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HAITI, THE 
CARIBBEAN 
CALDRON 

Duvalier is gane, but most Hai
tians doubt that real change 

has actual/y come their way. 

"Managing the hopes and ex
pectations stemming from the 
end of the Duvalier era will re
quire great political ability," 
says a Western diplomat. 
True and understated. Many 
observers doubt that despite 
Baby Doc's downfall, the 29 
year old Duvalier era has really 
come to an end. 
Jean Claude's regime was 

finished in a matter of. weeks, 
and he was quickly replaced by 
a governing council dominated 
by his own loyalists. No 
organized force overthrew the 
dictatorship, mainly because 
none existed in the country. 
Clase to 20% of the six million 
Haitians are in political or 
economic exile. Thus far, liberal 
and progressive exiles have not 
oeen allowed to return to their 
homeland, and neither have 
rnany of the thousands of Hai
ti a ns w ho over the years 
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Demonstration against Duvalier at the Haitian Embassy in México City. Photo by Renzo Gostoli. 
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migrated to neighboring Santo 
Domingo. There are no jobs for 
them, and the political vacuum 
is such that both local 
moderates and Duvalier's own 
cronies fear that in the midst of 
economic crisis and widespread 
poverty, as well as in the ex-
isting political vacuum, the left 
could have a mass appeal. So, 
better to keep them out. 
The National Council of 
Government did little more 
than try to keep the people off 
the streets during its first weeks 
in power; it has been unable to 
do so in later weeks. Many 
Tonton Macoutes, Duvalier's 
personal para-military force, 
were lynched by enraged mobs. 
Everyone, including the Reagan 
administration, feared an up-
heaval that would sweep away 
the delicate balancing act of 
keeping the same regime 
without a Duvalier-type-
individual at the head. 

Why now? 

Political unrest had been brew-
ing in Haiti over the last few 
years as the economic situation 
worsened. Corruption was ram-
pant and the world economic 
crisis struck an economy that 
was already in the red. World 
Bank figures for the late 70's 
showed that some 3,800 
families owned 80% of the 
national wealth; 87% of Haitian 
children were undernourished; 

the literacy rate was an appall-
ing 18%, and 61% of the pop-
ulation had an annual income 
of $60 or less. Haiti is the 
poorest country in the Western 
hemisphere. 
In addition to this overall situa-
tion, in 1984 a plague struck 
the countryside affecting the 
85% of the country's popula-
tion which is rural. Thé disease 
affected the peasant's hogs and 
the government ordered all the 
animals destroyed. They were 
never replaced, nor did the pea-
sants receive any kind of 
economic compensation. Haiti 

does not produce enough food 
for its population, and the cost 
of imported foodstuffs went 
from $16 million in 1970 to 
$77 million in 1983. Wages are 

the lowest in the Caribbean. 
Between 1971 and 1984, the 
real value of urban worker's 
wages fell by 62%. Government 
employees saw.  their purchas-
ing power shrink by 45% 
between 1971 and 1977. Yet 
Jean Claude Duvalier's per-
sonal fortune is estimated at 
between $400 and $450 mil-
lion, while his mother's is 
thought to be as high as $1.1 5 
billion. Which is to say, more 
than the country's gross 
national product in 1979. 
Jean Claude's wedding to 
Michelle Bennett is reported to 
have cost $5 million, his yatch 
cost one million, the memorial 
he built for his father Francois, 

two million, and so on, Like the 
deposed Nicaraguan dictator 
Anastasio Somoza, Duvalier 
also sold his people's blood, ex- 
porting plasma to blood banks 
in the U.S. The regime's corrup-
tion and increasing inefficiency 
were beginning to affect sec-
tors of the business community 
who were not part of its inner 
circles. Opposition, thus, ran 
across the social spectrum. 
In 1985 Jean Claude called a 
referendum vote on his status 
as life-long president of the 
country he inherited from his 
father. Official results showed 
99.98% of the population had 
voted in favor of keeping Jean 
Claude on as president for the 
rest of his life (he's only 34, and 
had been president since 1971 
when his father invested him). 
The referendum was a farce 
and apparently abstention won 
they day. But it inadvertently 
fed into the national debate on 
the question of lifelong family 
role vs. democracy. 
In May, 1985, fifty youngsters 
sent an open letter to the Hai-
tian legislative assembly stating 
what was starting to become a 
widespread sentiment: "You 
contributed to turning our 
country into the poorest in the 
American Continent, the 
pariahs of the Caribbean, the 
boat people of the oceans, the 
planet's beggars... You deprived 
us of our basic rights and 
became accomplices to state 

terrorrism... You should have 
called on us to say NO to the 
lifelong presidency, YES to 
presidential elections through 
universal and direct vote..." 
Following the killings of four 
students last November during 
a march in the city of Gonaives, 
the movement against the 
regime began to take on a 
national dimension and was 
becoming increasingly violent. 
Seemingly all of the power in-

volved in running the country, 
i.e. the Duvalier regime itself, 
the military and the U.S., 
decided Jean Claude had to go 
before the movement began to 
run out of control, radicalized 
its demands and became im-
possible to put down without 
resorting to widespread 
violence. 

Everyone was so sure that Jean 
Claude had to go that White 
House spokesman Larry Speaks 
announced his departure a 
week before it actually took 
place. The United States had 
suspended $26 million in 
economic aid the day before. 
Washington's support was 
pivota I to the regime 
throughout its 29 years in 
power, in exchange for which 
the Duvaliers guaranteed a 
staunchly anticommunist U.S. 
ally in the Caribbean directly 
facing Cuba. 

