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Abstract 
 

This dissertation develops a political ecology of suburban peasants to describe the lives of 

Haitian farmers residing in a neighborhood on the margins of Port-au-Prince. The category of suburban 

peasants has been well described for Chinese small-scale farmers but has yet to be applied elsewhere as 

an analytic category. Using participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and in-depth, key 

informant interviews, an ethnographic account is provided of changes in agricultural practices made by 

Haitian peasants as a result of environmental changes that impact their ability to make a living in 

contemporary Haiti. Farmers’ primary concerns are related to an increased need for agrochemicals 

because of declining soil fertility, but increased fertilizer prices make this a significant barrier to their 

economic activities. In addition, the influx of non-Haitians into the neighborhood has resulted in less 

available land to farm. In many cases worldwide, these two challenges have led to out-migration 

patterns, either within-country rural-urban migration or to another country altogether. Yet, in the study 

site this is not happening. The changes in agricultural practices that the Dounet peasants have made, 

like changing to wage-based labor and occupational multiplicity, have also created greater poverty, in 

which they are more vulnerable to the risks associated with environmental change while at the same 

time rendered immobile in the face of future extreme environmental events. This study uses the 

suburban peasant concept to explore how environmental changes simultaneously intersect with 

urbanization processes like the enclosure of land and changes in rural land use.
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Chapter 1. Introduction to the Dissertation 
 

 

Figure 1. Map of Port-au-Prince, Haiti and surrounding suburban areas. The area surrounding Dounet is highlighted. Photo from 
maps.google.com, with modifications by author. 

 

Introduction 
 
 This dissertation is about the lives of suburban Haitian peasants in Dounet1, a small farming 

neighborhood2 outside of Haiti’s capital city, Port-au-Prince. Located near Kenscoff, home to the large 

market that was the subject of much ethnographic inquiry by anthropologists such as Sidney Mintz 

(Mintz 1960, 1961) in the mid-20th century, Dounet is approximately 10 miles outside of lavil 

                                                           
1 I have changed the name of the specific neighborhood where I worked to protect the anonymity of its 
people and the farmers who opened their homes, lives, and stories to me in 2015. 
2 I use the term neighborhood throughout my dissertation. In drawing from Bestor’s (1989; 1985) work 
in Japan, I use neighborhood to mean not only spatial and administrative boundaries but also the social 
networks that exist within and outside of these settings. None of these things are independent of one 
another. 
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(downtown) Port-au-Prince and even closer to Pétionville, Port-au-Prince’s wealthy neighbor. Little has 

been written about the world’s suburban peasantry outside of China, where they have been defined as a 

group of peasants based on their household and agriculture, or hokou, registration status, and who are 

experiencing shifts from agricultural practices to other economic activities due to urbanization. (Andreas 

and Zhan 2016; Chuang 2015; Guo 2001; Jinsong and Shufang 2014). As I describe in more detail later in 

this dissertation, these changes in land-use rights and the conversion of agricultural land into 

development land for urbanization, have had significant impacts on this population in China. In Dounet, 

farmers are experiencing similar shifts that can be linked both to the dispossession of their land and to 

processes of environmental change like soil erosion, unpredictable rainfall patterns, and extreme 

weather events like hurricanes and earthquakes. The proximity to the capital coupled with a new influx 

of people into the neighborhood has allowed them to diversify their economic practices, as access to 

Pétionville and Port-au-Prince is relatively easier for them than Haitian peasants in rural areas with little 

or no road access. Below I describe the Pelerin market and how I became interested in this project. 

Haitian Markets, Haitian Women: The Genesis of the Project 
 Tuesday, 9 am, December 2013. The Pelerin market, located on the road 

between Pétionville and Dounet, was full of people, and the vendors were all women. It 

was noisy, crowded, and full of pleasant and not-so-pleasant smells. It is a strange 

realization when you connect the meat being sold at the market, with flies and bugs all 

over it, to the food that you will be eating that evening. I wasn’t sure where to begin to 

talk to people, so Lukas3 (my research assistant at the time who also helped with 

translation) and I hiked to the bottom of the market to start there and then make our 

way to the top.  

                                                           
3 I use pseudonyms throughout this dissertation to protect the privacy and maintain the anonymity of 
my research participants and field assistants. 
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Over two weeks in December 2013, my primary goal was to determine whether this 

would be an appropriate place to return to find research participants for my dissertation project 

when I came back the following June or July to spend a year here. I knew at the time that I was 

interested broadly in investigating farming in Haiti, and to what extent the challenges of farming 

led to outmigration. I developed several key questions to ask the market vendors that would 

provide more focused insights into this topic.  To do this, I asked these questions of each vendor 

that we spoke to, with Lukas’ help: 

1. Do you grow the food that you are selling here? 

2. Is it enough to feed your family? 

3. Where do you live? 

4. Do you have any family that lives overseas? 

The vendors’ answers to these questions were very helpful moving forward. First, they 

helped me delineate between the vendors who were selling crops that they had grown 

themselves and those who had purchased crops for resale, so that I could target those vendors 

who were also farmers. Second, learning whether or not they could support their families with 

the crops that they grew was important in determining which vendors might face more 

challenges than others. That is, I assumed based on these answers that if a farmer was selling 

their crops and had enough to feed their family, then that person might be relatively better off 

than a vendor who could not both feed their family and sell at the market. Third, finding out 

where people lived pointed me in the right direction as far as potential field sites later on. Lastly, 

if a farmer had a family member living overseas, then they were potentially receiving 

remittances, and having a relative already overseas might make the decision to emigrate more 

likely for the family remaining in Haiti. 
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This following excerpt comes from field notes4 that I wrote during my second trip to Haiti, in 

December 2013 to conduct pre-dissertation fieldwork. 

We began with one female vendor who said that she did not grow the food that 

she was selling, but she had purchased it from a grower so that she could turn around 

and sell it for profit. As we were speaking with her, another woman came over and took 

us to an area where more vendors were selling food that they grew. We followed her 

down a hill a little bit farther to a woman selling peas, beans, and tomatoes, who was 

very willing and happy to talk to us. She grew her food, but said that it was not enough 

to support or feed her family. She comes from the rural area of Kenscoff, another area 

with a large market on Tuesdays and Saturdays, and said that she has some family 

members overseas. This was complicated, though, by the fact that depending on the  

person living overseas, she might or might not consider them a relative or related closely 

enough that they were obliged to remit money to her.  

This different characterization of relative seemed to be a theme running through 

conversations with the other four women with whom I spoke that day. This indicated to 

me that I needed to find a different way of asking this question, perhaps more directly, in 

terms of whether or not these women have a child or sibling that lives overseas and 

sends money home. Some of the women said that they had family overseas, but not 

contact, which indicated that they do not receive remittances from those family 

members. 

We continued up the hill through the market and spoke with several more 

vendors. Many said that they had at least grown some of what they were selling, and 

                                                           
4 The highlighted passage here comes from my field notes.  
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explained which vegetables that they personally grew, but I was primarily interested in 

those who grew most everything that they were selling. Lukas suggested that we walk 

back up to the road to speak to the vendors along the roadside. We spoke with another 

woman from Kenscoff, who offered me her cell phone number and said that she would 

be happy to talk to me when I come back in June or July.  

I had been to Haiti once before in June 2013 for language classes in Haitian Creole so that I could 

work with Haitian farmers in the Dominican Republic. That project, already approved by my dissertation 

committee, was to examine the health impacts of tobacco farming on Haitian migrant workers in the 

Dominican Republic. My broad academic interest, which carried me through various iterations of this 

project, was how environmental change was impacting farmers in small island nations in the Caribbean 

where available resources would become increasingly scarce over time.  As I wrote after the fact,  

 The first time that I arrived in Haiti in early June 2013, I had no idea what I was 

walking into, or that this chaotic and overwhelming airport reality would become my life 

in the field only one year later. I wasn’t nervous on the plane on that first flight between 

Miami and Port-au-Prince, even though the gentleman sitting next to me on the plane 

tried to proselytize to me, another common occurrence given the number of missionaries 

operating throughout Haiti and the proliferation of protestant and Pentecostal churches 

in the country. I realized later that he probably assumed I was also a missionary, when I 

realized that many Haitians and other missionaries automatically assumed me to be 

either a missionary or an aid worker because of the color of my skin. My flight landed in 

the evening and after getting through the airport, which didn’t include baggage claim 

this time, as I was operating with only a carryon, I made my way out of the airport and 

into a sea of black faces disguised by the fact that the Haitian sun was already set.  
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 I knew two things about my airport pickup: 1) he was a white guy, and 2) his 

name was James. I didn’t know what he looked like, how he would be dressed, what his 

hair looked like, what kind of car he was driving, or whether or not he would have a sign 

for me. I found myself stuck immediately outside the airport, all by myself, with 

aggressive men asking me if I needed help, a cell phone, a tourist brochure, a taxi? I 

didn’t have any Creole language experience (that’s what I was there to learn!) so I 

couldn’t tell them that no, I had a ride, and my friend was coming to get me. I stood 

there looking like a clueless and anxious white woman from America, trying to be polite 

to everyone but wondering whether I should just go back inside and book the next flight 

back to Tampa, my home. Eventually I found James, and I stayed.  

Apparently, sometime during that first visit I fell in love with the bustling, people-filled country 

that, a year later, I would call home for 13 months of my life. In the three weeks that I spent in Haiti the 

first time, in June 2013, I made numerous contacts and had the opportunity to speak with people who 

could tell me about agriculture in Haiti.  This trip opened my eyes to the possibility of staying and 

working in Haiti with rural or suburban farmers who were either leaving Haiti to work in another 

country, sending someone their family overseas for the same reason, or had a family member overseas 

remitting money to them.  

Small island developing states (also referred to in development literature as SIDS) are 

characterized by their relatively small size, lack of access to larger markets, and vulnerability to 

environmental and economic change (UNCTD n.d.). The role of climate change and its impacts on SIDS 

has been described for islands in the Pacific (Barnett 2001; Church, White and Hunter 2006; Mimura 

1999; Pelling and Uitto 2001), the South Pacific (Mimura 1999), and the Indian Ocean (Church, White, 

and Hunter 2006; Lal, Harasawa, and Takahashi 2002), as well as its impacts on atolls (Barnett and Adger 

2003). Most of these studies focus on the impacts of sea level change and El Niño weather patterns 
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(Church, White, and Hunter 2006; Mimura 1999; Pelling and Uito 2001) and rapid-onset environmental 

change like natural disasters (Barnett 2001). Little research has investigated the role of slow-onset 

environmental changes like soil erosion, changing weather patterns, and agricultural losses on SIDS, 

though Barnett (2001) does address this from an adaptation/vulnerability perspective in considering the 

Pacific Islands. Given my early academic interests in environmental change and agriculture on islands, 

and the dearth of literature, Haiti provided the perfect place for me to explore this topic in greater 

detail.  

Three bodies of literature informed the generation of my dissertation research project. The first 

is the ample literature about migration worldwide; Haiti is included in this literature (Cohen 2011; 

Kearney 1995; Sassen 1980). Second, there is also a great deal of research into the hardships that 

Haitian farmers face as they try to piece together a living through their agricultural activities and other 

odd jobs like construction or electrician work, currently and historically (Cohen 2013; Dupuy 1989; Ives 

2010; Padgett and Warnecke 2011). Finally, the other research pertinent to this dissertation is that 

which focuses on Haiti’s environment, including problems associated with deforestation, loss of arable 

land, challenges associated with farming in such a mountainous country, and increasingly frequent 

droughts (Clermont-Dauphin, Cabidoche and Meynard 2005; Lewis 1985; Pelleck 1988). Some of this 

scholarship combines different aspects of the three different bodies of work, as in the case of 

environmental migration, where people move for reasons related to environmental changes that have 

impacted their ability to farm (Alscher 2011). These bodies of literature serve as the starting point for 

the dissertation, and I return to them throughout the ethnography that follows and in my conclusion.  

Two Tropes of Haiti  
 
 In this dissertation, I engage with the growing body of literature on Haitian exceptionalism. 

Western mass media and the popular imagination, in its attempts to “other” Haiti and its people, have 
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created and perpetuated several tropes of Haiti that scholars of Haiti are now actively challenging, or 

writing against (see, for example, Benedicty-Kokken et al. 2016; Farmer 2006; Trouillot 1990; Magloire 

and Yelvington 2005). Images of zombies portrayed in Hollywood movies, like the 1969 Night of the 

Living Dead and the 1988 The Serpent and the Rainbow, are inaccurate at best, and at worst, they 

whitewash the lived experiences of formerly enslaved Haitians and their ancestors for whom the slave 

was an embodied zombie, literally a living dead set to work to death under the capitalist plantation 

system (Lauro 2015). Inaccurate accounts and portrayals of Vodou, the spiritual belief system of the 

formerly enslaved, have led to neo-colonialist groups, such as missionaries, placing blame on the religion 

for all of Haiti’s problems, and thereby further perpetuating the myth of Vodou as on par with devil 

worship (Baptist Mission, Fermathe, personal communication, 2013).  

 Other forms of this Haitian exceptionalism occur in the media as the disaster narrative, which is 

deployed by journalists nearly every time an earthquake or hurricane strikes Haiti. The narrative goes 

something like this: a disaster hits this already poverty-stricken country full of dark-skinned people who 

struggle to help themselves, they need help from international humanitarian aid organizations, and 

media coverage of the disaster and the Haitian population is used to tug at the heart- and purse-strings 

of donors (Schuller 2016b). Natural disasters such as these have also been blamed on Vodou. This notion 

of Haitian exceptionalism, or Haiti as the poster child of the problems in the developing world, is used to 

further neo-colonialist initiatives like those of the United Nations (U.N.) peacekeeping mission and 

scores of international humanitarian aid organizations. 

Of direct relevance to my dissertation are two other ideas, also portrayed in the media but 

found in the academic literature as well. The first is the idea, often found in scholarly work on Haiti’s 

environment, that Haiti is a case of “scorched earth.” By “scorched earth”, I mean the narrative that 

Haiti’s land, its infrastructure, and its economic activities are destroyed to the point where people can 

no longer use them effectively to meet their needs. Indeed, for many influenced by these tropes, 
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thinking about Haiti without thinking of a barren, brown, dry country is difficult. Full of mountains, but 

otherwise barren and dry, this imagined landscape dovetails with popular ideas of everyday hardships in 

one of the least developed countries on earth (O'Connor 2016; Schuller 2016b). The second trope, seen 

commonly through Western media portrayals of Haitian boat people and images of migration to 

America, is that Haitians want to leave Haiti for the chance at a so-called better life in another country. 

In using better, I want to underscore the assumption inherent in these imaginings that life in Haiti is so 

difficult that people living there must surely be better off in another country.  

 

 

Figure 2. Plaque at the Baptist Mission Museum, Fermathe, Haiti West. Photograph taken by author. 

 

Beginning in the 1960s under the dictatorship of François Duvalier, a doctor-turned-dictator 

commonly known as Papa Doc, Haitian intellectuals were persecuted and began fleeing the country 

(Trouillot 1990, Wah 2013). During his reign Papa Doc sought to restore Haiti to a black population 

through his Noirisme agenda (Trouillot 1990). Those who spoke out were tortured or killed, so those 

who were able to leave Haiti due to their financial position did so. This emigration continued through 

the 1980s until Papa Doc’s son, Jean-Claude Duvalier, was removed from power and moved to Paris, and 

then through the election of Jean-Bertrand Aristide, the first democratically elected Haitian president. 
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Haitian migration continues today. Mass media, particularly in the 1990s United States, often portray 

Haitians fleeing Haiti in droves, referring to them as “boat people”, groups of Haitians who would leave 

Haiti for America at any cost. This is the image that many Americans continue to hold of Haitians today, 

and why wouldn’t they? Other images and stories in the U.S. media paint a devastating picture of life in 

Haiti. A quick search through Google Images using the single term “Haiti” yields photos of garbage-filled 

streets, starving children, women washing clothes in the same rivers and streams that they use for 

gathering water, and an earthquake-stricken country yet to be rebuilt six years after the devastating 

earthquake of 2010 and now facing the destruction of Hurricane Matthew at the end of 2016.  

 There are grains of truth to these tropes. Haiti is often listed as the poorest country in the 

Americas (Martin et al. 2002; UNDP 2013) and Haitian transnational migration, or transmigration, 

between Haiti, the United States, and other parts of the world is well documented (Gammage 2004; 

Martinez 1995). By transmigration, I refer to transnational migration across national borders and bodies 

of water. Differing from the term immigrant, the term transmigrant specifies a condition where 

connections between family members in different parts of the world are maintained through the flows 

of money, goods, and social fields “that link together their societies of origin and settlement” (Glick 

Schiller et al 1995, 48). So many Haitians work and live abroad, in fact, that President Aristide (in power 

in 1991 and then again from 1994-1996) termed them, collectively, the Tenth Department of Haiti. 

Particularly in the wake of the 2010 earthquake, the poor economy and infrastructure that previously 

drove Haitians abroad is even more dire, as a significant portion of the population remains unemployed 

or displaced (Cohen 2013). Perhaps in response to such abject poverty and the overall lack of jobs and 

industry, rates of Haitian emigration have grown considerably in recent years.  

 Like so many people, I initially believed these two tropes about Haiti. To read academic 

publications about Haiti and not find references to the fact that most of its population survives, on 

average, on less than 2USD a day, and that many people survive on less than 1USD a day, is rare 
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(Lundahl 2011; Mazzeo 2009; Padgett and Warnecke 2011). There are numerous stories included, like 

those of my Haitian friends who are trying desperately to support themselves and their families with 

little purchasing power for expensive goods and services. Accordingly, then, I thought that Haiti would 

be the ideal place to investigate the role of environmental change in agriculture and how and whether 

this motivates people to leave the country in a small island geographic context.  

My research is situated within the three broad bodies of literature that I describe above, and 

that I discuss at greater length in chapter two of this dissertation. They informed my research overall, as 

well as my goals and questions. These research questions evolved over time in the field, after time spent 

working with Haitian farmers and doing participant observation. Early iterations of my research 

questions included themes more directly related to the role of the Haitian state in contemporary 

agriculture and its impact on the lives of farmers, and how policies of land use and land tenure over time 

have shaped both agriculture and migration. Once in the field, however, I learned through asking 

questions about the hardships that farmers face that the role of the Haitian state was of little perceived 

significance in their daily lives. I also learned that issues of land use and land tenure – at least in 

historical context – were less important in shaping their ability to farm than other, more immediate, 

concerns. In fact, problems associated with land use and land tenure were only of concern as they 

related to foreigners’ buying property and building homes in the neighborhood. As a result, I revised 

these research questions to better target the experiences of Haitian farmers related to agricultural work 

and emigration, and to uncover what the lives of farmers in contemporary Haiti are really like. These 

research questions are as follows: 

1. How do Haitians describe the context and routine of agricultural subsistence in Haiti? 

2. How do Haitians describe the role of the environment in shaping their ability to make a living 
through farming? 

3. What are the work-related challenges that Haitian farmers face? 

4. What are the factors that influence Haitian farmers’ decisions to migrate? 
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I began this project with the basic assumption that environmental factors like land degradation, 

lack of arable land, and other problems associated with Haiti’s deforestation and loss of forest canopy 

would be factors that drive farmers out of Haiti to seek better work opportunities elsewhere, based on 

extensive scholarship on Haiti’s environment as well as transmigration. What I found was that Haitians 

talk often about the environment and migration, but they go about this in ways that differ from what I 

anticipated. Furthermore, much of the data that I gathered in the field appeared to directly challenge 

the two tropes of Haiti upon which I constructed my research questions.  I will return to this argument 

throughout the ethnographic discussion that follows. 

 The Suburban Peasant Concept and its Application to Haiti 
 
 This research project started as a means to explore the contexts of everyday life for Haitian 

suburban peasants. I use the term peasant despite some of the negative stereotypes associated with the 

word. By peasant, I refer to those individuals who support themselves and their families largely through 

household-level subsistence farming activities on either their own or rented land, or some combination 

of both, and through some market sales as well (Mintz, Sidney 1974a, b; Wolf 1966). In my dissertation, I 

will refer to peasants and farmers interchangeably, despite the fact that not all farmers are peasants, 

nor are all peasants farmers. At the same time, many Haitian peasant farmers engage in occupational 

multiplicity, further complicating the matter. However, this is how Haitians involved in agricultural 

production often refer to themselves, as peyzan, or peasants, and also as farmers (Mazzeo and Brenton 

2013). In this decision, I follow their lead.  

 The term suburban peasant derives from literature on the rural and suburban peasantry in 

China whose way of life has seen marked change since the introduction of the hukou, or household 

registration system, in the mid-20th century. Implemented in 1951 under Chairman Mao Zedong’s 

communist regime, expanded to include the rural population in 1955, and modified further several 
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times in the subsequent decades, the system was part of larger industrialization movements, including 

formalizing a centralized economy in the country (Chan 2009). Under the modifications of the hukou 

system in 1955, there were four different categories into which one could be placed. Individuals were 

first registered as rural or urban based on their geo-political place of residence, and then further into 

“agricultural” or “non-agricultural” based on the nature of their livelihood (Chan 2009).  

The hukou was designed to maintain social control and order in urban and rural populations and 

to control internal migration, and in this way is similar to other systems implemented in former 

communist countries with origins in the USSR (Chan 2009). This system also provided the Chinese 

government with a mechanism through which they could divide and distribute resources like food and 

also social services like state-subsidized education. Urban dwellers received coupons to use for their 

rations of basic staple foods and other goods in state-run stores, while the rural and urban agricultural 

populations received no rations, as the expectation was that they could provide what they needed and 

were thus self-sufficient (Chan 2009; Liu 2005). 

Whether or not they could be classified as peasants in anthropological terms (see, for example, 

Mintz 1973, 1974a, 1974b and Wolf 1966) prior to the hukou implementation did not matter, as they 

were now forced into this peasant role (based on Wolf’s 1966 definition) and expected to make do 

through their own subsistence activities in the absence of state support. Furthermore, the 

nationalization of the rural and urban agricultural sectors meant that those very peasants who were 

expected to fend for themselves were part of the labor required to provide the goods for those in urban 

cities (Chan 2009). The impact of this policy and its various iterations has been a pitting of the 

rural/agricultural sector against the urban areas. For this discussion, I use the term rural to refer to 

those mainly engaged in agriculture and farming because these farmers make up the majority of the 

rural population, though they are not its entirety (Andreas and Zhan 2016; Chan 2009). Importantly, it is 

those people designated as urban and agricultural that are considered the suburban peasants (Chuang 
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2015). These designations into four categories, however, are somewhat arbitrary as the lines between, 

for example, urban agriculturalists and rural agriculturalists are somewhat fuzzy (Yew 2012).  

