
In the ten years since the fall of the Berlin Wall,
the term »peacebuilding« has become a part of

the international lexicon. International organizati-
ons and governments with the means to do so have
not only intervened in several violent internal con-
flicts around the world to end the fighting, or the
humanitarian suffering caused by it, but to also
create conditions which will prevent such violence
from occurring again. Efforts to create these condi-
tions are generically described as peacebuilding.
Such efforts have been undertaken in numerous
countries – from Namibia and Mozambique in 
Africa and Haiti and Guatemala in the Americas to
Cambodia in Asia and Bosnia–Herzegovina and 
Albania in Europe. Despite a rich body of accumu-
lated experience and learning from these efforts, key
questions still remain regarding the nature of peace-
building, and the factors which ensure its success.

One school of thought argues that violent 
internal conflict will continue to occur in a society
unless the deep-seated factors which cause such 
violence are removed. These factors could include
endemic poverty, communal tensions, and the 
effects of natural or economic catastrophes. The key
to ensuring lasting peace, therefore, is to remove or
ameliorate these factors. 1 This amelioration could
require a considerable expenditure of time and 
resources, and a steady commitment, on the part of
the concerned domestic and international actors. 
A corollary to this is that paucity of peacebuilding
resources, and attempts to hurry the process along,
could result in an unsustainable peace.

Another school of thought would propose that
the best that can be done is to provide some inter-
national assistance to the afflicted society in the 
aftermath of a conflict in reconstructing some of
the infrastructure, services, and amenities that
have been lost to war. Former parties to the con-
flict could also be assisted in implementing the
short-term provisions of any agreement that they
might have reached among themselves with or

without international help. Such assistance gives
the emergent post-conflict political system a head
start, and increases the chances of its survival in 
the long run. This more limited understanding 
of peacebuilding was expounded as »post-conflict
peacebuilding« by former UN Secretary-General
Boutros Boutros-Ghali. 2

A third school of thought has sought to 
combine the previous two in a framework which
includes both short-term, or »post-conflict«, peace-
building, as well as longer-term attempts to deal
with the so-called root causes of conflict. In this
framework, immediate post-conflict could be car-
ried out under the auspices of a multilateral peace-
keeping or observer mission fielded by the United
Nations or another international organization.
Following the conclusion of this mission, various
agencies such as the United Nations Development
Program and the World Bank which specialize in
longer-term economic and social development
work could then take on the burden of dealing
with some of the underlying factors that initially
caused the conflict. 3

Each of these concepts of peacebuilding have
merits and drawbacks which have been elaborated
by scholars. Drawing on the Haitian example, 
however, this paper argues the following: 4
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First, domestic and international attempts to
build lasting peace, whether over the short or the
long run, will not bear fruit if a sustainable politi-
cal process does not emerge within the afflicted 
society to manage disputes before they turn vio-
lent. 5 In the absence of this process, recovery will
continue to be hampered by intractable disputes,
including over the apportioning of whatever inter-
national resources might be provided for recon-
struction. Hence, the focus of all peacebuilding 
efforts, long or short-term, has to be political. All
reconstruction activities must be undertaken in 
the context, and in support, of the revival of the
political process. While social and economic pro-
blems may persist for long periods of time within
many societies, it is the collapse of political pro-
cesses in these societies and their ability to man-
age tensions resulting from these problems that
causes violent conflict in the short term. 6 Conver-
sely, societies with resilient political systems have 
managed to avoid widespread internal conflict 
despite seemingly overwhelming social and eco-
nomic problems. 7

Second, civil conflicts that have been caused by
the failure of political processes to manage ten-
sions arising from large-scale socio-economic
transformation present challenges that are dif-
ferent from, say, civil conflict caused by disputes
over the sharing of territory and sovereignty
among groups within the same national bound-
aries. In countries like Haiti, Guatemala, and El
Salvador, civil conflict resulted from the fact that
existing political processes, which were products of
earlier socio-economic circumstances, could not
adjust adequately in order to be able to manage
the consequences of rapid social and economic
change. In the aftermath of conflict, nascent politi-
cal processes in these countries must create and
manage the very circumstances which are essential
for their longer-term survival: a political culture of
openness and conciliation; a vibrant civil society;
separation of powers between institutions; and so
on. However, to use the chicken-and-egg meta-
phor, which comes first: the right circumstances 
or the right regimes? Douglas Hofstadter’s notion
of a »tangled hierarchy« is perhaps applicable
here. 8 The chicken and the egg are inextricably 
intertwined in a non-linear fashion. The policy 
implication, of course, is that attempts to revive
the political process, i. e. peacebuilding, are in- 

separably linked in these societies with creating the
circumstances in which these processes are viable.
To the extent that the earlier failed political pro-
cesses were exclusive or non-participatory, creating
a sustainable peace therefore requires the creation
of sustainable democracies. 9

The Origins of the Haitian Crisis

Haiti’s current plight can be traced partly to the
circumstances in which it gained its independence
from French rule in 1804. French colonial rule in
Haiti had certain unique characteristics. Unlike
their English colonial counterparts, the French 
frequently indulged in conjugal relationships with
their slaves, thus giving rise to a class of mulattoes
who were often sent to France to be educated in
the French language and customs. These colored
individuals frequently aspired to, and sometimes
attained, the commercial status and properties 
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of their masters. 10 At the other extreme, French
plantation owners often treated their slaves with
unspeakable brutality, causing many to escape
from the plantations into the surrounding tropical
wilderness, where they lived as »marrons«, con-
stantly on the run from their former masters. This
constant dodging of persecution, the constant
need to avoid permanence lest one be pinned
down, has left a very strong mark on Haitian poli-
tics and national culture in the form of a tradition
of »marronage«. While an effective form of resi-
stance, marronage often obstructs the kind of
deal-making and bargaining that lie at the heart of 
viable political processes.

