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ABSTRACT 

The United States Marine Corps occupied Haiti from 1915 to 1934. During 

that period, Marine brutality became a key issue in the debate between those who 

supported the Occupation and those who opposed it. By studying the conflicting 

perspectives on Marine coercion, the author hopes to access the complex field of 

political and social forces which governed perceptions of the Occupation. Supporters 

of the Occupation considered Marine coercion to be a "necessary," though unpleasant, 

accessory to U.S. expansion. Within this discursive framework, the victims of 

Marine brutality were ignored, and Haitians were reduced to a homogenous "type" of 

inferior colonized person. In contrast, those who opposed the Occupation emphasized 

the physical harm done to the victims of Marine violence and asserted the uniqueness 

of Haitian culture. Using this strategy, dissenters effectively countered the 

dehumanizing power of the discourse of U.S. expansion by undermining the logic of 

"necessary" Marine coercion. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Le peuple ici a une capacite de resistance extraordinaire.. .Dans notre 
memoire, nous avons connu dix-neuf ans d'occupation americaine, et nous ne 
pouvons jamais oublier les cinquants milles morts de cette occupation1 (Lt. 
Gen. Raoul Cedras of Haiti in response to the announcement by President Bill 
Clinton of the pending invasion of Haiti by United States troops in September 
of 1994). 

In 1994, the majority of North Americans did not know that the United States 

Marines had occupied the Caribbean nation of Haiti for nineteen years, from 1915 

through 1934. They had not been taught about this controversial application of the 

Monroe Doctrine in their high school history classes. Their fathers, grandfathers and 

uncles had preferred to boast about their years spent fighting the Great War in Europe 

rather than brag about their less prestigious tours-of-duty in poverty-stricken black 

Haiti. This small detail of history, however, has not escaped the memory of the 

majority of Haitians. In Haiti, the U.S. Occupation comprises a major period of 

contemporary history, and the political, economic, and social effects of the North 

American intervention were long ago woven into the very fabric of day-to-day life. 

Daily marketing, schooling and travel were transformed, individual careers were 

made and broken, and many lives were taken during this Occupation. 

No one knows for sure how many Haitians were killed. Estimates range from 

the thousands which were reported by the U.S. government to the tens of thousands 

1 "The people here (in Haiti) have an extraordinary capacity for resistance...In 
our memory, we have known nineteen years of American occupation, and we will 
never forget the 50,000 dead of that occupation." 
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insisted upon by certain historians and politicians.2 This debate over the number of 

Haitian dead is merely the tip-of-the-iceberg in a struggle over the "facts" of the U.S. 

Occupation of Haiti. Conflicts have also emerged over the long-term value of 

economic, political and military reforms introduced by the Occupation government 

and over the moral questions raised by the treatment of Haitians by U.S. Marines. 

Thus, a student of the history of the Occupation period discovers a contradictory and 

less-than-complete field of historical "data." 

This paper does not aim to reconstruct a more objective version of the 

historical record. Rather, it aims to illuminate the struggle over "history" itself. 

Using the conflicting representations of Marine coercion as a point of entry, I attempt 

to access the complex field of political and social forces which governed perceptions 

of the material acts of the Occupation. There was no one way to understand the 

Occupation. The acts of physical force committed by Marines were a focal point of 

debate between many groups within both Haiti and the United States. The meaning of 

those acts was continually contested and negotiated by these groups throughout the 

period of the Occupation. Because of the immediacy of its effects on the lives of 

2 U.S. Marine Corps records report only 3,250 Haitians dead during the first five 
years of the Occupation, 1915 to 1920 (U.S. Senate 1922:1727). But the Union 
Patriotique, a group of Haitian intellectuals opposed to the Occupation, stated that at 
least 9,500 died in two U.S. prison camps alone during the same period (Buell 
1929:350). Comparing Haitian population figures for the periods directly before and 
after the Occupation, Haitian-American historian Patrick Bellegarde-Smith asserts that 
over 50,000 Haitians died during the seventeen years of Occupation (Bellegarde-Smith 
1990:80). General Cedras also uses this higher estimate in his statement to CBS news 
anchor Dan Rather cited above. 
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Haitians, I argue that Marine coercion was the most important contested issue of the 

Occupation (and of early twentieth century U.S. imperialism). 

I begin with a brief historical overview of the Occupation period. This 

overview provides an introduction to the "data" presented in written historical 

accounts of the period. Many of the "facts" reported in this section will be called 

into question in subsequent portions of this paper. Therefore, this section is meant to 

serve as a reservoir of ideas about the U.S. Occupation which must be considered and 

reconsidered throughout the remaining sections of this paper. 

Following a discussion of some theoretical concepts which are useful in the 

analysis of the struggle over the meaning of Marine coercion, I take a more detailed 

look at various accounts of the use of physical force by Marines in Haiti. First, I 

examine the perspective of those who supported the Occupation—the U.S. government 

and the pro-intervention U.S. press. These sources draw on a discourse which 

celebrates the expansion of the United States by invoking universalizing narratives of 

progress and ignoring the effects of expansion on colonized peoples. Haitians are 

seen as a homogeneous "type" of inferior colonized person rather than a group of 

human beings or a people with a unique history and culture. Next, I analyze the 

points of view of those who did not support the Occupation: various political 

organizations based in both Haiti and the United States, the anti-intervention U.S. 

press, the majority of the Haitian literary and intellectual elites, and the Haitian 

peasantry. Anti-occupationists highlight the contradictions and absences integral to 
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the discourse of those who supported the Occupation by adamantly asserting the 

cultural validity of Haitian peoplehood and emphasizing the physical harm done to the 

victims of Marine violence. 

Ultimately, I hope to show that alternative views of reality, such as those put 

forward by opponents of the U.S. Occupation of Haiti, can make their political 

presence felt. Popular support for the Occupation waned as reports of Marine 

brutality reached the U.S. public. The emergence of the Good Neighbor Policy 

reflects the U.S. government's attempts to deal with changing views of U.S. 

expansionism. More recently, this critique of U.S. imperialism and its justificatory 

ideologies has opened up spaces for the writing of alternative histories of colonialism. 

This paper studies one of the political struggles which helped to create those spaces. 
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A BRIEF "HISTORY" OF THE U.S. OCCUPATION OF HAITI, 1915-1934 

During the period August 1911 to July 1915, Haiti had six different presidents, 

four of whom were murdered while in office. On July 28, 1915, the last of these, 

President Vilbrun Guillaume Sam, was literally dragged from the offices of the 

French Legation where he had sought refuge after ordering the execution of 167 

political prisoners, many of whom were prominent members of elite families. 

Enraged members of the Port-au-Prince elite, many of whom were relatives of the 

executed prisoners, led a mob to kill the president and publicly dismember his body. 

They then paraded Guillaume Sam's limbs around the streets of the city in a show of 

vindication. 

That evening, under cover of darkness, 330 U.S. Marines landed in Port-au-

Prince. They were soon joined by American troops dispatched from Guantanamo 

Bay, Cuba. Following commands issued from Washington, the Marines imposed 

martial law on the island, seized control of all Haitian government agencies, and 

placed an American officer in charge of the customs houses. The U.S. State 

Department announced that the Marines had entered Haiti in order to restore political 

stability and to protect American citizens residing there, but reports quickly surfaced 

which showed that plans for the military Occupation were drawn up well in advance 

of the July 28 incident. In fact, a detailed Navy Department "Plan for Landing and 
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Occupying the City of Port-au-Prince" was drafted in November 1914.3 This 

contingency plan contained sample letters, with the day and the month left blank, for 

notifying Haitian authorities of U.S. intentions, allegedly the establishment of law and 

order. Those at Navy Headquarters in Washington, it seemed, were just biding their 

time until the overthrow of Guillaume Sam provided the immediate pretense for 

invasion. 

U.S. interest in the Caribbean region, and particularly in Haiti, was both 

strategic and economic. The United States government's desire to carve out a 

Caribbean sphere of influence pivoted around a strategic concern over the security of 

the new Panama Canal and extensive economic interests in Mexico and Cuba. The 

canal, completed in 1914, became the vital military and commercial link connecting 

the East Coast of the United States with the West Coast, the Pacific empire, and Asia. 

In a wave of expansionism which began with commercial ventures and culminated in 

territorial acquisitions and military invasions, the United States took control of Puerto 

Rico, Cuba, Panama, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and the Dutch Virgin 

Islands, all between 1898 and 1917. U.S. military dominance within this region 

guaranteed control of traffic using the canal and prevented European powers, 

especially Germany, from gaining a foothold in the Western Hemisphere. The United 

3 Hans Schmidt cites this document ("War Portfolio No. 1, Reference No. 5-D: 
Republic of Haiti," Nov. 9, 1914; NA, RG45, WA-7, Box 636) in The United States 
Occupation of Haiti. 1915-1934 (Schmidt 1971:64). This particular plan was one of 
many existing Navy Department plans for invading port cities all over the world. 
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States' immediate interest in Haiti hinged on the influence of one Roger L. Farnham, 

vice-president of the National City Bank of New York. The National City Bank had 

gained control of the Banque Rationale d'Haiti in 1910, and Farnham had 

subsequently attempted to procure a customs receivership for the Banque, which 

would have placed the collection of Haitian customs under the control of private U.S. 

capital. Successive Haitian regimes refused to grant the receivership, fearing that it 

would spell the end of Haitian national sovereignty. Farnham threatened Haitian 

governments with U.S. intervention while, at the same time, sending exaggerated 

reports of overwhelming German commercial influence in Port-au-Prince to his good 

friend, Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan (Schmidt 1971:49, 52-53). When 

Farnham threatened Bryan with an exodus of all U.S. commercial interests if the 

administration failed to intervene, the Secretary of State and President Woodrow 

Wilson agreed that U.S. military force might once again be necessary to ensure 

continuing United States economic dominance in Haiti and in the Caribbean region as 

a whole. 

During the July 28 entry into Port-au-Prince, the Marines did not meet with 

much resistance. This does not indicate, however, that the Marines were welcomed 

warmly by all Haitians. Rear Admiral William B. Caperton, the senior officer in 

charge of the intervention, cabled President Wilson in August 1915: 

Following message is secret and confidential. U.S. has now actually 
accomplished a military intervention in affairs of another nation. Hostility 
exists now in Haiti and has existed for a number of years against such action. 
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Serious hostile contacts have only been avoided by prompt and rapid 
military action which has given U.S. control before resistance has had time to 
organize (U.S. Senate 1922:335). 

Hostility did manifest itself, however, in the Haitian National Assembly's refusal to 

ratify a treaty which would have legalized the Occupation and given control of the 

customs houses to the U.S. invaders. The U.S. State Department responded by 

withholding a much-needed loan, and as a result, government salaries went unpaid for 

some time. The legislature finally yielded and signed the treaty after "personal 

pressure" had been applied to those Assembly members who had expressed their 

opposition (Schmidt 1971:77). 

Among other things, this treaty provided for the disarmament of the Haitian 

civil population and the creation of a Haitian gendarmerie (later called Garde), 

recruited, trained and armed by U.S. Marines. The gendarmerie, a strong centralized 

army, replaced the pre-existing Haitian military. This loosely organized grouping of 

regional militias had been composed of paid and unpaid troops who followed the 

command of generals with stronger ties to the planters in their home region than to 

the government in Port-au-Prince. Prior to the U.S. Occupation, these local militias 

had often provided the military punch behind the many Haitian revolutions and coups 

d'etat, serving as mercenary armies on behalf of successive presidential candidates. 

Despite their involvement in the overthrow of numerous Haitian governments and the 

killing of countless numbers of Haitians, these generals and their ever-threatening 
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militias were an important check on the power of the central government.4 These 

19th century militias saw themselves as the offspring of the struggle against slavery 

and colonialism (Trouillot 1990:105). They had first taken up arms against French 

troops and slave owners, and long after Independence, they still included veterans of 

these initial conflicts who claimed to fight foreigners and to defend the national 

community. With the advent of the U.S. Occupation and the formation of the 

gendarmerie, these militias, known in the North as the Cacos, continued to exercise 

considerable power in rural areas. Considered by U.S. military commanders to be a 

threat to the "peaceful" development of U.S. military control, these militias became 

the primary concern of the U.S. Marines and the gendarmerie in the Haitian 

countryside. 