The hukou and its impacts on the social structure, economic development, inequality, and 

urbanization processes in China have been well described over the last decade (Andreas and Zhan 2016; 

Chan 2009; Chuang 2015; Liu 2005; Wang 2004).  In short, the system required that each person must 

register his or her household – only one – as either rural or urban. In urban spaces, households register 

as units in the hukou system, but in rural areas of China the unit of registration is that of a village or 

state farm, or a commune (Liu 2005). Through this process, the rural farmer is tied not only to their 

family unit (as is the case for urban city-dwellers) but also to their land settlement (Liu 2005). This 

difference in registration requirements has implications for the movement of people in China and, when 

coupled with urbanization processes (notably that of urban sprawl), is important for the development of 

my suburban peasant concept as applied to Haiti.  

In China, the agricultural peasantry was expected, under the hukou system, not only to provide 

their own subsistence, but also to provide the subsistence for urban, non-agricultural city-dwellers, 

which was transferred and redistributed by the Chinese government. Each registered rural village-

dweller received, through land redistribution by the government, the equivalent of one-sixth of one acre 

of land on which to work (Chuang 2015). In effect, and under the guise of an egalitarian and communal 

land use practice, this was a system of extremely cheap labor provided by rural hukou registrants for the 

Chinese government that Chuang (2015, 276) calls accumulation without dispossession. Yet in more 

recent years, the Chinese government has dispossessed the urban agricultural peasantry in the villages 

immediately surrounding the cities – those suburban areas – of their government-provided land.  

Chuang (2015) describes this process in one southern county in China that began in 2009, 

wherein the local county government began converting arable suburban and rural agricultural village 
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land into land designated for urban development. In the presence of upper limits to such construction, 

the government dispossessed the villagers of their land and enclosed it for agricultural land or for 

environmental protection. The county government compensated villagers for their loss of land to urban 

development, but compensated villages less if the land was converted to agricultural or environmental 

land (Chuang 2015). To complete these urban constructions projects, the local government extracted 

labor from the rural-to-urban migrant laborers. The results of this have had a profound impact on the 

suburban peasants (urban agriculture) in particular. As Chuang (2015) writes, “the rural dispossessed 

[meaning  urban agriculturalists], less valuable than the land they inhabited and less employable than 

land-holding laborers elsewhere, increasingly find themselves outside of mechanisms of capital 

accumulation” (292). In the absence of their own land, these displaced people are obliged to find work 

as unskilled laborers (Chuang 2015; Ye et al. 2014). In other cases, where the government has offered 

rural-to-urban hukou status conversion to the peasants whose land they expropriated, the peasants 

have declined this status conversion because good jobs are not guaranteed (Guo 2001). 

 The concept of the suburban peasant has yet to be applied to contexts other than urbanization 

in communist China. Though certainly not communist, I wanted to know if this framework could be 

applied in other settings, like the neighborhood of Dounet. Urbanization and sprawl into Dounet are not 

government-driven like they are in China, but they are happening, as I discuss later in this dissertation. 

New infrastructure around Dounet in the form of better roads means easier and greater access to the 

capital of Port-au-Prince, but the cost is that they directly (and indirectly) impact farmers in the area. 

Drawing on the idea of the suburban peasant allows for simultaneous analysis of urbanization processes 

and agricultural changes and their impacts on people living at these margins.  
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The Reality of Fieldwork 
 

Small-scale agricultural production is traditional way of making a living in Haiti that is 

increasingly difficult due to poor land quality and limited access to land (Alscher 2011; Martínez 1995). 

In the early literature on transmigration, scholars often treated push factors (e.g., poverty and 

unemployment in home country) and pull factors (e.g., economic opportunities in host countries) as 

mutually exclusive in driving migration. Missing from these discussions was a focus on how the 

interactions between these factors influence a person’s decision to leave their home country. Put 

another way, Sassen argues that social scientists must investigate when and how poverty becomes a 

push factor (2007). More recent scholarship (for example, Gardner 2012 and Lilleor and Van den Broeck 

2011) has sought to understand these interactions. We must also consider the contexts under which 

people are not leaving. I set out to do just this – to explore how Haiti’s environment makes life and 

farming difficult for farmers and contributes to continued poverty that Haitian peasant farmers face in 

suburban Port-au-Prince. What I learned early on in my research was that people in the suburban 

farming neighborhood that became my primary field site weren’t leaving Haiti, nor did they aspire to 

leave. Because this was so different than what I expected to find, my questions became more about the 

contexts under which people would leave, or would send a family member overseas, and why people 

were not leaving the area.  

 During my initial interviews I asked each of my research participants whether they would send a 

family member overseas, or go themselves, if they had the financial means to do so. I thought that this 

would be a straightforward question that I could easily follow up with probing questions. I constructed 

my interview protocol very carefully with the help of my former Creole instructor and my part-time 

research assistant, Robert, to ensure that these questions were clear, worded properly in Creole, and 

translated cross-culturally. I thought that my participants would begin with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and 

then we would discuss their answers in greater detail to follow up. Instead, during most of the early 
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interviews, people told me that they didn’t understand the questions. I was surprised. Didn’t everyone 

want to leave Haiti? Wasn’t the out-migration rate extremely high? Weren’t they all poor and seeking a 

better life somewhere else? 

 The challenge, it took me awhile to realize, wasn’t based on the fact that farmers didn’t 

altogether understand my question. As a researcher, this was important for me to realize. I arrived in 

the field with certain assumptions that could only be explored through ethnography and its 

characteristic on-the-ground fieldwork. This dissertation then, in addition to providing answers to a set 

of evolving research questions, also highlights the importance of anthropological fieldwork. Over time I 

learned that leaving Haiti was not something that many of the people I spoke with had thought about. I 

tried rephrasing my questions, asking them in different ways, anything I could to elicit a response one 

way or another, but this was not a scenario that was within their frame of reference. No matter how I 

asked, they didn’t understand. This lack of understanding came from a place of lack of consideration of 

the idea. How were they to leave, or even consider the possibility of leaving, if they didn’t have money 

to do so? How could they dream of moving to Miami, or New York City, or the Bahamas if they labored 

in their gardens all day in a futile attempt to harvest enough food that would either directly provide the 

next meal for their family, or could be sold for money that they could put toward their family’s next 

meal? 

 Farmers responded in a variety of ways. I learned that I had to ask questions in a different way. 

Where would you go? To the Dominican Republic? America? Brazil? France? Elsewhere in the 

Caribbean? Asking someone in my community if they would move to the neighboring Dominican 

Republic was a very different question, it turns out, than asking if they would go to the U.S. or Canada. 

Through several interviews, I learned that the Dominican Republic was no longer desirable as a 

destination for work. One middle-aged gentleman with whom I spoke said that if his son wanted to 

move to the Dominican Republic for work or school he would disown his son, and that if his son needed 
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money or help he wouldn’t send it. Another young man in his early 20s said that he would never go to 

work in the Dominican Republic, even if he had the financial means. I asked him why we wouldn’t go 

there. He responded, “When I see how they treat my brothers who live and work there, it is a lot of 

trouble. I mean, that’s not the country you want to go to. (…) They’ve killed several students in the 

Dominican Republic, why would I go to a place like that if I could avoid it?”  

While I recognize the long and complicated history between Haiti and the Dominican Republic 

that impacts many Haitians’ feelings toward the Dominican Republic and its people, many of the 

responses that I received must also be taken in the context of the political climate between the two 

countries at the time when I conducted my research. In the spring of 2015, the Dominican government 

stated that they would no longer recognize Dominican-born people of Haitian descent as citizens going 

back as far as 1929. This meant that generations of Dominican-born Haitians were rendered stateless 

persons without Haitian or Dominican citizenship. In addition to this, the Dominican Republic was 

threatening to deport Dominican-born Haitians, many of whom had never been to Haiti or spoke Haitian 

Creole (Ahmed and Garcia 2015; HRW 2015), “back” to Haiti. This was a clear vestige of a long and 

contentious relationship between Haiti and the Dominican Republic and smacked of racism, which did 

not go unnoticed by the Haitian population in general, and my neighborhood farmer informants in 

particular. They were acutely aware that, if they were to cross the border for work or education, their 

lives would likely be difficult, they would experience racism, and would be subject to general harsh 

treatment. 

 The Haitian government tried to call the Dominican government’s bluff. They prepared in no 

way for the influx of deportees. When the Dominican government began the deportation process for 

nearly 200,000 people, Haiti was unprepared and was unable to provide them adequate housing. For 

many Haitians who witnessed these events, the Dominican Republic is no longer a desirable place to 
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send a family member, or to move oneself, to find a job and the hope of a better life, at least for my 

research participants. 

Sa’k pase? (What’s Going On?)   
 

The Dominican Republic remains a significantly less expensive place to send someone than to 

send a family member farther overseas, like to the U.S. or Canada. People in Haiti have little income, 

little land, and little opportunity for upward mobility. The family that took me in and provided me not 

only with invaluable information on farming in the neighborhood, but also countless hours of talking, 

laughing, eating, and gardening, was no exception. And though I had some information about 

emigration, particularly that the people in the neighborhood where I worked weren’t leaving nor were 

they considering leaving because of the financial costs, even to the Dominican Republic, I wanted to 

know more about what was going on. Why did so much of what I read focus on Haitian emigration and 

that people wanted to leave the country? What was actually happening in this community that people 

weren’t that interested in striving to make it to a new country for a new and better life? In addition to 

my early and more formal research questions, on both a professional and a personal level I needed 

answers to these new questions. This dissertation, then, became more focused on what happened on a 

daily basis that created hardships for Haitian farmers, the role of the environment in this, and how their 

lives had changed in response to environmental changes and new challenges, like international non-

government organizations (NGOs) working in the area on community-based development projects, and 

the presidential election which was, at the time that I was in Haiti, impending and the subject of much 

conversation.  

 Finding out the answers to these new questions also presented somewhat of a challenge. Just as 

I had been operating under the assumption, following the literature, that most people wanted to leave 

Haiti, I also had the impression, based on other literature, that there was very little land on which 
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people could farm; certainly not enough for subsistence activities or to grow for market sales. My 

impression was that the land, after centuries of abuse, was just BAD – poor quality, lack of nutrients, too 

rocky, too hilly, etc. I wasn’t interested in doing any kind of soil analyses as these had already been 

carried out (Alscher 2011; Hylkema 2011). What I was fundamentally interested in, however, was how 

people thought about their land, talked about its quality, its abundance or lack thereof. I wanted to 

know how they felt about the land and if they identified these aspects of its quality, as I had read so 

much about, as factors that impede their ability to engage in subsistence farming and crop growth for 

sales. I was surprised again when almost every person I interviewed told me that their land quality was 

good, and that they had an adequate amount. I could not understand why people would tell me that 

their land was good when the academic literature suggested otherwise (Alscher 2011; Hylkema 2011), 

crop growth on Haiti’s infertile soil was challenging, rendering the Haitian peasants’ lives difficult.  

Overview of the Dissertation 
 
 Three themes tie this ethnography of the suburban Haitian peasantry together. First, in 

addressing my research questions, I outline the ways in which my work failed to support my research 

hypothesis. I tease out and untangle the ways that my research participants talked about the 

environment in relation to farming, sometimes in unexpected ways. Using the ethnographic data that I 

collected, I show how environmental change has impacted the Haitian farmers of Dounet socially and 

economically.  

In turn, these data contribute to the second and third themes of this dissertation, which directly 

challenge the two tropes of Haiti outlined above. First, though ample literature investigates Haitian 

transmigration, which does occur amongst elite Haitians, the people with whom I worked were not 

leaving. Perhaps this is a case of power and the press – those in charge of creating these narratives 

silence others. We simply aren’t hearing the voices of the rural and suburban farmers in this story of 
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Haiti, the voices that I highlight in my dissertation. Second, I critique the narrative of Haiti as an 

environmentally bankrupt country or of Haitian exceptionalism. While making a living through farming is 

difficult for rural and suburban farmers and they often turn to other means for generating more 

household income, they do not tie this directly to issues of land quality or availability. Ultimately, 

anthropological analyses suggest that these two issues are clearly tied together, though, and my friends 

and research participants did talk about them in relation to one another, albeit in less direct ways.   

Research Methods 
 

The methods for my dissertation research were designed so that I could paint a complete, 

nuanced picture of the lives of suburban peasant farmers in contemporary Haiti. This project was 

designed using an iterative process building from unstructured, exploratory methods to increasingly 

refined, structured methods of data collection and analysis (Bernard 2011). 

Participant Observation 
Participant observation, the trademark research method of anthropologists, was critical for 

gathering my dissertation data. Participant observation is important for anthropological research for 

several reasons. First, as participant observers, anthropologists immerse themselves in everyday 

activities and social events in the community in which they study (Schensul et al. 2016), allowing us to 

become, to the extent possible, a part of the community, and to move between viewing the community 

as an insider and as an outsider.  

Second, participant observation helps anthropologists build rapport with community members. 

Through participation and integration in the community, we develop close connections, both socially 

and professionally, with community members. Long-term participant observation like what I did in Haiti 

can reinforce the credibility and trustworthiness of the researcher. During my research in the field, I 

spent countless hours helping my friends in their gardens. I pulled weeds and I picked vegetables, 

learning gardening skills from them along the way. My friends knew that they could count on me to 
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provide them with help in the garden when I said that I would, and this provided an immediate ancillary 

benefit to them because they did not have to hire an extra person to help in their gardens for wage 

labor. During the labor process, I was also able to ask questions as they arose in the garden, whether 

those questions were about gardening specifically or the mundane.  

Third, participant observation helps anthropologists to determine the most appropriate ways to 

develop interview protocols and to ask questions of their research participants (Bernard 2011). This was 

especially important in the context of my work, and was the basis for several changes that I made to my 

research questions and my interview protocol. When I finally settled on an appropriate field site and 

“entered” the field, I still thought that my dissertation research would focus on the ways in which 

Haitian farmers and their relationship with the environment impact their farming practices, and whether 

or not these were driving factors in their decisions to emigrate. Through participant observation and 

informal conversations with people in my field site, I learned very quickly that people were not actually 

leaving my field site. In fact when I asked about emigration from the area, or if they would send a child 

lótbo (overseas) for work so that s/he could remit money to the family remaining in Haiti if they could 

afford to, my research participants were confused by my question. This was not something within their 

frame of reference, or something that they had considered as a possibility, because sending a child 

overseas was not a possibility. There simply was not enough money to do so. From this, I realized that 

not only was I going to have to figure out a different way of asking this question, but that it was likely I 

would have to shift the focus of my research entirely to better understand what was happening that 

people weren’t learning, nor did they have the money to leave as they used to in the “good old days”.  

Fourth, participant observation plays a critical role in determining the discrepancies between 

actual and ideal behavior. As humans, we all do things in real life that contradict what we say to others 

that we do. Through participant observation, I witnessed this during my field research. For instance, my 

friend Alex would tell me about the dangers of not using personal protective equipment (PPE) when 
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applying agrochemicals to a garden. He would talk at length about the skin problems and irritation that 

these chemicals cause, and how inhaling them was a bad idea. He would ridicule other farmers who 

weren’t “doing it right”. Yet over the course of my field work, I never witnessed Alex using PPE. This 

does not mean that he didn’t. I wasn’t and couldn’t be with him every single time that he was working 

his garden or applying fertilizer. But the times that I was with him, he did not use anything to protect 

himself from the chemicals.  

I used participant observation throughout the duration of my project in conjunction with 

informal conversations and semi-structured interviews to address each of my research questions and to 

create a rich context for my work that cannot be developed through interviews alone. I immersed 

myself in everyday activities and social events in the community (Schensul et al. 2016), and I maintained 

ethnographic field notes (de Munck 1998) of these activities. I developed a wide social and professional 

network that enabled me to create a rich ethnographic context for my specific research questions. 

Participation observation was incredibly important for determining the most appropriate ways to ask 

questions (Bernard 2011) and it served as the basis of my semi-structured interview protocol. I did not 

experience any severe challenges to doing my fieldwork, despite being a foreign woman. I attribute a 

good deal of this to the help of my research assistance, Robert, and his ability to also build rapport with 

potential research participants that I might not have based on my gender. Despite this seeming lack of 

barriers, I was often assumed to be affiliated with a mission group or the U.S. State Department, and 

was asked a wide range of favors, from giving people small amounts of money to assistance with 

procuring a visa to go to the United States.  

Semi-structured Interviews 
I used semi-structured, one-on-one interviews, carrying out 21 interviews with men and women 

between March and July 2015 to gather specific information about the experiences of agricultural 

subsistence in Haiti. Semi-structured interviews are designed to be open-ended to allow informants to 
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communicate their thoughts in a way and at a pace that is most comfortable or them, and I used follow-

up probes for clarification and to gather more information (Schensul et al. 2016). The protocol was 

designed to specifically collect informant narratives about: (1) the sociocultural context of agrarian life in 

Haiti, (2) the constraints on Haitians to engage in worthwhile labor and desired subsistence strategies, 

and (3) the role that Haitians believe that the state and political decisions play in their ability to make a 

living. All research was conducted in accordance with the Institutional Review Board at the University of 

South Florida. 

 I conducted the interviews in Haitian Creole and worked with a research assistant for 

clarification purposes, and audio-recorded each interview with the permission of my interviewees. The 

semi-structured interview protocol can be found in Appendix A. I transcribed and translated the 

interviews, with the help of another research assistant for clarification as needed, and used Dedoose to 

analyze these data. Dedoose is a helpful program for mixed-methods data analysis, and it allowed me to 

code my qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews and from my field notes. I started with 

basic codes organized by broad themes, like daily life, agriculture/work, land, and migration. Then, I 

broke down each of these categories into further sub-codes. For example, under daily life, I created sub-

codes for quality of life. If research participants talked about the difficulty of their lives, or sad that their 

quality of life was poor, then these were coded as such. Passages in which respondents talked about 

having a good life, and the things they liked about their lives were coded into other categories. I 

continued to code each interview transcript like this, following identified themes and patterns.  

Overview of the Dissertation Chapters 
 
 This dissertation comprises four main chapters and a concluding chapter. The chapters are 

organized around four themes: the role of Haitian history in peasant production today in Haiti; an 

ethnographic narrative of the neighborhood in which I worked, including a discussion of economic 
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changes; the role of environmental changes in shaping subsistence practices for Haitian farmers, and 

subsequently, the roles of power and politics in Haitian farming, including the Haitian state and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs); and finally, the role of the environment in Haitians’ motivations 

and migrations away from Haiti.  

In chapter two, I frame my dissertation and ground it in a theory of political ecology of 

environmental migration. This chapter provides first a history of agriculture and peasant production in 

Haiti to situate contemporary suburban peasant production within Haiti’s history as a country with deep 

roots in peasant production. Following this I outline the theoretical orientation of this dissertation, 

including my conception of political ecology and its applicability to my research on environmental 

change, farming change, and migration. This chapter includes a deeper discussion of the political and the 

economic aspects of political ecology; specifically, the changing peasant economy in Haiti and how 

national and international practices like foreign aid and development projects shape these changes.  

I present an ethnography of suburban peasant production in chapter three. I focus in this 

chapter on the changes to economic systems that impact the way Haitians farm and engage with local 

market systems in the areas surrounding Port-au-Prince, Haiti’s capital city, and changes occurring 

within the cash economy in suburban Haiti. This chapter includes a detailed ethnographic discussion of 

two particularly salient concerns of peasant farmers in Dounet: increasing agrochemical prices and 

unpredictable rainfall patterns. In this discussion, I show the ways that these farmers are changing their 

agricultural and economic activities to mitigate these new obstacles to traditional practices. I examine 

the different forms that these changes take between male and female farmers.  

In chapter four, I examine the role of the environment in agriculture in Haiti. I show how specific 

environmental changes like rainfall patterns impact the lives and agricultural practices of Haitian 

farmers in the Port-au-Prince area. This chapter includes a focus on the connections between politics, 
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power, and peasant production in Haiti. By tying these two threads together – the environment and the 

historic lack of state support for the peasantry that I outline in chapter two – I make the case that the 

concerns of Haitian farmers in the Port-au-Prince area, which on the surface seem to be economic, stem 

predominantly from environmental change and relatively no state level economic support or social 

services.   

I shift my focus of inquiry in chapter five toward Haitian migration. I trace the history of these 

patterns of migration, with particular concern for the relationship between Haiti and its neighbor, the 

Dominican Republic. I untangle the ways that traditional push and pull factors (economic, social, 

political) of transnational migration play out in Haiti, but not in Dounet. I suggest that research on 

transnational migration must also include an investigation of why people do not leave Haiti, which is 

what I found in this suburban neighborhood.  

Finally, in the conclusion (chapter six), I tie together each of these spheres of influence, as 

outlined by Gezon and Paulson (2005), to show how the history of subsistence farming in Haiti, the lack 

of government support for farmers, changes in agricultural practices at my field site, and climate change 

concerns have led to environmental, economic, and social difficulties for farmers in contemporary Haiti. 

I show that while many of these are in direct opposition to the tropes of Haiti perpetuated in the 

academic and popular media, my results have important implications for future work, both scholarly and 

applied. I discuss some of the applications of this research for organizations interested in easing the 

strains of the daily lives of Haitian farmers. I show that neoliberal policies and development projects 

designed to help Haitian farmers have failed, and I suggest specific, measurable ways that some of the 

difficulties of farming can be alleviated. Finally, I end by revisiting the two tropes of Haiti, and suggest 

why these might differ from what is happening on the ground there, based on my research findings. I 

suggest that portrayals of Haiti as a poverty-stricken, homogenous population in which large swaths of 

the population are fleeing, function to bring in continuing aid contributions. While this foreign aid has 
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the potential to be very helpful, my dissertation shows that this money could be put to better use by 

working with local communities to better understand their specific needs. 
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Chapter 2. Suburban Peasant Production and Political Ecology: A History of Haitian 
Agriculture 
 

Introduction 
 
 In this chapter, I first outline the history of farming practices in Haiti to show how a plantation 

economy under colonial France became a country based on small-scale agricultural production. I 

examine Haiti’s colonial period and then describe peasant production following the Haitian Revolution 

of 1804, placing contemporary farming in Haiti into historical and political context. Secondly, I situate 

my research within a political ecology approach to examine environmental migration.  