The war of independence of 1791–1804, in
which the slaves overthrew their French masters,
also resulted in certain characteristics of Haitian
history. 11 A critical consequence of the war of 
independence was the destruction of the planta-
tion economy, 12 and its replacement by subsistence
and small commercial farming. Many of the slaves
who had taken over plantation land after over-
throwing the former owners subdivided the land
among themselves, and settled down to agricul-
ture which was primarily targeted at feeding their
families, and secondarily at some production for
the local market. The post-independence elite
which formed the first few Haitian governments in
the cities, 13 however, still saw plantations as assets.
While most freed slaves as well as marrons that had
settled down on former plantation land were
black, this urban elite consisted largely of mulat-
toes, who had trading and commercial interests. 14

The first two presidents of Haiti, Dessalines and
Petion, and also the aborted Christophe monarchy
in the North, tried to revive some aspects of the
plantation economy. The newly formed peasantry,
however, resisted. The result was a curious econo-
mic stasis. 15

While the twilight of the plantation economy
ended existing agricultural opportunities, the 
urban elite did not actively try to foster new
ones. 16 For the most part, the state contented itself
with taxing the export of the modest amounts of
coffee that Haiti continued to produce. Trade in
imports, and monopolistic and speculative prac-
tices, formed the primary sources of income for
the mercantile families. Few attempts were made
to generate long-term investment, or create pro-
ductive capital. 17

In the absence of any meaningful role for the
state in creating economic opportunity or growth
over the past nineteen decades, Haitian politics has
lacked substance, and tended to focus on the 
division of very limited spoils among a small set of
parasitic elites. 18 Outsiders are often taken aback
by the extent to which Haitian politics continues
to focus on form and procedure, and lack deeper
economic or social agendas. The mercantile fami-
lies, as long as they have been assured of their 
monopolies and freedom from taxation, have 
tended to stay aloof from politics. The state ap-
paratus, through practices tantamount to racketee-
ring, has sought to reap benefits for whoever has
been in charge. The line between the private and
public sector has been thinly drawn, with both 
sectors often controlled by the same monopolistic
elements. 19 Even where the political debate has
shown substance, as in the current set of debates
over privatization, it has masked narrower factional
disputes over control of a few state-owned enter-
prises.

The lack of investment and organization in
agriculture has meant the absence of a system for
adjudicating disputes over land titles, and also 
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of any long-term attempts to conserve or renew
the soil. Little protection or incentive has been
provided to the peasantry to enable it to develop
its land. 20 The result is a vista of treeless land-
scapes, scrub vegetation of the desert variety, and
previously lush hillsides denuded of topsoil, all in 
a wet, tropical climate which normally fosters an
excess of greenery. Even where greenery and top-
soil remain, as in the fertile Artibonite Valley, there
are no rural services provided by the state to 
enable the farmers to capitalize on their natural 
inclination to form instant cooperatives (or »kon-
bite« 21) to assist each other in times of distress. 22

The last decade of the Duvalier era, from the
mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, saw some interna-
tional efforts to bring Haiti out of stasis, and into a
regional market economy. These efforts have had
some important consequences for Haiti’s current
situation. During the 1960s, the regime of Francois
Duvalier had sought to diminish forcibly the more
visible presence of the mulatto elite, and ostensibly
made efforts to promote black leadership in the 
civil service, military, and commercial sectors. 23

This policy had assisted the emergence of a small
middle class that was dependent upon the regime,
but which was open to additional economic 
activity within Haiti. Jean-Claude Duvalier, who
had succeeded Francois in 1971, had reached an
understanding with several international organiza-
tions by the early 1980s whereby Haiti would 
receive development assistance under the rubric of
the Caribbean Basin Initiative.

This assistance was predicated on the assump-
tion that Haiti’s only remaining comparative 
advantage as an economy was the availability of 
labor at rock-bottom prices for assembling con-
sumer goods primarily for the US market. Under
this strategy, assembly industries, once established
and flourishing, would form the engine for 
growth that would motor the rest of the eco-
nomy. 24 International assistance, then, would con-
tribute towards creating state institutions that
could guarantee a stable and free market for the 
assembly manufacturers, and towards providing
infrastructure such as power plants and feeder 
roads for the assembly plants.