What now? 

At present Haiti is governed by 
Duvalier loyalists who are 
probably interested in preserv-
ing the regime, and at most in 
introducing some improve-
ments for the sake of stability 
and appearances. Yet most 
Haitians view the National 
Council of Government with 
suspicion because of its ties to 
the former order. The popula-
tion remains in an upheaval and 
the NCG has had to make con-
cessions, such as a promise to 
capture and bring to trial known 
torturers, and to extradite Jean 
Claude from his exile in France. 
All Duvalier family property has 
been confiscated. 
The steps taken by the new 
government are formal and 
symbolic, but nonetheless im-
portant to the people. The Hai-
tian national flag is flown again 
instead of the Duvalier family 
insignia imposed on the nation 
in 1965. The Duvalier constitu-
tion was abolished and the 
legislative assembly, which one 
opposition member referred to 
as "an assembly of sorcerers", 
was •issolved. So were the 
Tonton Macoutes. A nation-
wide literacy campaign was an-
nounced but has yet to get un-
derway. It is a measure that 
now seems a basic step in the 



direction of democratic creden
tials. Nevertheless, it seems un
likely that the lid will be kept on 
the sityation with only the 
cosmetic changes enacted thus 
far. 
The Catholic Church played a 
central role in encouraging the 
people to demand their basic 
democratic rights and will 
probably continue to do the 
same until measures are taken 
to improve the lot of the mil
lions of impoverished Haitians. 
When Pope John Paul VI 
visited the island in 1983 he 
said "Things must change in 
this country." Hundreds of 
priests and nuns, and as of last 
year the hierarchy as well, took 
his words to heart. Catholic 
Radio Soleil was pivotal to the 
opposition, providing a means 
of mass communication which 
o t h e r  m e d i a  den ied the
movement. 
The Church today is probably 
the rnost salid organization in
Haiti. Bishop Francois Gayot is 
considered the political brain in 
the hierarchy. The Churcti, he 
says, "is free tO criticize those 
who exploit the people and 
violate human rights'.' But he
denies that the Church has any
kind of political interests or
aspirations. 
As part of the legacy of 30
years of dictatorship opposition
parties in Haiti are few, weak
and disorganized, and for the 
most part tainted by their as
sociation with the Duvalier
regime. Sorne demand im
mediate presidential elections,
while others have called on the
junta to form a provisional 

government that includes op
positiori groups. Another posi
tion seeks to enact a peaceful, 
orderl y transi tion toward 
political and economic moder
nization, but this is a tricky 
proposition in the present un
stable situation. At any rate, 
everyone seems to be extreme
ly conscious of what the U.S. 
will tolerate and what it will 
not, and this is part of Haitian 
political reality. 
The liberal and progressive op
position is scattered in exile in 
Montreal, Mi ami, New York and 
Paris, and seems to have little 
chance of returning to the 
country unless more in-depth 
changes take place. Eugene 
Gre goire,  self-announced 
presidential candidate for the 
Christian Democratic Party, 
says: "Most exiles who are 
m e m b e r s  o f  o p p o s i t i o n  
orga n i za t i o n s  d i sguised 
themselves as  progressives but 
really supported violence. 1 
don't think they should return 
until total political stability is 
achieved in Haiti." Meaning, 
probably not until the question 
of power and of the succession 
is resolved, and meaning that 
no left position can have a role 
in the process. 
Whatever the final outcome, 
the words of Andre Peluquín, 
professor of economy and 
finance at Haiti's national un
iversity, still ring true months 
after Duvalier's fall: "lf Dante 
had seen Haiti as it is today he 
wouldn't have had to go to hell 
to write the Divine Comedy." *

Blanca González 
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by centuries of poverty and in
flamed by the indifference of 
the wealthy nations toward a 
situation for which they are 
partly responsible, Pªlme's 
presence and policies signaled 
the rebirth of hope in the pos
sibility of non-violent change, 
Olof Palme sought disarma
ment, he multiplied alliances, 
held out a helping hand and 
tried to quench the flames of 
discontent. These are all 
desirable policies in a continent 
under international pressures 
that ·are not of its own making. 
This is why in the early 70's 
Olof Palme began to take on 

. the stature of a prophet in Latin 
America. His activity seemed 
an endless · search for under
st a n d in  g ,  a n e g a t i o n  of 
violence, a promotion of peace. 
He didn't condition his attitudes 
to the interests of his own 
country, but rather tried to real-
1 y unde rstand t he poor  
countries' legitimate concerns. 
In this sense he was unique 
among the rulers of the 
developed nations. 
Many Latin American countries 
have had to nationalize impor
tant sectors of their trade and 
i n d u s t r y  a s  a mea n s  of  

defending national sovereignty 
and maintaining control over 
their economy when faced with 
voracious multinationals, Yet 
despite these groundings for 
their policy, i nternational finan
cia! institutions have tried to 
force these nations to return 
government owned businesses 
to the prívate sector. These in
stitutions ignore the fragility of 
Latin American democracies, 
and have resorted to all sorts of 
pressures in their unilateral 
concern for the economic in
terests of the developed 
countries. 
Olof P alme carne to the 
defensa of Latin America in his 
last opening speech to the 
Swedish parliament. 'The neo
liberal economic poliéy fol
lowed in Europe has not led to 
economic progress, but rather 
to increasing injustice and in
security for most peoples, as 
well as to the squandering of 
their resources." 
Palme's democratic stance vis 
a vis the most important inter
national conflicts and issues of 
our times is another factor that 
made Latin Americans lave and 
respect him. 
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