History: Farming and the Environment in Haiti 
 

In many ways, examining the history of Haiti and its environment illustrates the theories of 

political ecology. The Haitian government and outside political influences like NGOs and neoliberal trade 

policies, economic forces like changes in local markets often associated with increased food imports, the 

environment itself, and the Haitian people have, over the last five hundred years, articulated in varying 

ways to shape contemporary Haiti (Schuller 2007a). In this section I show how Haiti’s history has shaped 

peasant production in the country today. I do this by providing an overview of Haiti’s history as a 

colonial plantation economy and tracing this through to the peasant production that we see today. In 

this discussion, I highlight the impacts of various points of colonial and post-colonial contact with 

international governments, businesses, and organizations on the Haitian peasantry.  

Baud (1987) suggests that the variation in the production of different agricultural goods on 

Hispaniola must be analyzed together to understand the development of capitalist agriculture in the 

country. The development of tobacco production and its associated socio-cultural impacts, for example, 
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is closely related to the development of cocoa and sugar production (Trouillot 1982). Yet the 

development of agricultural commodity production on Hispaniola must also be understood in relation to 

the development of agricultural production elsewhere in the Caribbean, as changes in agricultural 

commodity markets in the Caribbean are interrelated. These changes impact Haitian agriculture and 

markets today. For example, the import of fruits and vegetables from the neighboring Dominican 

Republic impacts local markets in Haiti through saturation, leading to decreased prices and, thus, profits 

for vendors. Below, I situate my discussion within the broader context of Caribbean peasant farming 

practices and changing economies. 

Caribbean Peasants and Peasantries  
 In his 1974 attempt to describe and define the Caribbean region, Mintz writes that the area 

comprises, “a patchwork quilt of societies, each one a patchwork itself, the whole a foreign invention” 

(1974a, 45). Though this leads to challenges when attempting to classify the region in contemporary 

times as a whole, a look at history illuminates that these varied societies underwent, “broadly similar 

historical experiences” (Mintz 1974a, 47). Of interest, then, are the ways that these similar experiences 

have shaped societies with noticeable differences today. Yet an understanding of one society in 

particular must be analyzed in terms of the Caribbean region as a whole. In this section, I discuss Haiti as 

one part of the Caribbean region, shaped by similar historical processes, with particular emphasis placed 

on the emergence of peasant communities in the region.  

 Though inhabited by indigenous peoples long before the arrival of Christopher Columbus and his 

men in 1492, the process of colony-building in the Caribbean began when the Santa Maria sank off the 

north coast of the island of Hispaniola and its crew built its first settlement there (Mintz 1974a; Wucker 

1999). The re-creation and perpetuation of these settlements throughout the Caribbean islands led to 

what Mintz (1974a) describes as the “first European experiments in overseas capitalism” (60). This was 

exercised through plantation economies dedicated to the production of monocrops for European 



30 
 

consumption, notably sugar, coffee, and tobacco. Because these Caribbean islands collectively lacked 

large enough indigenous populations to support the plantation systems, the labor base lay in slaves 

brought from Africa. In terms of sugar production, arguably the Caribbean’s greatest trade contribution, 

the British colony of Jamaica and the French colony of Saint Domingue (Haiti) were the most profitable. 

Perhaps as a result, the development of both plantation colonies underwent similar trajectories. This 

trajectory’s point of departure, however, is during the post-slavery era and the development of the 

peasantry in somewhat different ways (Sheller 2000). In Jamaica and Haiti, following emancipation and 

the Haitian Revolution, respectively, the peasantry grew out of the rubble left behind by the failed 

plantation systems (Mintz 1959). As a point of comparison Puerto Rico, with support from the United 

States in the form of mechanized, industrial agriculture, never saw the re/emergence of a substantial 

peasantry following the colonial plantation system (Mintz 1959). 

African slaves working on Caribbean plantations used a number of mechanisms of resistance to 

labor, the most elaborate of which was establishing peasant communities throughout. Mintz (1974a) 

writes, “Caribbean peasantries are “reconstituted”, in that they consist in large measure of Afro-

Caribbean people who took advantage of every decline, length or brief, in plantation domination to 

settle themselves on the land, as producers of a substantial part of their own needs, and of cash 

commodities they might sell as individuals to local or foreign markets” (61). Thus, Caribbean peasantries 

emerged after European capitalist endeavors (although many have their origins during their respective 

colonial periods) in the region.  

 Caribbean peasantries have been discussed at length by a number of scholars (Bastien 1961; 

Frucht 1967; Mintz 1960, 1973, 1974a, 1974b; Pierre 2009; Smith 2001). As a starting point, I used 

Mintz’ (1974b) definition, from Wolf (1966), that a peasant is one who owns or rents small plots of land 

upon which they cultivate for their own subsistence and also for some market sales. The emphasis here 

is on the level of household subsistence production, with greater variability in the cash crops that may 



31 
 

be produced for markets (Frucht 1967). Though perhaps a somewhat outdated definition lacking 

nuance, elsewhere Mintz offered a greater degree of precision (Mintz, Sidney 1974a). This does describe 

the Haitians with whom I worked in Dounet. The demise of the colonial plantation economies 

throughout the Caribbean, was in large part because of the land degradation associated with the 

overproduction of a single export crop, sugar, on the plantations.  

In Caribbean Transformations, Mintz (1974b) describes the characteristics of different Caribbean 

peasant typologies. These typologies are characterized by their emergence in relation to the slave labor 

associated with the local colonial plantation systems, and also by their associated land-holding patterns. 

The squatters, for example, comprise Puerto Rican and Cuban peasants who squatted illegally for long 

periods of time on Crown land in their respective countries’ interiors, seeking escape from the control of 

the Crown (Mintz 1974b, 147). In contrast, Haitian and Jamaican peasants were what Mintz (1974b) calls 

“proto-peasants”, or those peasant formations that arose while still under the conditions of colonial 

plantation slavery (151), and then later developed into full-fledged peasant communities. In other areas 

of the Caribbean like Nevis, as Frucht (1967) we see a category that is neither peasant nor proletarian, 

though arguably this group of people exhibits some characteristics of both categories like household 

production of subsistence and also the use of wage labor. In the area surrounding Port-au-Prince, the 

peasants as Mintz described them still exist. Perhaps a natural progression from the proto-peasants and 

then to peasants, today the farmers in Dounet exist as suburban peasants at the margins of Haiti’s 

capital, and are impacted by urban sprawl and infrastructure projects that create easier access to the 

capital while leading to agricultural changes associated with these processes.  

Haiti and Hispaniola in the Colonial Period 
In lavil (downtown) Port-au-Prince stands the Musée du Panthéon National Haїtien. The building 

looks funny with its cone-shaped top sticking out from the ground, because the museum itself is 

partially underground. Housed inside is a shrine to the four founding fathers of Haiti: Jean-Jacque 
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Dessalines, Henri Christoph, Alexander Pétion, and Toussaint Louverture; a collection of Haitian artwork; 

and artifacts from Haiti’s long and storied history. I visited the museum for the first time during the 

summer of 2013 on a field trip with my Creole class. While the museum itself is interesting, what struck 

me was the presence of a large anchor in the middle of the main room. If we can believe the plaque that 

accompanies the anchor, it came from Christopher Columbus’ famous ship the Santa Maria.  

 The story of Haiti is marked by exploitation. Columbus landed on the island of Hispaniola, home 

to present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic in 1492 as a stop on his search for the Indies. Upon 

landing on Hispaniola Columbus and his crew encountered two indigenous groups, the Taíno and the 

Carib (Rodman 1964; Vargas-Lundius 1991; Wucker 1999). According to Wucker (1999), Columbus 

thought the Taíno timid and shy and the Carib warlike and barbaric, qualities that he could exploit in the 

form of slave labor in his search for gold and silver on the island. 

Prior to the 19th century sugar, tobacco, and cattle ranching dominated agricultural 

development on Hispaniola, the island on which Haiti resides. Early precious metal mining that originally 

attracted colonizers decreased as agricultural production increased. The island was split into two 

colonies and both had a different emphasis on agricultural development.  

 For decades after Columbus’ arrival, the Spanish colonists continued to exploit the indigenous 

labor force to the extent that, within 50 years of initial contact, the majority of both indigenous groups 

died from the infectious diseases that Columbus and his crew brought with them (Brown 2010; Derby 

2009; Livi-Bacci 2003; Vargas-Lundius 1991). Between 1515 and 1520 the Spanish colonists constructed 

seven sugar mills, yet struggled for labor to maintain the mills. Their solution was to import slave labor 

from around the Caribbean and Africa (Baud 1991; Wucker 1999). With the help of African slaves, the 

Spanish colonists ensured that sugar, cattle, and tobacco production became important agricultural 

activities throughout Hispaniola. 
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 At the end of the 16th century Spanish colonizers gained complete commercial control of 

agricultural activities on the island (Baud 1991; Stubbs 2007). Tobacco was an important cash crop 

because there was little money in circulation on the island and it was easy to trade (Baud 1991). Until 

1605 tobacco was grown in the northern region of Hispaniola, but in 1605 King Felipe III of Spain 

ordered that these Northern tobacco settlements be destroyed, which effectively shifted the center of 

production to the center and south of the island (Baud 1991; Stubbs 2007). The implication of this for 

French colonial Saint Domingue, now Haiti, was significant because it allowed French colonists to move 

into the newly uninhabited areas and take over tobacco production. Under newer French colonial rule, 

tobacco became the principle agricultural export from Saint Domingue (Baud 1991).  

 In 1697 Spain ceded the western portion of Hispaniola to France. This move officially created the 

French colony of Saint Domingue. Saint Domingue was one of the most prosperous of the French 

plantation colonies in the world, devoted to agricultural commodities like sugar, rum, tobacco, and 

coffee (Gros 2000; Mintz 1995; Stein 1983). The best quality land was devoted to large sugar plantations 

owned by French plantation owners; lesser land was owned by whites and freed slaves and devoted to 

coffee production (Stein 1983). Yet Trouillot  (1982) suggests that the introduction and production of 

coffee in Saint Domingue in the 18th century led to increased revenues for the colony and changed the 

dynamics between Saint Domingue and France, and between France and the rest of the world. This 

success was due to a combination of factors including cheap land that once belonged to the indigenous 

population, free African slave labor, and European capital pumped into the colony (Mintz 1995).  

The Haitian Revolution and its Aftermath 
The Haitian Revolution lasted from 1791-1804. Compared to revolutions in other countries 

where revolutionaries fought for liberty and fair taxation, the motive behind the Haitian Revolution was 

relatively simple: African slaves were motivated by the idea of freedom from their plantation owners 

and the fear of torture and violence (Mintz 1995). Slavery in Saint Domingue was abolished in 1793. 
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General Toussaint Louverture formalized the abolishment of slavery with the constitution in 1801, which 

also declared that Saint Domingue no longer had to consult with France before creating its own laws 

(Wucker 1999). The Haitian Revolution granted freedom to slaves and drove out nearly all of the 

Europeans who occupied the country during this time. Regrettably, neither the external battle with the 

French and other Europeans nor the internal battle between the new Haitian generals ended with the 

abolishment of slavery and the end of the Revolution.  

There were several important land use and production changes that occurred after the Haitian 

Revolution. First, the French plantation economy was replaced by small-scale agriculture and peasant 

production (Mintz 1995). Second, the labor force rapidly depleted as newly-freed Haitians were no 

longer willing to work on the plantations (Martínez 1995). Finally, Haitian leaders redistributed 

agricultural land throughout the population in the years following the Revolution. Haitian officers 

received larger parcels of land and newly-freed slaves smaller parcels (Lacerte 1978; Lundahl 1992; 

Simpson 1940). Each of these points is significant when taken on their own, but when taken together 

they comprise the dominant narrative of Haiti that the average person might hear.  

This narrative describes the internal struggle following the Revolution between Haitian generals 

who, in the north, worked to revive and retain the plantation system under their own control, and in the 

South wanted to do away with the plantation system entirely, yet does not include the agency of freed 

slaves in this transformation. This narrative also attributes the transformation of the plantations into 

smallholdings to the Haitian republic and its leaders.  

“Small plots and a relatively low concentration of land-holdings have characterized 

Haitian agriculture since the early nineteenth century, when the newly-independent 

government broke up the large plantations of the former colonial masters and 
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distributed land to ex-slaves and those who had served as soldiers during the war for 

independence.” (Zuvekas 1979, 1) 

“Divisions of the land were made after the colonial period by Pétion, Christophe, and 

Boyer, with the military leaders getting the lion’s share.” (Simpson 1940, 503) 

“In 1819 (Christophe) distributed grants of land from one to twenty carreaux (kawo) to 

his soldiers.” (Lacerte 1978, 458)  

These three quotes highlight this narrative of land division and imply that the reason we see 

predominantly smallholdings of land today is because those in power after the Revolution gave it to the 

formerly enslaved. This story is remarkably similar throughout almost all writings about agricultural 

production in Haiti. Yet Gonzalez’ 2012 work challenges the assumptions of this narrative. Rather than 

attributing the division of land to the Haitian generals following the dismantling of the plantation 

economy, he argues that we attribute it to “the victory of former slaves over subsequent elites, each of 

which failed in turn to reconstruct a stable and profitable plantation system” (3). Gonzalez continues, 

“Haiti did not become a nation of small farmers because the plantation system fell. The plantation 

system fell because a large percentage of the early Haitians resolved to become small farmers”. This is 

precisely what the quotes from Zuvekas, Simpson, and Lacerte – and the dominant narrative of Haiti’s 

early peasant economy in general – neglect: the very active resistance of the slave population in 

permanently damaging the plantation economy and creating smallholdings in Haiti, and how the Haitian 

peasantry has maintained that system in contemporary Haiti. Schuller (2007a) draws on this theme as 

well, noting that the same storytellers who downplay the role of Haitians in the Haitian Revolution then 

turn and blame the Haitian people for their role in shaping what Haiti has become today.  

Before, during, and after the Haitian Revolution, the Black slaves routinely burned down 

plantations and plantation estates in attempts to free themselves from slavery. Haiti’s mountainous 
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terrain only aided their efforts by providing them places to retreat and remain hidden following the 

fires. This work paid off as the slaves, freed after post-Revolution struggles, were able to seize Haiti’s 

land first from the French and second from the Haitian regime, which sought to maintain the slave 

plantation systems. The inheritance process of land ownership throughout the family, wherein plots of 

land are passed to subsequent generations in small increments, was adopted from the French and 

retained by the Haitians, further contributed to the smallholdings that remain today (Mintz, Sidney W. 

1974).  

Attempts to rewrite the history of Haiti’s peasant economy in ways that ways that are neither 

Eurocentric nor victim-blaming are not new but neither are they numerous, either. Few stories highlight 

the work of the Haitian peasantry in creating the peasant production system that we see today in Haiti, 

but they do exist (Dupuy 1989; Smith 2001; Trouillot 1990).   

Rebuilding Haiti 

 Schuller (2007a) notes that most historiographies of Haiti exclude the 111 year period between 

the end of the Haitian Revolution and the US occupation of Haiti. This period cannot be ignored though, 

as it provides a basis for understanding issues of land tenure and context for the Haitian peasantry 

today. Toward the end of the Haitian Revolution, and despite the common overall goal of freedom, the 

division between the Haitian state and the Haitian nation fomented hostility. By state, I borrow from 

Trouillot (2001) and refer to the processes through which civil society is governed but that are not 

entirely governmental. In Haiti, these governing bodies are multiple and include community, national, 

and international organizations that are not entirely of Haitian origin, nor entirely the Haitian 

government. In Haiti, international development organizations influence the Haitian government 

through their foreign aid contributions, while at the same time these organizations provide services to 

the Haitian people that the Haitian government cannot or will not (Schuller 2007b, 2009).  The state 

sought freedom to return to a plantation economy under its own control, while the nation of peasants 
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sought the freedom to enjoy their own garden plots (Trouillot 1990). The Haitian state lacked 

consolidation in the early years following the revolution, as the country was divided between Henri 

Christophe’s kingdom in the north and Alexandre Pétion’s republic in the south and west. Christophe 

implemented what Trouillot referred to as his own version of a feudal system while in the republic, 

Pétion distributed land amongst the people. Pétion’s land distribution, though well-received by the 

peasants of the republic to the extent that they nicknamed Pétion “Papa bon kè”, or father with a good 

heart (Trouillot 1990), was done more to appease the masses for his own political gains rather than from 

a true desire to return the land to the Haitian people (Schuller 2007a; Trouillot 1990).  

Following Pétion’s death and, two years later, Christophe’s suicide, Pétion’s successor, Boyer, 

unified the kingdom and the republic and established the Rural Code in 1826. The Rural Code was 

instituted to re-create a plantation economy, and to revoke the land reforms that were made under 

Pétion’s rule in the republic, yet the code failed to do both. Dupuy, in Bellegarde-Smith et al (2015), 

suggests that this failure to return to a plantation economy under President Boyer and his Rural Code 

also paved the way for foreign interests and, thus, increased foreign power within Haiti. Haiti could not 

expand its economy, which was already in decline, as small-scale peasant production lacked the ability 

to meet the export needs required to obtain foreign currency and pay off the debt that Haiti owed 

France for their freedom (Trouillot 1990).  

Haiti suffered from this lack of production for the export market. The U.S. exploited its close 

proximity to the island to monopolize the Haitian import market (which it continues to do today). This 

caused a significant trade imbalance between the two countries, wherein the U.S. only purchased a 

fraction of Haiti’s exports yet Haiti purchased predominantly American goods for import (Trouillot 

1990). Other foreigners capitalized on Haiti during this period, using the country as a site for both 

political and economic gain. German, French, and Syrian immigrants, among others, settled in Haiti and 

made their fortunes by cashing in on the coffee and cacao export markets – longtime cash crops in Haiti 
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– throughout Europe. They were prevented from owning land by the Haitian Constitution, but secured a 

tremendous amount of wealth through the export/import markets and, thus, political power (Casey 

2015). 

Despite these attempts to return to the plantation economy with use of slave or low-wage 

labor, the Haitian peasantry grew. Those former slaves who were able to access land did so. Yelvington 

(2011) writes that these new peasant settlers had to, “count on  mutual co-operation in order to keep 

up with agricultural timetables, closely related to rather fixed seasonal climatic cycles,” (293) and this 

requirement for co-operation led to the lakou system. The lakou was, and is, a structure wherein several 

families have homes surrounding a communal outdoor space. This lakou, then, is the site of both work 

and home life and reinforced the family as the central organizing unit for the Haitian peasantry 

(Yelvington 2011). This need for mutual co-operation also provided the basis for the konbit, or 

cooperative farming practice that the rural Haitian peasantry still uses but, as I discuss in greater detail 

in chapter four, has fallen out of favor more recently amongst the farmers of Dounet.  

U.S. occupation and foreign control 

 In 1915, the United States began its 19-year occupation of Haiti. By this point, foreign 

businesspeople held a large amount of both political and economic power in Haiti. The Haitian elites 

lacked control of banking systems and commerce as foreign interests took over (Bellegarde-Smith et al. 

2015). Sommers (2015) notes that the U.S. Occupation of Haiti must be understood within the cultural 

context and political environment of the time, which includes general ideas and attitudes about Western 

greatness, imperialism, and manifest destiny. In truth, there was little reason for the U.S. to occupy 

Haiti.  

 The U.S. used the Monroe Doctrine of 1823 to support the occupation of Haiti from 1915-1934, 

as it afforded them the right to interfere in the political affairs of other countries in the Western 

Hemisphere. In this case, the U.S. used political-economic instability as a justification for the occupation 
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of Haiti, even though Haiti had continued to meet its foreign debt obligations until the time of 

occupation (Schmidt 1995). In the years just prior to the occupation, wherein the political-economic 

power was largely held by foreign interests, Haiti saw a rapid succession of presidents – seven 

presidents in just four years (Pressley-Sanon 2014). Because of the European power present in Haiti 

(composed predominantly of French and German businesspeople), the U.S. was legitimized in its 

occupation as a means to expel such foreign interests in its part of the world. Fatton argues that given 

this, the occupation of Haiti was inevitable and that, no matter the situation in Haiti, the U.S. would 

have occupied the country (Bellegarde-Smith et al. 2015).  

 The U.S. government became increasingly concerned about foreign power in Haiti. Their 

opportunity to intervene came in 1915 when Haiti’s president Guillaume Sam was violently overthrown 

and subsequently murdered by angry mobs who then paraded his dismembered body parts around the 

streets of the capital Port-au-Prince (Schmidt 1995). As a result of President Sam’s assassination, the 

U.S. was able to maneuver themselves from a military presence into an occupation of Haiti under the 

auspices of humanitarianism (Sommers 2015). The U.S. occupation began formally at the end of July 

1915 with the arrival of more U.S. marines. The Haitians immediately resisted, through violent means 

like the immediate murder of two occupying sailors but also by showering the night curfew patrol with 

garbage and human waste tossed onto the marines from their windows (Schmidt 1995). Several 

accounts by U.S. marines at the time confirm the disdain for the occupiers by the Haitian people 

(Pressley-Sanon 2014; Schmidt 1995).  

 The U.S. government, under President Wilson, lacked a clear plan for the occupation other than 

to restore order – under U.S. control – to a Black republic which, in the public American imaginary, were 

like African slaves and freed former slaves in the American south who were incapable of governing 

themselves (Bellegarde-Smith 2015; Pressley-Sanon 2014; Schmidt 1995). The U.S. took control of the 

treasury and began plans to appoint a U.S.-approved president through which they could continue 
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controlling the country. Several American leaders in Haiti made a point of admonishing the political and 

educated Haitian elite while singing the praises of the rural peasantry. Schmidt (1995) writes that, 

“disdain for the educated elite and complementary expressions of affection for the uneducated, 

impoverished peasant masses paralleled contemporary racist values in the United States, where 

Negroes were accepted, sometimes with fondness, so long as they ‘stayed in their place,’ while those 

who exhibited wealth, education, or ambition were subject to attack as ‘uppity niggers’” (80). 