While this development strategy was based in
sound economic theory, several things went wrong
with its implementation. 25 First, to the extent that
the strategy was not formulated on the basis of a

broad popular or even an elite consensus, it could
not mobilize the majority of the Haitians to make
it work. Second, the Duvalier state was as lacking
in social and economic roots 26 in the rest of
Haitian society as its predecessors. It did not take
the effort to streamline and modernize itself to 
run a competitive and productive market economy
to benefit the majority of Haitians, as had been 
anticipated by the foreign donors. 27 Third, Haitian 
elites who subcontracted and worked for the 
assembly manufacturers transferred all their earn-
ings abroad, and did not reinvest in Haiti to 
create a sustainable indigenous dynamic of savings,
reinvestment, and new production. In the absence
of a broader national framework, the elite saw little
incentive for keeping their money within the coun-
try. 28 Also, while the Duvalier regime had certainly
increased the numbers of the black middle class
through its policies, it had done little to diminish
the stranglehold of a few large mercantile families
on the Haitian economy. 29 These families had little
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interest in increasing local production. 30 Hence,
even assembly manufacturing did not reach its full
potential.

An important apparent lapse in these develop-
ment policies was to not take into account the 
historic exclusion of the peasantry by the ruling
elite. 31 The general assumption was that as the 
decline of Haitian agriculture continued to pro-
duce an outflow of migrants to the cities, they
would be absorbed by the new industries. Since
the latter did not live up to their full potential, 
the unabsorbed migrants congregated in large
slums in Port-au-Prince. Those peasants that still
remained in the rural areas had little contact with
the state, and little access to services with which to
develop their considerable artisanal and productive
talents. 

A focused effort to marketize this peasantry
through devices that have been used elsewhere in
the developing world such as rural cooperatives
and micro-credit could have led to some positive
engagement between the state and the peasantry.
Given the fact that, despite years of massive migra-
tion, most Haitians still live rural lives, any engage-
ment between the state and the peasantry might
have allowed the former to advance beyond parasi-
tism. What was needed was a development strategy
that required the fullest possible engagement be-
tween the state and its people, even if such a stra-
tegy made only partial economic sense in the short
run, since such engagement might have prompted
a more resilient political process better able to 
deal with internal tensions. A state situated within
a more substantial national framework might,
then, have fulfilled international expectations by
providing stable support for a flourishing mar-
ket that, among other industries, would also 
have allowed assembly manufacturing to take
root. 32 Given the stark divergence of the elite 
and peasant conceptions of Haitian nationhood
shortly after independence, the issue of the pea-
sants’ status was not just significant from the eco-
nomic standpoint, but also from the perspective 
of defining the nature and the role of the Haitian
state in the country’s economy and society. 
Furthermore, enabling the peasants to acquire 
sustainable and profitable livelihoods in their loca-
lities would also have prevented the rapid growth
of slums in the cities during the mid-1970s to mid-
1980s.

In the event this did not happen, large num-
bers of Haitians not only came to cities to find
themselves unemployed but, freed for the first
time in their history from rural isolation, dis-
covered that at the heart of a lot of their problems
lay a non-functioning state. Beginning in the early
1980s, a movement for change grew in both urban 
and rural areas that sought a sometimes violent
overthrow of what was seen as a failed system. 33

This movement was led first by the Haitian ver-
sion of the Roman Catholic liberation theology
church, the »ti legliz«, 34 and then increasingly by
the progressive members of the bourgeoisie. Po-
pular frustrations, accentuated by the massive
numbers of Haitians living in slums, often led to
violent incidents between the elite and the acti-
vists. In the four years following the departure of
Jean-Claude Duvalier in 1986, Haiti saw a number
of coups and ineffective governments as the elite
reacted to the popular upsurge. Clearly, Haiti’s
wholly inadequate political process could neither
manage the economic development program of
the 1980s, nor the consequences that ensued from
its failure.
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International Intervention Upon the Overthrow of
Jean-Bertrand Aristide

A failed attempt at holding elections in 1987, 35

followed by a rigged elections in 1988, prompted
the international community, in the form of moni-
tors from the UN, OAS, CARICOM and the US, to 
intervene to guarantee a free and fair elections in
1990 – the first of their kind in Haitian history. 36 A
former World Bank official with liberal economic
views, Marc Bazin, was expected by some to win
the elections at the head of a coalition of progres-
sive parties. Instead, much to the chagrin of 
the elite, he lost to a popular priest named Jean-
Bertrand Aristide who had not even entered the
fray until the very last moment.

With origins in Haiti’s lower middle classes,
Aristide had become a lightning rod for the popu-
lar upsurge against the country’s rulers during 
the 1980s. Many mistakenly believed that he had
created this upsurge singlehandedly. His fiery 
oratory from the pulpit apparently gave a voice to
many previously silenced Haitians, who saw in his
promise of a complete transformation of a corrupt
system a better answer to their needs than the 
tentative promises of the more conventional politi-
cal parties. Aristide called this popular upsurge
»Lavalas«, or »flood«, proposing that it was his
destiny to carry this flood to the gates of power in
Port-au-Prince. His promise of transformation
also attracted many bourgeois intellectuals, and
even technocrats, who had fled Haiti during the
Duvalier regime, and who had, upon their return,
concluded that Haiti’s traditional politics was not
capable of bringing the country into the modern
era. A coalition of these reformist leaders let 
Aristide run on their platform at the last minute.
On his election, they acquired significant positions
in the new government. The more conventional
politicians, however, retained control of the parlia-
ment.