Organized armed resistance to U.S. control first crystallized in the North and 

in the central areas just north of Port-au-Prince, from resentful officers in the 

disbanded regional militias, landowners, and members of the peasantry. As resistance 

spread throughout the Haitian countryside, the name Cacos, which had originally 

4 Historian Michel S. Laguerre argues that the Haitian military, in its 
"institutionalized fragmentation," mirrored Haitian society, which was deeply 
fractured along regional lines throughout the 19th century (Laguerre 1993). 
According to Laguerre, this division of the national territory and population weakened 
the administrative basis of operation of the central government, allowing for the 
emergence of regional strongmen who acted as arbiters of national politics. 
Anthropologists Sidney W. Mintz and Michel-Rolph Trouillot both argue that the 
centralization of the Haitian military during the U.S. Occupation severely curtailed 
the political power of regional centers vis-a-vis Port-au-Prince, and, as a result, the 
Haitian peasantry lost what little political representation they had had under the pre
existing system (Mintz 1974; Trouillot 1990). 
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applied to the militias in the North, was extended to all participants in the rural 

rebellion. The Cacos were armed only with machetes, knives, and obsolete rifles, but 

they were able to disappear into the countryside when pursued by Marines and the 

gendarmerie. A Caco soldier was indistinguishable from a peasant once he or she 

had discarded his or her weapon and removed a small identifying red patch from his 

or her clothing.5 

Cacos were characterized as "bandits" in U.S. military reports, even after they 

turned their aggression against the repressive gendarmerie and the Marines in what 

amounted to an anti-Occupation guerilla war. Admiral Caperton stated, "the cacos 

are organized in bands under irresponsible and lawless chiefs who side with the party 

offering greatest inducement and only nominally recognize the government" (Healy 

1976:119). Caco activity reached an all-time high during 1919-1920 when Major 

Smedley D. Butler resurrected an 1864 Haitian law which required peasants to 

perform labor on local roads in lieu of paying a road tax. Abuse of this law, known 

as the corvee, is well documented: 

By day or by night, from the bosom of their families, from their little farms or 

5 Historian Patrick Bellegarde-Smith reports that peasant women actively 
participated in the Caco armies during the U.S. Occupation and that harsh retaliatory 
measures were leveled against them by the Marines and the gendarmerie (Bellegarde-
Smith 1990:26, 83). Bellegarde-Smith does not detail what those measures consisted 
of, though he alludes to rape. U.S. government reports make no mention of rape 
whatsoever. Nor do the Haitian elite. James G. Leyburn, however, speaks of a 
"whitening" of the Haitian rural population, resulting from the births of a large 
number of children whose fathers were U.S. Marines and whose mother's were 
members of the Haitian peasantry (Leyburn 1941). 
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while trudging peacefully on the country roads, Haitians were seized and 
forcibly taken to toil for months in far sections of the country. Those who 
protested or resisted were beaten into submission. At night, after long hours 
of unremitting labor under armed taskmasters, who swiftly discouraged any 
slackening of effort with boot or rifle butt, the victims were herded into 
compounds. Those attempting to escape were shot (Johnson 1920a:265). 

In 1920, Admiral H. S. Knapp, the administrative commander in Haiti, admitted to 

the Secretary of the Navy that '"it appears to be undeniable' that Haitians had been 

forced to work outside of their home districts, had been kept at work under guard, 

and had 'been marched to and from their work bound together'" (quoted in Schmidt 

1971:101). Forced labor groups like these constructed more than a thousand 

kilometers of rural highway and paved many city streets in Port-au-Prince during the 

Occupation (Buell 1929:359). Because of rising hostility, the corvee was formally 

abolished in August 1918, but it continued to be practiced illegally in the northern and 

central regions of the country. 

The corvee and associated brutality became the focus of the Caco uprising 

against the Occupation. Several thousand Cacos organized under the leadership of 

Charlemagne Peralte, a member of the rural bourgeoisie and an officer in the 

disbanded regional militia who had been imprisoned by the Occupation government 

for his implication in anti-Occupation activities. After his escape, Peralte and his 

followers vowed to drive the Marines out of Haiti. In October 1919, however, two 

Marines gained entry into Peralte's camp, supposedly by disguising themselves as 

messengers whom Peralte had been expecting. Marine Captain Hermann Hanneken 
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shot and killed PSralte and nine members of his personal guard. The next day, 

Marines tied his body to the door of Marine headquarters at Cap Haitien, took a 

picture, and distributed it throughout Haiti in an attempt to demoralize the remaining 

Cacos. The photograph generated the opposite reaction, however, because of its 

resemblance to the image of Jesus Christ's crucifixion, a Catholic icon, and became 

an important nationalist symbol for the remainder of the Occupation. 

The Cacos were completely disbanded or exterminated by the summer of 

1920. Reports state that the first instances of coordinated air-ground combat in 

military history took place in Haiti in March 1919, and the number of civilians killed 

during this operation is uncertain (Schmidt 1971:103). Marines used bush landing 

strips cut by prisoners of war for these early "search and destroy" missions. The 

total number of Haitians killed during these first five years of the Occupation is the 

subject of debate. Haitian-American author Patrick Bellegarde-Smith suggests that as 

many as 50,000 Haitians were killed by the Marines and the gendarmerie (Bellegarde-

Smith 1990:80). The Union Patriotique, a group of Haitian urban elites opposed to 

the Occupation, charged that 4,000 prisoners died in the prison at Cap-Haitien during 

1918-1920 and that 5,475 prisoners died at Chabert, a U.S. camp, during the same 

period (Buell 1929:350). Marine Corps records, however, reported only 3,250 

Haitians and 12 Marines killed during the first five and one-half years of the 

Occupation (U.S. Senate 1922:1727). 

The numbers of Haitian dead and the mismanagement of Haitian finances 
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Charlemagne P6ralte. National Archives 

(Langley 1983:163). 
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became a key source of political capital for the challenging Republican party during 

the 1920 presidential election campaign in the United States. Republican candidate, 

Warren G. Harding, allied himself with the NAACP in protest against the abuses of 

the U.S. military in Haiti in order to capture the black vote in the upcoming U.S. 

elections. Harding accused the incumbent Democratic President, Woodrow Wilson, 

of "empower[ing] an Assistant Secretary of the Navy [Franklin D. Roosevelt] to draft 

a constitution for helpless neighbors in the West Indies and jam it down their throats 

at the point of bayonets borne by U.S. Marines" (quoted in New York Times 1920 

(Aug. 29): 12). Days earlier, Roosevelt had rather tactlessly commented, "You know 

I had something to do with the running of a couple little republics. The fact is that I 

wrote Haiti's constitution myself, and if I do say so, I think it is a pretty good 

constitution" (quoted in Nation 1920 (Aug. 28):231). The new Harding 

administration did much to curb random violence on the part of the Marines by 

tightening administrative control over the U.S. Occupation force, but no immediate 

plans were made for the withdrawal of U.S. troops. The media exposure which 

accompanied the electoral campaign, however, had brought the Haitian situation to the 

attention of the U.S. public, and sentiment within the United States turned against the 

continuation of intervention (Blassingame 1969:42). 

As the Occupation continued throughout the 1920s, Haitian protest entered a 

new phase as the urban elite, including the members of the Union Patriotique in Port-

au-Prince and many student groups throughout the country, became more vocal. On 
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December 6, 1929, in the town of Les Cayes, a group of approximately 1500 striking 

peasants and students, unhappy with the worsening economic situation in rural areas 

and the suspension of government-financed scholarships to the Agricultural School at 

Damien, surrounded a group of Marines who had ordered them to disband. The 

Marines panicked and shot into the crowd with machine guns. The Haitian press was 

permitted to print the names of those who were killed and wounded; twenty-four 

persons were listed as dead and fifty-one as wounded (De Bekker 1930:310). State 

Department reports only listed twelve dead and twenty-three wounded (New York 

Times 1929:2). U.S. officials attributed the agitation to "the subversive activities of 

nationalists" (Plummer 1992:118). 

With the Les Cayes incident, U.S. newspapers which had supported American 

intervention, began to call for an end to the Occupation. Following the 

recommendation of a presidential commission of investigation headed by Cameron 

Forbes, the Hoover administration began negotiations for the withdrawal of U.S. 

troops early in 1930. These actions coincided with the emergence of Hoover's Good 

Neighbor Policy which discouraged direct U.S. military intervention and promoted 

instead the strengthening of U.S. economic expansion and dominance in the countries 

of Latin America. The last of the Marines withdrew from Haiti in 1934. 



MARINE VIOLENCE—A CONTRADICTION IN CONNOTATION? 

22 

In the title of this essay, I intentionally juxtaposed two terms, "Marine" and 

"violence," which do not usually appear alongside one another. The Marines, as an 

arm of the state, are not usually described as "violent." Instead, they are 

characterized as "honorable" or "patriotic." Noting this phenomenon, Raymond 

Williams includes the following comments in Key Words under the term "Violence": 

If we take physical assault as sense (i) we can take a clear general sense (ii) as 
the use of physical force, including the distant use of weapons or bombs, but 
we have then to add that this seems to be specialized to 'unauthorized' uses: 
the violence of a 'terrorist' but not, except by its opponents, of an army, 
where 'force' is preferred and most operations of war and preparation for war 
are described as 'defence'; or the similar partisan range between 'putting under 
restraint' or 'restoring order,' and 'police violence'" (Williams 1976:329). 

In other words, physical assault is generally considered to be "violent" only 

when it is "unauthorized" or "unruly."6 Throughout the remainder of this paper, I 

will distinguish between physical force or coercion which is considered to be 

authorized (such as that of an army) and, therefore, not "violent," and physical force 

which is considered to be unauthorized, unwarranted and immoral and, therefore, 

"violent." 

In the case of Haiti, Marine coercion which was "authorized" by the U.S. 

6 Max Weber makes a similar distinction when he defines the modern state as "a 
human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of 
physical force within a given territory" (Weber 1919:78). "Legitimate" is the key 
word here. The monopoly of the means of physical force does not guarantee a 
successful bid for state power unless it is "legitimate," or, to use Raymond Williams' 
vocabulary, "authorized." 
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government, was represented as "necessary." In the early days of the Occupation, 

State Department Counselor Robert Lansing stated that "the United States has ample 

justification for whatever acts it may be necessary to do in order to solve the 

perplexing difficulties in Haiti" (Perkins 1981:69; italics are mine). For the Marines 

in Haiti, "necessary" force included actions conducted in self-defense and while in the 

line of duty (i.e. to bring about the stated aims of the U.S. government). Those 

aims included the military control of Haiti and the entire Caribbean region for 

strategic purposes and the protection of U.S. economic interests in Haiti specifically. 

Both of these aims were thought to require the stabilization of the Haitian political 

environment and the control of Haitian finances. Acts of coercion which occurred 

while in pursuit of these aims were not considered to be "violent" acts. Rather, they 

were deemed "honorable" or "patriotic" by those who supported the Occupation and 

by those who accepted the activity of the Marines as a legitimate role of the U.S. 

military. Within the context of the U.S. Occupation, therefore, virtually all Marine 

activity could potentially be interpreted as that committed while in the line of duty 

and, therefore, as "necessary" and not "violent." 

Marine coercion in Haiti was also emptied of "violence" through a process of 

abstraction and dehumanization of the Haitian victims. Jean-Paul Sartre described this 

process as it unfolded in French-controlled Algeria circa 1960 in his preface to Frantz 

Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth: 

Our soldiers overseas, rejecting the universalism of the mother country, apply 
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the 'numerus clausus' to the human race: since none may enslave, rob, or kill 
his fellow man without committing a crime, they lay down the principle that 
the native is not one of our fellow men. Our striking power has been given 
the mission of changing this abstract certainty into reality: the order is given 
to reduce the inhabitants of the annexed country to the level of superior 
monkeys in order to justify the settler's treatment of them as beasts of burden. 
Violence in the colonies does not only have for its aim the keeping of these 
enslaved men at arm's length; it seeks to dehumanize them (Sartre 1963:15). 

The dehumanization of the Haitian peasantry was accomplished by their physical 

subjugation under the cotyee and the military campaign to disperse the Cacos. This 

physical subjugation literally reduced the Haitian peasant to an inferior type of human 

being, a subjugated type. The 19th century U.S. scientific establishment had 

interpreted the subjugation of blacks by whites in many parts of the world as an 

indication of the innate inferiority of the black racial type. Theories of racial 

inferiority developed by these thinkers in turn justified the 20th century American 

civilizing mission in Haiti and the continuing need for coercive activity as an 

appropriate method of control of colonized peoples. 

Those North Americans and Haitians who opposed the Occupation, in contrast 

to those who supported it, often applied the term "violent" to Marine coercion even 

though it fell within the boundaries of legal military activity. Although they did 

accept the distinction between "authorized" physical force and "unauthorized" 

violence, those who characterized Marine activity as "violence" went a step further 

and asked the question, "authorized by whom?" These dissenters did not accept the 

Marine's claims to legitimacy and authority. They believed that the United States 
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government had no right to intervene in Haitian political matters, or at the very least, 

that the activities of the U.S. soldiers in Haiti should be more closely monitored in 

order to prevent abuses of power. The overwhelming superiority of North American 

weaponry, in comparison to the antiquated French rifles and machetes of the Haitian 

peasantry, as well as the extreme disparity between the numbers of Marine casualties 

and Haitian casualties, indicated to these observers that Marine coercion in Haiti was 

morally wrong because it was unauthorized by a valid government. Opponents of the 

Occupation thus associated Marine coercion with "violence." 

This particular perception of Marine coercion as "violence" was emphasized as 

a political tactic by the opposition in order to discredit the meaning of Marine 

coercion which was propagated by the U.S. government. Juxtaposing the two terms 

"Marine" and "violence" produces a dissonance in meaning. This dissonance was 

manipulated by opponents of the Occupation in an attempt to change the values 

attached to the practice of coercion by the Marines. They hoped that this might 

change the ways in which Marine coercion was thought about and, eventually, that 

U.S. foreign policy concerning Haiti would be modified.7 The meaning of Marine 

coercion is, therefore, a focal point of contestation, the site of a struggle over 

7 Of course, not all who criticized the Occupation called for a total withdrawal of 
U.S. troops from Haiti. Some openly criticized the coercive methods of the Marines 
but supported U.S. intervention. Others, especially those members of the Port-au-
Prince commercial elite who benefitted from U.S. control over Haitian trade, resented 
being the objects of Marine racism, but prospered under legislation which encouraged 
open trade with the United States. These elites were careful to restrict their demands 
to better treatment of Haitians by Marines. 
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meaning. 