 The U.S. occupation, of course, did little to nothing to help the rural Haitian peasantry. The 

occupiers forced the peasantry to work on the road system throughout Haiti, which led to more 

upheaval and eventually full-scale revolt, as this system – its own version of corvèe – smacked of slavery 

and was antithetical to the independence for which they had vigorously fought and earned (Schmidt 

1995). Further, the different sites of political power scattered throughout the country that may have 

been influenced by the peasantry to some degree (and not solely in Port-au-Prince, the capital) were 

consolidated into a singular occupied power out of Port-au-Prince in the years of the U.S. occupation 

(Bellegarde-Smith et al. 2015). 

 For the Haitian peasantry, the U.S. occupation meant an increase in agricultural expenditures 

from one to ten percent between the early 1920s and 1929 (Weinstein and Segal 1984). This came with 

the “Service Technique,” which was a U.S.-supported educational program to modernize farming 

technologies (Schmidt 1995). The Service Technique had little impact upon a peasant population 

hesitant to incorporate new technologies into the already-risky business that is peasant and subsistence 

farming. Erasmus (1952) noted this in his investigation of peasant resistance to, and acceptance of, new 

farming techniques in the Artibonite, an agricultural area in the north of Haiti. This theme of resistance 

and acceptance continues today in the anthropological literature, as Mazzeo’s (2013) work on peasant 

resistance and grassroots organizing against the introduction of hybrid seeds from the Monsanto 

company highlights.  
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The State in Haiti 
 

Trouillot (2001:127) writes that, “Though linked to a number of apparatuses not all of which 

may be governmental, the state is not an apparatus but a set of processes.” I take this as a useful point 

of departure for theorizing the state in Haiti. Here, I use the phrase “the state in Haiti” deliberately 

rather than “the Haitian state.” As I will show, multiple bureaucratic organizations at the community, 

national, and international levels make up the state in Haiti. In Haiti the state is, indeed, not entirely of 

Haitian origin, nor is it entirely governmental. 

I draw from several sources in theorizing the state in Haiti, and the set of processes that 

comprise the state. The state is often conceptualized in two ways. First, the state is conceived of 

something “out there,” above and beyond civil society. Second, the state is thought of as an entity 

situated within and as part of civil society. In writing on the spatialized state, Ferguson and Gupta (2002) 

begin with a description of imaginings of the state as both vertical and encompassing. Further, they 

suggest that, “these two metaphors work together to produce a taken-for-granted spatial and scalar 

image of a state that both sits above and contains its localities, regions, and communities” (Ferguson 

and Gupta 2002:982). Yet the boundaries between these are blurry at best, and they are increasingly 

complicated through globalization and transnational processes. 

Sharma and Gupta (2006) write that the state is not “a distinct, fixed and unitary entity that 

defines the terrain in which other institutions function.” The task, then, is to discern the various ways 

that each is mutually constituted. Instead, as they argue, scholars need to interrogate the ways that the 

state becomes The State, how it differs from other institutional forms of power, and how this power in 

wielded throughout society (Sharma and Gupta 2006). Traditional treatment of the state and the nation, 

or political society and civil society, as mutually exclusive is no longer relevant in theorizing the state. In 

an increasingly transnational world, the global also plays a role in the formation of “the state”. None of 
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these entities – the local, the national, or the global – are independent of one another, and I illustrate 

this in my dissertation using the case of Haiti. 

 Counterintuitive though it may seem, theorizing the state in Haiti must begin with the historic 

separation between the Haitian state, or political society, and its civil society. Following the Haitian 

Revolution of 1791-1804, the political economy of Haiti was such that the Haitian peasantry and the 

Haitian state were linked intrinsically. This linkage was precarious and short-lived, as the state sought 

increased control and the elite, made up in part by foreign nationals involved in the import-export 

sector, simultaneously aligned themselves with the state and against the peasantry (Trouillot 2001). 

 The 19-year U.S. occupation of Haiti that began in 1915 further exacerbated this disjuncture. 

The U.S. military presence helped consolidate power within the Haitian state, particularly Haiti’s military 

apparatus, as it disarmed the Haitian provinces at the same time (Trouillot 1990).  

Toward a Political Ecology of Suburban Peasantry 
 

As I will demonstrate in the remaining chapters of the dissertation, farmers face struggles like 

increasing fertilizer prices that impact their purchasing power, changing rainfall patterns that affect their 

growing seasons, and encroaching foreigners buying farmable land to build houses. How do we begin to 

make sense of these struggles that farmers face in contemporary Haiti? In my dissertation, I draw on 

political ecology to show that an anthropologically-driven, ethnographically-grounded political ecology 

provides the best way to examine contemporary peasant life and its hardships in Haiti. In theorizing the 

state and the political, I draw heavily from scholars of Haiti like Michel-Rolph Trouillot.  

Political Ecology 

Political economy 

Anthropological political economy developed in the United States in the 1970s. Roseberry 

(1988) writes that instead of appropriating neoclassical political economy, early scholars in 

anthropological political economy appropriated Marx. These analyses drew from world system theory 
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and explicitly incorporated history. Scholars used this to investigate larger scale political and economic 

systems and, at least in the beginning, the impacts of capitalist world systems (Ortner 1984). Political 

economists situated societies and cultures within the larger political-economic world system, with an 

eye toward understanding the varied impacts of capitalism on different social groups. Robotham (2005) 

writes that, “political economy is characterized by an analytical approach which treats the economy 

from the point of view of production rather than from that of distribution, exchange, consumption, or 

the market” (41). I find Robotham’s statement useful for building a political ecology of suburban peasant 

production in Haiti, which I elaborate upon in chapter four.  

There are two strengths of political economy important to my dissertation. The first is that 

political economy within anthropology explicitly incorporates history. Though this has been critiqued for 

being too focused on the history of capitalism and its impacts (Ortner 1984), Roseberry (1988) states 

instead that “the goal of historical investigation was not to subsume local histories within global 

processes but to understand the formation of anthropological subjects (…) at the intersection of local 

interactions and relationships and the larger processes of state and empire making” (163). To do this 

requires that scholars place ethnography at the forefront, which is political economy’s second strength.  

The shift toward a reincorporation of history into political economy is critically important for my 

dissertation. In the same ways that cultures do not exist independently of space or place, nor do they in 

time. This is especially the case for Haiti. I argue throughout this dissertation that the forces at work in 

Haiti’s past have a direct and inextricable link with contemporary Haiti and Haiti’s future. These 

historical impacts include politics and state formation, ecological systems, land tenure systems, and 

modes of production. 

Political ecology 

In the 1980s, anthropologists concerned with the environment began engaging more explicitly 

with the work of Marx than they had prior to that time (Orlove 1980). By incorporating a Marxist 
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approach into ecological anthropology, ecological anthropologists were able to consider human-

environment relationships through the lens of history as well as through a broader frame, moving 

beyond a population in a bounded ecosystem. Little (1999) suggests that this led almost directly to 

political ecology. Political ecology has retained the tradition of earlier ecological anthropology of 

borrowing from and collaborating with different disciplines. Political ecology takes into consideration 

the effects of an increasingly globalizing world in which few are left unaffected by ever further reaching 

capitalism and neoliberal policies. This differs from early ecological approaches that failed to consider 

the critical links between the local and the global, and the ways that people, cultures, and environments 

are impacted by capitalism (Biersack 1999). Political ecology fills this gap and expands our 

understandings of the ways that humans at different levels of analysis, for example, the individual or the 

culture, interact with their environment in new contexts that include dimensions of both time and scale 

(Gezon and Paulson 2005).  

Political ecology derives from several disciplines, including anthropology, to examine the 

interactions between the means of production, society, the environment, and power (Biersack 1999, 

2006a; Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Gezon and Paulson 2005; Robbins 2012). In drawing from so many 

disciplines, there are just as many definitions of political ecology, leading to challenges in pinpointing 

exactly what political ecology is. It is this openness that I like about political ecology, as it allows for 

different configurations of the relationships between power, people, production, and the environment.   

In the context of my research, I take Watts’ (2000) definition of political ecology as a starting 

point. He begins by stating that environmental issues are “very much the object of study,” but continues 

that political ecology “seeks to understand the complex relations between nature and society through a 

careful analysis of what one might call the forms of access and control over resources and their 

implications for environmental health and sustainable livelihoods” (257). As I am seeking to provide a 

framework for my own work, I suggest that environmental issues are an object of study in relation to 
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issues of power, production, and people, rather than the object of study. The last portion of Watts’ 

quote is helpful for articulating the interconnected relationship between resource control and access, 

the health of the environment, and the ways in which people are able to sustain their livelihoods.  

Political ecology has been a materialist-focused theoretical orientation, as scholars have been 

concerned with Marxist ideas about the means of production and the impacts that this had on different 

segments of the population. Yet Biersack (2006) writes that political ecology draws on a political 

economy that is, “not the political economy of Marx and Engels” (30). Instead, the political economy 

subsumed within political ecology derives from Wallerstein’s world systems theory. Others argue that 

political ecology draws heavily from Marxist perspectives on labor and production (Gezon and Paulson 

2005; Robbins 2012).  

A strength of a more explicitly Marxist political ecology is its emphasis on investigating the 

marginalization of people and land. Political ecologists investigate how political and economic forces 

work synergistically to drive wedges between different groups of people. The environment is 

incorporated into this marginalization, as political-economic forces impact the environment and create 

environmental change, which may impact different groups in negative ways. For example, Fairhead and 

Leach (2008) consider the social sciences narrative of environmental change, specifically environmental 

degradation, which is associated with political changes. Historically, marginalized groups of people 

shouldered the blame for environmental change in local areas. For example, Neumann (1995) shows 

how the Maasai have been wrongly held accountable for changes to their environment as a result of 

changing resource management techniques that can be contextualized by looking at the larger political 

forces at play. This is relevant in Haiti, as Haitians are often blamed for many of the environmental 

issues that their country faces, like deforestation and soil erosion.  
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Critiques of political ecology 

There are well-established critiques of political ecology. First, political ecology has been 

critiqued for its lack of explicit focus on ecology itself (Vayda and Walters 1999; Walters 2008). In 

“Against Political Ecology”, Vayda and Walters (1999) argue that the political economy (and, perhaps 

more specifically the political) component of political ecology is privileged, and that the result of this is a 

tenuous connection to environmental or ecological problems. They write that these analyses fail to 

connect sufficiently back to ecology, perhaps missing the ecology altogether. 

The second critique, related to the first, is that political ecologists begin research with a priori 

assumptions that political-economic factors influence environmental change. This means that scholars 

fail to consider possible non-political economic alternatives (Haaland 2008; Vayda and Walters 

1999).This sets a problematic stage for analyses that look solely to political-economic factors to explain 

ecological problems, when the lens must be widened to include other possible ways to explain such 

problems (Vayda and Walters 1999:168).  

Finally, others critique political ecology on the grounds that it reinforces conceptions of a 

nature/culture dichotomy through its focus on the material aspects of land use (West 2005). The 

problems of such an emphasis on the material aspects of the environment are threefold. First, this 

emphasis assumes that land is a resource for commodification and is viewed as such by all populations. 

Second, viewing the environment in this way ignores the ways that nature and culture are inherently 

connected. Finally, people and populations interact with/in the biophysical environment in other ways 

as they seek to make meaning of their lives through and in conjunction with their interactions with the 

biophysical world.  

Vayda, Walters, and others suggest instead an event ecology approach that allows a 

construction of “chains of causes and effects leading to those events or changes” (Vayda and Walters 

1999:169). This approach retains the problem-based analysis of political, but does not assume the 
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causes of environmental change to be political-economic. Scholars have used event ecology in 

theoretically and methodologically varied ways. Walters (2008) examines the impact of both political 

and non-political forces on mangrove conservation in the Philippines, highlighting the fact that socio-

cultural impacts appear to be just as important for mangrove management as political impacts. Haaland 

(2008) begins with the event of Nepalese migration to Thailand for garment work, stressing that, 

“tracing critical events leading up to this state of affairs is not the same as identifying the reasons that 

moved the actors to act the ways we observe” (60). Haaland’s point is that through careful 

consideration of the salient aspects that potentially impact our focus of study, and through careful 

ethnography, we can better contextualize events leading up to the change—the event—under 

observation. 

I appreciate the focus on contextualization and scale in event ecology and I believe that it has 

broad use beyond the “eventamental” approach that Vayda and Walters advocate. Yet Gezon and 

Paulson (2005) suggest that event ecology can take us deeper into materialist analyses, which aren’t 

always applicable. Furthermore, a circumscribed environmental or ecological event—as Vayda and 

Walters suggest—is not always the best starting point for research. 

 Two examples of scholarship that reject Vayda and Walter’s approach help illustrate why it is 

not always appropriate, particularly in the case of Haiti and for my own research. First, Gardner’s (2005) 

work with Bedouin pastoralists in Saudi Arabia reminds us that there may be multiple environmental 

events under investigation in a single study. He demonstrates that there can be a “complex web of 

causation” (90) with many nodes, all of which are linked together in more complicated ways. If one were 

to approach this from an event ecology perspective and through the progressive contextualization that 

Vayda and Walters suggest, one would miss the relationships between these nodes, and the varying 

ways that they impact the environment. One goal in my dissertation is to tease apart the nodes in the 

web of causation that have created the harsh circumstances of daily life for the Haitians farmers with 
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whom I worked. As I will show in subsequent chapters, these include environmental changes, market 

changes, changes to the cooperative farming structure, political and NGO actors, community leadership, 

and the Haitian farmers themselves. 

Similarly, Ferguson and Derman (2005) make a compelling case for political ecological analyses 

that begin with environmental policies. In their article on water reform policies in Zimbabwe, they state 

that although the political is prioritized, this is done to show “the interplay of the varied 

conceptualizations of the value of water and the different understandings of water reform at the 

international, national, and local levels among actors involved” (63). Their point is that long before 

environmental events may occur, it can be fruitful for researchers to look at how policy formation might 

shape such environmental events and, to the extent that it is possible, understanding how different 

actors think about these policy formations can have implications for how and to what degree resulting 

environmental changes might occur. My dissertation privileges the political in political ecology, by which 

I mean those actors wielding power in Haiti (government officials, humanitarian aid organizations, etc.) 

who have helped shape the trajectory of the suburban Haitian peasantry, and how in the face of this, 

farmers in Dounet have modified their practices to continue on in the face of such challenges. I do this 

to emphasize how the history of Haiti, particularly the relationship between the Haitian people, the 

Haitian government, and international organizations operating in Haiti, have impacted Haitian farmers 

today.  

Political economy of the environment 

 More recently, scholars have made attempts toward theorizing a political economy of the 

environment. Rather than coming from geography, this stems from a concern among scholars of Marx 

within environmental sociology that environmental concerns have been largely left out of mainstream 

sociology (Foster 1999). The consequence of this has been that environmental sociologists still focus 

heavily on what Foster terms human exemptionalism, or that there is a fundamental difference between 
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the human world and the natural world. This false dichotomy must be removed, and scholars must 

begin investigating how humans and nature are co-constructive and reinforcing of one another. 

 The political economy of the environment as a research agenda focuses on the power, and 

struggle for power, over the “institutions and organizations that produce and regulate the flows of 

materials that sustain people (corporations and the state)” (Rudel et al. 2011, 222). As such, a political 

economy of the environment focuses on two broad themes. First, researchers focus on the 

environmental impacts of power and regulatory bodies. One key element of this research is how these 

exertions of power on the environment might be more sustainable. Second, they explore how 

governments and NGOs shape behaviors that impact the environment. I explore this second focus in my 

discussion of the politics of contemporary peasant production in Haiti in chapter six.  

 To date, scholars of political economy of the environment have had a difficult time defining 

what a political economy of the environment might be. Rudel and colleagues provide us with a fine 

starting point. Further, in drawing from Blanton et al., Jones begins his discussion of methods in the 

political economy of the environment with a definition that conceptualizes “how human populations 

create social order through economic production, political prestige, and ideology” (2010, 80). Further, 

he writes that elites “focus on some aspect of economic production for which they can control scarcity 

and value through taxation, storage, access, or production” (Jones 2010, 81). In this, the environment is 

rendered almost invisible or, at best, simply a resource for commodification and nothing more.  

 A remaining question is how the definitions of political economy of the environment just 

described differentiate themselves from political economy more broadly. In particular, neither of these 

definitions attempts to define what is meant by “the environment;” the environment is altogether left 

out, or left as a “black box.” These definitions tend to neglect the dynamic interplay between people, 

power, and the environment in favor of investigating the impact of the political and the economic on the 



50 
 

environment. The very thing that Foster (1999) argues is problematic within a sociology that ignores 

humans as part of the bio-physical world is still a challenge. Rudel et al. (2011) and Jones (2010) still 

frame these in a top-down application of political economy to show how these struggles for power and 

control are exerted on and over the environment, but not in the ways that the bio-physical environment 

also influences and impacts those people who wield power, and those who are further disenfranchised 

by these political-economic maneuvers.  

 The other problem that scholars have had in using the political economy of the environment 

approach is that of research methods and, specifically, ethnographic research. Jones’ 2010 attempt to 

outline a menu of research methods appropriate for a political economy of the environment offers some 

potentially helpful guidelines. In it, he presents several approaches to studying the environment through 

political economy that have been successful in previous research projects. Many of these are specific to 

risk and disaster research, and rely heavily on quantitative research approaches like building models and 

matrices for examining how “both elites and commoners interact with the biophysical environment” 

(Jones 2010, 107).  

 Despite these critiques of the political economy of the environment and the fact that my 

dissertation falls more squarely within political ecology rather than political economy of the 

environment, I think that a political economy of the environment is also a useful analytic tool. Contrary 

to Vayda and Walters’ critique of political ecology wherein they claim that it privileges political-

economic explanations of ecological events, I think that the economic in particular has not received 

enough focus. Since its days as a wealthy French plantation economy, Haiti’s trajectory through time has 

been shaped by articulations between the political, the economic, and the environment. Scholars must 

pay equal attention to each of these factors and the relationships between them, especially as changes 

to the informal economy, such as increasing engagement in wage labor, and local markets, like the 
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introduction of Dominican vegetables for sale markets, in suburban Haiti have impacted Haitian farmers 

in recent decades.  

Political Ecology and Migration Studies 
 

In the last 20-30 years, researchers have begun writing on within-country migration and transmigration 

that results from environmental concerns (Doevenspeck 2011; Oliver-Smith 2012). Environmentally-induced 

migration increases as a result of slow-onset environmental changes like soil degradation, and rapid-onset 

changes like natural disasters. This is particularly the case for populations that depend significantly on the 

environment for their livelihoods, as is the case in predominantly agricultural societies (Piguet).  Afifi (2011) 

shows how environmental changes in Niger in the form of drought, soil degradation, and degradation make life 

difficult for the 90% of Nigeriens who make a living through agricultural activities. The result of this has been a 

change from previously-established seasonal migration to permanent migration patterns. Other scholars create 

more explicit links between global climate change, local level environmental change, and migration. Case studies 

from Egypt, Mozambique, and Vietnam show how global climate change contributes to challenges to making a 

living through traditional agricultural practices and thus drives emigration (Warner et al. 2010). Similarly, Alscher 

(2011) identifies environmental factors such as deforestation, poor soil quality, and natural disasters like 

hurricanes and earthquakes as factors that drive emigration from Haiti and the Dominican Republic.  

There is another school of thought on environmentally-induced migration, however, and particularly 

migration due to slow-onset environmental change. In a review of the literature on drought and desertification, 

Piguet (2010) warns scholars against making direct causal links between drought and migration. Citing evidence 

that agricultural populations use migration as a strategy to mitigate drought-induced famine or declines in 

agricultural output more generally only as a last resort, he suggests that other economic and political factors are 

really the drivers of migration in these contexts (Piguet 2010). Writing on famines in general, but also migration, 

Sen (1981) links these phenomena to political rather than environmental factors. Neither authors suggest that 
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environmental factors (whether slow- or rapid-onset) play no role at all in migration, but they ultimately 

privilege political explanations. Henry et al. (2003, see also Bilsborrow and Henry 2012) have also found that 

environmental factors contribute less explanatory power to their studies of migration and, instead, socio-

demographic variables explain migrations in Burkina Faso. It should be noted, however, that much of this 

literature has dealt primarily with in-country migration and internal displacement rather than transmigration. 

What many of these studies neglect to address are the ways that socio-environmental 

interactions create these environmental changes and challenges, thereby leading to the economic push 

conditions that drive emigration. The field of migration studies, and environmental migration in 

particular, requires that we move from flat analyses of cause and effect and work to uncover the other 

spheres of influence and interactions between them as we try to understand how and when 

environmental migration happens  and, in particular when it does not happen.  

Conclusion 
  
 In this chapter, I have highlighted Haiti’s history of peasant production and situated it within the 

broader literature on Caribbean peasantries, and the importance of incorporating political ecology 

perspectives in this analysis. These perspectives require that we pay attention to politics and power, 

economies and economic activities, environmental change, and the role of history in seeking to 

understand how these forces have shaped the lives of contemporary suburban peasants in Haiti. I 

discuss these outcomes in depth in chapters three and four.  Oliver-Smith (2012) reminds us that the 

environment is socially constructed through processes that involve both nature and society, and these 

processes are what do—and will in the future—drive environmental migration in the face of climate 

change. I suggest that such a political ecology approach moves the role of politics and history to the 

forefront of environmental change and, thus, environmental migration, which I turn to in chapter 5. This 

perspective also places humans and social relationships into this web. Contemporary research on 
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environmental migration challenges us to think about how certain populations are rendered more 

vulnerable to environmental change and how these will impact or impede population mobility in the 

future. 
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Chapter 3. Daily Life in Dounet 
 

N’ap Kale Pwa (Shucking Beans) 
 

I sit on a white bucket. Dirty and cracked, it is all that is available for me, and Fanny 

takes pains to make sure that I have something to sit on – something of an 

inconvenience for her. The bottom of the bucket is dirty and, though I would rather have 

sat on it than the top, this does not seem to be the “Haitian way”, so I sit with my butt 

sticking uncomfortably into the bucket. Lukas is not so lucky, I think; he is stuck squatting 

during our time with Fanny and Carline. 

