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Occupied


Working until night has fallen, living in fear of the next torture to be subjected upon you or your work mates, dreaming of freedom that may not ever come, and then getting up once again for more hard labor to be done in the fields of a country that was not original home. This is how it was for the slaves taken from their homes and sold as slaves in the foreign country of Haiti. Its history is much like any other country when it first starts out: violent and troubled. Haitians tried to accomplish a working government and become stable, but it seems as though everything, man and nature, are against them. As they tried to find themselves as a country, the United States decided to swoop in and scavenge what they could. Instead of allowing Haiti to attempt its rise to into the civilized world, they basically took over the poor country and did as they pleased. 


The country of Haiti has had a turbulent history filled with violence, revolution, and uproar. Upon the discovery of Haiti, Christopher Columbus observed the natives and decided that they were meant to become slaves; their peaceful presence made the perfect for they would not fight back against the Spaniards (Heinl 12). But when the enslaved Indians soon died off, the Spaniards needed more slaves which they imported from Africa (Balch). The slaves were shipped to Haiti for the purpose of searching for the gold the Spain was so very intent on finding. 


Spain held onto Haiti for quite some time until the French came to believe that the Spanish was not the only country allowed to venture into the New World. After battling back and forth, the French finally gained control in 1659 and would keep it for the next 130 years. Although the French originally did not have much need for slaves, they eventually changed their minds and forced the Haitians into manual labor. It is believed that over 700,000 Africans were imported to Haiti (Heinl 13). The French succeeded in making Haiti one of Europe’s most profitable colonies (Garrigus 115). 


The treatment was said to have been horrendous. First, it must be pointed out that slaves were forbidden to receive an education. A white could be penalized heavily if he was seen allowing his slave to read (“Haiti - History & Background”) Not only were their minds hindered, they were forced to work for French masters and were subjected to harsh punishments. Sometimes, the attacks were not punishment but for mere amusement. Stories are told of masters and overseers rubbing concoctions into the skin of the slaves that were just beaten to make the wounds burn, tossing slaves into boiling liquid, put into barrels that were decorated with spikes and then pushed down a hill, burned with scorching iron, etc (Heinl 27). And one must not forget that where greedy men walk, there was bound to be cases of rape.


Sexual relations between the Haitian slaves and French settlers was prohibited, but that did not stop the French men from having sex with the African maids- not many white women traveled to the slave country. The product of the action led to children with mixed blood who inevitably “hated their fathers and despised their mothers” (Heinl 35) causing more hatred to spread throughout the country. Men, women, and children who were of mixed blood, or homme de couleur, faired better than the darker-skinned slaves: education in France could be acquired for the children. They felt as though they were better than their slaves counterparts; some went so far as to treat the slaves much like the whites did (Heinl 36). 


Though the homme de couleur had more freedom than the slaves, they were still not considered equals with the whites. The mixed blood Haitians were able to marry the European for a time until heavy laws and penalties were set in place to any whites who married a Haitian. Any altercation between a white and mixed blood would result in harsher punishments for the Haitian even if the fault was made by the white man.


Haitian slaves refused to idly sit back and suffer through their abuse. Slaves revolted against their white masters and overseers, such as François Macandal. Macandal, an extremist, envisioned a world without white people and went on a killing spree to rid Haiti of the whites, or blancs. In the six years before he was caught, it is said that he killed over 6,000 white and black men (Garrigus 121). More slave revolts occurred throughout Haiti including some freedom attempts made by homme de couleur.


But the revolt that has had the most impact on Haiti was the one lead by Toussaint L’Ouverture (Tyson 24). Luckily, L’Ouverture’s master was a man who did not obey the law prohibiting him from educating his slaves. L’Ouverture was able to read and learn many skills such a talent for herbs (“Haiti - History & Background”) and because of that, he was able to rise and become a leader for his fellow slaves. The violence of this revolution was at a staggering level. Brutal behavior towards the whites was, at times, too graphic to describe. Men were slaughtered and dismembered. Women were raped by gangs of rebelling slaves. White children were murdered mercilessly. Even the babies of the French settlers were killed and, in one instance, stabbed with a pike to be displayed like a trophy (Heinl 44). 