In the nine months of the first Aristide govern-
ment in 1991, clashes between the parliament and
the presidency were frequent. However, this was
not parliamentary politics of a conventional sort.
The Lavalas government and its opponents both
brought their supporters out into the streets 
to push their positions. This was a frightening 
time for Haiti’s traditional elite. Many interpreted
Aristide’s fiery rhetoric regarding the uprooting of

the old system as calling for their physical exter-
mination. However, they only reacted to this 
situation, and did not take measures to challenge
Aristide by reaching out to the population on their
own, or by building agendas and strategies of a
progressive nature. The technocrats in the Aristide
government, on the other hand, were able to
come up with an economic plan that won the 
approval of international financial institutions. 37

The plan sought to streamline government , 38

collect taxes efficiently, and redefine the role of the
state as a net provider of services, and not as a 
net extractor of value. However, the government
failed to put this plan to public debate, thus fore-
going the opportunity to build consensus around
its key tenets. Instead, rowdy demonstrators called
for compliance with the Lavalas agenda. 39 For
their part, many in the elite saw the plan as being
little more than a vendetta against their interests.
In the absence of attempts to construct a broader,
more sober, consensus, the plan became a victim
of Haiti’s perennial class conflict. And so did the
progressive agenda of the first Aristide govern-
ment. Fearing extinction, Haiti’s elite and the 
armed forces allied with it responded with a coup
in September, 1991.

The military overthrew Aristide, and then pro-
ceeded to systematically slaughter Lavalas activists
by the hundreds. The purpose was to preserve 
the status quo by physically eliminating the 
leadership of the post-Duvalier popular upsurge.
The viciousness of this reaction, and the resulting
outflow of refugees, prompted concerted inter-
national response and action. The response of 
the Organization of American States (OAS) and 
the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) was especi-
ally vigorous, spurred by both the OAS’ firm post-
Cold War commitment to the consolidation of 
democracy in the Western Hemisphere, and the
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crucial role played by both organizations in facili-
tating and monitoring the election which had 
won Aristide the presidency. 40 The OAS rapidly
suspended all aid to Haiti, except humanitarian 
assistance. When, several days later, the OAS dele-
gation negotiating with the military regime was
ordered to leave the country, the organization 
called on members to impose a trade embargo. 

In the Fall of 1992, UN Secretary-General 
Boutros-Ghali authorized a joint OAS/UN mission
to Haiti to negotiate with the government and a
Special Envoy for Haiti, Mr. Dante Caputo, was
soon appointed (shortly thereafter, he was also 
named OAS Special Envoy). 41 The coup leader, 
General Raoul Cedras, indicated that he wanted to
cooperate. Writing to Mr. Caputo in January, 1993,
he accepted a proposal to establish a joint OAS/UN

civilian mission to monitor human rights in 
Haiti. The Cedras regime also agreed to work 
under the leadership of the Special Envoy toward
rebuilding Haiti’s frail institutions. On April 
10, 1993, the joint human rights mission, the Inter-
national Civilian Mission to Haiti (MICIVIH), was
authorized by the UN General Assembly 42; and 
by early June it had already submitted its first 
report 43.

Mr. Caputo’s efforts to engage the Haitian 
military in dialogue, however, made little overall
progress. On June 16, 1993, the Security Council,
acting under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, 
placed an oil and arms embargo upon Haiti. 44

Immediately upon the imposition of the em-
bargo, Cedras again indicated a willingness to 
negotiate and began the talks which resulted in the
Governors’ Island Agreement (named for the loca-
tion of the talks in New York). The Agreement,
signed on July 3, 1993, committed Cedras to retire
from government and to allow Aristide’s return to
Haiti by October 30. In the interim, Aristide was
to work with the Haitian parliament to restore
normal functioning among Haiti’s institutions,
and the United Nations was to provide a small 
peacekeeping force to help modernize the armed
forces and assist in the creation of a new civilian
police force.

Initial signs were promising, with the Haitian
parliament ratifying Aristide’s appointment for
prime minister and the Security Council lifting 
the embargo on Haiti and authorizing a United
Nations Mission in Haiti (UNMIH). 45 The promise

turned sour quickly, however, when an UNMIH

deployment arrived in the Port-au-Prince harbor
on October 11, was met by hostile demonstrations,
and turned back, prompting also the flight of 
most of MICIVIH’s personnel (the infamous Har-
lan County episode). 46 The Security Council 
rapidly reimposed the arms and oil embargo 
and instituted a naval blockade. 47 On October 15,
Aristide’s Justice Minister, François-Guy Malary
was assassinated. By early 1994, the few remaining
MICIVIH personnel reported an alarming increase
in human rights violations. Facing continued 
intransigence from the military government, the
Security Council imposed further sanctions on
Haiti, to which the regime responded by appoint-
ing a »provisional« president (Emile Jonassaint)
who formally expelled MICIVIH from the country
(on July 11, 1994).

