coming from the United States that does not unload its share of “Jesus tourists,” easily identified by their congregation’s shirt.29


			The United States Embassy in Port-au-Prince estimates that an unbelievable 200,000 of its citizens come to Haiti every year. Among them, the vast majority are young faith tourists. They stay for a week in a village built by their churches and they live among Haitian children, making handicrafts or prostheses for earthquake victims. And most of all, they pray.


			Motivated at times by repentance – given statements such as “I have sinned so much in the city this year, I hope that, in helping the poor, I will be able to reconcile with God” – or seeking to find meaning for their lives, the Evangelicals confess they travel to Haiti with a single objective: to ensure Haitians have a new relationship with Jesus Christ.


			Brad Johnson, Mission of Hope’s director, notes that the number of Vodou temples is decreasing in the region. He says, “There is a spiritual battle being fought here. It exists everywhere, also in the United States, where we worship money. But in Haiti, it is more evident because they adore Satan.”


			Vodou, claims a faith tourist, “is not a just path for these people. I would love to introduce them to Jesus’s message.”


			Later on, a Vodou priest responds:


			But they do not understand that we also believe in God. They claim that we worship the devil and that we are cannibals. That is not true. I would very much like to show them our culture and that people, when prayer no longer works, come here to be treated with our plants.


			Few are the Haitian voices that protest, especially when the Evangelicals, along with their prayers and chants, also bring medicine and food. Erol Josué, Director of the Haitian National Bureau of Ethnology (Bureau National d’Ethnologie d’Haïti), criticizes them harshly:


			The way American evangelicals operate replaces neocolonialism. They believe in conquering the love of the Haitian people with a hot meal. This is an attempt against national identity, against our ancestral Vodou tradition. They benefit from the endless debates of our politicians, who abandon all spaces to these proselytizers.


			Josué should not despair. For now, the relationship is sustained on a trade: on one hand, the Evangelicals ease their conscience while supplying indispensable, tangible goods. On the other, Haitians give apparent demonstrations of abandoning their secular belief. For the former, this represents a market of illusions, and for the latter, a market of deceptions. In other words, this is a classic marché de dupes – a fool’s bargain. 


			The US Evangelicals, starting with televangelist Pat Robertson, took advantage of the earthquake to resume with greater fury, their constant assault on Vodou. According to them, Haiti is a diabolical land, where the forces of evil reign. For Robertson, the Haitian “curse” is the result of a “pact with the devil” made by the leaders of the revolution in order to set themselves free from the French colonial empire.


			According to Robertson, “you know, something happened a long time ago in Haiti. They got together and swore a pact to the devil. They said, ‘We will serve you if you get us free from the French.’ True story.”30


			In Robertson’s view, the earthquake was the best and most definitive proof of the evil that corroded Haiti. It had happened only to punish Haitians and to make their country expiate for their sins. Thus, the earthquake was not a manifestation of nature’s might, nor should we consider the role that might have been played by the geological faults that run across Haiti. To the contrary, the earthquake was due to God’s will. It came as a result of the divinity of Pat Robertson and the Evangelicals who currently invade the land of Dessalines.


			In light of the racist, merciless and absurd insults from the so-called pastor, White House spokesperson Robert Gibbs was cutting: “It never ceases to amaze, that in times of amazing human suffering, somebody says something that can be utterly stupid.”


			Unfortunately, stupidity is quicker than intelligence, sensibility and respect. The Haitian consul in São Paulo, George Samuel Antoine, had also blamed Vodou for the earthquake. Unaware that he was being recorded, he confided: “I think that from tinkering so much with Macumba… Africans, in themselves, have a curse… every place that has Africans is fucked… The misfortune there [in Haiti] is being good for us to get to be known better here.”


			In discussing the earthquake, television news commentator from Rede Globo’s Jornal Nacional Arnaldo Jabor also took the road paved by insult and ignorance. He posed the question of how to “democratize a country that is miserable, illiterate and with African tribal and barbaric roots?”


			The pertinence of this question vanishes with the assertion toward the end. No one is further from tribalism and barbarity than Haiti.


			Relying on the effects of the earthquake, the Evangelicals intended to do what the Catholic Church could not accomplish over the course of four long centuries of struggle. The Evangelicals’ struggle would come to an inglorious end. They would later realize that Vodou, more than a belief, constitutes a deep-rooted element in Haiti’s culture and soul.


			As a society free from taboos, especially from those imposed by religion, we could apply to the anthropology of Haiti the lament by a Catholic bishop, a character in Gabriel García Márquez’s Of Love and Other Demons, about the uncertainties around his mission: “We have crossed the ocean to impose the Law of Christ, and we have accomplished this in masses, in processions, in patron saint celebrations, but not in the souls.”


			Apart from feelings of mercy and compassion, the extraordinary reaction of Haitians in the face of catastrophe provokes a desire in foreigners to interpret such reaction. This interpretation attempt is unquestionably tied to the position held by foreigners, which apart from offering an external view of things, also aims to be a compliment. Thus, in discovering that they possess an amazing ability to recover, foreign observers designate resilience as one of the defining features of the national character of Haitians. This must be the key to comprehending the incomprehensible, to facilitating a cultural rapprochement, and to turning an indomitable reality into something intelligible. As proof of this, examples are cherry-picked from the troubled history of the country.