Opponents also countered the dehumanizing tendencies of Marine coercion and 

of U.S. racial ideology by emphasizing the humans at whom physical force was 

directed. Marine violence was thus invested with a particular meaning by its 

embodiment in the person of the victim. For this reason, detailed listings of specific 

instances of violence, accompanied by the names of the victims and their families, 

became an important tool for the opposition in both Haiti and in the United States. 

It may seem from the previous discussion that I am advocating the use of a 

violent/not violent dichotomy to characterize perceptions of Marine activity in Haiti. 

Marine coercion was seen either as "authorized" and not "violent" or "unauthorized" 

by a valid government, and therefore "violent." Although this is certainly a 

simplification of sorts, I would argue that the tendency to describe Marine activity to 

either one extreme of the spectrum or the other was prevalent during the time of the 

Occupation. Violence was a key issue in the published debates surrounding the U.S. 

Occupation of Haiti, and those taking part in those debates were obliged to take a 

stand on this issue. "Violence" may thus appear to be an all-or-nothing phenomenon, 

and the ideas, "violence" and "necessary" physical force, may seem to be mutually 

exclusive. This polarization is deceptive, however, because these two opposed 

descriptions refer to what are actually the very same material acts. What these 

descriptions actually record is a value judgment, positive or negative, which is 

attached to Marine practices, and these value judgments tell us much about the 
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persons who formulate them. But how do such differently-valued understandings of 

the very same material actions arise? And what makes them salient in the lives of 

those discussing the facts of the U.S. Occupation of Haiti in the 1920's? 
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DISCOURSE AND AGENTS-THE SUBJECTS AND OBJECTS OF STRUGGLE 

An analysis of the various ideas concerning the practices of the United States 

Marines in Haiti and of the individuals who expressed those ideas shows us the 

complexity of the differing beliefs and values which characterize thought on the topic. 

Although no individual perspective which I came across can be said to consistently 

subscribe to a coherent and total body of knowledge concerning the practices of the 

Marines in Haiti, there seem to be several prominent lines of discourse which emerge 

to define what is understood to be the "truth" of these practices. Outlining these 

discourses—their limits, the contradictions within them, and the fissures between 

them—grants direct access to the complicated field of the politics of meaning 

associated with the material acts of the U.S. intervention in Haiti. 

In using the term "discourse," I follow Foucault: 

Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general polities' of truth: that is, the 
types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the 
mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false 
statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 
procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those 
who are charged with saying what counts as true (Foucault 1980:131). 

In other words, a discursive regime, a la Foucault, determines the limits of what one 

perceives as reality, the limits of the possible. It must be emphasized that "discourse" 

is not limited to the level of speech or ideas alone; it encompasses a whole series of 

social practices as well. Discursive frameworks include "ways of speaking and 

seeing, the whole ensemble of practices which serve as supports for...knowledge" 
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(Foucault 1980:112). Discursive frameworks help shape the common sense reality 

lived by individuals and groups. 

What is the relationship between the discursive framework and the social 

agent? Elaborating on the concept of the "discursive regime," Foucault states, 

It is a question of what governs statements and the way in which they govern 
each other...it's not so much a matter of knowing what external power 
imposes itself on science, as of what effects of power circulate among 
scientific statements, what constitutes, as it were, their internal regime of 
power" (Foucault 1980:112). 

In other words, particular discourses have their own internal regime of power. This 

does not allow much room for human agency. Is it possible to modify Foucault's 

concept of the "discursive regime" in order to open up space for the human agent? 

In an attempt to bring the social agent in through the back door, Edward Said 

argues that a dialectic exists between an individual writer and the "collective 

ideological formation" of Orientalism (Said 1978:24). This approach implies the 

existence of one unified body of knowledge, the "collective ideological formation." 

In the decision-making processes of everyday life, however, there are no unified and 

closed bodies of knowledge. Neither are there any continuous, unbroken lines of 

discourse. All that exists is an incomplete set of contrary concepts which give rise to 

dilemmas and contradictions. 

The conceptualization of knowledge as a bounded and internally coherent body 

depends upon an organic metaphor to clarify its meaning. Knowledge is thought of as 

an living entity which is in no way dependent upon the social agent. "Discourse," on 
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the other hand, is often conceptualized as a continuous, unbroken line. Theories 

concerning the position of the social agent which extend this particular 

conceptualization of "discourse" have imagined the subject to be located at an 

intersection of several lines of discourse. For example, Chantal Mouffe states, 

Within every society, each social agent is inscribed in a multiplicity of social 
relations—not only social relations of production but also the social relations, 
among others, of sex, race, nationality, and vicinity. All these social relations 
determine positionalities or subject positions, and every social agent is 
therefore the locus of many subject positions and cannot be reduced to only 
one...Furthermore, each social position, each subject position, is itself the 
locus of multiple constructions, according to the different discourses that can 
construct that position. Thus, the subjectivity of a given social agent is always 
precariously and provisionally fixed or, to use the Lacanian term, sutured at 
the intersection of various discourses" (Mouffe 1988:90). 

The idea of the social agent positioned at the intersection of various lines of discourse 

is one way of understanding the relationship between the social agent and the 

discursive framework. An alternative, however, would be to develop the notion of 

"discourse" using a metaphor of sound. After all, "discourse" also calls to mind a 

stream of sounds (i.e. speech). Conceptualizing "discourse" as a stream of sounds 

allows for a less rigid understanding of the relationship between the social agent and 

the discursive framework. This complex relationship seems much easier to 

comprehend if one imagines the interplay of sounds that occurs when an orchestra 

tunes up before a performance. The social agent, who is, at one and the same time, a 

member of the audience and a musician, hears a strange mixture of harmony and 

dissonance, melody and atonality. This is precisely the metaphor that I use when I 
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argue that juxtaposing the two terms "Marine" and "violence" produces a dissonance 

in meaning. 

What the person in the music hall hears, however, also depends upon what 

instrument he or she plays. One person's melody is another's counter-melody. It is 

also important that one woman, playing the violin, is seated next to a man who plays 

the oboe, while another woman who plays the violin is surrounded only by other 

violinists. There is much room for disagreement over the quality of the sound—from 

musician to musician, and from moment to moment~as the music (or noise) changes. 

Likewise, the social agent interprets reality according to his/her position amongst the 

various discourses. This position continually shifts as the context changes and as 

certain ideas gain credence over others. Disagreement over the interpretation of 

reality opens up spaces for political struggle. In Haiti, the meaning of Marine 

coercion was the location of one such debate. 

But political struggle is not limited to a contest over meaning, and it is not 

conducted at the level of language alone. The struggle over meaning cannot be 

separated from the struggle for the material aspects of power. The use of physical 

force is a key factor in this multifaceted struggle. Thus physical force is doubly 

important, both as a site for the struggle over meaning and as an implement utilized -

in the physical struggle for political power. How exactly do these two moments of 

political struggle—the struggle over meaning and the physical struggle—relate to one 

another? Gramsci discusses the unity of these two moments in his notion of 
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"hegemony." 

The 'normal' exercise of hegemony...is characterized by the combination of 
force and consent, which balance each other reciprocally, without force 
predominating excessively over consent. Indeed, the attempt is always made 
to ensure that force will appear to be based on the consent of the majority, 
expressed by the so-called organs of public opinion—newspapers and 
associations—which, therefore, in certain situations, are artificially multiplied" 
(Gramsci 1971:80). 

Gramsci's notion of "consent" refers to an ideological project (a struggle over 

meaning) which, if successful, should decrease the need for force (a physical 

struggle).8 This literal reading of the force/consent opposition set up in the Prison 

Notebooks, however, does not satisfactorily explain the impact of Marine coercion in 

Haiti. As I have argued, physical force was integral to both the semantic and 

physical moments of political struggle during the U.S. Occupation. Therefore, in 

order for Gramsci's ideas to be of use to us in this particular example, we must 

collapse this force/consent dualism. 

With their notion of "state formation," Corrigan and Sayer attempt to 

deconstruct the force/consent opposition. In their analysis of English state formation, 

they argue that "the violent establishment and continuous regulation of 'consent' [is] 

orchestrated by that organization which abrogates to itself precisely the monopoly of 

8 Hannah Arendt sets up an even more mechanical opposition between "violence" 
and "power" in On Violence. "Power and violence are opposites; where one rules 
absolutely, the other is absent. Violence appears where power is in jeopardy, but left 
to its own course, it ends in power's disappearance" (Arendt 1970:56). Here 
Arendt's "violence" parallels Gramsci's "force," and her "power" parallels his 
"consent." 
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the legitimate use of physical force in society, 'the State'" (Corrigan and Sayer 

1985:199). In other words, rule cannot be accomplished "because of Force or Will, 

Coercion or Consensus, Violence or Internalization/socialization" (Corrigan 

1986:273); rather, rule is based on forced consensus. And I would add that 

opposition to rule can be effectively accomplished by disrupting the consensus on 

force. The physical force of the state and its connotations of "honor" and 

"patriotism" can be displaced and replaced with connotations of "violence." 

What are the stakes in this political struggle? Foucault said, "For a 

relationship of confrontation, from the moment it is not a struggle to the death, the 

fixing of a power relationship becomes a target" (Foucault 1982:225). During the 

Occupation, the position of Haiti vis-a-vis the United States and the day-to-day 

relationships of domination and subjugation between Marines and Haitians were the 

stakes in this particular political struggle. While those who supported the Occupation 

attempted to "fix" the existing codifications of power relations, those who opposed the 

Occupation attempted to produce a subversive recodification of those same power 

relations. 

Neither the support nor the opposition to the Occupation, however, acted as 

one homogeneous block in this struggle over meaning. The production of U.S. 

foreign policy, even within the United States government itself, was a multilayered 

and contradictory process. The confusion which characterized government reports 

during the Occupation, as well as the hostility between Republicans and Democrats 
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during the 1920 electoral campaign, suggests a lack of agreement-perhaps even an 

outright dispute—over the Haitian policy within the uppermost levels of the U.S. 

government. The preoccupation of the government during the Wilson Administration 

with the war in Europe meant that the Marine Corps in Haiti received little positive 

direction from Washington (Schmidt 1971:108). The only high level appraisal of the 

Haitian situation during these years was a 1917 visit to Haiti by Assistant Secretary of 

the Navy, Franklin D. Roosevelt, who simply endorsed Marine activities without 

qualification. If we were to explore the attitudes of members of the U.S. 

government, all that we could hope to find is the "actual disunity of political power" 

(Abrams 1977/1988:79).9 Marines and politicians alike purposefully tried to 

"whitewash" their own involvement and that of their political parties in the 

perpetration of random acts of violence in Haiti. These attempts dovetailed with a 

shared discursive framework which distinguished between "unnecessary" violence and 

"necessary" coercion. Marine coercion was not simply represented as "necessary" for 

the benefit of the U.S. public, it was "necessary" according to the reality inscribed by 

the discourse which legitimated U.S. expansionism. 

Likewise, the opposition to the Occupation was not monolithic. Those 

opposing the Occupation spoke from a variety of different subject positions, and their 

9 Derek Sayer argues in like manner that the study of these "supposed hegemonic 
projects...not only bring[s] out conflicts within and between elites, breaking down any 
notion of the coherent state project; [it] also bring[s] out a constant slippage where, 
behind the masks of the state, what we in fact repeatedly find is the petty, the 
personal, the corrupt, the backstabbing, the wheeling and dealing" (Sayer 1994:369). 
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reasons for protesting the Occupation often did not match up, and even conflicted 

with one another. What they did share, although unevenly, was a subaltern position, 

in this particular political struggle, in relation to the dominant position of those who 

supported the Occupation. The meanings attributed to Marine coercion by members 

of the opposition must be studied within the context of these relations of power. 

Stuart Hall asserts, 

there is no whole, authentic, autonomous 'popular culture' which is outside the 
field of force of the relations of cultural power and domination...There is a 
continuous and necessarily uneven and unequal struggle, by the dominant 
culture, constantly to disorganize and reorganize popular culture; to enclose 
and confine its definitions and forms within a more inclusive range of 
dominant forms. There are points of resistance; there are also moments of 
supersession. This is the dialectic of cultural struggle (Hall 1981:232-233). 

Therefore, "the meaning of a cultural symbol is given in part by the social field into 

which it is incorporated, the practices with which it articulates and is made to 

resonate" (Hall 1981:235).10 

Thus, in Haiti and in the United States, Marine coercion was perceived 

differently by those who supported the Occupation and those who opposed it. The 

discontinuities between these perceptions constituted a field of political struggle with 

each group appropriating Marine coercion as a symbol and practice which resonated 

with their own particular lived reality, a reality which was in turn shaped to an extent 

by the various discourses which interpellated them as subjects. 