 Lukas, my research assistant, I are at the market on Têt Dlo (the road) in Pelerin, 

early in my fieldwork. I visited this market several times during my pre-fieldwork visits to 

Haiti, and I have some level of comfort with its chaos. The Têt Dlo market is bustling 

through most of the day, and well into the night. During the day, an unexperienced 

foreigner (blan, to Haitians) can have trouble navigating through the crowds of 

shoppers, the vendors, the street dogs, and the random pigs and goats that make their 

way through the market. One step in the wrong direction, at the wrong time, and one 

runs the risk of being struck by a motorcycle or truck. At night, though the vendors aren’t 

selling, they sleep at the market. Their rooms are tin-sided and haphazardly put 

together, and my first thought when I see them is certainly not that they are small 

bedrooms. Yet the early bird gets the worm, and staying overnight at the market 

provides several benefits to the vendors. 
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 Many of the Madam Sara5 – the women who bring crops to the market, grow 

crops for market sales, and/or sell at the markets – travel from far away, bringing with 

them their chay, or burden. The chay is the crop load that they have brought to sell, and 

many of them stay at the market until all of their burden is lifted, or all of their crops are 

sold. Having a place to sleep means that they don’t have to waste precious time going 

home each night. Having a place to sleep means that they don’t have to waste precious 

money taking a bus (which charges by the size of the chay) every day. There are other 

Madam Sara who do not bring their own chay to sell. For them, having a place to sleep 

means that they don’t miss out when the growers, some of whom are also women called 

Madam Sara, arrive at the market a 3 o’clock in the morning to sell their chay to the 

women waiting for them at the market.  

 Fanny and Carline, both Madam Sara, are both close to my age, which surprises 

me when I ask them. They are hardened, tired, and although I look young and I am 

frequently mistaken on my campus for an undergraduate student rather than a Ph.D. 

candidate and instructor, they look much older. Fanny, a plump, round woman, has five 

children, the oldest of which she had when she was 15 years old, and Carline, small and 

thin, has three children. They are adamant that I, at the ripe old age of 34, should 

already be married and have a few children, but I explain to them that in America, 

sometimes we do things a little bit differently. 

 Fanny is married and Carline, though not legally married, refers to her partner as 

her husband. This naming-of-partners system took me awhile to understand. From what 

                                                           
5 Madam Sara is a term for women who buy, sell, and resell goods at Haitian markets in addition to farming their 
own crops. These women are involved in nearly every aspect of economic life revolving around the markets. For 
this reason, they are also sometimes called poto mitan, or the pillars upon which Haitian society rests (Schuller 
2016a) 
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I could gather, women will say that they are married if they have had a legal, state-

sanctioned wedding. If, on the other hand, this ceremony has not taken place, they will 

not say that they are married but will still refer to long-term partners and, perhaps, the 

father of their children, as their husband. My friends’ husbands both work odd jobs, but 

both families struggle to make ends meet – shockingly common in Haiti. Neither Fanny 

nor Carline grow the vegetables that they are selling, so they do not farm for a living. 

Instead, they buy their crops from other Madam Sara who arrive in the middle of the 

night to offload their burden. And though many of the market Madam Sara stay 

overnight at Têt Dlo, Fanny and Carline arrive each day around 2 am to buy the crops to 

sell each day. They often don’t leave until 7 that evening. This is a process that happens 

every single day, and Fanny makes a point of impressing upon me the fact that they do 

this on Sundays as well, a day that they would otherwise spend with their families going 

to church for several hours. Instead, day in and day out, Fanny and Carline sit, as so 

many other Haitian men and women do, at the Têt Dlo market, hoping to sell enough 

vegetables to make a small profit on the chay that they’ve purchased for resale.  

 I sit on the bucket, my butt sore from being halfway plopped down into the 

bucket. I’m practically stuck. Fanny, Carline, Lukas, and I are shucking beans. Beans are a 

staple in Haiti, and there are many different kinds. When the Madam Sara deliver the 

chay, the beans are still intact. Yet beans are priced and sold without shells, so many 

women spend the day shucking beans. In Haitian Creole, “n’ap kale pwa” means “we’re 

shucking beans”, but the meaning is two-fold. Because shucking beans can be an all-day 

event made more enjoyable with friends (as Lukas and I are learning), “n’ap kale pwa” is 

also the colloquial phrase for gossiping. There is no rush to finish shucking beans, as 

there will always be more, and from what I can see there is little chance that Fanny, 
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Carline, or any of the other vendors would ever sell more beans than they had shucked at 

any given time. So shucking beans becomes a social event, a time for women to sit 

around and chit chat and make gossip. Despite Fanny telling me that she appreciates 

Lukas’ and my help shucking beans because it makes the process go faster, my gut tells 

me that this is only half-true. I suspect that it annoys her on some level, because it leaves 

her without anything to do for the rest of the day; we are finished shucking beans by 11 

am.  

 

Introduction 
 
 This excerpt from my field notes, written before I moved to Pelerin, captures the events and my 

thoughts about a day spent shucking beans with friends at the market. Shucking beans, or n’ap kale 

pwa, is a continuous task that market women undertake daily between sales and visits with customers.  

 For the first six months that I lived in Haiti, I did not live near the Pelerin market. Instead, I lived 

in a small, upper-middle class neighborhood called Thomassin, farther up the hill toward Kenscoff (see 

Figure 3. Pig Suckling at Têt Dlo Market. Photograph by author. 
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Figure 1 in chapter one). Four of these months were spent taking language classes full time and trying to 

make contact with farmers and other people in the community. Thomassin is up the hill to the east of 

Pétionville, about a 20-minute ride by moto taxi (motorcycle) between my house and the Pétionville. 

This was a convenient place for me to live, and comfortable. I hired a driver to take me to and from class 

in Pétionville each day for a monthly rate, and whom I paid extra if I needed additional trips and extras, 

and he lived right around the corner.  

I lived in Thomassin for around six months until the following February when, for myriad 

reasons, I had to relocate. When I found out that I needed to move from the Thomassin house, I was 

concerned that I would not be located as close to the farming areas of Kenscoff anymore (unlike I was at 

Thomassin), and that I would not be able to retain Lamont, who I had hired as a driver (a common 

practice for non-Haitians doing research and NGO work for safety reasons) and whom I trusted with my 

life. The first turned out to be true, but not the latter. After three moves between friends’ homes in a 

two-week period, I finally found suitable accommodations in a small guest house on the eastern edge of 

Pétionville, at the base of Route Kenscoff. My room had everything that I needed: a bed, armoire, and 

even a small bed stand. The guest house also had fast and reliable internet and, mercifully, running 

water all day long. When I agreed to move in, via email with the guest house’s owner, I didn’t realize 

how well my choice of accommodations would turn out for my work; I could walk out the back gate and 

be at the Pelerin market on Têt Dlo. 

In the introduction to this dissertation, I provided a vignette of my first time at the Pelerin 

market, accompanied by my first research assistant, Lukas. My first experience at the market occurred 

months before I knew that I would live next door, and at a time when I had no real knowledge of how 

the market was set up and functioned each day. This quickly changed once I moved. Living next door to 

the market at Pelerin was a blessing in many ways, both professionally (for charting prices of foods, 

examining gendered market practices, learning to bargain for piles of mangos) and personally (for 
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learning who would give me the best price on my staple food – eggs –for practicing bantering back and 

forth with vendors in Kreyòl, and for buying other provisions like cornflakes, toilet paper, and bottles of 

Coca Cola made with real sugar).  

This chapter provides an ethnographic profile of peasant life in Haiti and in Dounet, my field site, 

and provides the foundation for chapters four and five of this dissertation. In this chapter, I focus on 

daily life – both the ordinary and the extraordinary – that become the reality of peasant life throughout 

suburban Port-au-Prince. I focus on the economic changes that farmers described to me that impact 

how they farm and engage with local market systems in the peri-urban area of Port-au-Prince, and the 

cash economy. Using ethnographic data collected during my field work, with discussion grounded in 

previous ethnographies of Haitian peasant life, I highlight the important economic and social changes 

occurring in contemporary Dounet.  

Early Ethnographies of the Haitian Peasantry 
 

Anthropologists and other social scientists were writing about local peasant communities 

throughout Haiti well before the 1940s. Herskovits’ 1937 account of peasant life in Mirebalais, Life in a 

Haitian Valley, was the first ethnographic work published by an American anthropologist. This work 

documented all aspects of life in rural Haiti, including agriculture and land. While on the surface, 

Herskovits’ writing might seem like it was written more recently than 1937, life for Haitian farmers is 

remarkably different today than in the past.  

 The Haitian market system has long been a topic of interest for social scientists examining issues 

surrounding colonial hold-overs, or remnants of life in Africa that have been retained in post-colonial, 

post-slavery contexts. This enduring quality of the Haitian market system and marketplace has made it a 

particular area of interest for scholars of economic systems rooted in African practices. The late Sidney 

Mintz dedicated much of his career to the investigation of labor, economics, and marketplaces 
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throughout the Caribbean. Early on, Mintz (1960:15) described Haiti as the “peasant country par 

excellence of the New World”, and nearly 60 years later this holds true. But as he also notes, Haiti has 

rarely been a country of solely subsistence production (Mazzeo 2009, Mintz 1960). Rather, the Haitian 

peasants engage in exchange at local markets.  

Herskovits (1937) thought that these markets were conducted in “African fashion,” a belief that 

Mintz (1974) did not share. The Comhaire-Sylvains (1964) investigated the market system of Kenscoff 

extensively. Just outside and in the mountains to the southwest of Port-au-Prince, Kenscoff is the 

nearest large market to my field site. They believed that instead of the Haitian market system 

originating from African traditions, the system has origins in the French system of colonial Saint-

Domingue. Following this colonial period, new Haitian leaders codified several aspects of the Haitian 

marketplace, including that markets could not operate outside of official marketplaces within 

townships, effectively closing off the rural market system that was allowed to operate under French 

colonial rule (Comhaire-Sylvain and Comhaire-Sylvain 1964).  

Mintz (1960) characterized different types of marketplaces throughout Haiti. These varied based 

on the type of crop grown in the region and the growing practices, the amount of land that farmers own 

or work, and local ecology. What he found were strategic markets upon which the local economy and 

smaller markets were dependent, and local marketplaces, which are more like endpoints for goods from 

the strategic markets. Some aspects of the market system in Haiti certainly appear to be similar to West 

African markets, like that the women were typically responsible for selling the crops and the men were 

the farmers (Mintz 1974). Browne (2004) writes that Mintz’s later work clarified his position, providing 

greater nuance in showing the ways that continuities from African traditions, in this case related to 

market systems, have endured and influenced more contemporary practices that were borrowed from 

elsewhere.  
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Between Pelerin and Dounet: Getting to the Field Site 
 

While the Madam Sara at the Pelerin market took large, colorful trucks that are overfull with 

women, men, and produce down the mountain, I went the opposite direction each morning – directly to 

the fields. My driver Lamont, research assistant Robert, and I left my house early on most work 

mornings. The road that my guesthouse was on, Route Kenscoff, was busy most mornings when we left. 

This was the only road between the hills east of Pétionville and the city, so everyone in the area had to 

use it. Getting out of my driveway, which was located on the outer edge of a blind turn, could be a 

challenge given the traffic from both directions. 

My guesthouse was directly between Route Kenscoff and the Tèt Dlo market. Leaving my house, 

not a quarter of a mile up the hill and to the left, was one entrance to the market. There were several 

entrances, but the entrance where farmers and Madam Sara brought their chay, or bundles of crops for 

the market, was this one just past my house. There was not really another location sufficiently large 

enough for them to enter the market. Arriving in these large, colorfully painted busses or trucks with 

their chay, many of them had travelled for hours, perhaps overnight, to reach the market. This was the 

market where Fanny and Carline (mentioned in the excerpt above) worked each day.  



62 
 

 

The road that the market is located on is called Têt Dlo, which is the street that runs along the 

back of my house. Tet Dlo means headwater, and apparently what is now, sadly, a smelly and trash-filled 

market used to be a river flowing down into Pétionville. No longer. One would be advised to wear 

closed-toed shoes at the market, as goats, dogs, and pigs run free, flies surround any meat that vendors 

are selling, and garbage is piled up into large heaps but is also spread freely out along the street. No one 

pays any attention to this, and I wondered why. Wouldn’t the vendors feel some sense of pride in 

maintaining a nice market given that they work there every single day? Wouldn’t they want a nice work 

environment? Do they wonder -- or know -- who is responsible for maintaining the market? Do they just 

not care anymore? I never found the answers to these questions, but I think that this probably had to do 

with the fact that the vendors were at the market selling all day, or sleeping at night, and were therefore 

uninterested in doing the work themselves. I have strong suspicions that there was no formal 

organization responsible for cleaning up any of the markets, as most of the markets that I visited were 

filled with garbage to some extent. Cleaning up one’s garbage never struck me as particularly important 

Figure 4. Bus Carrying Madam Sara to Market. Photograph by author. 
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from a cultural standpoint, as evidenced by the number of times I would see people deposit their waste 

on the side of the road or throw it out a car window. 

At night, the market transformed. It quieted down when the vendors began to leave or retreat 

to their sleeping quarters. The vendors were replaced by groups of men who were poze -- hanging out 

and listening to music and drinking Prestige beer or Barbancourt rum. Most nights this would continue 

into the wee hours of morning, groups of guys listening to music from the radios that they had attached 

to their motos. Some nights were louder than others. Around 4:30 or 5 every morning, the market got 

noisy again as the vendors arrived and started selling, and as the animals became more active and loud 

with the rising sun. 

We drove past the market and up the hill toward Laboule 12, which is where Spring Market was 

located, albeit placed strangely on an awkward corner. Spring Market was a little grocery store, very 

similar to what might accompany a gas station in America, but with more variety and no gas pumps. The 

prices at Spring Market are listed in Haitian dollars. The Haitian dollar is the equivalent of 5 HTG (Haitian 

Gourde, which was roughly $0.10 USD during the year that I was in Haiti), but the Haitian dollar does not 

exist in tangible coins or paper money. This means that if a price is listed in Haitian dollars, as was the 

case at Spring Market, then one had to multiply that price by five to get the amount of money that one 

would pay the cashier. The concept of the Haitian dollar is a holdover from the days that the Haitian 

Gourde was fixed 5HTG to 1USD (Schuller 2016). Many of the larger grocery stores in Pétionville and 

Port-au-Prince listed their prices in HTG, which required no multiplication, but most of the markets and 

vendors that I frequented, like Tet Dlo and Kenscoff, priced their items in Haitian dollars. Even after a 

year in Haiti, my mental math never got good enough to have all of the multiplications memorized.  

Beyond Laboule 12, farther up the hill, was Thomassin 25, a very large community that felt a bit 

more like a town. On the left side of the road was Hispaniola Market, another small market where we 
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stopped to pick up Robert my research assistant each morning, due to its proximity to his house. Lukas 

was a wonderful research assistant during my first couple of months in the field, but had to return to his 

social work studies at a local university and so was no longer available to help me when I began 

conducting my research full time after the first of the year. In his place, I hired Robert, whom I had 

known for over a year and who was one of my Kreyol teachers in 2013 and when I first moved to Haiti in 

2014. Robert was taking time off of his studies in social work and anthropology and split his time 

working with me and my former roommate in Thomassin, who was busy setting up a small family-

reunification NGO in the area. At Hispaniola market I would buy my water for the day, some yogurt for 

breakfast and maybe something else to eat. Most mornings Lamont and I waited ages for Robert. 

Lamont was often annoyed by this, despite that he and Robert got along very well, as Robert was late 

beyond even Haitian standards. I explained the American phrase “he’ll be late to his own funeral” to 

Lamont one day, and he laughed at the joke.  

Thomassin 25 was an interesting place. There was a large intersection in front of the police 

station, which was a large building and where many of the officers on duty often stood on either side of 

the road to watch traffic. This was a four-way intersection with a barrier in the middle of all of it. My 

friend Jacques, whose restaurant I worked at occasionally during the first six months that I lived in 

Thomassin, lived on one of the corners, just below his restaurant/bar. His cousin owns a provision store 

below the restaurant. To the right of Jacques’ place was a fantastic rooftop BBQ chicken restaurant. The 

owner only made and sold BBQ chicken and had perfected it. She sold it with one’s choice of either the 

best Haitian rice (diri nasyonal) that I have ever eaten or boiled plantains (banann boule), but the rice is 

so popular that she would usually run out by the early evening.  

Beyond Thomassin 25 was Thomassin 48, where I stayed on previous visits to Haiti, and then 

Fermathe, on the way to Kenscoff. Fermathe was home to the Baptist Mission and my field site, Dounet. 

Because of its proximity to Baptist Mission, many street vendors would set up their shops for the day on 
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the edge of its parking lot. I would stop and get pate, a typical Haitian breakfast food, almost every 

morning from the same three guys. Their pate was always hot and fresh, and full of eggs, pikliz, and 

chicken, and I could buy it with both ketchup and hot sauce – my favorite breakfast for around 50 cents, 

until the day that I found bugs crawling in it. 

The market at Fermathe was always bustling, and during the last few months of my work there 

was a lot of construction as the government was widening the road and creating a new road to ease the 

flow of traffic coming down the mountain from Kenscoff. On the left was the bus station and the market 

vendors alongside the road. This is where the busses would stop, deposit, and pick up passengers 

between Fermathe and Pétionville. For approximately 30 cents US, a person can cram into a camionet, a 

van made for 15 people but filled with 20-21 people. Across from the bus stop was a covered row of 

food vendors, all selling their special type of griot, fried pig, and fritay, a plate of fried meat and 

plantains. Here I discovered a woman who made the best griot and acra (fried malanga meat), and 

would buy frequently from her.  

After making a left-hand turn just past the bus station, we wound sharply to the left and up a 

hill, and then took another sharp turn to the right almost immediately to continue farther up hill. 

Market vendors lined the roads in front of the large church on the corner, selling everything from 

vegetables to shoes, and moto drivers waited in long rows hoping to take the people who just got off 

the bus to their destinations. Up the hill and closer to Fort Jak the road became more residential, 

alternating between gravel and pavement. There are a couple of different ways to get into Dounet, and 

none of them were particularly easy.  

As the road and neighborhood became more residential, we passed a bakery and just beyond 

that the access road that we used to get into the neighborhood. This was the easiest way, but it was still 

difficult for a moto with three people, as the road was full of large rocks, and there was a small but 
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steep hill down to one of the main roads. In fact, the little hill was so steep that often one of us had to 

get off of the moto at the end of the day so that Lamont could make it up the hill again. We would ride 

past a couple of homes, and a big, open field to the right where farmers let their cows wander around. 

This field also serves as a staging area for the women who would later go to the markets; they used the 

space to bundle the fruits of their harvest and ready their chay, before making their way up and out of 

the neighborhood and to the main road, from which they could return to that bus station at Fermathe to 

find public transportation for the rest of the trip to the market. Later in this chapter, I return to the 

theme of gendered economic activities in Dounet. This field, at the edge of Dounet, was but one 

gendered space of women’s work, as they prepped for market. The trip to the market with the chay was 

another, as the burden of taking the crops and paying for transportation fell to these same women. 

Not much farther than the field were three large homes. Two of these were still under 

construction and uninhabited when I was there, and one was obviously where someone wealthy lived, 

as the home had a gate around it and occasionally I would see a nice car come and go. These homes sat 

at a crossroads – one on each corner. To get to Alex’s house (one of my key informants who I refer to 

throughout this ethnography), we took a left at the crossroad and follow the rocky dirt road through 

several gardens. Alex’s family’s house was on the road to the left of this. There was a small garden on 

the right and larger plots on the left. The small plots continued on the left on Alex’s road, until we 

reached his small garden sitting across the road from his family’s plot of land. His family, including 

brothers, sisters, cousins, and grandparents, all lived in the homes immediately surrounding his, in 

typical lakou fashion, which he shared with three of his sisters and his brother (who was slowly building 

a house closer to the road). Surrounding this compound of homes were more fields, all belonging to 

members of Alex’s family. Around those are more gardens and, just visible on a hill to the southeast 

above Dounet, is Fort Jak. 
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The Neighborhood of Dounet 
 

Fort Jak is a historic fort located at Fermathe, Haiti West, about a half an hour up the mountains 

and to the east of Pétionville, the wealthy suburb of Port-au-Prince. The road there is paved, nicely 

even, but it is long and winds through the hills and neighborhoods of suburban Port-au-Prince. Prior to 

selecting Dounet, which is a zone within the area of Fort Jak as my field site, I had been to Fort Jak (the 

fort) several times, as it is a popular destination and tourist site. The fort itself was built to look over 

Port-au-Prince following the Haitian Revolution. It is in a wooded area, cool because of the elevation on 

the mountain, and fairly well preserved. Following the Revolution, the leaders of the newly-established 

black republic of Haiti were concerned that the French, who they had kicked out of the country during 

the Revolution, would come back to try to regain control of the country, which they did, albeit 

unsuccessfully. Placing the fort on top of the mountain so that it could overlook the harbor of Port-au-

Prince provided the advantage of being able to see in most all directions in case of attack. Despite being 

well equipped with canons and armory, the French never returned and so the fort sat unused. 

The locals know that Fort Jak is a tourist site and are ready for visitors. When visitors arrive in 

the parking lot, they are met by the smells of delicious Haitian street food like fritay, like what is sold by 

the bus station at Fermathe, along with some fried starch like pressed plantains (banann peze) or akra,  

sold by numerous vendors. One of Alex’s sisters, who lived with her husband rather than with Alex and 

his family on their compound, is one of these vendors. These plates of foods are served with the 

traditional condiment, pikliz, a slaw of cabbage, carrots, and scotch bonnet peppers to add heat and 

flavor to the dish. A plate is cheap by American standards, about 2USD, and filling. This is also a popular 

hangout for locals to drink beer and smoke marijuana. Many young Haitian men consider themselves 

followers of Rastafarianism, and so rumor has it that they are legally afforded the right to smoke 

marijuana in accordance with their religious beliefs. Several of these men also act as unofficial tour 

guides throughout the fort. One can walk around outside the fort for free and take in the beautiful 
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panorama that it affords, with absolutely stunning view of Pétionville, Port-au-Prince, the Caribbean 

ocean, and the mountains of Haiti.  

To get into the fort requires about 3USD, paid to a keyholder who has to open the gate for 

visitors. After this, the tour guides, who speak enough English to get an American through a tour and 

provide answers to questions that they have, take visitors through the fort to see the rooms, the well, 

the storage for the canons, and the sleeping quarters. This is where they get tourists, a tour guide often 

wants upward of 20USD for the tour, which lasts about 30 minutes. Part of the fun of this experience is 

in joking with the guides and teasing them about the amount of money that they want for their services. 