By 1994, the deteriorating situation in Haiti
had loosed a renewed surge of refugees on Ameri-
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tization; in 1991, its General Assembly adopted a mecha-
nism to respond when democratic order is interrupted in
any Member state; and in 1992, it strengthened its several
instruments for promoting democratic government in
the Protocol of Washington.
41. David Malone’s authoritative and detailed work: 
Decision-Making in the UN Security Council, op. cit., 
provides the best available account of the complexities 
of international decision-making on Haiti in the after-
math of the overthrow of President Aristide in 1991.
42. Resolution 40 / 27B
43. See: Haiti – Learning the Hard Way: The UN/OAS
Human Rights Monitoring Operation in Haiti, 1993–94,
1995, p. 72.
44. Resolution 841 (1993)
45. Resolution 861 (1993) lifted the embargo, and 
Resolution 867 (September 3, 1993) authorized UNMIH.
46. Robert Maguire et al., op. cit., p. 37.
47. The most comprehensive and critical analysis of 
these sanctions and their impact is offered by Elizabeth
Gibbons (1999) in: Sanctions in Haiti: Human Rights
and Democracy under Assault. Washington D.C.: The CSIS
Press. For another comprehensive review of the initial
impact of these sanctions on Haiti, see: »Sanctions in
Haiti: Crisis in Humanitarian Action«, Harvard Center
for Population and Development Studies: Program on
Human Security Working Paper Series, November 1993.



can shores, thus putting domestic pressure on the
Clinton Administration. The upshot was the adop-
tion on July 30, 1994 of Security Council Resolu-
tion 940, which authorized the formation of a
»multi-national force« under Chapter VII of the
UN Charter: »to use all necessary means to facili-
tate the departure from Haiti of the military lea-
dership...the prompt return of the legitimately 
elected President and the restoration of the legiti-
mate authorities of the Government of Haiti, 
and to establish and maintain a secure and stable
environment....« The US-led Multinational Force,
or MNF, was to be replaced by an expanded 
UNMIH, which would be responsible for:
� sustaining the secure and stable environment

established during the multinational phase and
protecting international personnel and key
installations;

� the professionalization of the Haitian armed 
forces and the creation of a separate police force.

Faced with impending invasion Haiti’s military
leaders finally agreed to resign subject to an 
amnesty from the Haitian parliament. As a result,
the MNF was able to move into Haiti on September
19 without opposition. 48 It created an Interim 
Public Security Force (IPSF) from new recruits 
and the remnants of the old army to temporarily
provide security until a completely new civilian 
police could be fielded. 49 President Aristide re-
turned to Haiti on October 15, 1994.

By January 10, 1995, the Security Council 
declared that a safe and secure environment had
been established and that UNMIH could assume 
the reins from the MNF, a pattern of following a
chapter VII enforcement operation with peace-
keeping that had been tried in Kuwait and would
subsequently be seen in Bosnia under NATO. 50 In
1996, UNMIH was succeeded by a scaled – down 
version called the UN Support Mission in Haiti
(UNSMIH), 51 which was followed in the Fall of 1997
by a still smaller version called the UN Transition
Mission in Haiti (UNTMIH). In 1998, the UN Secu-
rity Council reduced the UN peacekeeping role 
in the country to essentially that of supporting 
the further development of the civilian police, 
and instituted the UN Police Mission in Haiti 
(MIPONUH).

In early 1999, the UN Secretary-General repor-
ted to the Security Council that the civilian police,
the Haitian National Police, that had been de-

veloped under MNF and UN auspices had, despite
tremendous odds, displayed a satisfactory level of
competence in maintaining public order at a time
of great political stress, and continued to be led by
highly capable civil servants with a reputation for
integrity. 52 The resilience of this police, and the 
absence of large-scale political violence, testified 
to the success of the international community’s 
peacekeeping efforts. Despite this accomplish-
ment, however, Haitian democracy continued to
stumble.

Haiti’s constitution bars two consecutive presi-
dential terms. In accordance with his promise at
Governors’ Island to assist in building Haiti’s frail
institutions, Aristide agreed to step down as Presi-
dent at the end of his first term in 1996. His sup-
porters, however, argued that since he had spent
most of this term in exile, he should be allowed 
a second term. 53 The international community in-
formally backed the constitutional position. 54 It
helped to finance and monitor the presidential 
elections in 1995 that led Rene Preval to succeed
Aristide as president , 55 and has assisted with subse-
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48. See Rachel Neild (1995): Policing Haiti: Prelim-
inary Assessment of the New Civilian Security Force. 
Washington Office on Latin America, p. 33. A more 
critical assessment of the role of the Multinational Force
in dealing with insecurity in Haiti is provided in Bob 
Shacochis (1999): The Immaculate Invasion. New York:
Penguin Books.
49. Following the restoration of democracy in Haiti,
President Aristide had abolished the Fad’H. The inter-
national community had then assisted the government of
Haiti in building a new civilian police force, the Haitian
National Police (HNP). See David Malone (1997): »Haiti
and the International Community: A Case Study«, Sur-
vival 39, 2 (Summer), p. 134.
50. The successes of both MNF and UNMIH are detailed
in David Bentley: »Operation Uphold Democracy: Mili-
tary Support for Democracy in Haiti«, Institute for
National Strategic Studies, National Defense University:
Strategic Forum, Number 78, June 1996.
51. Created under Resolution 1063 (1996).
52. See: Report of the Secretary-General on the United
Nations Police Mission in Haiti, 19 February 1999,
S/1999/181, paragraph 18.
53. See: Report of the Secretary-General on the United
Nations Mission in Haiti, 14 February 1996, S/1996/112,
paragraph 2.
54. A Report on the Fourth Annual Peacekeeping Mis-
sion, May 19–23, 1995, United Nations Association of the
USA, p. 15.
55. Report of the Secretary-General on the United Na-
tions Mission in Haiti, 14 February 1996, paragraphs 3
and 4.



quent national and local elections . 56 While the
transfer of power from Aristide to Preval through
elections was a historic accomplishment in that 
it was the first of its kind in the country’s history,
Haitian institutions subsequently became dead-
locked.