10 Derek Sayer argues along the same lines for a recognition of "The polysemic, 
ambiguous, contradictory quality of the putative state forms: even as they oppress, 
they also empower. It is not a question of either/or, but both/and" (Sayer 1994:369). 
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I now return to the specific accounts of Marine coercion in Haiti during the 

period of the Occupation. First I will examine accounts written from the perspective 

of those who supported the Occupation. Then I will turn my attention to accounts 

written from the perspective of those who protested the Occupation. Throughout each 

of these sections, I will outline some of the more powerful discursive frameworks 

which informed the various perceptions of Marine coercion. 
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UNITED STATES POLICY IN HAITI AND THE "NECESSARY" USE OF 
PHYSICAL FORCE 

The perspective of the United States government on Marine coercion in Haiti 

was characterized by a public insistence on the practical distinction between 

"necessary," and therefore not "violent," physical force and an "unnecessary," and 

therefore "violent," physical force. The U.S. government did not support the use of 

"unnecessary" force or "random" acts of violence. It gave full support, however, to 

the "necessary" physical force associated with the Marine mission in Haiti. Support 

for this "necessary" physical force was accompanied by a denial of the humanity of 

the victims of that force and an anaesthetization of the abusive attacks on the victims' 

bodies. This perspective was informed by a nationalist discourse which celebrated 

U.S. expansionism as an inevitable result of the ongoing march of progress. 

A Senate Commission was ordered by President Harding to visit occupied 

Haiti in November 1921 to investigate reports of Marine violence. The Commission 

discovered only a small number of what it considered to be "random" acts of violence 

which had already been punished by the military court in Haiti. Unsubstantiated 

rumors of excessive Marine brutality were dismissed as hearsay. The Commission 

concluded that all other acts of Marine coercion which it investigated were 

"necessary" to the establishment of U.S. military control in Haiti. For example, the 

following comments were contained in the 1922 Senate Committee Report authorized 

by President Harding under the heading, "Illegal Executions": 
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The Committee has heard a number of complaints of the burning of homes of 
innocent inhabitants by the Marines...The times and places alleged...seem, 
however, to indicate that the houses were palm and wattle huts in settlements 
infested by bandits. The bandits were either there or near by in camps or 
were resting in the guise of innocent inhabitants, and the huts were burned by 
the patrols. In some cases this was a necessary military measure. It is also 
quite possible that some habitations were burned without substantial 
justification on this ground, but the Committee has not learned of any that 
were burned at places and times where and when there were not grounds to 
suspect that they were used as a shelter for the enemy (quoted in Bellegarde-
Smith 1985:26; italics are mine). 

The Commission was criticized because it failed to notify the Haitian population that 

testimony would be heard on certain days and in certain locations and because the 

Occupation government failed to guarantee protection to those who testified. Not 

surprisingly, few Haitians came forward with their stories. The anti-intervention U.S. 

press accused these commissions of "whitewashing" military actions. 

The U.S. government was well aware that some regulation of Marine activity 

was indispensable. Marines who landed at Cap Haitien were instructed to treat the 

Haitians with '"utmost kindness and consideration' and to make friendly, if 

patronizing, gestures toward them" (Schmidt 1971:78). When reports of the 

tremendous numbers of Haitian deaths reached the U.S. government in September 

1915, a greatly alarmed Secretary of the Navy Daniels ordered that no offensive 

action be undertaken without first consulting Washington, and in November, he 

informed Admiral Caperton that the department was "strongly impressed with [sic] 

number of Haitians killed" and that, "[i]n view of heavy losses to Haitians in recent 

engagement [sic] department desires your offensive to be suspended in order to 
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prevent further loss of life" (U.S. Senate 1922:398). Again, when it became clear 

that the labor corvee was strengthening Haitian resentment and leading to increased 

Caco resistance and even more deaths, the Occupation government announced: 

The time has come to put a stop to further bloodshed...The Corvee has been 
done away with entirely. Work on the road is entirely voluntary and will be 
paid for daily. The workmen will be free to come and go when it pleases 
them...Any injustices committed by native or American officials should be 
reported to American Military Officials and justice will be done and the 
offender punished (quoted in Schmidt 1971:101). 

In each of these examples, it is evident that the quantity of Haitian dead mattered, not 

the actual acts of coercion nor the physical harm done to the bodies of the victims. 

The victims' bodies represent, if anything, mere vehicles of labor power in the last 

quote. The proposed solution to the loss of Haitian life was therefore to convert the 

present system of production-incidently a Haitian system11—to one which was more 

modern and American (and more civilized), a system which utilized freely given wage 

labor. 

This minimal regulation of Marine coercion was accompanied by a continuing 

characterization of Cacos as "bandits" and "outlaws," and a general view of Haitians 

11 The 1864 Haitian law which established the corvee set road-building as a 
community project. As such, the corvee originally drew upon an ideal of cooperative 
labor which already existed in the practices of the combite, the mira, the societe 
congo, and other cooperative agricultural labor groups (see Herskovits 1937). These 
agricultural groups, however, were not mandatory. Participating in cooperative 
projects fulfilled certain social obligations, and was thus in an individual's best 
interest, but physical coercion was never used to force the unwilling. Likewise the 
Haitian version of the corvee was never strictly enforced. Only under the Occupation 
did it become a trope for Marine and gendarmerie violence. 
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as inferior to white Marines. This outlook was present in all levels of Occupation 

personnel, from the individual Marine soldier to the bosses in Washington. In a 

conversation which occurred before the U.S. even entered Haiti, Secretary of State 

William Jennings Bryan was reported as saying, "Dear me, think of it! Niggers 

speaking French" (Allen 1930:325). Colonel Littleton W. T. Waller, who succeeded 

Admiral Caperton as the senior officer in Haiti, wrote to his friend Colonel John A. 

Lejeune that "These (sic) people are niggers in spite of the thin varnish of education 

and refinement. Down in their hearts they are just the same happy, idle irresponsible 

people we know of" (quoted in Schmidt 1971:79). Commenting on the prevalence of 

racial prejudice among the Marines, James Weldon Johnson wrote: 

But, perhaps, the worst phase of American brutality in Haiti is, after all, not 
in the individual cases of cruelty, but in the American attitude. This attitude 
may be illustrated by a remark made by a marine officer at another time when 
I was seated at table with some Americans. We were discussing the Haitian 
situation when he said, 'The trouble with this business is that some of these 
people with a little money and education, think they are as good as we are' 
(Johnson 1920b:223). 

It is thus apparent that while Marine activity was monitored and regulated, the 

boundaries of "necessary" coercion were often governed, at least in part, by racial 

prejudice. This prejudice, however, was shared by many sectors of the U.S. public 

as well, and it could be argued that prejudiced statements could serve to rally the 

U.S. public around the "humanitarian" mission of bringing Haiti the democracy of 
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"advanced" civilization.12 

This leads us to an examination of the discourse embodied in the "Big Stick" 

and "Dollar Diplomacy" foreign policies of early 20th century United States 

government. These policies were inaugurated with the announcement on December 6, 

1904 of President Theodore Roosevelt's corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. On this 

date, Roosevelt informed Congress "that the Monroe Doctrine might require the 

United States to exercise an 'international police power' and intervene in Western 

Hemisphere countries in which there was a chronic 'wrongdoing, or an impotence 

which results in a general loosening of the ties of civilized society...'" (Blassingame 

1969:27). On January 21, 1905, the New York Times contended that the new policy 

was necessary to keep the Latin Americans "harmless against the ultimate 

consequences of their own misbehavior" (quoted in Blassingame 1969:29). Roosevelt 

himself stated, 

Our nation has insisted that because of its primacy in strength among the 
nations of the western hemisphere it has certain duties and responsibilities 
which oblige it to take a leading part...It is the firm purpose of the United 
States that its growth and influence and power shall redound, not to the 
harm, but to the benefit, of our sister republics, whose strength is less. Our 
growth, therefore, is beneficial to humankind in general (quoted in Penfield 
1904:75).13 

Under the Roosevelt corollary, private investors in search of new markets and 

12 Journalists writing during the period of the Occupation, however, complained 
about the apparent indifference of the U.S. public to the U.S. military intervention in 
Haiti (Blassingame 1969:37). 

13 This statement was included in a Chicago address, April 2, 1903. 
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resources obtained the U.S. government's blessings to expand their business ventures 

into the countries of Latin America. Stable government was thought to be a 

prerequisite for profitable returns on U.S. investment in those countries, and the U.S. 

military was often called upon to enforce that stability. Ail imperialist activity could 

therefore be justified in the name of economic development. U.S. foreign policy 

was backed by a widely-held belief in the manifest destiny of the United States to 

expand, little by little, until it controlled the globe. In 1904, Frederic Courtland 

Penfield published the following in the North American Review: 

It being accepted that lapse of time is destined to bring every island in the 
West Indies voluntarily under the fostering care of the Stars and Stripes, it is 
obviously permissible to discuss what measures are open to our government to 
honorably secure certain needed advantages before the ages bring the 
fulfillment of the 'destiny' so long recognized by profound political writers. 
A 'World Power' now, the United States is impatient to play its part in the 
western world, a role that cannot be left to another to enact. How then, may 
we secure the adjuncts essential to the needs of a mighty nation, bristling with 
twentieth-century initiative and impulses, while having for southern neighbors 
islands characterized by habits of the Middle Ages, and convulsive mainland 
countries as unprogressive as they were centuries ago? (Penfield 1904:76). 

Throughout the second half of the 19th century and the early years of the 20th 

century, the Caribbean was often referred to as an "American lake" (Penfield 

1904:77) or as the "American Mediterranean." For example, in 1915, the Providence 

Journal published the following comments: 

Our Mediterranean is described as embracing the Caribbean sea, the old 
Spanish 'Main or northern coast of South America, and the Gulf of Mexico. 
Our historic responsibility has taken active form without our seeking, and with 
the cordial approval of Great Britain, France, Holland, and Denmark, who 
have possessions in the West Indies. Thus, it has come about that Cuba is a 
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sovereign nation subject to written guarantees to Washington of good behavior; 
Porto Rico is territory of the United States, and so, in effect, is most of our 
Isthmus of Panama; the Republic of Panama is under our tutelage; the finances 
of the Dominican Republic are confided to our hands, carrying the 
responsibility for orderly government there; and, thanks to services less 
direct but sufficiently effective, Venezuela has enjoyed freedom from 
revolution since the downfall of Castro. The uneasy States of Central 
America, moreover, have sobered down since we became a near neighbor in 
the Canal Zone, and with the example of Nicaragua before them. The same 
policy might have been applied to Mexico, by the Taft Administration, except 
for the size of the contract. It is now Haiti's turn" (quoted in Current Opinion 
1915:224-225). 

Consider, as well, the article appearing in the Chicago Tribune on luly 27, 1916: "In 

one fashion or another, by force in one form or another, the United States expands. 

It pushes its frontiers ahead. Without its people knowing or caring how, it 

advances...The American does not know that we have intervened in Haiti and Santo 

Domingo; nevertheless, the American destiny goes south, and it is imperial" (quoted 

in Blassingame 1969:33). 

This support for U.S. expansionism had definite racial overtones. The 

tendency to expand westward, following the sun, was believed to be one characteristic 

of a supposedly superior Anglo-Saxon race. This race was believed to excel in 

mental activities associated with science and government, in Christian morality and in 

aesthetic beauty (Horseman 1981). The essential qualities of this race were 

substantialized in the collective subject, the "American nation" (see Alonso 

1994:384). Evolutionist narratives of progress which proclaimed the unilinear 

advance of humans from primitive and traditional to civilized and modern were called 
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upon to explain and justify the unequal relationship between the countries of the 

Caribbean and Latin America, on the one hand, and the United States, on the other. 

Caribbean peoples, as non Anglo-Saxons, were considered to be less advanced than 

Europeans and North Americans. 

Drawing on these themes of progress, popular literature of this time often 

represented members of Latin American societies as evolutionary children, or as less 

civilized human beings, still attempting to make their way along the road of progress 

towards a higher type of civilization. In a 1906 article, published in World's Work 

magazine, Eugene P. Lyle described Haiti as a naturally exquisite island where "a 

race of simple children have been playing at kings and emperors and presidents" 

(Lyle 1906:7151). Later he commented on the Haitian official (as a type, of course): 

"He acts like a child vaguely aware of some elusive responsibility. He has authority, 

and he feels that he must exert it in one way or another" (Lyle 1906:7151). Thirty 

years later, anthropologist Melville J. Herskovits noted that "childlike" was still the 

preferred adjective used by North Americans and Europeans to describe Haitians 

during the U.S. Occupation, when he did his fieldwork in the valley of Mirebalais 

(Herskovits 1937:viii). The U.S. High Commissioner in Haiti during the Occupation, 

John H. Russell, believed that the average Haitian had the mental development of a 

seven-year-old child. 

Racial prejudice intensified the belief that Haitians were less advanced than 

North Americans and complicated the representation of Haitians as children. Haitians 
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were not granted the same level of intelligence or industriousness as North American 

youths because of the color of their skin. One U.S. State Department official wrote 

that Haitians "are not even children in the sense that we use the word, since they have 

had no ancestry of intelligence as a foundation" (Bellegarde-Smith 1990:77). 

The representation of Haitians as children or as "almost" children was a part 

of a larger kinship metaphor which was invoked when describing the relationship 

between the United States and the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean. 

References to "sister republics," "brother countries," and the "fostering care" of the 

U.S. abound in the political literature of this period. This kinship metaphor was used 

by those who supported U.S. expansion to naturalize the authority of the U.S. in the 

Western Hemisphere. As the disobedient and badly behaved child, Haiti was 

desperately in need of adult supervision. The United States, as the more mature older 

brother, was "naturally" best-suited to play the role of parent.14 In 1922, General 

Butler testified before the U.S. Senate that the Marines were "imbued with the fact 

that we were trustees of a huge estate that belonged to minors" (Bellegarde-Smith 

1990:77). 