			The inability to comprehend does not end there. Much more than the ability to recover from the transgressions of men and from nature’s fury, what moves the Haitian people is a will, a capacity to fight, a love without limits for life, without illusions and without resignations. From the human condition, Haitians extract its essence, which is nothing more than an attachment to life, in all its fullness and entirety.


			Haitians are endowed with great wealth in terms of inner life; a life that is dominated by strong affection and a spirit of fraternity. It is as if this excess of the soul serves to compensate for what the body suffers.


			It is precisely the body – the simple shelter of the human condition – that expresses itself freely. To them, only minds that have been conditioned by inhuman beliefs can identify permissiveness where only naturalness exists.


			Writer and political activist, Lyonel Trouillot, who cannot be labelled as a an enemy of the West, provides a deeper analysis of the disagreements and dissensions. For him, the first of all the “injustices” committed against his country is that “with regard to Haiti, one hears from Westerners more than from Haitians themselves.”31


			In adopting a radical ethnocentric attitude, the world forces Haitians into silence; a silence toward themselves and toward others. Never does a Haitian define Canada, France or the United States, but there is a host of definitions and preconceptions by Canadians, the French and Americans about Haiti. This gives rise to what Trouillot calls discursive authority (autorité discursive). To him, “Nothing is more terrible than for a people to lose the ability to name themselves.”


			Under the vast majority of people in the West offering ethnocentric readings and prodigal lessons doomed to failure, there are those who are affected by Haiti. Well-intended individuals later find themselves disarmed when confronted with a reality they were not expecting. Journalist Tonico Ferreira, from the Rede Globo brazilian television station, was sent to Haiti in October 2004. On his return, he published a revealing, albeit short, text in the O Globo newspaper under the title:


			“I confess I was not prepared to go to Haiti”


			And I even thought I was. I had read everything I could about the country and had taken the obvious precautions to survive in a county with a civil war environment: vaccines, repellent, cereal bars, nuts, etc. I was not emotionally prepared to live with so much misery and human suffering. I am sure no one is.


			If looking at a hungry person is already a sad thing, how should one react to a child asking you for a bottle of water?


			If it is unbearable to live in a city where there is no trash collection, what can we say about the bodies of those who died in shootings, which are left to rot on the streets?


			The cities have no sanitation services, there is only tap water, for cooking, there is only vegetable charcoal, and electricity is for whoever has a diesel generator.


			It was not meant to be like that. In truth, Haiti was an example at birth. It was the first black republic of the world, founded by slaves who defeated one of Napoleon’s armies. But things began to go wrong soon after. On one hand, there was a boycott by the pro-slavery powers; on the other, a lack of understanding on the part of the revolutionaries when they assumed power. In the two hundred years since independence, Haiti had an emperor, a king, and nine eternal presidents. Every politician that comes to power, even those who are initially well-intentioned, wants to stay there forever.


			There is an effort by the international community to help Haiti. This is only fair. The Haitians’ forefathers, who today go hungry, were uprooted from their villages in Africa and taken to the hell of slave work. They died working to supply the world with sugar. The bill is there, ready to be paid. In the two weeks that I was there, I was divided between a feeling of sadness and an internal revolt and a feeling of repulsion. Back in Brazil, I was left only with the feeling of sadness, in all its fullness.


			I wanted to end with an optimistic phrase: to talk about the fantastic music that we listened to there, of the beauty and strength of the Vodou ceremony we saw, of the smiles of women on the streets, of the children in neat uniforms…


			But I only feel anguish.


			Forgive me. I was not ready for what I saw.


			Regardless of some slips in the article, its quality and the sincerity of an author moved by laudable intentions, once again reveal the unsurmountable difficulties that exist in comprehending the incomprehensible, in understanding the disagreements, and in transcending a shocking reality that travels the path that goes from the heart to reason.


			Although they constitute a minority, there are several cases of in limine rejection of Haiti and what it means. I met a young black university student who was part of the black power movement in Salvador, Bahia. After arriving in Haiti to accompany his Haitian girlfriend who lived in the United States, he felt uncomfortable, to the point that he had to return to Washington in less than 48 hours.


			Hardened by the many battles against Blans (whites) – represented by each and every foreigner – an indomitable Haiti also weaves terrible and treacherous traps for the unwary observer that scrutinizes it; traps that are made of guile, disguises, trickery, diversion ploys, artifices, ruses, tergiversation, and impudence. These are indispensable survival strategies against its powerful enemies.


			To separate falsehoods from truth, appearances from reality, words from thoughts, marronage from actions, and feeling from reason, these all represent a constant challenge. Without overcoming this challenge, it is impossible to expect to be able to learn all the contours of this extraordinary and original society.


			Meanwhile, the international community’s objective is not to comprehend, much less accept, a reality that is contradictory in nature. It simply seeks to stabilize an unstable political power, to normalize an abnormal country, and to ensure that the parameters of representative democracy prevail. In order to do this, it should, at a minimum, understand that its first challenge consists in identifying the nature of Haiti’s predicament.
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