Aristide, who remained Haiti’s most popular
political figure even after Preval succeeded him as
President, argued after the transition that the 
reform package that his government had agreed to
implement would benefit a small elite and cause
great suffering to the majority of the population.
At the time of writing, his opposition had brought
key components of the reform process to a halt. 57

Complicating this standoff was a dispute over 
the elections of April 6, 1997. In these elections,
supporters of Aristide’s LaFanmi Lavalas group
had emerged ahead of their opponents, who 
claimed that Haiti’s Electoral Council had per-
mitted electoral malpractices. At the time of writ-
ing, this contentious issue remained unresolved. 
It led to the resignation of Prime Minister 
Rosny Smarth in June, 1997, further paralyzing 
the government.

The most immediately costly consequence of
this political deadlock and wrangling had been to
hold up hundreds of millions of dollars in inter-
national development assistance, thus further 
impoverishing an already poor country. 58 More
significantly, the deadlock had caused an almost
complete dissipation of the popular energies and
enthusiasm generated by the democracy move-
ment of late 1980s. Thus, despite international 
peacebuilding efforts, the Haitian political process
appeared largely incapable of addressing the issues
and tensions arising from the new socio-economic
circumstances facing the country. Peace in Haiti
was therefore not sustainable.

The Requirements for Peacebuilding in 
Contemporary Haiti

The key to understanding the factors that can 
sustain peace in Haiti lie in the circumstances lead-
ing to the coup of 1991, and in the parameters 
of the country’s current deadlock. As described
earlier, the Haitian state, and the country’s politi-
cal process, had proved largely incapable of dealing
with the circumstances created by the migration 

of large numbers of Haitians from the countryside
to the cities in the 1970s and 1980s. The latters’
burgeoning demands for political participation
and economic well-being were met with repres-
sion by the state, which also targeted the emerging
civic organizations who had articulated these 
demands. 59 Having concluded that the political
process was incapable of dealing with their 
demands, many Haitians sought a radical transfor-
mation of politics through revolutionary means.
The two primary factors which debilitated the
Haitian political process were:
� the absence from the lives of most Haitians of

the state as a provider of basic services, which in
turn implied a political process which was not
rooted in the substantive concerns of most
Haitians, but focused on shallow procedural
issues;

� the absence of a broad consensus among diffe-
rent sectors of society on the parameters of both
a democratic system of governance as well as a
progressive socio-economic transformation in
Haiti; this lack of consensus reflected the wide
geographical and socio-economic gaps between
the urban ruling elites and the vast majority of
the country’s population.

Two additional complicating factors contributed
to the non-sustainability of the Haitian political
process during the 1980s. Because Haiti had never
had a civilian police force responsible for main-
taining public order in a neutral fashion, the army
was charged with dealing with the tensions and
violence resulting from the state’s incapacity to
manage popular discontent. The army’s violent 
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56. See Robert A. Pastor: »Mission to Haiti #3: Elec-
tions for Parliament and Municipalities, June 23–26,
1995«. The Carter Center of Emory University: Working
Paper Series, July 17, 1995, pp 7–8.
57. Sandra Marquez Garcia: »Haiti’s Ruling Coalition
Gets Fractious«, The Miami Herald, February 24, 1997.
58. See Malone: Decision-Making in the UN Security
Council, op. cit., pp. 142–143.
59. Haiti missed a remarkable opportunity in 1987,
when a Congress of National Democratic Movements
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The Rainy Season: Haiti Since Duvalier. New York: 
Simon and Schuster, p. 210. The agenda set by this Con-
gress fell by the wayside, however, as the military heigh-
tened its repression in the next few years.



repression, however, begat further violence. In
many instances, it curbed the emergence of a civil
society that could have contributed towards the
development of a national dialogue between the
different sectors. It also prompted a widespread 
revolutionary impulse among the population. 
Several expert observers have argued that Aristide
was catapulted to power in the 1990 elections not
on the basis of a popular desire for the institutions
and norms of democracy, but as the vanguard of 
a new regime that would fundamentally trans-
form the polity in a radical fashion. These expecta-
tions, which were amply reflected in Aristide’s own
rhetoric, contradicted the more gradual approach
of those members of the Lavalas alliance that 
belonged to a small but growing middle class, as
well as the more progressive elements among 
the traditional political and economic elite. 60 The
elected government of 1990–91, therefore, suffered
from a fundamental contradiction. It sought to 
address the popular demands for overwhelming
social and economic change through the forms
and institutions of electoral democracy. The
»flood« metaphor was in clear contradiction to 
the laborious, consensus-building approach of a
parliamentary democracy. It also clearly collided
with the interests and priorities of the established
elite. These contradictions led to the collapse of
Haiti’s nascent political process in the form of the
army takeover of mid-1991. The army responded
to the growing tensions and violence in the only
way it knew: with more violence.

