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The Haitian Boat People and the U.S.. Collective Conscience

From 1957 to 1979, like other people from the Caribbean, 

Haitians have migrated to the U.S.., most of them legally, some as 

regular visitors becoming illegal immigrants by staying "indocumentados 

" (without the green card). This, in no way, was specific to 

the Haitians, but rather the general pattern of the Caribbean migra

tion to the U.S..

Since 1979, a new phenomenon has sprung up : the Haitian

Boat People.

Thousands of desperate Haitians are fleeing their country, 

a land of hunger and political repression, in small and unsafe crafts 

through a clandestine traffic, risking their lives during the uncertain 

journey to Florida, at the rhythm of a thousand a week. All blacks, 

from the popular masses, dominantly from the poor rural area, with a 

majority of young people in their twenties or their thirties. The 

process has different aspects : some go directly from Haiti to Florida, 

some others make a first stop to the Bahamas, with the hope to achieve 

the second part of the trip from the Bahamas to Florida.

The Haitian Boat People, who are clearly considered and 
treated as undesirable by the U.S.. Authorities whose intention is to

ADRESSE POSTALE

DIRECCION POSTAL

MAILING ADDRESS
R. D. N. P. Apartado Postal No. 18060, El Silencio, Caracas 1012A, Venezuela



PROGRESSISTE

RASSEMBLEMENT DES DEMOCRATES NATIONAUX -PROGRESSISTES D’ HAITI (R.D.N.P.

REAGRUPA MIENTO DE LOS DEMOCRATAS 
NACIONAL - PROGRESISTAS DE HAITI

GROUPING OF THE NATIONAL-PROGRESSivE 
DEMOCRATS OF HAITI

Caracas 1981

send them back to Haiti, even though some are finally accepted through 

legal fights and the intervention of the democratic and humanitarian 

institutions of this country, is a matter of concern for Washington and 

Florida, but constitutes a phenomenon which addresses itself directly

to the American Collective Conscience.

A Seven Points Commentary.

A. Three American attributes : the American dream on trial.

1. Because of the American Revolution, the U.S.. has become 

a haven for refugees (economic and political). The U.S.. is synonymous 

of land of asylum for those who flee material, religious, ethnocultural 

or political adverse conditions.

Why should the U.S.. reject a relatively small wave of Hai

tian refugees trying to escape the combination of misery and political 

oppression the Duvalier regime has created for the Haitian masses after 

24 years of brutal, corrupted and incompetent dictatorship ?

Is not this a test for American Collective Conscience ?

2. Since the American Revolution and more particularly after 

the Secession War, the U.S.. has welcomed successive waves of white immi

grants by millions : Irish and English; Scandinavians and Germans; Lat

ins and Slavs. Since World War II, a new era of white immigration has 

been opened. This has changed the original ethnic ratio in the U.S..
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in favor of the white stock, the black one dropping from 20% to 10% 

of the white population.

Black immigrants from the Caribbean as a recent move, 

do not constitute a phenomenon of comparable scale. One may wonder, 

particularly in the American black community, why the U.S... should 

reject a relatively small wave of black immigrants from Haiti after 

having welcome and continuing to welcome so many white (or asian) im

migrants ,?

Is not this a test for American Collective Conscience ?

3. Since - and because of - the industrial revolution, 

the U.S... has become a land of opportunity with a capacity of absorbing' 

men and women from various origins, whose contribution helps to produce 

the American creative diversity.

Why should the U.S... reject the hard and ingenious workers 

from Haiti, the land of Toussaint Louverture and Henry Christophe, both 

great civilizers and statesmen and the land of world famous naive paint

ings and primitive arts (much more than the land of Vodou and "tontons

macoutes") ?

Is not this a test for American Collective Conscience ?

B. Three Haitian realities : the Haitian problem as a challenge

4. The U.S.. shares part of the responsibility in the making
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ing of the present regime which, in Haiti, is producing simultaneously, 

on one hand, the very few rich millionaires and, on the other hand, 

the boat people. Is not tiiis a challenge to the famous American sense 

of social equity, fair cohesiveness and collective good deal, in han

dling the Haitian case ?

5. The Haitian boat people has become a factor of Carib

bean regional destabilization (besides the U.S... Florida, Haitian immi

grants spread to Bahamas, the Dominican Republic, the french West Indies 

the Netherlands Antilles, French Guyana, Venezuela etc...).

Is not this a challenge to the U.S... which has to show 

its capability to deal with the problem of regional peace in other terms 

than military security ?

6. With the present collapse of the Haitian experience 

under the Duvalier dictatorship, one finds people who see a pretext to 

interpret it as a negro failure in the venture of political indepen

dence and government.

Why should American conscience hold all the Haitians 

responsible for the mismanagement of a few and consider the failure of 

the Haitian present system as affecting the image and perception of the
whole race ?

Final Comment to conclude.
7. The American Founding Fathers have recognized the
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right and even the democratic duty of a people to change government 

such as the type that is misruling Haiti and the Haitians nowadays.

It is a well known Jeffersonian prescription for exceptional cases 

which corresponds precisely and perfectly to the Duvalier case.

Trying to cure the sickness in its external manifes

tations is not a solution, it has to be cured at its origin : the 

present regime of Haiti about which a respected Scandinavian agricul

tural economist, analyzing "Haitian peasants and poverty", rightly 

concludes that the main obstacle to the development of Haiti is the 

present government of this country.

Why the American Collective Conscience should not 

approve, encourage and support Haitian efforts to change their present 

rulers for a democratic alternative of progress which could develop 

the country, ensure more social cohesiveness and restaur dignity and 

optimism ?

The Haitian Boat People as the latest expression of 

the Haitian Challenge puts the American Collective Conscience on trial.

Leslie F. Manigat
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