I was usually happy to pay the amount that they were asking, knowing that many had limited access to 

money beyond that job.  

 
Figure 5. Dounet, as seen from Fort Jak. Photograph by author. 

 

When I began to really get into my research, after the four months that I spent taking intensive 

language classes, the place that I began was high up in the mountains at a place called Furcy. I spent 

time working there between February and March of 2015. Furcy was much more remote and difficult to 

get to, both in terms of transportation but also in terms of hiking around from garden to garden and 

house to house. Furthermore, because of this remoteness, farming and market sales were the only 

economic activities for the people living in Furcy. I was interested in learning more about the lives of 
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farmers living in suburban Port-au-Prince, who used both farming and market sales but also odd jobs as 

economic strategies, and this would only be possible working closer to the capital.  After exhausting my 

options for interviews and informants at Furcy, I decided to spend some time in one particular 

neighborhood next to Fort Jak, that of Dounet. I could see from the fort the numerous gardens being 

kept in the area and wanted to learn more about what people there were doing, as this was clearly an 

active farming community with easy access to many markets between the neighborhood and the 

capital. .  

Between Dounet and Pelerin: From Farm to Market 
 

Agriculture as Life, Agriculture is Life 
Simpson (1940, 500) wrote of the Haitian peasantry that, “while there are some persons with 

special abilities such as musicians, they earn their livelihoods as agriculturalists.” He refers to the 

farmers by the Creole term toutistes, meaning that they do everything for themselves. Some might be 

inclined artistically or able in other crafts but they are, first and foremost, farmers. In 2015, as in 1940, 

the farmers of Dounet, the total population of which is well under 1000, are toutistes. This may be 

because farming is a form of self-employment, and such a fundamental part of daily life, that it is not 

considered work in the same way because one is paying oneself through market sales rather than 

through a paycheck from an employer. 

“I live from my garden, I am not working. I don’t have anything, I have only my garden. If the 

garden does not produce I will not have money to take care of my child,” one 40 year old woman told 

me. This sentiment was echoed throughout my fieldwork by my friends and research participants–that 

working one’s garden is not considered a job or career in the same way as other income-generating 

activities. For example, one middle-aged male told me, “I work in construction so there are two 

conditions. For example, you can find a job where it’s a contract or they can choose to pay you daily, but 

you can also find a job that someone refers you and they say that they will pay you monthly or bi-



70 
 

weekly. These are two different things, when you are professional and when you are not.” For him, 

there is a distinction not only between being a professional and not, but also between the types of jobs 

that pay differently, in this case for a day of work or regularly, like monthly or every two weeks.  

Alex said something similar to me. When he found out that his girlfriend was pregnant, he had 

to work to take care of her and the baby, so even though his father gave him some land on which to 

work, he also went to a technical school so that he could learn electricity and plumbing because that 

work was often more reliable than farming, even though Alex is an experienced farmer and the son of a 

well-known and respected farmer in the neighborhood.  

Daily life can be difficult for Haitian farmers trying to balance working in their gardens, spending 

time with their families, helping their friends, and working other odd jobs to try to make ends meet. 

Days begin around 6 am, though for others, like Andy, who spends a significant amount of time hauling 

water for his garden over a long distance, days begin earlier around 4 am. I met Andy on one of my first 

forays into the field, in a neighborhood between Dounet and Kenscoff. Andy was 25 and single, living 

alone in a small house at the top of a steep hill. Andy was one of the first people whom I interviewed, 

and was a unique case. While most of his unmarried peers still lived with their families, Andy was on his 

own, despite that he had living family like his sister. The corollary of his lack of familial obligations was 

that he was responsible for all of the work in his gardens. Coupled with his distance from his local water 

source, which was far away, meant that he had to rise early each morning to fetch large buckets of 

water and continue to do this throughout the day.  

For other farmers blessed with more family help, any garden work that needs to be done begins 

around 8 am without much variation. Farmers typically work until about 1 pm, at which point they stop 

for lunch and often the day. While tending a garden is laborious, the same tasks need not be completed 

every day, depending on where the harvest is in its cycle. Cleaning the garden with a siklè (a small hand 
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tool, shaped as a sickle, for weeding the garden) could be a daily task, and is usually performed each day 

to keep the weeds out, but can also be moved to the next day if something else comes up. These daily 

routines provide some amount of flexibility to farmers. When water is available, either from rainfall or a 

well or reservoir, then farmers will apply chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Many of the men I spoke 

with told me that if they are not in their gardens each day performing these tasks, they are helping in 

others’ gardens, working jobs in local construction projects, or performing electrical work. Helping other 

farmers like this must be distinguished from the konbit, the unpaid traditional cooperative farming 

celebration that I discuss further in chapter 4. This is informal wage labor that men perform to 

supplement their income from farming. 

Women face additional challenges and pressures in their daily farming and living activities. 

Household work and childcare is often women’s work, and so the female farmers in Dounet must 

balance their daily routines between farming and household tasks. Of the eight women with whom I 

conducted semi-structured interviews, all but one had at least four children. So in addition to working in 

their gardens and being responsible for taking their families’ chay to market, women must also take care 

of several children. Some women have additional responsibilities. Mary, a 46 year old woman in Dounet, 

told me,  

“[M]y life is hard, it’s so hard that I could tell you that I barely get anything out 

of this [farming]. I have a boss that takes care of me. When he’s around, I cook for him 

and I wash his clothes. At least I can say that I have that job. Our only hope is the 

garden, that’s what we do here and sometimes we can’t even afford to send the kids to 

school. The only other gig I have is with the guy that I just told you about and some days 

you wake and you’ve got nothing. We have kids to take care of and the money we get is 

not enough, but at least we have our own house.” 
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Mary’s story is typical of the female farmers of Dounet, and is also consistent with the 

male farmers of Dounet in that many are engaged in some time of wage labor outside of their 

farming activities. Rosie, also 46 and the mother of four, described her daily routine as 

beginning with getting her children prepared for and then off to school each morning. Then, she 

takes care of the house. Only after this does she go to her gardens, if she has to. Her husband 

helps her in the gardens sometimes, but his job is as a truck driver and so most of the gardening 

activities fall squarely on her shoulders. She says women in the area, “don’t like working for 

other people or going to someone else’s place to work.” She would like to wake one day with a 

different job so that she could hire someone to work in her fields. “This job is not for women,” 

she says. I return to this point later in the chapter to highlight the gendered division of labor and 

tasks related to farming and market activities. 

If agriculture is a way of life for Haitian farmers, then the land is what provides for that life. In 

speaking with a young couple, both in their early thirties, about farming in Haiti, I asked them what 

enough land means to them. “It represents life,” said the husband, his wife nodding in agreement. “If 

you only have three pieces of land you can harvest,” she said, “it’s like life, it gives you what you need to 

do.” In the next section, I show that sometimes the land does provide Haitian farmers what they need to 

do, and sometimes it does not. That the farmers I spoke with told me that the land gives you “what you 

need to do”, particularly vis-à-vis Bondye, or God, challenges the trope of Haiti as a case of scorched 

earth that I outlined in chapter 1.  

A Life of Peasant Poverty 
 The life of a peasant farmer in contemporary Haiti is a life of poverty. One man recounted to me 

that life began changing for farmers in the area around 1960, when Papa Doc took power. He told me 

about how Papa Doc instated more regulations over crops sold at the market and kept fertilizer prices 

down, both of which led to profits for Haitian farmers. When I asked if this meant that life was easier 
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under Papa Doc, he did not answer my question directly, only to say that now things are more 

expensive. Based on what several farmers and others in Dounet told me, Papa Doc remains a champion 

of rural Haitians in the popular imagination. This contrasts somewhat with the literature, however. 

Nicholls (1985) writes that, “No Haitian government in living memory has done anything substantial for 

the peasants, and the Duvalier regime was no exception” (33). What Duvalier was able to do was 

incorporate the rural and suburban peasantry in such a way as to make them think that he was working 

for them and that they were, for once, a part of the nation (Nicholls 1985).  

 The cost of living is too high for most Haitian farmers. The Haitian Kreyòl saying lavichè refers to 

this high cost of living. Haiti is not only expensive, but people desire expensive status items. Cell phones, 

for example, cost American prices and almost everyone has one. Converse shoes are another status item 

that many Haitian guys wear, but these are also pricey, unless one can find knock-offs on the street. So-

called luxury items and other things that could be considered frivolous are not the only things that are 

expensive, however. The basic necessities of life, like food, water, and charcoal (charbon) cost a lot as 

well. Unless one can grow the majority of the food that they will eat, they have to somehow scrape by 

enough money to purchase food for consumption. I was used to seeing this poverty as part of the 

violence of everyday life that people experienced in Haiti. People – children, women – would approach 

me on the street begging for money. “Ba’m yon dolar” they would say. “Give me a dollar.” People in 

dirty clothes, missing teeth, shoeless.  

Admittedly, I became somewhat desensitized to seeing this poverty surrounding me every single 

day, and over time, it did not have nearly the impact on me than when my friends needed help. One 

night Delia, my closest Haitian friend and a laundry worker, came to me because her three-year-old 

daughter had a high fever and a terrible cough, and she and her husband could not afford medicine that 

cost the equivalent of 20USD. That night, her husband took me to purchase medicine for their daughter. 

Another day, Alex came to me, never asking for money directly, to tell me that his daughter Alexi was in 
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a nearby community hospital because she was sick and almost died. “Li te mouri,” he told me, literally 

“she died,” but indicates that she was near death. He had already sold his shoes – the Converse that he 

was so proud of – to pay for the hospital but did not have money left to buy the medicine that Alexi 

needed. I knew that I could never truly be able to relate to this level of poverty, the level that required 

deciding to sell my shoes so that my daughter could get the medical treatment that she needed to live. 

Neither Delia nor her husband were farmers, but Alex was. Delia did not work, and her husband 

supported their small family through his job as a moto taxi driver and as the hired driver for an expat 

friend of mine. Alex supported his daughter, who lived with her mother not far from Alex’s family, 

through farming and as an electrician, something that he studied at a vocational school. Yet in both 

cases – those who farm and those who do not – everyone experiences the effects of this poverty. As 

their stories highlight, this places them in precarious positions, such as when their children are sick and 

they cannot afford medical care. For farmers, at least some of this poverty can be traced to the high cost 

of fertilizer.  

 

Figure 6. A tomb surrounded by vegetable plans and homes in Dounet. Photograph by author. 

This is life for the Haitian peasantry, but the changes in their ability to make a living and support 

their families from what they grow and what they sell has changed not only as a result of changing 

government regimes. Certainly things have changed since the days of Papa Doc and his Tonton Makouts 
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(private security squad, “the boogeyman”), as many of the older folks I spoke with told me. However, 

when I asked what made life hard for them, the response was overwhelmingly angre, or chemical 

fertilizer. Every single person with whom I spoke said that the cost of angre was their biggest problem, 

because it was simply too expensive. Angre prices represent this lavichè. The escalating costs of angre 

reflect changes in the environment, as soil that yields declining harvest outputs each season requires 

more fertilizer. These price changes also reflect the role of the state in the lives of daily peasant 

activities, as the introduction of third-party fertilizer sales has meant that government-implemented 

measures to subsidize fertilizer prices has only lined the pockets of the middleman sellers and has not 

translated to reduced costs for farmers. Together, these increased fertilizer prices translates to the 

continued marginalization of the peasantry through both the decline in soil quality associated with 

increased fertilizer application, and through the reduction in profits that a farmer might make from a 

harvest due to the relatively higher percentage of income that goes to fertilizer.  

I did not expect, at the start of this project, that fertilizer would be a recurring theme in 

interviews about life and its hardships for the Haitian farmers with whom I worked. Yet in my very first 

interview, conducted on top of a hill with the wind howling around us, as we sat in small chairs that kept 

tipping, my informant told me that fertilizer prices were high, at around 1250 – 1500HTG. To put this 

price in perspective, another farmer told me later that under President Préval (Haiti’s president from 

1996-2001 and 2006-2011), fertilizer prices were closer to 400HTG. At the time, I didn’t have a good 

sense of what this meant, or that this was something felt by all of the farmers in the area. Despite the 

fact that farming in Haiti is almost prohibitively expensive, the Haitian peasantry still comprises a 

majority of Haiti’s population, and people continue to farm whether or not they are able to afford seeds 

or fertilizer.  
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The True Cost of Farming in Haiti 
One day, while sitting on a sack of onions in her garden, Rosie told me that, “unless you are able 

to take care of the fields, you should not even start”. To an outsider, this statement might seem like an 

obvious and easy solution to the poverty that Haitian farmers face. To Rosie, who is deeply engaged in 

farming as a Haitian peasant, this statement is probably meant as a warning for others. Yet Rosie’s 

statement oversimplifies the difficult and complicated nature of decision-making and everyday life for 

Haitian farmers.  

None of my Haitian farmer friends or research participants began farming as adults; each 

started farming their gardens with their parents long ago and continued the practice after their parents 

passed away and they came into possession of their parents’ land (Besson and Momsen 2007). Others 

who rented their land also began farming as children, but maybe did not inherit land from their parents 

and so now pay yearly or every 5-10 years for a parcel of land. For those farmers who knew how much 

land they had, either that they rented, purchased, or inherited, the amount of land ranges from three-

quarters of an acre to about 12 ½ acres6. These units of land were scattered, some of them throughout 

Dounet but others included in their land counts land that they possessed in other neighborhoods around 

Port-au-Prince. For example, 62-year-old Herald estimates that he owns 35-40 santyèm, but much of 

that land is far from Dounet and he does not have the economic resources to work it. 

 When one grows up farming, as these farmers did, there is little opportunity to do anything else. 

Almost everyone I talked with started farming as an early teen or pre-teen, and some were already in 

the fields with their parents at as early as five years old. Not all farmers in the area are solely farmers, 

and some do have careers aside from working in their gardens. These people are difficult to locate, 

                                                           
6 Land is measured in santyèm, a system based on units of 100. There are 100 santyèm in 1 kawo. The term kawo is 

borrowed from the French word carreaux, meaning tile or square and, in this case, plot of land. One kawo is 1.29 

hectares, and so 1 santyèm is about one-third of an acre of land. 
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however, as the necessity to work most days in the fields precludes one’s ability to maintain a 

professional career, and those who work in professional type jobs are unable to work in their gardens 

often enough to create a successful harvest without paying day laborers, which comes with its own 

costs. For most families at Dounet, an income based only on farming provides very little in the way of 

profits and rarely meets the family’s minimum basic living needs. This means that most families cannot 

afford to send their children to school regularly. Children who grow up farming alongside their parents, 

instead of attending school to get an education, will probably never work in a professional job setting 

and will continue to farm. Fanny and Carline confirmed that this is the case for the female market 

vendors as well. Both of them learned to do this kind of work from their mothers, and they continue this 

work so that, if they work hard enough, they can earn money such that they can send their daughters to 

school – thus breaking the cycle of peasant poverty in their lives. Sadly, the chances of this kind of 

change are small without some kind of intervention or aid to support farmers, which I explore later in 

this dissertation.    

 Danny, a sharp and thoughtful 22-year-old farmer in Dounet who has yet to finish his secondary 

schooling due to family poverty, is hopeful that this isn’t the case, but recognizes that the government 

will need to step in and help. I asked him what the government could do for Haitians on the whole, and 

not just the farmers. The following excerpt is his response:  

Well, in my opinion, the future of the country is based on the farming industry. The more 

help we get, the more we will produce and the further we will get also. When you’re 

buying from other countries and you’ve got nothing to offer so that they can buy from 

you, that means you’re the only one spending. You keep spending without having any 

additional income. If there’s a well-balanced market exchange, eventually things are 

going to get better. As a matter of fact, the fertilizer that we use is imported and 

sometimes we need to buy the fertilizer and there’s none available. As we move forward 
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with the farming, we would like to bring our products to the international market and 

that would be a push for us. That would mean more kids going to school. As you’ll notice, 

there’s a lot of young guys around here that do not even go to school and I feel badly for 

them. When those guys don’t go to school, all they can do is work in the fields, and they 

don’t have enough land. Most people around here have sold their land, either because 

their parents have died and they need money for funeral expenses or their kids are going 

to school or college. Some guys make it to college and they last 2 years and then they 

drop out, they do nothing else and even those who manage to graduate college, they do 

nothing either. So, I think if the government wanted to help with something, they would 

start with creating more schools, helping us with the farming, and they would keep the 

youth in mind as well. 

The issue of competition in the local market for crops and fertilizer is something that came up 

repeatedly throughout my interviews. The farmers of Dounet are acutely attuned to the fluctuations in 

the pricing of seeds and agrochemicals, and also saturation at local markets (often as a result of 

imported goods from the Dominican Republic) that drives down their ability to make money from their 

harvest.   

Most of the people with whom I spoke talked of the high cost of fertilizer as the one thing that 

really hindered their ability to create wealth and economic success through farming. Other expenses for 

farmers each season include other agrochemicals like pesticides and fungicides, vegetable seeds, and 

even water if this is not readily available from a well or aquifer. In addition to this, several people told 

me that they often hire laborers for the day to help them in their gardens. These are all seasonal 

expenses, but do not represent the total cost of agricultural inputs, as many farmers also rent at least a 

portion of the land that they work.  
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Rosie, for example, owns and rents land. She rents land for five years at a time, but this can vary 

based on the size of the parcel. She was unsure of the size of each parcel that she rents, but for one 

piece she pays 25000HTG every five years, another costs 20000HTG for 10 years, and a smaller piece 

costs her 6000HTG for three years. Her chemical fertilizer costs her 3000 – 3500HTG for two sacks, and 

she uses 10 sacks per season. This translates to 30 sacks per year, costing her over 100,000HTG. Seed 

prices are less than fertilizer, around 200-300HTG for chou (cabbage), for example. She estimates that 

she spends another 250-300HTG on the days that she sells at the market. Mary, another farmer in her 

40s and around Rosie’s age, knows that she has 7 santyèm of land in total. For these, she uses an 

average of 4 sacks of fertilizer every 3 months, so 16 sacks for the year at approximately 1500HTG per 

sack. While some of her crops cost less, like lettuce for around 250HTG, she also grows peppers, for 

which she will pay another 1500HTG for seeds. She estimates that she can make around 1000-1500HTG 

of this back by selling a bundle of her crops at the market. Danny, a young farmer I talked to, uses up to 

6 bags of fertilizer per season and so estimates that he uses between 18-24 bags throughout the year. 

He buys peppers from a place that is less expensive than Mary, but says that leeks cost about 1500HTG. 

Input costs like chemical fertilizers, seeds, and pesticides, as well as land rentals if averaged out to a per-

monthly cost, and transportation costs to and from the markets take the majority of a farmer’s income if 

their harvest is successful and they are able to offload all of their chay at the market. If they are unable, 

then they run the risk that they must purchase less fertilizer than needed for the next season, or that 

they will not be able to pay the rent for their land. 

Risk and Peasant Life 
 A truism of farming is that it involves risk or uncertainty of some kind, and anthropologists and 

other social scientists have theorized about this risk (Chibnik 1981; Henrich and McElreath 2002; Roberts 

2015). Economic anthropologists in particular have been interested in questions of logic and 

rationalization in economic decision-making (Wilk and Cliggett 2007). Economists, especially within 
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microeconomics, portray people (both individuals and households) as rational actors seeking to 

maximize profits in logical ways. Economic anthropologists do not outright reject that profit 

maximization drives actor’s economic decisions, but complicate this otherwise flat assumption by 

examining how other seemingly irrational economic behaviors might be perfectly logical and rational 

given certain circumstances (Ortiz 2005). 

 Turning an eye back to peasant decision-making about farming risks and benefits, 

anthropologists of economics and peasant farming systems can examine the conditions under which 

peasant farmers make decisions about accepting or rejecting risk. Early research on peasant systems 

assumed the peasantry to be risk-averse. In this case this means that they are reluctant to adopt new 

farming technologies and innovations, preferring instead to continue with tried-and-true farming 

methods and crops rather than taking on the risk inherent in adopting new farming methods. Chibnik 

(1981) argues that this assumption serves explanatory purposes in trying to understand why peasant 

populations fail to adopt new practices (because they are risk-averse). The problem with this 

assumption, as Chibnik points out, is the lack of consensus about what defines risk and risk-averse, how 

these terms relate to the overall context in which peasant farmers operate, and what this means for 

diverse – and seemingly contradictory or irrational – economic strategies. 

 Even the classic economic anthropological literature on the peasantry of the 1960s and 1970s 

(see, for example, Scott 1976 and Wolf 1966) tended to ignore the risks that peasants are willing to 

undertake in their farming practices in favor of all-encompassing, blanket statements that the 

peasantry, worldwide, is risk-averse (Antrosio and Colloredo-Mansfeld 2014). More recently, these early 

assertions have been challenged through more careful study. Henrich and McElreath (2002) found 

through their work in Chile and Tanzania that the Mapuche and the Sangu, respectively, are rather the 

opposite of risk-averse and tend to take calculated risks in farming. Similarly, Antrosio and Colloredo-

Mansfield (2014) show through their work in Colombia that the peasant farmers in Túquerres take large 
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risks in farming, which at one point led many to invest in pyramid schemes – perhaps the ultimate in 

risky financial behavior. Others have challenged the assumption that peasants avoid adopting new 

technologies because they are risk-averse. Following Haiti’s 2010 earthquake, the Monsanto 

Corporation donated hybrid seeds that were then distributed by USAID for vegetables and maize to 

Haitian peasant farmers in the name of agricultural development. This led to a grassroots movement by 

Haitian farmers to resist using these hybrid seeds but, rather than resistance as a result of risk aversion, 

the farmers rejected the seeds, in part, on the grounds that they interfered with food sovereignty, an 

important aspect of Haitian culture that Monsanto and USAID neglected in the introduction of the 

hybrid seeds (Mazzeo and Brenton 2013) 

Farmers in Dounet must make certain cost-benefit decisions about similar risks and 

uncertainties as they continue to farm. For example, almost everyone in Dounet grows the same crops: 

cabbage, leek, onion, a variety of peas and beans, carrot, spinach, and lettuce. These are relatively 

inexpensive, easy to grow, and come with little risk with regards to the outcome of the harvest. They 

feed hungry mouths and can be sold at markets, provided that there is not saturation in any of these 

goods that would drive down the prices. Not everyone plants tomatoes, however, because tomatoes are 

more of a risk. Tomatoes require more water and agrochemicals (both fertilizer and pesticides), both of 

which can be additional costs if a farmer does not have regular and reliable access to water. Tomatoes 

are also more susceptible to the sun’s rays, and most farmers who plant them fear that the sun will 

‘burn’ them and they will lose the entire crop.  