Clear lessons can be drawn from this episode
regarding the factors that will sustain in Haiti a 
political process that is capable of managing ten-
sions arising from rapid social change before they
lead to violence. The first, essential, factor is a 
system of security that provides for public order in
a neutral fashion, and allows a vocal civil society
and opposition to flourish. The neutrality of this
system is critical. If various sectors are not able to
manipulate it in order to use state violence as a
tool of political discourse, then there is greater 
incentive all around to settle disputes through 
bargaining and consensus-building. Second, Hai-
ti’s elected institutions have to address the pro-
blem of a lack of consensus between the country’s
different sectors on fundamental social and econo-
mic goals, and on the means – radical or gradual –
for achieving them. It is important to note that

this consensus cannot be achieved within the 
bounds of elected institutions alone; in fact, it
might be one of the factors that causes these insti-
tutions to function in the first place. In the absence
of such a consensus, the institutions themselves
merely reflect the broader societal stand-off. Addi-
tionally, the process of developing such a con-
sensus engages many sectors of society with the
state in a manner that gives the latter some depth
and substance.

Hence, two factors – a viable internal security
system, and the development of a participatory 
national consensus – are critical to sustaining a 
viable political process, and hence peace, in Haiti.
The second factor also addresses the chicken-and-
egg question raised at the beginning of this article.
Haiti’s democratic institutions, on their own, 
cannot bring about the very circumstances that 
are needed to sustain them. Hence, the develop-
ment of both the institutions as well as the sup-
porting circumstances needs to happen simul-
taneously. A critical early supporting circumstance
is the type of multi-sectoral consensus envisaged
here.

Following the restoration of Haiti’s elected 
government in 1994, the international community
invested heavily, and with some success, in the 
first of the factors required to sustain a political
process. When the country’s ongoing political 
deadlock came to a head in early 1999, the new 
police did stay neutral and provide security, hence
preventing any of the parties from taking recourse
to violence. However, the continued political 
deadlock suggests that not enough has been done
to address the second factor.

When the international community restored
Haiti’s presidency in 1994, it also restored the
contradictions that had existed in Haitian de-
mocracy. As before, Haiti’s elected leaders took
their profound differences to the floors of the 
elected institutions, thus paralyzing them. The 
divisions in the Lavalas movement, and more 
broadly between the different sectors, led to the
crisis of 1997. The only progress that has been
achieved is that in the absence of the old army,
there is no widespread civil conflict. However, the
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60. Alex Dupuy has described this division in Haiti’s 
democracy movement in: Haiti in the New World Order,
op. cit., pp. 47–48.



absence of effective government has created the
threat of runaway criminal and drug-related viol-
ence. The considerable economic and infrastruc-
ture-related assistance that the international com-
munity has provided has done little to ameliorate
this deadlock. In fact, the political class remains 
resolutely deadlocked despite warnings from the
international community that once the window of
opportunity created by the international interven-
tion closes, economic assistance is likely to dry up.
Clearly, in the absence of a political process to 
absorb and manage it, economic assistance alone 
is not a reliable path to building lasting peace.

The international community has provided
some assistance to build democratic impulses into
Haiti’s nascent institutions. Political parties as well
as parliamentarians have been offered educational
programs targeted at building their understanding
of democratic political processes. Civic education
programs targeted at inculcating democratic civic
virtues have also been launched among the 
population-at-large. These exhortatory approaches, 
however, have had little lasting impact. The popula-
tion, having concluded that neither the inter-
national community nor the political elite are 
interested in radical redress of their more im-
mediate plight, has lost interest in the political
process. The political elite, as always, stays focused
on acquiring control of the limited state institu-
tions that do exist.

What are some of the steps that can be taken to
build the consensus critical for political progress in
Haiti?

First, international initiatives to address the
problems of development and the environment in
Haiti should be accompanied by broad-based dia-
logues among the sectors that are most likely to be
affected by them. These dialogues need not be
open-ended, but could focus on identifying the
common interests that different sectors have in
supporting a particular initiative in the long run. If
certain sectors are likely to benefit more than
others in the short run, they should understand
that they would benefit even more in the long run
if they did not monopolize the initiative. Those
who are likely to lose in the short run should 
receive guarantees that their short-term sacrifice
will lead to long-term gain. This process of identi-
fication of common gains, and of mutual guaran-
tees, can develop very rapidly among a pragmatic

set of individuals, which Haitians often tend to be.
It is also a very powerful tool for building lasting
interaction between different sectors. Such inter-
action often forms the basis for consensual natio-
nal frameworks for social and economic action.
Additionally, articulating interests in common pro-
jects will provide Haitians with much needed expe-
rience in shaping specific political demands 
instead of expressing their needs through revolu-
tionary spasms. Several international projects of
this kind have recently unfolded. The USAID pro-
ject in Fond Jean-Noel, for instance, has consti-
tuted a federation of 18,000 farmers into 25 co-
operatives to grow and market, minus the traditio-
nal middlemen, the increasingly popular Haitian
Bleu coffee for export to US markets. 61 Given the
direct involvement of peasants in this project, and
the fact that the coffee bush required the shade of
large trees, many project participants had taken to
actively conserving trees instead of felling them. 62