However, just as Haitians were represented as "almost" children, so they were 

represented as "almost" relatives. A 1915 editorial printed in Current Opinion stated, 

14 Note the masculine identity of the United States. Ascribing masculine and 
feminine identities to the nations of the Western Hemisphere reenforced the ability of 
the kinship metaphor to naturalize the authority of the United States by calling to 
mind the "natural" gendered hierarchy of the family. 



46 

"Haiti is the latest addition to the United States family of stepchildren in the 

Caribbean, thanks to the Monroe Doctrine" (Current Opinion 1915:223; italics are 

mine). This variation on the kinship metaphor indicated the distance between the 

United States and its dependents. Step-relatives were not blood relatives. A short 

commentary published in World's Work in 1916 explained, "We are simply going in 

there (Haiti) for ten years to help our black brother put his disorderly house in order 

and to make it our particular business to see that he prospers" (World's Work 

1916:596). In this particular case, Haitians are the black sheep of the family. They 

do not live in the same house with their white brothers. 

As relatives who were the same, yet very different, Haitians were defined 

against the North American standard. In fact, Haitians were often represented as the 

antithesis of North Americans. Haitians were black, Americans were white; Haitians 

practiced voodoo, Americans were Christians; Haitians were dirty, Americans were 

clean.15 Haitians were almost always seen as pathological or sick in comparison to 

North Americans. This provided one more justification for U.S. intervention. 

President Woodrow Wilson stated, "[N]ature, in its rough method of uplift, gives sick 

nations strong neighbors and takes its inexorable course with private enterprise and 

15 This preoccupation with hygiene manifested itself in the U.S. Marine campaign 
to literally clean up the streets of Port-au-Prince during the first two years of the 
Occupation. Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, North American and 
European visitors to Port-au-Prince had written disparagingly of poor sanitation in the 
city. In 1906, Lyle wrote, "Naked children, and grown ones too, loll like swine in 
the ditch water of the public streets" (Lyle 1906:7154). 
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diplomacy as its instruments" (quoted in Bellegarde-Smith 1990:77). 

To the string of oppositions listed above—Haitians/Americans, black/white, 

voodoo/Christianity, dirty/clean—we can add irrational/rational, primitive/civilized and 

violent/self-controlled. Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, popular 

narratives of progress claimed that "primitives" were inherently violent and that the 

coming of civilization would dispense with this violence. Indeed, Haitian violence 

(assassinations, coups d'etat, massacres, etc.) was often given as a justification for 

U.S. intervention in the first place (Plummer 1992). Admiral Caperton referred to 

violence when he expressed what Americans hoped the end result of the Occupation 

would be. 

Haiti will be a land free from violence, with President Dartiguenave guiding 
the destinies of his country. With the support of his people, justice and 
prosperity will mark the life in Haiti, the country's fertility and possibilities 
will be developed, there will be plenty of work and good wages for the 
country's peasantry, and employment for the abilities and intelligence of the 
upper classes. It is easy to see that instead of misery and desolation, with 
misfortune knocking at every door, Haiti will be a land of honor, peace and 
contentment. Haitians will do this for themselves; the United States will stand 
by as an elder brother to help and support (quoted in Perkins 1981:122). 

The notion of "inherently violent primitives" also shaped American policy regarding 

the reorganized Haitian police force. Black members of the gendarmerie were 

prevented from taking target practice because they were deemed untrustworthy when 

in possession of a weapon (Millet and Gaddy 1976:390). Referring to the black 

gendarmes, Colonel Waller warned, "You can never trust a nigger with a gun" 

(quoted in Schmidt 1971:103). 
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The U.S. scientific establishment developed theories of race which reflected 

popular attitudes. The field of anthropometry, the anatomical measurement of 

humans, which included physiognomy, craniology, and phrenology, produced 

supposedly empirically-based generalizations which were used to prove the existence 

of innate differences between races. Non-white peoples were considered to be 

inferior types of human beings. These "findings" were used to explain the unequal 

relations between nations as well as between human beings. An 1846 article in the 

Phrenological Journal stated, "we conclude that among nations, as among individuals, 

force of character is determined by the average size of the head; and that the larger-

headed nations manifest their superior power, by subjecting and ruling their smaller-

headed brethren" (quoted in Horsman 1981:59). Although these beliefs were most 

common during the 18th and 19th centuries, "scientifically"-based beliefs in innate 

differences between the races survived into the early 20th century and were applied to 

Haitians in the period leading up to the Occupation and during the Occupation itself. 

For instance, President Woodrow Wilson stated, "the biological law of the tendency 

to revert to the lower type as the higher attributes are disused is at work among 

nations" (quoted in Bellegarde-Smith 1990:77). 

These beliefs about the Haitian as an inferior, less advanced, and therefore 

violent, "type" of human being provided a potent justification for U.S. intervention: 

an educating or regenerating mission. In 1904, an editorial in the Independent 

concluded, 
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If the United States has one 'mission,' it is to propagate liberty, under the 
direction of education and morality. True, this, like all charity must begin at 
home; but it has begun at home, and we can afford to go abroad—at least, to 
those that ask our help. It is not true that we cannot educate or defend our 
own people. We are doing it with commendable speed; and it requires no 
shrewd vision to see how rapidly we are welding white and black, 
Scandinavian, Teuton, Celt and Spaniard into one people with an homogenous 
culture. There is vigor enough in our institutions to mold this little State 
(Independent 1904:508). 

That same year, Penfield wrote, "Sooner or later, Uncle Sam must perform the 

Christian task of pointing to these [Caribbean republics] the way to better 

government. To a great people schooled in dealing with the problems of the negro 

[sic] race, the task should not be difficult" (Penfield 1904:83-84). In its 1915 

summary of journalistic opinion, Current Opinion magazine printed, "The Christian 

Science Monitor suggests that it would be a good thing if educators of the Negro in 

the southern states, and some of their best pupils trained in respect for law, in 

domestic economy and in the fundamental ethics of daily living, could be induced to 

go to Haiti and made at liberty to raise the tone of living on the island and to teach 

the natives the truth about themselves and their environment" (Current Opinion 

1915:225). 

As these comments show, experiences in Haiti resonated with and reinforced 

the experience of racial inequality in United States. During this period, the social 

climate in the United States held coercion to be an acceptable and often "necessary" 

means of controlling blacks. Lynching, debt peonage, exploitation of black prison 

labor, police brutality, white vigilante assaults on blacks, and the events of the Bloody 
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Summers of 1918 and 1919 characterized black-white relations in the United States. 

The connection between the treatment of Haitians and the experience of racial 

inequality in the U. S. is spelled out in an April 3, 1905 editorial on the "Retrograde 

Negro," printed in the Chicago Tribune. The Tribune contended that "the inability of 

Haitians to govern their nation made it easier for Northerners to understand and to 

accept the South's refusal to allow Negroes any political voice in its affairs" (quoted 

in Blassingame 1969:30). In addition, segregation, as practiced in the U.S., was 

transported intact to Haiti: not even the Haitian President was allowed entrance into 

the American Club (Logan 1971:401). 

Throughout the period under consideration, the U.S. Press was deeply divided 

over the issue of intervention. Some magazines, such as National Geographic, 

supported the intervention and shared many elements of the discursive framework of 

the U.S. government. In their study of the National Geographic. Lutz and Collins 

argue that the magazine presents itself as an objective purveyor of scientific 

knowledge while actually confirming American values by replicating popular 

understandings of the Third World (Lutz and Collins 1993). This replication of 

middle class American values lends the photos and articles of the magazine a seeming 

neutrality in their presentations and gives them the comforting feel of "commonsense" 

realities captured on film. In Lutz' and Collins' words, the National Geographic 

Society's "brand of evolutionism [was]... a more classical social evolutionism, an 

optimistic brand of the doctrine that focused on the 'evolutionary guarantee' of 



51 

progress through the increasing triumph of rationality over instinct even as it 

continued to justify residual inequalities of sex, class, and race...National Geographic 

reinforced America's vision of its newly ascendant place in the world by showing 

'how far we've come'" (Lutz and Collins 1993:19). Lutz and Collins found little 

overtly racist or hostile material on the pages of the Geographic. However, they 

discovered that we (members of a "homogenous" American society) were often left 

unmarked as the usual state of humanness, the standard against which all others are 

defined, and they were usually exoticized and primitivized. 

Articles published during the Occupation, like statements made by U.S. 

government officials, represent Haitians as irresponsible children: "The inhabitants of 

the country districts of Haiti are warm-hearted, polite, good-natured, and usually care 

less for the morrow than for the pleasures of the moment" (Geographic 1916:166). 

Haitians are also depicted as animal-like barbarians-previous to the U.S. Occupation 

"the natives lived, amid dirt and squalor, in tiny huts or huddled together like 

animals, in the open, when night overtook them on their rude trails" (Geographic 

1920:499-500). The "primitive" Haitian was represented as a violent creature in great 

need of the stabilizing and civilizing influence of the United States. "It is agreed by 

all authorities that now and then [in Africa] in the frenzy of the snake dances the 

worshippers refuse to be content with anything less than a sacrifice of the 'goat 

without horns'—a living child" (Geographic 1916:153). And, "Haiti's problem...is 

made up of the sum of all the accumulated evils and abuses of more than a hundred 
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fevered, retrograde years—years cursed with tyranny and bloodshed unimaginable" 

(Geographic 1920:497). Consider, as well, the following picture caption: 

Recalcitrant Natives forced to follow peaceful pursuits: the striped apparel and 
the armed guards in the background explain why these particular Haitians are 
engaged in the useful occupation of making straw hats rather than roaming the 
wilderness as members of 'caco' bands" (Geographic 1920:504). 

Regarding instances of Marine coercion, the magazine has very little to say. 

The only mention that I could find was the following comment, "A force of about a 

thousand marines was busily engaged for several months, at the end of which time 

Dr. Bobo, the principal leader of the cacos and revolutionists, was driven out of Haiti 

and all of the bands of cacos were dispersed" (Geographic 1920:506-507; italics are 

mine). Hence, Marine coercion is anaesthetized and presented as civilized activity. 

Haitian violence is presented as barbaric. 

Haitians were not always represented in a negative light, however. Following 

the magazine's humanitarian mission to carry the exoticized beauty of the Third 

World into the homes of America's middle class, one author regrets that the Haitian 

men "did not revert to the most defensible African custom of wearing very little 

clothing, for they would evidently have exhibited forms that would be a delight to the 

sculptor's eye" (Geographic 1920:490). 

To sum up the perspective: coercive acts committed by U.S. Marines in Haiti 

were represented and often accepted as legitimate by the U.S. government, the pro-

intervention U.S. press. We must assume that this was so for sectors of the U.S. 
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public as well. For these persons, Marine coercion fell within the boundaries of 

"necessary" physical force as dictated by a shared discursive framework which 

celebrated the expansion of the United States as an inevitable and desirable process. 

The belief in the "necessity" of the use of physical force and its suitability as a 

method for controlling colonized peoples was associated with a tendency to represent 

Haitians as children in need of the adult care of the United States. Haitians were 

viewed as an inferior racial "type," both dirty and violent, enabling those who 

supported the Occupation to understand violence in the abstract and to ignore the 

damage done to the actual bodies of individual Haitian victims. 
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THE OPPOSITION AND ACCUSATIONS OF MARINE VIOLENCE 

Those who opposed the Occupation constituted a diverse group, ranging from 

politicians and journalists who belonged to anti-intervention organizations or wrote for 

anti-intervention periodicals in the United States, to members of the Haitian 

intellectual and commercial elites, to members of the Haitian peasantry. Because of 

their very different social positions, they experienced Marine coercion unequally, and 

consequently, their motives for criticizing the Occupation varied. All members of this 

heterogenous opposition, however, called attention to and condemned the excessive 

use of physical coercion by U.S. Marines. Anti-intervention organizations in the 

United States accused the U.S. government of the "abuse of power" and the unfair 

imposition of U.S. political and economic control on Haiti. Many Haitian elites 

claimed that the U.S. presence was no less than an assault on the sovereignty of the 

Haitian nation and that U.S. Marines were simply an instrument of North American 

racial prejudice. Many members of the Haitian peasantry directly confronted Marine 

coercion by participating in caco groups or by silently condoning caco resistance. 

Many of those who protested the Occupation countered the dehumanizing effects of 

the U.S. discourse of expansionism by asserting the validity of Haitian culture and 

emphasizing the effects of Marine "violence" on the bodies of those who were being 

violated. In this active assertion of peoplehood and personhood, it was the victims 

themselves who came to embody the meaning of Marine violence. 

Organizations based in the United States which condemned the Occupation 
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included the NAACP, many black church groups, the Haiti-Santo Domingo 

Independence Society,16 the American-Haitian Benevolent Club, the Foreign Policy 

Association, and the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom. These 

were all vocal in calling for an end to the Occupation. 