After a long and tiring fight between Haiti and France as well as Britain, Haiti eventually claimed its independence on January 1st, 1804 with Toussaint L’Ouverture as its ruler. Since everyone had been fighting the plantations were wrecked, and many formed slaves refused to work on the excuse that they were no longer slaves. Haiti’s way of life was in shambles. L’Ouverture tried his best to set up a system that worked for his country during his reign, but it was cut short when the French threw him in jail where he would later die (Tyson 25). Since then, Haitian people have gone through so many revolts and overthrowing of rulers, it is hard to a bright future ahead of them.

After more than one hundred years, Haiti found out what it was like to be occupied by the United States. Under the pretext of keeping foreign countries, such as France and Germany, from intervening, the United States sent marines to Haiti. So much fighting and violence was going on in Haiti at this time that it seemed as though American intervention was needed. The president of Haiti had been murdered and dismembered, and the people were attacking one another savagely. United States marines were sent in order to keep the peace. Attempts at keeping Haiti from erupting into a civil war should have been a noble cause. United States intervention was an appropriate response to Haiti’s unsettling dilemma. What Haiti had not counted on, and what was not appropriate, was that once U.S. soldiers touched Haitian soil, they were not going to leave any time soon (Bellegrade-Smith 135). 


The Haitian government received influence from their supposed protectors. The United States insisted that the purpose they were occupying Haiti was to keep other countries from enforcing their influence upon the young country. During the election of a Haitian president, the U.S. announced which candidate it favored, and, not surprisingly, that candidate won. Once America put her foot in Haiti’s door, she wanted more and more of what it had to offer. It was not enough that the president was one that the United States wanted to win. The country wanted a treaty reinforcing power. The treaty proposed by the U.S. demanded that all of Haiti’s customs would be handled by an American who was appointed by the U.S. President as well as another American, again appointed by the President, being the financial advisor for Haiti. On top of that, America would have control of the sanitation and public works projects, sticking to the excuse that it was in Haiti’s best interest to agree to restrict foreign involvement (Balch 23). What the U.S. really wanted was to claim as much of Haiti’s natural resources as possible (Bellegarde-Smith 134).

At first, Haitians approved the treaty, but the opposition was so strong that it delayed the treaty from going into affect. Fearing that Haiti was going to refuse altogether, the United States began to make threats. The country stated that they would not leave nor remove their marines until the treaty was formally put into affect. Not surprisingly, Haiti ratified the treaty (Balch 23). The United States officially took its occupation to a new level, going far beyond simply helping Haiti onto its feet and ending conflicts.


A major problem with the United States’ occupation of Haiti is that it was not impartial to the different classes in Haiti. At the time of Haiti’s attempt of rising above its violence, America was still struggling with its racist tendencies as it still is today. Haiti’s elite class, a social system influenced by the French during its occupation (“Haiti- History & Background), were lighter skinned black whom the U.S. looked upon more favorably than the dark skinned lower class (Balch 113). Racism does not abode well when trying to get  a country on its feet. It only causes hostilities to boil until everyone explodes into action, killing those who did not share the same color of skin. 


Also, by keeping a hand in the affairs of Haiti, the United States has not allowed the poor, young country to truly stand on its own. It has always had the U.S. there in the side to hold its hand at any point in time. The Haitian government even admitted that they doubted “their government would…survive without active U.S. support” (Bellegarde-Smith 140). Does Haiti know how to survive on its own if something happens to the U.S. government? American involvement has gone on too long. Haiti needs time to reconstruct itself on its own with minimal foreign help. The United States should tend to its own business for a change. Haitian affairs should not be the concern of American politicians. This is not to say that Americans can not help other countries in need, only that the intervening should only be when it is morally correct to do so such as with the Haiti earthquake of 2010.


On the other hand, the United States improved Haiti even though it overtook the poor country like an adult manipulating a small child. Many building were built in Port-au-Prince, the capital of Haiti, with the help of the U.S. (Casimir 127). The occupying country made some movements to improve the government and allow political debates and congress-like sessions to occur without too much fighting or violence (Casimir 129). Any advancement in Haiti was definitely a positive. While the United States did some good within Haiti, it does not balance out the fact that they occupied Haiti for many years when they were not needed for that long. 


 With a country as broken as Haiti, lending a helping hand is an acceptable response as well as compassionate. Haiti should have been grateful to have other countries care enough to assist them in their time of need. Only those countries were not always being the considerate, compassionate older adult advising Haiti on the right way to go. The United States stuck its nose into business that did not concern them, an action that they seem to do quite a bit lately. Haiti did indeed need some intervention to keep the rebelling and bloodshed to a minimum, but the United States took it too far.
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