Despite these risks, farmers in Dounet are willing to take these on each season and each year. As 

good jobs are hard to come by in Haiti, even in terms of unskilled labor, farmers must continue planting 

crops throughout the year to provide subsistence for the household and maybe a little bit of extra 

income. If they fail to plant, there will be no agricultural yield. The odds of a successful crop yield, then, 

are obviously greater if they do plant, despite the risk of little or inconsistent rainfall, the sun burning 
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the crops, or pests like kago (snails) damaging the crops. Failure to plant means that farmers and the 

members of their households would have to rely completely on wages from hired labor like construction 

and electrician jobs – work that exists but is by no means steady or reliable. The risks do not end with 

planting and harvesting, though. Once harvested, any surplus is taken to market for sale. This is another 

area of calculated risk, undertaken by the women in the family who are largely responsible for the 

market sales. In the next section, I discuss the market system in Haiti, including the decision-making 

strategies that women use to determine where they should sell their chay.  

The Market System 
 

One quick look around any of the markets in and around the Port-au-Prince area paints the 

same picture: those who sell crops at markets are, by and large, women. Since Herskovits wrote about 

Mirebalais in the 1930s, the fact that women are primarily in charge of the market activities has been 

well documented (Herskovits 1937, see also Comhaire-Sylvain 1964 and Mintz 1961). Any men who 

happen to be at the market are selling chabon, the charcoal that Haitians use for cooking and other 

energy needs. “I have to tell you,” my research participant Thomas tells me, “I am not the one who goes 

to sell at the market. That’s for the girls to do.” Similarly Ronald, another informant, says, “Well, you 

know here we have that task for our wives. After the harvest we give the products to our wives who go 

to the market to sell it.” If a male farmer is unmarried and has no wife to send, he will send a sister. 

Alex, for example, sends one of his sisters to the market. If she does not go to the market, he says, then 

people from the market will come to them to buy the harvest.  

At the entrance to the Têt Dlo market, Madam Sara exchange their chay for money with market 

vendors who will be responsible for selling them. The Madam Sara take their name from a bird found in 

Haiti, a bird that is both migratory and talkative – much like the Madam Sara. These birds are known for 

their ability to find food anywhere that they go, also like the Madam Sara. The Madam Sara of Haiti play 
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a vital role in connecting the smaller, rural markets with the larger, urban markets throughout Haiti, 

thereby keeping this important economic sector functioning. As a friend (who is, himself, the son of a 

Madam Sara) told me, if the Madam Sara failed to show up for work one day, the cities would shut 

down. 

 At the Têt Dlo market there are two times during the day that the delivery trucks arrive: the first 

is around 1-2 am and the second is around 4-5 pm. Those market vendors who stay at the market all day 

have an advantage here, as they are able to buy from the farmers as soon as the farmers arrive with 

their crops. What this means in practical terms is that, oftentimes, women will arrive at the market 

around one o’clock in the morning and will not leave until seven o’clock in the evening – a long day by 

any standards.  

Not all of the vendors come and go each day at the Têt Dlo market, however. Farther down the 

market road towards Pétionville is a sub-section lined with small, tin-sided buildings that look like 

chicken coops, minus the chicken wire. Each has a door, but is windowless, and not more than about 6’ 

by 6’ at most. These are available for vendors who stay at the market for days – or the whole week – at 

a time. When a vendor arrives at the market with their chay, or when they buy a large chay from a 

farmer or Madam Sara, they will sometimes stay remain at the market until the chay is sold completely, 

as I mentioned in chapter one.  

The Madam Sara of Dounet have a variety of options when choosing the market at which to 

offload their chay. One place that the women do not often frequent, however, is the nearby market at 

Kenscoff, so intensely studied by anthropologists more than half a century ago. Recognizing the 

saturation at Kenscoff, all but one woman with whom I spoke preferred to sell down the hill at Têt Dlo at 

Pelerin, the market at Pétionville, or Kwabosal (Croix-des-Bossales) in lavil (downtown Port-au-Prince). 

Taking one’s crops to a market other than Kenscoff means traveling farther from home and, thus, a 
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more expensive trip. There are other factors, though, that the women in Dounet consider when 

selecting a market at which to sell.  

I discussed these market strategies with eight women. Six of these women live and farm in 

Dounet, one lives and farms within walking distance from the Kenscoff market, and the other lives and 

works much farther up the road at Furcy – as describer earlier, that area is much farther from the 

Kenscoff market than is Dounet but on the opposite side. Market preferences varied between these 

eight women, as did the reasons behind these preferences. The woman from Kenscoff and the woman 

from Furcy sold their crops at Kenscoff or the Fermathe market on the road between Dounet and 

Kenscoff. Though the woman from Furcy lives farther, travel-wise, from the Kenscoff market than the 

women in Dounet, this also meant that traveling into Pétionville or Port-au-Prince would take even 

longer and be more expensive for them than going to the Kenscoff market.   

Of the six women living in Dounet, only one said that she sells at Kenscoff. Two said that they 

will occasionally sell at Fermathe, because this is the nearest market to Dounet, but each of them said 

that they usually take their chay down the hill at least as far as Tet Dlo or Pétionville, but often prefer to 

go to the market lavil, downtown, called Kwabosal (Crois des Bosalles). Their reasons for this vary. One 

woman simply told me that she is more comfortable selling at Kwabosal, though others told me that 

while the profits might be worth the risk, there is significant instability and lack of security at the 

market. For example, another Madam Sara relayed to me that there are constant threats of knife or gun 

violence at Kwabosal from men who roam the market asking the women to pay them in exchange for 

selling there. These are not government or market officials asking for taxes or rent. Yet for this particular 

woman, the promise of making enough money to at least make up her farming input costs, even without 

turning a profit, is worth the longer and expensive trip to lavil and the lack of personal safety. Another 

woman with whom I spoke – the wife of a farmer – told me that this lack of safety from crime is not 

unique to the Kwabosal market, and that she had experienced similar problems at the market in 
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Pétionville. She described an incident that had happened recently, wherein a man came through the 

market demanding money of the vendors, and ultimately stabbed someone to death. In a strange twist, 

my research assistant with whom I was working at the time knew the perpetrator.  

Most of the women agreed that the ultimate determining factor in which to sell their crops was 

the amount and type of crops they had to sell, and the amount of money that they had on hand to pay 

for transportation. But when looking at the situation in terms of risk and uncertainty, we can see that 

myriad factors come into play. For those who travel to Kwabosal to sell, the chance to make more 

money appears to outweigh the amount of money that it costs to haul the chay down the hill (which is 

about 2000HTG from Dounet to Kwabosal) as well as the possibility that their personal safety will be 

compromised. The farmer husband of the wife who witnessed the violence at the Pétionville market did 

not think that the risk of violence was worth the potential profit, though. He said that he would prefer 

that his wife sell at Fermathe because it is safer and more secure, but also because even though she 

might not bring in as much money for the same crops that she could at Kwabosal, she is at least 

guaranteed to make enough to have a little left over after her transportation costs.  

Conclusion 
 

According to my interviewees, the life of a farmer is satisfying, but not easy. Working one’s 

gardens is a lifestyle rather than a job. Farming costs a lot of money in up front, input costs, and with 

each season farmers must risk spending this money on seeds, chemical fertilizer, pesticides and 

fungicides, and any equipment they might need. They also risk spending money to hire the labor of 

others for planting and for harvesting, knowing that each season, their ability to make a profit through 

selling their crops will be a difficult task and that, at best, they might break even. In the worst case, they 

will lose not only the money but the crops as well, leaving them with virtually nothing. Many of these 

aspects of farming and daily life, like that of occupational multiplicity and the risks associated with 
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farming, for example, are not surprising in the context of what we know about small-scale farming life 

based on other studies of Haiti (Cohen 2013; Mazzeo 2009; Mazzeo and Brenton 2013; Pierre 2009; 

Tippenhauer 2010) and around the world (Cliggett et al. 2006; Gardner 2005; Gezon 2005; Gezon and 

Paulson 2005; Zarger 2009).  

However, looking only at the economic causes of the poverty that Haitian farmers face does not 

provide an adequate picture of what farming life is really like in Dounet and likely other parts of Haiti as 

well, and particularly with regard to those oft-repeated phrases in the literature about Haiti’s poverty 

and underdevelopment. For farmers, environmental factors play a critical role in shaping their wealth. 

This, too, is not particularly surprising. What was interesting, though, was how people talked with me 

about the particular environmental changes that they are experiencing, and the ways that these have 

impacted both work-related practices (by which I mean farming), and the ways that people in Dounet 

interact with one another. In the next chapter, I show how environmental changes in the form of 

changing rainfall patterns, changes in soil quality related to deforestation, and natural disasters are 

creating and maintaining these levels of suburban peasant poverty. 
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Chapter 4: Farming in the Face of Slow- and Rapid-Onset Environmental Change 
 

Introduction 
 
 A farmer’s life in Haiti is difficult, without question. In the last chapter, I examined some of the 

factors that contribute to economic hardship faced by farmers in Dounet. I highlighted the challenges 

that they face in their daily lives, in farming activities, and in market activities. I showed that increasing 

input costs for farming as a result of high fertilizer and crop prices and lower profits from market sales 

due to saturation of goods at the markets have made it difficult for farmers to generate a profit. I also 

discussed some of the gendered differences in these tasks, emphasizing the even greater pressures on 

female farmers in Dounet, like the added responsibilities of childcare, paying for transportation to 

markets, and the personal and economic risks that they take to sell at particular markets. That chapter 

provided insight into the daily lives of farmers in the suburban neighborhood of Dounet. Here, I turn to 

the ways that environmental change in the form of unpredictable rainfall patterns, decreased land 

quality, and less available land shape these precarious economic conditions and poverty for the 

suburban peasantry in Dounet.   

 In chapter one I discussed two tropes of Haiti. The first is that of Haiti’s environment and 

ecology, and in particular how poor the land quality is and how this hinders Haitian farmers’ ability to 

make a living from what they grow. Rather than attempting to quantify land quality in any way, as has 

already been done and described in elsewhere (Guthrie and Shannon 2004; Hylkema 2011), I was 

interested in how the farmers in my neighborhood talked about their land: what they thought about its 

quality, what they thought about the amount of land that they possessed through ownership or rental 
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to farm, and what environmental challenges they identified that impacted their gardens and ability to 

make a living. 

 This chapter begins with an overview of the geography and environmental science literature 

that documents the changing environmental patterns in Haiti. The focus of this chapter is on slow-onset 

environmental change, but I include a discussion of the role of natural disasters in Haiti here for two 

reasons. First, recent disasters like the 2010 earthquake and Hurricane Matthew in 2016 impacted 

agricultural areas and farmers’ ability to grow crops. Second, these disasters, particularly the 

earthquake, led to new urban-to-rural migration patterns that have put pressure on the Haitian 

peasantry, as the addition of relatives now living with family in rural and suburban areas translates to 

more mouths to feed and, thus, more crops to grow. I follow this with a brief discussion of the ways I 

use ethnographic data to assess the extent to which these changes have impacted small farmers in Haiti.  

The environmental science literature presents a particular picture of land quality in 

contemporary Haiti. Isaac et al (2006) write that, “The continuously growing population, combined with 

the scarcity of good agricultural land, force farmers to clear forests for crop production. Intensive 

exploitation of steep slopes with minimal inputs gives rise to increasing rates of erosion, soil 

degradation, and declining crop yields” (6). Further, Guthrie and Shannon’s (2004) work describes the 

profiles for several steepland soils found throughout Haiti. Testing the soil from six sites throughout 

Haiti, including the area around my field site of Dounet, they show that each site suffers from decreased 

soil fertility as a result of either high pH levels or soil nutrient imbalances (Guthrie and Shannon 2004). 

Despite studies like these which highlight Haiti’s poor land quality, my research participants did not talk 

about the quality of their land as directly impeding their farming practices. Rather, the narrative about 

the environment and ecology arises in a complex and nuanced way that is tied to larger issues of 

economics, climate change, and lack of governmental support. 
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Environment and economy are deeply intertwined in complicated ways, and this is what I tease 

apart in this chapter. What I am most interested in is how environmental change directly affects 

economic concerns, and how various actors attempt to mitigate or adapt to these problems. When I say 

various actors, I mean not only the farmers, who make direct links between environmental change and 

economic concerns in their discussions of unpredictable rainfall patterns, available land for animals to 

roam and produce manure, and the need to buy chemical fertilizer. I refer also to the various state 

organizations and NGOs which play important roles in agricultural activities in Haiti, purportedly with an 

end to helping struggling Haitian farmers. Certainly farmers' concerns about agrochemical prices are 

recognized, as evidenced by the Haitian Ministry of Agriculture’s move to subsidize these prices so that 

they are more affordable to farmers (Ministry of Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Rural Development 

2016), but the extent to which these concerns are alleviated is small. According to the farmers I spoke 

with, the reality is that this introduction of private third party fertilizer vendors in recent years, between 

the government and the people, means that farmers reap none of the benefits of these subsidized 

prices. Instead, the prices remain high (in some cases nearly 300% more than in previous decades) 

because the third party pockets the difference between the subsidized price and what farmers pay. 

Clearly this is at its core an economic problem, but the economic problem of high fertilizer prices 

requires a deeper analysis, which I describe in this chapter. Such an analysis shows that this is not solely 

a story about fertilizer or money, this is about the conditions under which fertilizers became necessary 

in Haiti, and the conditions under which peasants are obliged to pay these high prices. This is 

fundamentally about how politics and history result in environmental change in the production of 

agriculture. 

Goudougoudou and Gwo Siklòn nan: Natural Disasters and Haiti 
 

The already precarious nature of farming in Haiti was exacerbated on October 4, 2016 when the 

Category 4 Hurricane Matthew struck the southwestern tip of Haiti, devastating large portions of 
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Department Grand’Anse and Department Sud. The death toll was upward of 1000 people. In addition to 

this loss of life was the loss of agricultural crops in these departments. According to the Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, the early assessments of crop loss in Grand’Anse 

and Sud were 100% and 90%, respectively (2016d). For Haitian farmers whose income is directly tied to 

the land, natural disasters like Hurricane Matthew are nothing less than disastrous. As I write this 

chapter, the longer-term impacts of Hurricane Matthew have yet to be realized. The FAO issued a Flash 

Appeal immediately following the hurricane, calling for US$119 million in aid for humanitarian relief. The 

majority of this, US$56 million, is designated for food security, nutrition, and emergency agriculture for 

750,000 people living in the hardest-hit departments of Haiti (2016c).  

 Haiti is located in a geographically precarious place in the Caribbean, a place that is prone to 

myriad natural disasters. In the 2008 hurricane season Haiti was hit by three large storms, destroying 

gardens and farm animals in the north (Mazzeo 2009). This destruction of crops intensified Haiti’s food 

crisis, which Mazzeo (2009) writes is a result of Haiti’s vulnerability to the high cost of living in Haiti as 

opposed to the food supply. Further magnifying this not two full years later was the goudougoudou 

(earthquake) that struck Haiti on January 12, 2010. The earthquake was centered in Leogane, just west 

of the capital of Port-au-Prince, and contributed to widespread destruction and loss of human life.  

 In many developed countries throughout the world, the devastation associated with natural 

disasters like earthquakes and hurricanes is mitigated to some degree. This is because of sound 

infrastructure, disaster risk reduction programming, and effective communication between the 

government and people. Countries in the developing world like Haiti are not afforded these luxuries and 

are more vulnerable to natural disasters as a result (McLeman, Faist and Schade 2016; Vlassopoulos 

2010).   
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 Gwo siklòn nan (the big hurricane), or Hurricane Matthew, was the latest in a string of 

particularly damaging natural disasters to hit Haiti, damaging agricultural lands and livestock and killing 

hundreds of people as it barreled through the southwestern tip of the country. In a country where 

nearly two-thirds of the population depend on agricultural activities for their food and income (ad), 

these crop losses were devastating.  

 The FAO estimates that prior to Hurricane Matthew, 3.6 million people in Haiti were food 

insecure and nearly half of these were severely food insecure (2016b). Food security is multi-

dimensional, and current definitions recognize that beyond simply having access to available food at the 

individual and household levels, to be food secure there are other considerations like water, sanitation, 

and hygiene (WASH), and health care, and that there must be a stable food supply all of the time (2006). 

The effects of El Niño throughout 2015-2016, coupled with three years of drought, created a situation 

wherein agricultural production in Haiti was already down approximately 50% compared to the five year 

average prior to Hurricane Matthew’s arrival (2016b). Life in Dounet must be understood within this 

wider context of not only slow-onset environmental change but also these rapid-onset events like 

earthquakes and hurricanes. Even if families in Dounet did not feel the earthquake or hurricane directly, 

they have endured its impacts as new families moved into the neighborhood, as new pressures were 

placed on agricultural output because cropland elsewhere was destroyed, and as ground disturbances 

that shifted rocks impacted access to water sources, as I discuss later. In the next section, I consider the 

impacts of deforestation on Haiti and agricultural activities.  

Haiti and the Problem of Deforestation  
 

One of the reasons Haiti is so susceptible to the impacts of natural disasters like earthquakes 

and hurricanes is because of its history of other environmental problems, stemming from its days as a 

French plantation colony. Scholars have long thought that deforestation was the number one 
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environmental challenge that Haiti faces, a topic about which much has been written and debated 

(Churches et al. 2014; Lewis 1985; Michel and Kendall 2013; Pelleck 1988). A look at any contemporary 

aerial photograph of the Dominican-Haitian border seems to show the stark contrast between the two 

countries on the island of Hispaniola and reaffirms this widely-held idea of widespread deforestation. 

The Dominican Republic, on the eastern end of the island, appears lush and green and ripe with trees 

and forest cover. Haiti, on the western side of the island, appeared lush and green in the same 

photographs until just a few decades ago, but did not exhibit the same forest cover as its Dominican 

counterpart; today it appears brown and dry.   

Researchers have written widely about Haiti’s deforestation in the economic literature (Lundahl 

1989, 1992, 2011), forestry literature (Dolisca et al. 2006a, b; Dolisca, McDaniel and Teeter 2007; Dolisca 

et al. 2008), migration literature (Alscher 2011), and anthropological literature (Murray 2004), to name a 

few. In fact, it almost appears as though Western scholars are obsessed with Haiti’s deforestation, and I 

argue that this obsession contributes to this scorched earth trope. This obsession with writing on Haitian 

deforestation to the exclusion of almost everything else provides Western media more support for their 

continued reports of Haiti in a state of perpetual crisis (Beckett 2013), and the disaster narrative 

(Schuller 2016b) that Westerners often hear about. In some ways these disaster narratives might be 

helpful in generating financial support for people in a nation like Haiti. Certainly these disaster narratives 

help to generate funds for humanitarian aid and development projects in Haiti. The problem, though, is 

that this exclusion of other aspects of Haitian life and culture, those that also impact Haitians in their 

daily lives, means that those living in the global north fail to see a complete, nuanced picture of Haiti. 

They are blinded to the ways that people adapt to political, economic, and environmental change; how 

they resist these changes when necessary; and particularly important to my dissertation, the 

perspectives of Haitians themselves. These are the voices that the international community needs to 

hear: the stories, the needs, the hopes, the desires. Indeed, the international aid community will never 
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be able to respond appropriately to these manufactured and exaggerated crises in Haiti without the 

voices of the people.  

The historical process of deforestation in Haiti is complex and involves many actors. Haiti’s 

deforestation began during its colonial period in the 17th and 18th centuries. The French colonists 

recognized Haiti’s potential as a productive plantation economy, and to accomplish this they cleared 

forests to make room for plantations (Lindskog 1998). Whether directly or indirectly, France’s plan 

worked. Haiti became what was arguably the most prosperous French colony at the time, successfully 

growing sugar, rum, tobacco, and coffee (Gros 2000). When France demanded that the new Haitian 

republic pay them for their independence following 1804, Haitians continued cutting down forests and 

selling the wood to generate at least a portion of the nearly 21 billion USD that they owed France 

(Alscher 2011). 

Deforestation continues today, with the colonial deforestation remaining largely ignored and 

contemporary Haitians bearing the brunt of the blame in the popular media for this deforestation 

(Michel and Kendall 2013; Tarter 2015; Trouillot 1990). Today, the uses for wood are different than they 

were centuries ago, but deforestation continues. Haitians use charbon (charcoal) for the majority of 

their energy needs, including cooking. Pressures on marginalized rural farmers whose land is no longer 

farmable lead to land clearing for better land (Alscher 2011), as does Haiti’s rapid population growth and 

subsequent rising food demand (Dolisca 2005). Additional contributions to Haiti’s deforestation come 

from the need to exchange charcoal and lumber for manufactured goods, and the extermination of 

Haiti’s Creole pigs during the 1970s and 1980s due to the African swine fever epidemic (Dolisca et al. 

2008). There is not a particularly obvious connection between the disappearance of the Creole pigs and 

deforestation. These pigs were used as savings accounts that could be exchanged for other goods and, in 

their absence, wood and charcoal took their place, leading to greater tree clearing and deforestation 

(Dolisca et al. 2008) 
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Although there is some disagreement depending on the study consulted, it is clear that Haiti’s 

forest cover has been reduced over time. Any time that a natural disaster such as hurricane or 

earthquake strikes, Haiti’s deforestation statistics appear to take center stage in the popular media. 

These statistics are not relegated to media reports, however. Hearing about Haiti’s deforestation is 

nearly as common as the oft-repeated phrase that Haiti is the poorest country in the Western 

hemisphere.  