The NAACP conducted an investigation in 1920, sending Acting Secretary 

James Weldon Johnson, to report on the treatment of Haitians by U.S. Marines. This 

trip was partially financed by the GOP, which had collaborated with the NAACP 

during the 1920 electoral campaign. Republican candidate Warren G. Harding had 

allied himself with Johnson, who was then a member of the Republican National 

Advisory Committee, in an attempt to secure the black vote in the upcoming 

presidential election. During Johnson's three month stay in Haiti, he met with 

President Sudre Dartiguenave, activist Georges Sylvain, whom he convinced to 

reestablish the Union Patriotique, and Dr. Jean Price Mars, the founder of the Haitian 

school of ethnology, among others. He also talked with many U.S. Marine Corps 

soldiers and officers. In his autobiography, Along This Way. Johnson told the 

following story: 

Some of the Marines related to me the details of their fights in the hills and 
back country with the "bandits." One of them told me about a "bandit hunt"; 
how they finally came upon a crowd of natives engaged in the popular pastime 
of cock-fighting, and they "let them have it" with the machine gun and rifle 
fire. It was evident that for many of the American boys who had enlisted in 

16 This group was founded by James Weldon Johnson, Acting Secretary of the 
NAACP. Ernest Greuning, the editor of The Nation, and publisher Lewis S. Gannett 
were members. 
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the marines and been sent off to Haiti, "hunting bandits" was a great 
adventure and a very thrilling sport. I used these accounts given me by the 
marine officers, together with other reports that I gathered, as the basis for an 
estimate of the number of Haitians that had been killed by the American forces 
of the occupation (Johnson 1933:349). 

In this story, Johnson makes it clear that "hunting bandits" could also be viewed as 

massacring a crowd of peasants at a cockfight. By exposing an alternative view of 

reality, Johnson attempted to deconstruct dominant ideas about Marine coercion in 

Haiti. 

Johnson explicitly addressed violence by Marines in his four part series of 

articles in the Nation, entitled "Self-Determining Haiti." In these articles, Johnson 

questioned the "necessity" of the military Occupation of Haiti, arguing that 

The military Occupation has made and continues to make military occupation 
necessary. The justification given is that it is necessary for the pacification of 
the country. Pacification would never have been necessary had not the 
American policies been filled with so many stupid and brutal blunders; and it 
will never be effective so long as 'pacification' means merely the 
hunting of ragged Haitians in the hills with machine guns (Johnson 
1920a:237). 

In this way, Johnson demonstrated the contingency of "necessary" Marine force in 

Haiti. In the face of Johnson's comments, the boundary between "necessary" and 

"unnecessary" physical force no longer seems as solid and unchanging as it did at 

first, and "unnecessary" violence begins to bleed into "necessary" physical force. 

Throughout the "Self-Determining Haiti" series, Johnson also highlighted many 

specific instances of Marine violence: "Just before I left Port-au-Prince an American 

Marine caught a Haitian boy stealing sugar off the wharf and instead of arresting him 
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he battered his brains out with the butt of his rifle" (Johnson 1920a:266). Moreover, 

he expressed his indignation over the dehumanizing tendency of official accounts by 

emphasizing the specificity of human death for both the Haitians and for the Marines 

themselves: 

When the truth about the conquest of Haiti—the slaughter of three thousand and 
[sic] practically unarmed Haitians, with the incidently needless death of a score 
of American boys—begins to filter through the rigid Administration censorship 
to the American people, the apologists will become active (Johnson 
1920a:265). 

Johnson also questioned the legality of the Occupation itself, charging that 

Haitian legislators were forced to sign the treaty which legalized the acts of the 

Occupation. This stress on the precarious legality of the Occupation was in keeping 

with the NAACP's practice of utilizing the law as a tool to gain political influence 

and economic control for black Americans. 

Racism was another important issue for the NAACP. The events of the 

Bloody Summers of 1918 and 1919 had the NAACP agitating for a federal anti-

lynching bill, and militant black nationalism was on the rise. Historian Brenda Gayle 

Plummer points out that "The reaction of black Americans to the Haitian occupation 

is significant because it reflects the great change during this era in blacks' self-

assessment, and in their view of kindred peoples of African descent in other parts of 

the world" (Plummer 1982:125). 

Earlier, throughout the 19th century, many black North Americans had pointed 

to Haiti as proof that blacks could rule themselves. Some responded to the U.S. 



Victims of American Rule 

(Johnson 1920b:223). 



60 

Occupation by feeling embarrassed and betrayed by Haiti's weakness. "'We long to 

see Haiti demonstrate to the world the capacity of the Negro for self-government and 

self-improvement,' the New York Age editorialized during the first days of the 

occupation, 'and each time that she suffers from revolution and lawlessness we 

experience a feeling of almost personal disappointment over it" (Plummer 1982:127). 

We can see here the penetration of the very discourse which supporters of the 

Occupation utilized. Many black North Americans shared beliefs in the popular 

narratives of progress discussed above. One example is the work of James Theodore 

Holly, whose family traveled to Haiti as missionaries. Holly suggested transforming 

Haiti's Franco-African mores into 'anglo-african' ones. He believed that sending 

'Black Anglo-Saxon' missionaries to Haiti who would spread the message of 

Protestantism, industrial habits, and the English language, would be beneficial to both 

societies. "Holly perceived Black Americans as intermediaries between two societies-

-one white, advanced, and Christian, and the other black, benighted, and in need of 

salvation" (Plummer 1982:126-127). 

Then, early in the 20th century, a trend towards Pan-Africanism began to 

develop in the United States. Many black North Americans rejected the notion that 

progress was owned by those who had white European blood. In order to refute this 

idea, which had been popular throughout much of the 19th century, U.S. blacks began 

to study their common roots with other black peoples in Africa, the unique cultures 

and traditions which existed before the arrival of the Europeans, and the violent 
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subjugation of black peoples by white Europeans. 

Many blacks living in the United States began to accept Haitians as black 

brothers in need of their support.17 The immigration of West Indian peoples to the 

United States furthered these sentiments. By 1930, over five hundred Haitians lived 

in New York City alone (Plummer 1982:138). The Crisis, organ of the NAACP, 

argued that "The efforts of Haitians 'to assist in the rehabilitation of the Negro race,' 

a task assigned to them by Providence, had been 'violently arrested.' The American 

intervention was thus an attack on the progress of all blacks" (Plummer 1982:139). 

Thus although black North Americans did not experience Marine coercion 

directly, they were vocal in their protest against the Occupation of Haiti because it 

represented one element of the struggle to end the oppression of black peoples by 

whites. Black North Americans did not have sufficient political clout to bring the 

U.S. Occupation to an end, but they were successful in utilizing their voting rights as 

political leverage in an attempt to "set limits to the blatancy of coercion in the black 

republic" (Plummer 1982:126). 

Another anti-intervention organization based in the United States, the Women's 

17 Again, a kinship metaphor appears in expressions of the relationship between 
U.S. blacks and Haitians. And, just as it was utilized to naturalize the authority of 
the United States in U.S. government discourse, so it naturalizes the supposedly 
superior position of U.S. blacks vis-a-vis Haitians in this particular context. 
Throughout the late 19th and 20th centuries, North American black activists have 
been at odds with Haitian intellectuals where political strategy is concerned. This 
conflict has often resulted in hints at the existence of a hierarchical relationship 
between African-American politics and Haitian nationalist politics. 
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International League for Peace and Freedom, also sent a delegation to Haiti to 

investigate abuses by U.S. Marines. This group, headed by Emily Balch, who was 

later nominated by Haitian Dantes Bellegarde for the Nobel Peace Prize, published a 

document in 1927 which listed specific accounts of Marine violence collected in Haiti. 

We may cite a signed memorial presented to our party in Haiti which refers to 
the burning alive of Cazeau Noel, and of Medard Belony and his wife, the 
summary execution of the three children of Hergene, and of the twin sisters 
Athelia and Cloraine Etienne, the beating and torturing with fire of the widow 
of Romain Bregarde...the burning alive of one Vixinia in broad daylight in the 
Gendarmerie at Mai'ssade, the execution by beating of Dorlean Joseph, the 
execution by machine gun of the daughters of the widow Celicour Rosier in 
the yard of their house, when their mother, aged 84, received two bullets in 
her thigh; daily shooting of cattle, the many burnings of crops, distilleries, 
mills, and houses" (Bellegarde-Smith 1990:83). 

This organization of largely white, middle-class women, considered themselves to be 

representative of the sentiments of politically progressive North American women. 

Balch and her associates used issues that women had traditionally concerned 

themselves with—children, the family, and the home-to access mainstream politics. 

In the case of Haiti, the League approached Marine violence from the angle of the 

destruction of property and loss of human life that Marines blindly inflicted upon the 

Haitian peasant family.18 In the preceding quote, the humanity of the victims, as 

well as the details of the specific acts of violence are set out in stark contrast to 

18 The position of the League corroborated the assertion by the U.S. government 
that Marine coercion was not motivated solely by racial prejudice. In this respect, the 
League positioned itself against the NAACP and against Haitian urban elites who 
accused the U.S. troops of racism. Nevertheless, both Johnson and Haitian 
intellectual Dantes Bellegarde applauded the members of this women's organization 
for their participation in the debate over the U.S. Occupation. 
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official accounts given by the U.S. government. 

In Haiti, responses to the U.S. Occupation varied. It is true that many 

Haitians, especially those Port-au-Prince elites involved in international trade, 

prospered financially under the U.S. Occupation. Many Haitian peasants were also 

relieved that the countryside was finally stable and free from the thievery and 

vandalism which accompanied the regional militias as they passed through on their 

way to Port-au-Prince to claim the presidency. The U.S. High Commissioner 

reported in 1928 that one peasant had stated, 

Formerly we had no peace. My sons were taken away from me,19 my crops 
were destroyed. You have come and given us peace. I can now work my 
garden and sell my crops. I am protected and assisted. We would fight for 
you (quoted in Buell 1929:358). 

But it is also true that Haitians experienced the often violent presence of U.S. 

Marines, themselves, in the most trivial aspects of their daily lives. Marine coercion 

therefore had a most direct and personal effect on all Haitians. 

Marine coercion directly threatened many Haitian peasants. Under the corvee, 

Haitian peasants were taken from their homes and forced to work on rural roads, 

sometimes several days travel away from their homes. Leaving home to build roads 

meant a stop to agricultural production on one's own land. This forced neglect of 

one's fields could spell economic disaster for a peasantry already plagued by a 

19 Prior to the U.S. Occupation, any male citizen, between the age of 16 and 60 
years old and who was not in the paid National Guard, was required to be a member 
of the unpaid National Guard. Many peasants were thus conscripted by the regional 
militias during their bids to state power (Laguerre 1993). 
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notoriously low productivity (see Mintz 1974). 

During the period of the Occupation, peasant agricultural production was 

accomplished with comparatively simple tools such as the hoe, the billhook, and the 

dibble. Thus agricultural work was extremely labor intensive. The diverse array of 

peasant crops, including maize, sweet potatoes, manioc, avocadoes, melons and 

various vegetables, provided the mainstay of the local economy. Coffee and 

sugarcane, also mostly produced on small peasant farms, constituted the bulk of 

Haitian exports. Despite the importance of peasant production to the Haitian 

economy, however, the peasant producer, himself, saw meager profits. According to 

a law passed in March 1807, during the regime of General Alexandre Petion, heavy 

taxes were imposed on agricultural products and were collected at customs houses 

throughout the country. By 1909, more than 95% of government revenues came from 

multiple taxes collected at the various ports on a single crop, coffee (Trouillot 

1990:61). These taxes were born indirectly borne by the peasantry because the 

Haitian commercial bourgeoisie compensated for profits lost by paying small farmers 

much less than the crops' value. Thus the Haitian peasantry depended upon careful 

attention to their fields for both their own subsistence and for the small profits which 

they could then use buy the consumer goods that they needed. 

The corvee, like the regional militias before the Occupation, violently 

interrupted this precarious existence. For this reason, many peasants were attracted 

to the Caco armies, which actively opposed the Occupation. At the onset of the 
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Occupation, the rural militias were divided into factions under different leaders, each 

of whom supported a distinct political agenda. During the early years of the 

Occupation, however, the Marines and the gendarmerie launched a bloody campaign 

to disperse these regional militias. In response, the many militias, which came to be 

known as the Cacos, began to demonstrate a certain unity of purpose-to repel the 

U.S. Marines. Cacos directed much of their destructive activity against the Haitian 

American Sugar Company and its clients (Plummer 1992:103). Raids on Port-au-

Prince involved assassinations of selected prominent citizens, looting and the capture 

of hostages for ransom (Plummer 1992:103). When in 1919, Charlemagne Peralte 

gathered his army, he is said to have cried: 

Today our patience is at an end. We demand our rights, unrecognized and 
flouted by the unscrupulous Americans who, by destroying our institutions, 
deprive the Haitian people of all their resources, and thrive on our name and 
our blood. With cruelty and injustice, the Yankees have for four years cast 
ruin and destruction on our territory...We are prepared to make any sacrifice 
to liberate Haitian territory (quoted in Nicholls 1979:149). 

Armed regional militias had never claimed to fight to satisfy peasant grievances 

before the U.S. Occupation (Trouillot 1990:95), and Peralte's rhetoric could be 

construed as an effort by an angry member of the rural bourgeoisie to appropriate 

peasant concerns in order to gather as many bodies as possible under his leadership. 

But the fact remains that Peralte was extremely successful in building a massive force, 

the greatest number of whom were peasants. 