Second, Haiti has yet to experience a public
process of dialogue among civic and political 
leaders. This could provide a cathartic balm for the
grievances of the past, and also constitute a 
genuine national consensus-building exercise. 63

Additionally, such an exercise at the national level
would surely inspire similar exchanges at the local
level (experts on Haiti constantly point to the fact
that Haitians respond better to exemplary rather
than exhortatory forms of guidance). In both 
Guatemala and South Africa, for instance, negotia-
tions to end decades of civil conflict inter alia took
the form of public dialogues stretched over several
years that served both as an inspiration and as 
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61. So successful was this project in avoiding middle-
men that a leading left-wing Haitian journalist, who had
taken strong exception to US policies in Haiti in the past, 
admitted in a conversation in 1998 that he was willing 
to revise his opinion of the US ability to learn from its
mistakes.
62. Some USAID projects in recent years had begun 
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project implementation in Haiti. See Mimi Whitfield:
»Clean water, garbage pickup slated for Cite Soleil
slum,« The Miami Herald, November 3, 1997.
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Gros: »Haiti’s Flagging Transition«, op. cit., pp. 106–107.



an example to the populations of these coun-
tries. While the South African process focused on
building consensus on the political institutions
that would politically empower all, as opposed 
to some, of its citizens, the Guatemalan process
(which also involved the international financial 
institutions) focused on a wide range of social and
economic issues (as reflected in the fact that the 
final agreements, which constitute more a national
pact than a peace accord, are eight in number 
and cover diverse issues). Significantly, the Guate-
malan dialogue did not happen as a prelude to the
launching of the country’s democratic institutions,
but as a part of a broader process of democratiza-
tion that also included institution-building.64 In
Haiti, the international community should encou-
rage, and participate as a partner in, a series of 
dialogues that bring together national and local
political and civic leaders from all sectors (govern-
ment, labor, business, church etc.) in order to 
develop an understanding of each other’s positions
and interests, and to build common agendas 
on the basis of these interests. 65 As in Guatemala,
however, these dialogues should not supplant the
existing institutions but supplement their work in
critical ways. Their purpose would be to ensure
that the state does not just pay lip service to parti-
cipation, but actively works to bring it about.

Third, neither of the two measures described
above will bear fruit in the absence of a strong and
independent civil society. While much has been 
invested in the building of so-called political par-
ties in Haiti (many of which are no more than a
few individuals with fax machines seeking a share
of the spoils of the state), not enough has been
done to assist the emergence of a viable civil so-
ciety. Many civic organizations in recent years initi-
ally arose as a component of the popular upsurge
that Aristide captured under the term »Lavalas«,
and hence became a part of the political equation
instead of acting independently. However, many of
them, expressing disillusionment with Haiti’s poli-
tical parties, have adopted more independent 
positions in recent months. Before the political 
ennui causes them to fade away, they should be
supported and built up so that they can constitute
a vital force in making the political system more 
responsive and accountable to Haiti’s people.

Conclusion

From the analysis presented here, it is evident that
only a viable political process will prevent violence
in Haiti in a sustainable fashion. This process, 
however, can only be based on a consensus on
Haiti’s future between most sectors of society. 
Obtaining this consensus, though, is predicated on
a constructive engagement between the state and
the Haitian population. The international com-
munity, with only a few more (and perhaps even
less) resources than it has expended in Haiti up till
now, could facilitate an engagement of this kind
leading to a participatory consensus. Certainly, a
focus on reviving and sustaining political proces-
ses should guide the international community’s
approach to building lasting peace in most cases.
While this conclusion clearly emerges from the
Haiti case as a principle, it might constitute a 
worthwhile research agenda to test its broader 
applicability. The cases of Guatemala and South
Africa (where the building of lasting peace was an
internal enterprise) might be good starting points.
An exploration of additional cases might establish
if the chicken-and-egg dilemma of social trans-
formation and democratization can indeed be ge-
nerally addressed through the building of partici-
patory national consensus or pacts, or whether
other situations might necessitate other devices. �

64. See Susanne Jonas, »Democratization of Guatemala
Through the Peace Process«, op. cit..
65. For details of the role of civil society and dialogue 
in the development of South Africa’s National Peace 
Accord, see Peter Gastrow (1995): Bargaining for Peace:
South Africa and the National Peace Accord. Washington,
D.C.: United States Institute for Peace Press.
66. An experiment of this nature was attempted, with 
relative success, by The Carter Center and the University
of Virginia’s Center for the Study of Mind and Human
Interaction in Estonia from 1994 to 1996. A series of 
six workshops to encourage dialogue among Estonia’s
various ethnic groups were conducted. For details, 
see Joyce Neu and Vamik Volkan (1999): Developing a
Methodology for Conflict Prevention: The Case of Estonia,
Atlanta, Georgia: The Carter Center.
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