Speaking of "blood" and "destruction," Peralte emphasized the consequences 
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of Marine violence, both under the corvee and during the Marine campaign against 

the Cacos. From this particular perspective, Marine violence appeared as a matter of 

life and death; survival and starvation. There could be no such thing as a 

dehumanized "necessary" killing of peasants. Peralte also stressed the importance of 

Haitian territory in this speech. Although an enclosed national territory takes on great 

importance in many nationalist discourses, land has a special significance in Haiti, 

where one of the most distinctive results of the Haitian Revolution in 1804 was the 

parceling out of the huge French plantations to the slaves who had once worked them. 

Land was thus equated with national and individual freedom for much of the Haitian 

peasantry.20 Violence practiced under the corvee and the interruption of the farming 

of peasant lands violently snatched away those freedoms. 

Haitian intellectual and commercial urban elites were ambivalent about the 

20 Sidney Mintz suggests that the special significance which Haitian peasants 
attach to land, holding on to it even when it proves to be an economic drain, 
originated in colonial Saint Domingue (Mintz 1974). On the large plantations owned 
by French planters, slaves were given provision grounds in and around the plantation 
on which to grow their own food. This suited the planters because it released them 
from an obligation to provide fully for the workers that they owned; it benefitted the 
slaves because they controlled the products of much arable land which was 
topographically uneven and thus unsuitable for large-scale planting. This meant the 
otherwise powerless slaves exercised control over at least a portion of their labor 
when working their own individual garden plots. Thus the acquisition of land and the 
laborer's control over the agricultural products of that land came to symbolize 
freedom and control over one's own destiny. One indication of the importance of 
land to newly independent Haitians was a provision of the Imperial Constitution of 
1805 which forbade "any white of whatever nationality" from owning land in Haiti 
(Trouillot 1990:73). This provision remained on the books until the U.S. Occupation 
when it was written out of the new Constitution passed by the Occupation 
government. 
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U.S. presence in Haiti during the first years of the Occupation. President Stenio 

Vincent, who was elected to the Haitian presidency in 1932, and who negotiated the 

final withdraw of U.S. troops in 1934, commented on the mood of the elites at the 

outset of the Occupation: "'There was, in general, among the Haitians, a sort of 

discreet understanding to excuse the intervention, hoping it would liquidate the chaotic 

situation that existed in the country, substituting an organized life of peace and work. 

The most intransigent patriots...came to consider it as a necessary evil'" (Healy 

1988:278; italics are mine). Vincent's use of the word "necessary" indicates the 

degree to which the Haitian elite shared aspects of a discursive framework which 

celebrated the march of progress with members of the U.S. government.21 Most 

urban elites in Haiti wanted to be free from the imposed rule of the United States and 

the racial discrimination which they endured under Marine control, but they also 

believed in ideas of progress, and wanted their own country, and especially their 

countryside, to advance more quickly towards "true" civilization. As the Occupation 

wore on, however, the elites gained more sympathy for the peasantry. As literary 

historian J. Michael Dash concludes, "The elite may have been unsympathetic to the 

21 The use of the word "necessary" does indicate that the Haitian elites shared 
some elements of their discursive repertoire with the U.S. government. However, 
whereas U.S. government officials had paired this term with physical force and 
coercion, Haitian elites paired it with evil. Perhaps this indicates that while U.S. 
officials evaluated the Occupation according to the degree of its technical efficiency, 
even where physical force was concerned, Haitian elites evaluated it according to 
much broader philosophical ideals. I thank Dr. Daniel Nugent for pointing this out to 
me (Nugent, pers. comm. 1995). 
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caco cause initially since the latter were so closely associated with the period of 

anarchy which earlier preceded the Occupation. But reports of atrocities and innocent 

peasants murdered began to reinforce their resentment of the colonial nature of the 

American presence" (Dash 1981:48). 

The majority of the Haitian elite, however, never joined the peasant Caco 

armies in actual warfare against the Marines, and elite-based protest movements never 

caught on among the peasants in rural areas. In fact, these two sectors of the Haitian 

population remained separated from one another throughout the Occupation period 

even though they both sought the same end—the removal of the U.S. Marines from 

Haitian soil.22 Sidney Mintz points out that, although it may seem as if these two 

sectors of the Haitian population are completely isolated from one another, the elite 

and the peasantry are "bound together in unequal but interdependent relationships in 

Haiti (Mintz 1974:271). The peasantry is dependent upon and subject to the elite 

politically, and the elite derive their power by controlling and taxing the rural 

peoples. What one does find, regarding the resistance to the Occupation, is an 

22 Michel-Rolph Trouillot explores the many reasons for this separation (Trouillot 
1990). He considers the system of indirect taxation to be very important since it 
ensured that the two sectors of the population would have very little contact with one 
another. Language was also an important factor in this division. French was and still 
is the language of power in Haiti. Although all Haitians are able to communicate 
with one another in Haitian creole, political and intellectual activities were almost 
always conducted in French during the time preceding and including the Occupation. 
Only the Haitian elites were raised to be bilingual in both creole and French. It is 
important to recognize that the Haitian peasantry did not have access to the 
nationalistic writings of Haitian elites who opposed the Occupation because this 
literature was written, for the most part, in French. 
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appropriation of peasant culture by the intellectual elite in their attempts to uncover an 

essential Haitian identity.23 The peasantry, however, was not entirely passive in this 

process. As a result of its study by members of the elite, peasant culture attained a 

measure of acceptance in urban Haiti that it had not known before the Occupation. 

The elite itself was not a unified group. In fact, what strikes one most about 

the elite response to the Occupation is the fragmentation of that sector of the Haitian 

population. Significant differences can be discerned between blacks and mulattoes 

and between Haitians of different age groups. Older elites who had enjoyed a life of 

prosperity and privilege before the Occupation were less willing to challenge U.S. 

rule and put their own social position in jeopardy. Many elites of the younger 

generation, however, having lived most of their adult lives during the U.S. 

Occupation openly protested the U.S. military presence. The majority of elites, 

however, no matter what their skin color or age, were careful not to appear to be too 

in favor of foreign occupation. Even those Haitian elites who benefitted materially 

from the American presence were careful to express their pride in the Haitian nation 

and their hope for the eventual return of Haitian sovereignty. 

Many Haitian elites of the older generation admired U.S. enterprise and 

organizational skill, but considered the Marines to be barbarians in terms of 

aesthetics, sensitivity, and basic human decency. Rather, the French were considered 

23 This has been one important criticism of the indigeniste movement and other 
noiriste movements in Haiti. These movements will be discussed further in this 
section. 
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to be far superior models of reason and tolerance, the creators of "true" civilized life. 

The French were tolerant, Americans were racists; the French disliked violence, 

Americans exercised it blindly; the French were cultured, Americans ignorant. The 

following extract from an historical work written in the 1920's stresses the perceived 

cultural distinctions between Haitians and North Americans: 

The Occupation has one advantage-in that it forces us to understand...how 
much our black French backgrounds, our Afro-Latin feelings, our French 
culture was opposed to the crude materialism, rough Anglo-Saxon mentality of 
North Americans, scornful of subtlety, ignorant of refinement and convinced 
that all civilization is primarily materialistic" (quoted in Dash 1981:50). 

In one context, however, Americans were likened to the French: as the colonial 

oppressor. For example, in the February 22, 1928 issue of Le Petit Impartial, a 

young Jacques Roumain said, "We are today facing the American as our ancestors 

faced the armies of the First Consul [Napoleon Bonaparte]" (quoted in Fowler 

1980:45). 

Censorship of the press was prevalent in U.S. occupied Haiti, and many 

journalists were illegally imprisoned during the Occupation. But an active French 

languagepresse d'opposition did exist. Le Petit Impartial. Le Nouvelliste. La Ligue. 

La Tribune, and Haiti Integral were among the periodicals published during the 

Occupation period which printed anti-Occupation editorials. Le Petit Impartial was 

established on December 5, 1927 by George J. Petit. Many of its articles were 

devoted to the glories of the Haitian revolution of 1804 and to the Caco resistance of 

the first five years of the Occupation. Future founder of the Haitian Communist 
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Party, Jacques Roumain, became active with this paper in 1928. In the November 1, 

1928 special issue, dedicated to Charlemagne Peralte and the Cacos, Roumain wrote, 

Show yourselves then, ghosts of Peralte and of Batraville and you, unknown 
soldiers of the plains of the North, rise up from the abyss with your poor 
limbs convulsed and torn, your chests riddled by American machine guns and 
precede us in the paths where warriors march (quoted in Fowler 1980:46). 

Roumain's romanticized view of peasant resistance was common among the younger 

generation of Haitian elites who had themselves spent the first years of the Occupation 

in expensive European boarding schools. Roumain's imagining of the physical harm 

done to the bodies of peasant fighters by Marines was somewhat removed, by virtue 

of its romanticization, but was nevertheless a very effective rallying call for a Haitian 

intellectual elite who believed themselves to be the champions of the Haitian people. 

Roumain's images also successfully countered anaesthetized North American images 

of Marine coercion in Haiti. Roumain used the same techniques—romanticization of 

the peasantry accompanied by a vivid imagery-in his portrait of Charlemagne 

Peralte's mother, published in Haiti-Journal on April 3, 1930: 

Here she is, framed by the doorway, quite tiny in her austere black 
dress...Her long fragile hands are hands meant to be joined in prayer. In a 
moment she will tell us how they were bruised by the awful labor of the 
corvees and what suffering they know when she places them, trembling, on her 
broken heart, as though to protect it against a suffering too great to bear. 
They are long and fragile hands; the hands of mater dolorosa: the hands of 
the mother of Charlemagne Peralte...She tells us her long calvary across the 
country, following her son everywhere, from town to town, and each of the 
prisons where he was confined marked one of the stations of her cross. And 
when, her eyes raised above us toward the vision of Peralte in his convict's 
jacket, she says: "Ay, my little one!" She makes a moving gesture, which 
brings hot tears to our eyes, of cradling a tiny little child (quoted in Fowler 
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1980:69-70). 

Many prominent Haitian journalists and politicians also published pieces in the 

U.S. press. For example, Haitian statesman Dantes Bellegarde, published the 

following commentary in Opportunity, an organ of the NAACP, in December 1927: 

It was for the purpose of freeing Haiti from its revolutions and preventing the 
destruction of Haitian lives that Marines are supposed to have come to our 
land. Let us note, first of all, that according to public statements made by 
General Bennett, former Commandant of the Marine Corps, the Yankee 
soldiers, improvised defenders of Humanity, killed in the first four years alone 
of the Occupation, more than 3,500 Haitians—a figure which surely exceeds 
the number of victims of all Haitian revolutions together...Many of the so-
called revolutions were only uprisings which passed off almost without 
bloodshed and which frequently did not have the gravity of certain riots or 
lynchings in the United States" (Bellegarde 1927:354). 

Notice that Bellegarde begins his comments by calling the figures given by U.S. 

government officials to the reader's attention. He does not dispute these numbers. 

Rather, he challenges their meaning as he explores and calls into question the 

qualitative nature of Marine activity. Seen in this light, Haitian deaths do not appear 

to be "necessary." Bellegarde also questions U.S. ideas about progress and 

paternalism in the same article, stating: 

The great mass of the Haitian people had kept as a heritage of the colonial 
regime a faint belief if not in the superiority of the white race at least in its 
efficiency. This belief has disappeared. They fear the American because he 
carries in his belt a deadly Browning, but they have ceased to consider him as 
of lofty intelligence and ideals (Bellegarde 1927:357). 

Here, Bellegarde implies that Marine violence itself has contributed to the fall of the 

narrative of the progressive American, the very ideas which had justified the use of 
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"necessary" Marine coercion in the first place from the standpoint of those who 

supported the Occupation. 

In literature, censorship prevented the North American persona from being 

depicted directly until the latter part of the Occupation (1930-34). No novel dealing 

with the political climate under the U.S. Occupation was published between 1915 and 

1932 in Port-au-Prince (Gindine 1974). Late in the Occupation (1932-34), however, 

censorship was relaxed, and many writers voiced their disapproval, refusing to see the 

Occupation government as valid because it was based entirely on U.S. force. This 

literature most definitely highlighted Marine coercion as violence. Jacques-Stephen 

Alexis' novel, Le Negre Masque, written in 1933, is dedicated to Charlemagne 

Peralte and the thousands of Haitian peasants massacred in battle. Alexis' North 

American characters include a woman who throws ice cream at a distinguished black 

gentleman being introduced to her and a "sadistic pair of prison officers, the senior 

delighting in moral humiliation while his assistant tortures by whip or electric shocks" 

(Gindine 1974:47). However, North Americans were not always cast in such 

negative roles. Alexis comments in another work, 

Marines may be drunkards, bullies and racists, but their fits of insanity, their 
brutal lechery, their cruelty and violence are intermixed with flashes of 
kindness, with childlike candor and with idealistic impulses. That is one of 
the peculiarities of Uncle Sam's easy-going, happy-go-lucky and generous 
nephews (quoted in Hoffmann 1984:81-82). 

Note that Alexis likens Marines to children, turning the kinship metaphor on its ear. 

North Americans have replaced the Haitians as the evolutionary children, and the 
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French have replaced the North Americans as the supreme example of a civilized 

people. Haitian letters also frequently depicted Marines with ruddy complexions and 

green eyes (Hoffmann 1984). Red skin, sunburned by the tropical sun, was 

symbolically associated with anger, vanity, and bestial appetites. Green eyes were 

associated with malefic powers (Hoffmann 1984:79). In these ways, Haitian literary 

elites painted a picture of U.S. Marines as a less-civilized, more violent people. This 

picture disrupted the expansionist discourse of the United States government. 

Several organizations were also formed in Haiti to protest the Occupation. 

These included La Ligue de la Jeunesse Patriote Haitienne, presided over by Jacques 

Roumain, La Societe d'Histoire et de Geographic d'Haiti, and L'Union Nationaliste. 

But perhaps the most influential group was L'Union Patriotique, founded in 1915, at 

which time, its members issued the following statement on the Occupation: 

[We shall] reserve judgment in regard to the occupation, since the situation has 
yet to be defined. If, as is said, it is a temporary experience of loyal 
cooperation—analogous to that of Cuba-ensuring the Haitian nation the proper 
and free direction of its destiny, with greater security, we shall [then] discuss 
the terms objectively. But if, it is a more or less disguised protectorate...we 
will know to claim our violated rights (quoted in Bellegarde-Smith 1990:75) 

This organization ceased to exist under the terms of the Treaty in 1916, and its main 

organ, La Patrie. stopped publication at this time. Urged on by James Weldon 

Johnson of the NAACP, however, Georges Sylvain, a journalist active in the struggle 

against the Occupation, reconstituted the group in 1920 to publicize all grievances 

against the Occupation government and against the U.S. Marines. At this second 
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inauguration of the Union, Sylvain declared, "They baptized with the name peaceful 

occupation this brutal attack on national sovereignty as if the bloody invasion of a 

country, forced to submit to martial law could be peaceful" (quoted in Dash 1981:54). 

Fourteen chapters were set up in the cities and towns of Haiti, and by 1921, the 

Union claimed a membership of 16,000 people (Nicholls 1979:149). In February 

1921, this group sent a Commission to Washington, D.C. to present a written 

Memoir to the Department of State and to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. 

This Memoir was published in full in the U.S. newspaper, the Nation, but no part of 

it was permitted to be published in Haitian papers. 

In this Memoir, the Union documented the failure of U.S. Marines to 

accomplish their stated mission, to bring peace and democracy to Haiti: 

Internal peace could not be preserved because the permanent and brutal 
violation of individual rights of Haitian citizens was a perpetual provocation to 
revolt, because the terrible military despotism which has ruled in Haiti for the 
last six years has not created and could not create for the Haitian people that 
security which it was hoped the application of the treaty would bring about. 
Among other things, it is sufficient to call attention here to the system of 
corvee, that is to say. forced unpaid labor on public roads, imposed for 
military purposes upon the Haitian peasant. This will givt; some idea of why 
the gendarmerie, aided and encouraged by the American Occupation, instead 
of assuring respect for individual rights, caused the revolt known as the revolt 
of the Cacos for the repression of which so many useless atrocities were 
committed by the marines in our unhappy country (L'Union 1921:757). 

The Union's emphasis on the "violation of individual rights" by the Marines, along 

with a three-page list of specific cases of Marine violence appended to the document, 

constituted a demand by this organization that the U.S. government and the U.S. 
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public recognize the humanity of Haitian victims. 

On November 30, 1921, the Union organized a manifestation at the docks in 

Port-au-Prince, intended to coincide with the arrival of the Senate Committee sent to 

Haiti by the Harding administration to investigate reports of Marine brutality. 

Members of the Union, including Sylvain, Pierre Hudicourt of the National School of 

Law, and Joseph Jolibois, a journalist with the Courrier Haitien. freshly released from 

prison on charges of slanders against the Occupation, also testified at the Senate 

Committee Hearings in Port-au-Prince in December 1921. Although the Senate 

Committee dismissed these testimonies as irrelevant, the comments of several of these 

members of the Union Patriotique were published in U.S. newspapers. 

In addition to the literature and organizations of opposition, the U.S. 

Occupation also resulted in the attraction of the urban working classes and elites alike 

to a variety of noiriste discourses. Supporters of these ideas attempted to develop a 

collective Haitian or black (Pan-African) identity with which to unify the Haitian 

people and blacks more generally against U.S. imperialism. For example, Marcus 

Garvey's UNIA (Universal Negro Improvement Association) began operations in 

Port-au-Prince by late spring, 1920, in the body of the Negro Factories Corporation. 

This group gained a following among urban blacks, but not among mulattoes.24 

24 Worried about the spread of Garveyism in Haiti, U.S. Consul Winthrop Scott 
prepared a report in 1923 which indicated the extent of the movement's penetration in 
the country. He found that Garveyism did not appeal to the majority of Haitian 
mulattoes (Plummer 1992:123). 
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Many Haitian mulattoes distrusted Garvey's racial politics. Garvey had strongly 

condemned their privileged position in the Caribbean. The Negro Factories 

Corporation also failed to win the support of the Haitian peasantry. Garvey's 

organization thus reinforced the perceived divisions in Haitian society rather than 

providing an instrument for national unification and resistance to oppression. 

Historian Brenda Gayle Plummer explains, "Garveyism cared little for regional and 

national particularisms, particularly if they stood in the way of a larger unity. As a 

consequence most Haitians, in their insistence on their uniqueness and exclusivity, did 

not warmly embrace it" (Plummer 1992:125). 

A movement which gained greater currency among black and mulatto elites 

alike was the mouvement indigeniste. Like Garvey's UNIA, Haitian indigenisme was 

an attempt to redefine blackness based on the idea of a collective African past of 

oppression by European whites and an assertion of a distinctive African identity which 

determined particular talents possessed by all those carrying black African blood. 

Haitian indigenisme, however, emphasized the special heritage of the Haitian people-

their slave-led revolution in 1804, their position as the first black republic in the 

Western hemisphere, and their unique mix of French and African cultural traditions. 

At the inaugural meeting of the Societe d'Histoire et de Geographie d'Haiti, H. 

Pauleus Sannon declared: 

At times of great crisis all peoples go back instinctively to the past in order to 
search in their history for lessons of collective patriotism, for new rules of 
conduct, whether it be for the purpose of being able better to defend their 
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threatened existence, or for recovering more rapidly from their fall (quoted in 
Nicholls 1974:3). 

Before the Occupation, Haitian identity had been based upon the nation's 

military invincibility, first during the slave insurrection in 1798, then against 

Napoleon Bonaparte's armies in 1802, and then during the many successful invasions 

of Santo Domingo throughout the 19th century. U.S. Marines, however, had proven 

this notion of Haitian military superiority false. For this reason, Sidney Mintz has 

called the U.S. invasion of 1915 "a turning point in the growth of Haitian identity" 

(Mintz 1974:264). 

Pioneered by Justin Chrysostome Dorsainvil, Dr. Arthur Holly, and Dr. Jean 

Price Mars, Haitian indigenisme advocated an ethnological approach to the study of 

the Haitian peasantry which was believed to embody the essence of the Haitian 

people. For the first time, the Haitian elite embraced the folklore and religious 

practices, including Vaudou, of the peasantry as a valid part of Haitian culture. In 

fact, in his "La Vocation de I'Elite," published in 1919, Price Mars chastised 

members of the elite for representing themselves as colored Frenchmen only. He 

argued that instead, they should embrace the African portion of their heritage. Like 

Dantes Bellegarde, Price Mars was influenced by certain European theories of race, 

especially the ideas of Levy-Bruhl, who accepted the idea of congenital racial 

essences. But rather than blame these differences for the domination of whites over 

blacks throughout much of Haitian history, Price Mars emphasized the exploitative 
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and coercive relationship involved in European contacts with the Haitian people. In 

Ainsi Parla L'Oncle. published in 1928, Price Mars stated that the African man had 

been 

trapped in the area of the equatorial forests for thousands of years. This was 
the dark tragedy which kept him outside history until the dawn of modern 
times, and when the era of discoveries and of heavy maritime trading brought 
this fraction of humanity into contact with the rest of the world, it was to 
create the most odious form of exploitation of man by man: slavery (Price 
Mars 1928/1983:77). 

Curiously, La Revue Indigene, an indigeniste journal which first appeared in 

July 1927, was noticeably quiet on the subject of American Occupation. Instead, it 

published strictly apolitical literary materials. Its lack of an explicit political stance 

has been criticized as a luxury limited to the elite, whose class position distanced 

them from other sectors of the Haitian population whose lives were being directly 

threatened by U.S. soldiers on a daily basis. The indigeniste movement has also been 

criticized for its romanticization of the Haitian peasantry. Brenda Gayle Plummer 

comments, "Romantic views of peasants as children of nature excused their exclusion 

from political participation while simultaneously legitimating the idea of Haiti as a 

cultural museum whose ancient dust could not be disturbed by the winds of change" 

(Plummer 1992:127). Hence, indigenisme had little to say about Marine coercion 

during the Occupation period. Other noiriste writers of the younger generation of 

Haitian intellectual elite, like Jacques Roumain, Jacques-Stephen Alexis, and Rene 

Depestre, who were attracted to left-wing ideologies, and Louis Diaquoi, Francois 
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Duvalier, and Lorimer Denis, who advocated a strict anti-mulatto stance, were more 

explicit in their condemnation of U.S. intervention. The political potency of these 

noiriste ideologues, however, did not manifest itself until well after the withdrawal of 

U.S. Marines in 1934. Noirisme reached maturity in Haiti with the accession of 

Dumarsais Estime to the presidency in August 1946, at which time the cultural 

nationalism pioneered by the indigenistes was finally translated into a working 

political program. 

Although those protesting the U.S. intervention in Haiti came from a variety 

of backgrounds and experiences—from those journalists and politicians living in the 

United States, to the Haitian peasantry, to the Haitian intellectual elites-all drew 

attention to Marine brutality. They responded to the U.S. government idea of 

"necessary" physical force by insisting upon the validity of Haitian culture and 

emphasizing the physical effects of Marine coercion on the actual bodies of the 

victims. By asserting the humanity of those being violated, they collapsed the 

discursive space where violent acts by U.S. Marines could be thought of as 

"necessary." 
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CONCLUSIONS—" MARINE VIOLENCE" AS A POLITICAL STRATEGY 

In 1984, the U.S. State Department announced that it will no longer use the 

word "killing," much less "murder," in official reports on the status of human rights 

in allied countries. The new terminology is "unlawful or arbitrary deprivation of life" 

(quoted in Cohn 1987:691). This new vocabulary corresponds to Raymond Williams' 

"unauthorized violence" and is reminiscent of Occupation period conceptions of 

"unnecessary" violence in Haiti. It is evident that the boundary between "necessary" 

and "unnecessary" violence is still being policed, perhaps more diligently than ever. 

But the very fact that the U.S. State Department issued such a statement demonstrates 

the continuing vitality of the political struggle over meaning. 

This project analyzes how the politics of meaning unfolded at one particular 

historical conjuncture. In Haiti during the U.S. Occupation, Marine coercion was 

experienced and understood very differently by those who supported U.S. intervention 

and by those who opposed it. Those who supported the intervention made a 

distinction between "necessary" physical force, which had been authorized by a valid 

government, the United States, and "unnecessary violence." Virtually all Marine 

activity in Haiti was believed to be "necessary" because it contributed to the inevitable 

expansion of the United States government and people into other regions of the world. 

This expansion was ultimately considered to be of great benefit to humanity because 

the United States, it was hoped, would bring civilization to undeveloped societies. 

The details of Marine coercion became invisible within this particular discursive 
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framework. The gruesome effects of Marine violence on the actual bodies of Haitian 

victims and disturbing images of the disconsolate families of the dead were simply 

irrelevant to the discourse of U.S. expansionism. Haitians were merely considered to 

be one more type, albeit a racially inferior type, of undeveloped and therefore 

"necessarily" subjugated people. If the victim was irrelevant, then the term 

"violence" was superfluous. 

For those who did not support the Occupation, on the other hand, Marine 

coercion was "violence." Whether the protester lived within the United States or in 

Haiti, no matter what his or her class position or occupation, this seems to be the 

case. I argue that it is because of the immediacy of the effects of this violence on 

Haitian victims and their families that Marine coercion came to be the center of a 

passionate debate over the "facts" of the Occupation. By asserting the cultural 

uniqueness of the Haitian people, and by describing in vivid detail the individual acts 

of violence, protesters effectively countered the dehumanizing power of the discourse 

of U.S. expansionism. This emphasis on the humanity of the victims undermined the 

logic of "necessary" physical force. Eventually, the U.S. press, and ultimately the 

U.S. government, reversed its supportive stance on U.S. policy concerning military 

intervention in Haiti. 

The political struggle over meaning can be very productive for the underdog. 

Revolutions in social thought can and do occur. In the case of the U.S. intervention 

in Haiti, the opinion of the media and of the U.S. public shifted dramatically from a 
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position of support for the Occupation to one of denouncing the Occupation for its 

violent abuses and calling for a withdrawal of U.S. troops. This protest did 

eventually encourage a reevaluation of U.S. foreign policy concerning Haiti and the 

withdrawal of the Marines in 1934. Granted, U.S. influence in Haiti has continued to 

be overwhelmingly important in Haitian politics and economics until the present. But 

after 1934, U.S. Marines no longer commanded the country's police force and armed 

forces. They no longer treated Haitians as inferior human beings by snubbing them 

in a social context or by calling them names. And they no longer "necessarily" took 

Haitian lives on a daily basis. This political victory is no small step forward for those 

who were once the victims. 
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