The problem with these data on Haiti’s deforestation is that they are often cited in other 

scholarly work, they provide a starting point for researchers and conservation or development aid 

agencies, and they are–as mounting evidence is beginning to show–incorrect. For example, a recent 

study by Churches et al. (2014) provides a meta-analysis of peer-reviewed work related to the topic of 

deforestation in Haiti in addition to their own study using Landsat data through which they discovered 

an estimated 30% of remaining forest cover. Using the classification system suggested by the Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations Land Cover Classification System to standardize 

their findings with reference to the FAO’s previous research, Churches and his colleagues classified land 

cover into six groups, one of which was tree cover. The tree cover definition reads: “Vegetation greater 

than 5 m in height with a canopy cover of ≥ 10%. Includes mangroves. Does not include fruit-tree 

plantations” (2014, 207). In their meta-analysis, they show that 14 peer-reviewed pieces published 

between 1990 and 2012 estimate the amount of forested land cover in Haiti at between less than 1% 

and, at best, 25%. Worthy to note here, however, is not necessarily that these data are wrong, although 

they are (see Churches et al.’s 2014 estimate in the discussion below). The important piece here has to 

do with the source of these data. Most of the articles reviewed by Churches et al. do not provide source 

information for their land cover statistics, and of those that do, only two come from sources other than 

the United Nations or its various humanitarian aid arms. Furthermore, Churches and colleagues note 

that only two studies published in the last six years provide some attempt to quantify the amount of 
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land cover remaining in Haiti, but that even these data are questionable and not based on more 

traditional measurements of land cover, like Geographic Information Systems (GIS) or remote sensing 

(2014, 204).   

Scholars have quibbled for decades now over the extent to which Haiti’s forest cover has 

declined, and Churches and colleagues are not the first to write about the incorrect portrayals and 

consequent perceptions of Haiti’s desertification. Lewis and Coffey (1985) wrote that they used all data 

available to them to estimate future trends in Haiti’s deforestation, though by their own admission 

environmental data from developing countries were difficult to gather and access in the 1980s. Their 

results predicted that in 20 years all of the large areas of forest would be gone, relegated only to the 

river basins in southeast Haiti. In 2016, more than 20 years later, we know that this prophecy has yet to 

be fulfilled. Pelleck (1988), in response to these findings, cited both problems with Lewis and Coffey’s 

data (the limited scope of the two studies upon which they base their findings), and their predictions 

(namely, that a baseline for soil erosion is difficult to establish because forested land always has some 

level of erosion, and that deforestation does not occur in a strictly linear and negative pattern). In effect, 

Churches et al. (2014) were able to support through their research what Pelleck argued over 25 years 

before. 

Based on the work of Churches et al. (2014) and their application of Landsat data to the problem 

of estimating land cover in Haiti today, we see that although Pelleck (1988) did not venture a guess as to 

how much forest coverage Haiti would have been left in 2010, Lewis and Coffey’s prediction from 1985 

was incorrect. Though fragmented throughout Haiti (Churches et al. 2014; Lewis and Coffey 1985; 

Pelleck 1988), Haiti’s forest cover “situation” is not nearly as dire as is often reported. While the most 

devastating reports show forest coverage at less than 1%, Churches and his colleagues place the actual 

total closer to 30% (2014). 
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What is clear is that Haiti has been deforested, to a large degree, and by different actors for 

different reasons. Whether the amount of forest cover left is 1% or 30%, the deforestation, and 

associated degradation in land productivity that Haiti faces comes with a suite of other environmental 

challenges for Haitian farmers to either work with, or work around. Deforestation is one factor that 

contributes to soil erosion, which leads to further ecological problems. Much of Haiti’s thin topsoil, 80% 

of which is limestone substrate throughout the country, was eroded during Haiti’s plantation era 

(Murray and Bannister 2004). Pimentel et al. (1995) write that the majority of agricultural land in the 

world, approximately 80%, is moderately to severely eroded. In areas composed of steep croplands like 

Haiti, erosion increases (Pimentel et al. 1995). Sixty-three percent of Haiti’s land has slopes greater than 

20%, and much of the agricultural work in Haiti is conducted in the highlands (Dolisca 2005). All of this 

means that for a country in which a significant amount of the land is deforested, little protective 

covering is left to protect the soil from erosion in the form of a physical barrier to wind and rain, or as a 

means of holding water from rain.  These effects are more profound in a small island context where land 

is at a premium. 

Increasing rates of soil erosion translate to decreasing rates of agricultural output. “In 

developing countries, soil erosion is particularly severe on small farms because they often occupy 

marginal lands where the soil quality is poor and the topography steep and hilly,” write Pimentel and 

Kounang (1998), in a quote that could be written specifically about Haiti (even though it was not). This 

soil erosion reduces agricultural productivity in three interrelated ways: 1) by limiting water infiltration 

and storage capacity via increasing runoff, 2) through the loss of nutrients, organic matter, and soil 

depth, and 3) through the loss of soil biodiversity. Each of these factors works together to reduce the 

land’s ability to support the same numbers of plant species at the same levels that they once did. This 

loss of nutrients from the soil is particularly salient in the case of Haiti and for the farmers in Dounet 

with whom I worked because of its impacts on the use of fertilizer.  
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Soil erosion leads to soil nutrient loss, particularly nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. This 

nutrient loss negatively impacts plant productivity. While farmland with thick topsoil may be able to 

make up for some of these losses through the application of fertilizer or manure (Pimentel 2006; 

Pimentel et al. 1995), this is difficult to accomplish in Haiti due to its already thin and fragile topsoil 

(Murray and Bannister 2004).  

In the last two to three decades several organizations have attempted to implement 

reforestation programs in Haiti. These include faith-based mission programs, international non-profit 

organizations, and larger international government aid programs from the United States and other 

developed countries. The most successful of these have been the organizations and their projects that 

include local farming communities in their planning and implementation efforts, like the work of 

anthropologist Gerald Murray and colleagues (2004). Conservation efforts worldwide have long focused 

on removing local populations from their land as a way to stop further damage to the environment, as 

these populations are often blamed for environmental damage to the area in which they live (Brosius 

2008). Murray and Bannister (2004) have approached agroforestry in Haiti using anthropological 

methods to involve local peasants in generating new areas of wood trees. Similarly, the work of Dolisca 

and colleagues (2006a; 2007) also highlights the importance of local peoples’ voices and support in 

conservation and reforestation efforts by attending to their motivations and desired outcomes of 

agroforestry projects in Haiti’s Pine Forest.  

I am interested in Haiti’s deforestation to the extent that it impacts the ability of the Haitian 

farmers’ ability to support themselves and their families through their agricultural efforts, particularly in 

the suburban agricultural areas near the capital. Certainly even with an estimated 30% of forest 

coverage left in Haiti, the outlook is bleak and something needs to be done to curb the rate at which 

desertification is occurring. Rather, I am more interested in the larger conversations surrounding the 

rates of deforestation and estimates of remaining canopy. Churches et al. (2014, 214) write that 
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“accurate forest cover and deforestation data is needed to make sound political and economic 

decisions.” They are correct to a point and I suggest that in addition to these accurate data, 

ethnographic research is also required to ensure that sound political and economic decisions truly 

benefit local people.  

Environmental Narratives 
 

My research participant and friend, Alex and I, along with my field assistant Robert, left Alex’s 

house one morning to interview Herald, a 62-year-old area farmer. Instead of taking the main road from 

Alex’s house, which I would learn later wasn’t the most direct route anyway, we took a series of 

footpaths, many of which were precarious and located on the edge of small cliffs that were large enough 

to inflict damage if any of us were to fall. I knew that Alex wouldn’t, of course, but I wasn’t so sure about 

myself. The footpaths wound down the hill through empty plots of land and small gardens, all 

unprotected from the hot Haitian sun. As we walked, Alex told us about the land. “See this farm?” he 

asked us, “the land?” “Yes, of course” I replied. “And this land, across the path?” “Yes, they look 

different,” I told him. As he pointed to the darker soil, Alex told me that it was better quality soil than 

that in the garden across the path. “Really?” I asked. “How can two gardens so close together be so 

different in quality?”  

Obviously, the answer to my question has to do in part with the way that the gardens are taken 

care of, but this is certainly not the only reason. One was rocky, making it less desirable as it takes more 

work to keep clean. The darker soil had more nutrients, fewer rocks. Perhaps its farmer had money so 

that they could water the garden more frequently. Perhaps they had a separate space for animals to 

create manure, preferable to chemical fertilizers for many Haitian farmers in the area though no longer 

practical, as I discuss later in this chapter.  
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I argue here that the dominant narrative of Haiti’s environment is that the country suffers from 

wide-spread deforestation that has impacted soil nutrient quality and loss of topsoil, is problematic for 

the reasons that I outline early in this chapter, and these narratives are precisely what Ulysse (2016) 

urges us to move away from. In this section, I present the narratives of several Haitian farmers as they 

discuss the quality of their land to unpack the much more complex environmental concerns that they 

face.  

In the semi-structured interview phase of my dissertation research, I asked my research 

participants what they thought of their land – how they would describe its quality and whether they 

would characterize their land as good or bad. I learned very quickly that I was not asking the right 

question and that this characterization of land (good vs. bad) was overly simplistic. They told me that, 

“te’m bon kalite (my land is good quality)”. These were not the narratives that I was looking for, though, 

and so I followed with probing questions to ascertain how farmers care for and improve their land. What 

I found was that even though people told me that their land was good quality, their crops had failed the 

season or two before, or that they would emphasize the ways in which they improved their land later in 

the interview.  

I came face to face with this challenge of asking the right questions during my first interview, 

conducted on a very windy hilltop closer to Fermathe than Dounet. The farmer was a 50-year-old 

woman who had been farming for years. Though she had land of her own, her land was farther away 

and difficult for her to get to due to time and monetary constraints, and so she rented small pieces of 

land near Kenscoff. Early in the interview, as she discussed her harvest from the previous season, she 

said that it had failed and she lost all of it. When I asked her why she thought that this happened she 

replied simply, “the land was bad.” So I asked her if she thought that she had good quality land and she 

replied, “yes.”  
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Here there is a clear disconnect. On the one hand, her crops failed earlier in the year because 

the land was bad. On the other, she says that she has good quality land. There are at least two possible 

explanations for this difference. First, this disparity might be explained by differing long- and short-term 

soil conditions.  In the moment, at the time that she lost her harvest, the quality was bad. Yet long-term, 

overall she sees her land as being of good quality and maybe the crop loss was an anomaly. Second, the 

other possibility is that for her, as long as the land can be helped along, perhaps by the addition of 

fertilizer or manure, then its quality is good – that land of good quality isn’t necessarily an intrinsic 

property of the soil, but anything that can be modified to yield crops can be turned into good quality 

land. Therefore, external factors become important for farmers in determining soil quality as well. Of 

course these two explanations are not mutually exclusive. Perhaps she wasn’t able to properly help her 

land during that season, and so in the short term her land failed to provide, but in the long term she 

could take better care of it to improve its crop yield.  

After the farmer told me that her land was good, I asked her what she thought made it good. 

Her response was angre or fimye, chemical fertilizer or animal manure. Further semi-structured 

interviews showed that the other farmers felt similarly about their land. In a total of 21 semi-structured 

interviews, no one told me that their land was bad quality. Two male farmers told me that either their 

land was not great, or not 100% good, but no one indicated to me directly that their land was poor 

quality. One farmer, a 56-yearold male, boldly told me that, “it doesn’t exist, a bad land.”  

The narratives about land quality of the Haitian farmers with whom I worked all indicated that 

there was nothing inherently wrong with, or bad about, their land. And although a couple of them said 

that the land wasn’t great, this did not make a difference to them in terms of working and harvesting 

crops. For them, land/soil quality was not tied to an intrinsic quality of the soil. Rather, its quality came 

from extrinsic factors like the amount of rain and sun, and the application of organic or chemical 

fertilizers and pest repellants. Though the farmers make distinctions of soil quality based on color and 
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visual appearance, as Alex did on our walk, these differences in quality no longer appear to make a 

difference in terms of the application of chemical fertilizers; the land is unlikely to produce without the 

addition of chemicals.  

My research participants did not talk directly about soil quality. Instead, they are about the 

improvements that they make to their land. This comes through the application of manure and fertilizer, 

of pest control chemicals, and of water. Their discussions of land improvement techniques illuminate 

the challenges that the quality of their soil presents. For example, at least four of the farmers I 

interviewed spoke of losing crops in the previous season. When I asked them what caused their harvests 

to fail, they told me about the lack of rainfall that season which caused the sun to become too hot and 

burn the crops, the kago (snails) and other insects destroying their plants, and the fact that they did not 

have enough fertilizer to put in the ground for the crops to grow. Each of these explanations are things 

that they had some degree of control over; if they had the money to afford a consistent water supply, 

ditann (chemical pest deterrent), or angre (chemical fertilizer), they wouldn't have lost their crops. The 

issue then becomes about the lack of financial control that they have over their land and their harvest.  

I asked each farmer what they thought was the number one challenge to farming, what the one 

thing was that holds them back from being able to support their household livelihoods through their 

agricultural activities, either eating the foods that they grow or selling them at the market for money to 

buy the foods that they do not grow. With the exception of only one man, every person I spoke with told 

me that the greatest challenge that they faced was their inability to afford fertilizer. They might have 

enough money in a planting season to buy some fertilizer, but not enough for all of their lands and so 

they had to use it sparingly across all of their gardens.  
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Figure 7. Tomato crops with agrochemical bags attached. Photograph by author. 

According to the farmers of Dounet, fertilizer prices have increased in some places by nearly 

200% in the last two to three decades. The older farmers with whom I spoke, mostly men in their 40s 

and 50s, remember fertilizer and crop prices being much lower when they began farming as teens and 

young men in their 20s. One young 22 year old I spoke with, who has been farming for over a decade 

already, said that when he began farming at 10 years old, one bag of fertilizer cost approximately 

400HTG but today he pays approximately 1050HTG, so the price has more than doubled for him in only 

12 years. Without adjusting for inflation or fluctuating exchange rates, this is the difference between 

about 8USD and 20USD. I was surprised to hear what this young man paid for fertilizer because the price 

that he told me for one bag was less than what other farmers had quoted me. Most of the other farmers 

paid closer to 1500HTG per sack – about 30USD. When considering the extent to which fertilizer prices 

have increased and the increased competition at local markets for crops because most farmers grow 

and sell the same vegetables as everyone else, it's easy to see just how cost-prohibitive fertilizer prices 

have become.  

In Dounet, farmers did not always have to rely solely on agrochemicals to improve their land. 

The reasons that the majority do now, however, highlight the significant environmental changes that 
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have occurred in the area. When most of the 40-50 year old farmers I spoke with began farming 20 to 30 

years ago, they and their parents relied more on fimye, or animal manure, to fertilize their land 

organically. They still used some angre, but not to the extent with which it is needed for farming today. 

Back then, of course, they could also afford the smaller amounts of angre that they needed. So why, 

then, would they need more angre today than before? What has changed for them such that they are 

using less fimye?  

In part, the answer to this can be found in the agriculture literature. The continued application 

of chemical fertilizer to land has a detrimental effect on soil fertility through nutrient depletion and 

acidification (Barak et al. 1997), which exacerbates soil erosion as a result of deforestation (Corbeels, 

Shiferaw and Haile 2000; Pimentel 2006; Pimentel et al. 1995). In Dounet, the amount of fimye that 

animals can produce is no longer adequate to replenish the nutrients in the soil without the assistance 

of chemical fertilizers.  The result is that more fertilizers are required to maintain previous levels of soil 

productivity, which continues this cycle of fertilizer application and land degradation. In Dounet, farmers 

do not have enough land on which to rotate crops with a fallow period, which would provide some 

degree of nutrient replenishment and sustainability (Mafongoya et al. 2006; Steiner et al. 2007). I turn 

now to a discussion of how farmers in Dounet understand these processes of land degradation vis-à-vis 

environmental change like unpredictable rainfall patterns. 

Declining Rainfall, Declining Land Quality 
My father had 16 cows approximately and I am the one who used to help him 

out. Back then, it used to rain very often, there was a lot of grass for the cows to eat and 

it wasn’t just about fertilizer. The fertilizer was cheaper then but we could not always 

afford [it]. We used to use more organic fertilizer then, that’s one of the reasons why we 

used to have a lot of cows, there was a lot of grass, too. We used to have the cows in one 

specific spot and we would cut grass and feed them. The cows would eat what they 
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could and what they could not eat, they would leave it there and they would poop on it. 

The combination of the poops and the remainder of the grass was considered as organic 

fertilizer and it was distributed throughout he whole land, as a result of that, the 

gardens were beautiful. My father always says that I don’t spend enough time doing 

that but anyways, I am 28 years old and I have to help my father. He is a farmer and I 

grew up in that too. It was my responsibility to feed the cows and the pigs. As soon as I 

got home from school, I used to grab my bag and go find food for the pigs or go to the 

fields. –Alex, 28 

 In this excerpt from an afternoon spent chatting with Alex and his father, called Papa Alex, Alex 

outlines exactly how a steady decline in rainfall has directly impacted fertilizer use. Others made similar 

statements.  

 My dad and his dad used to use fertilizer but remember, back in these days, there wasn’t 

this question of fertilizer, most people used to use poop, or fimye, of beef, stuff like that, 

and they usually transform those things into something that they called compost, and 

that’s how they gardened. –Bernard, farmer, 52 

 I get my money from the garden. Sometimes there is no rain and we cannot do our 

harvest, so when it rains we don’t have money to purchase fertilizer for the garden and 

you end up losing almost everything. No, the animals don’t provide enough manure. 

They don’t let the animals on the land for a long time, you cannot leave them for a long 

time because you have to prepare the land, so that means you have a little quantity of 

manure for the land.  –Stephanie, farmer, 40s  

The feeling that rainfall is declining throughout the year is consistent with the Global Facility for 

Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) (2011) estimates that in the last half century, monthly mean 
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annual rainfall amounts have decreased by 5 mm. Furthermore, precipitation levels are projected to 

continue decreasing, particularly during the summer months.  

 The other change in precipitation patterns has to do with increased variability in rainfall 

throughout the year. Farmers throughout Haiti already feel the impacts of droughts on the country, 

which have increased in number and length in recent years. According to OXFAM (2014) drought 

frequently extends the dry season into the summer as opposed to falling more squarely in March each 

year. Beyond lengthy periods of drought associated with such unpredictable precipitation patterns are 

other impacts to agricultural activities. This unpredictability means that planning the growing seasons 

throughout the year becomes more difficult for farmers, as they are unsure of when the rains might 

return to water their gardens. Droughts also inhibit their ability to collect and store water in wells and 

tanks, which was something that many of the farmers that I spoke with told me was a real problem – 

lack of sufficient water supply in the case of extended drought. Finally, variable rainfall patterns can 

mean that the rainy seasons – in Haiti, May and October – are worse than they used to be, leading to 

increased flooding and soil runoff that can be just as damaging to agricultural lands as long periods 

without rain. The land degradation that farmers in Dounet are experiencing because of greater fertilizer 

inputs are further exacerbated by these unpredictable precipitation patterns.  

Changing Environments, Changing Practices 
 Farmers in Dounet have experienced more challenges to their aim of supporting their 

households as a result of these environmental changes: challenges to their agricultural practices and 

challenges to their social relationships with other farmers. In terms of changing agricultural practices, 

the most salient change that people identified was the change that they have made in their use of 

fertilizer. Local farmer connect this with reduced rainfall in the following ways. As Alex and his father 

said, there is a clear connection between the lack of rainfall and grass growth for feeding animals that 

could produce kompos, or organic manure, meaning that they have to turn to other chemical fertilizers 
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to use in their gardens. The less rainfall there is, then the less grass is available upon which animals 

could graze. Less grass combined with small plots of land, however, has led to decreased ability for 

animals to make poop, and many farmers in Dounet simply no longer keep livestock for poop for these 

reasons. As there is less kompos being produced by animals for garden use, farmers are then required to 

use chemical fertilizers to maintain levels of agricultural outputs. Many told me that once their land is 

used to chemical fertilizer, they are obliged to continue using it on their lands rather than returning to 

animal poop, should this be an option. Not only are people obliged to use more fertilizer, they must 

purchase it at prices that continue to rise. This is the number one agricultural cost for farmers in Dounet, 

and their household income relies on their ability to produce successful harvests. This means that 

fertilizer is inextricably linked to livelihood. Furthermore, this increased fertilizer use leads to greater soil 

nutrient depletion. This is a downward spiral as once soil fertility declines, more and more fertilizer must 

be used to produce the same (or fewer) food crops.  

 The need for greater quantities of increasingly expensive fertilizer, however, is not the only 

impact from changing rainfall patterns that Haitian farmers experience. One interview in particular 

highlighted how drought conditions impact fertilizer use and, thus, the quality of their crops.  

  Yes, when there is less rain for example, if you could have a garden that you 

should use three bags of fertilizer on, but there is not enough rain and you put all that 

fertilizer on [the garden], it will be bad. The fertilizer has something that you really need 

the rains to use. –Jean, farmer, 45 

 This excerpt illustrates how drought conditions negatively impact the gardens as well. In this 

case, lack of rain means that farmers are unable to use the amount of fertilizer that they would normally 

require. If they did, they risk losing their harvest because the lack of rain means that the fertilizer will 



107 
 

damage the crops. A lost harvest means lost money – money that the farmers in Dounet and around 

Haiti count on – to be able to purchase more fertilizer during the rainy seasons.  

 

Figure 8. A field of cabbage in Dounet. Photograph by author. 

Socio-Cultural Impacts 
 Farmers in Dounet have made modifications to traditional farming practices like using more 

chemical fertilizers to produce crops, practices that the farmers told me they had learned over the years 

as they passed from one generation to the next. In addition to taking a toll on their agricultural lands, 

these environmental changes have taken a toll on social and community relationships. My research 

participants identify that these relationships have been impacted directly by fluctuations in rainfall 

patterns in particular. 

 One significant social change that the farmers of Dounet have experienced is that of the decline 

of the konbit. This was an important cooperative farming practice in Haiti that functions in ways that are 

both productive for the gardens and for social time. As Herskovits wrote (1939, 70), “Though strenuous 

physical labor is involved in the work of the combite, for the Haitian it symbolizes recreation and 

enjoyment – the stimulus of working with one’s fellows, the pleasure of gossiping with friends, and the 

partaking of the feast which marks the climax of the day. All this makes the occasion one to be 

anticipated and enjoyed, and no one witnessing ten or fifteen men on horseback, each with a hoe over 

his shoulder, shouting and laughing as they clatter by at full gallop, can fail to sense their eager desire to 
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arrive at their destination, a near-by combite”. In Mirebalais, where Herskovits conducted his research, a 

community leader would call together men from the district to assist a man or woman with working in 

their garden, either to prepare the land or at harvest time. The konbit is the largest of the cooperative 

farming practices that Herskovits identified operating throughout rural Haiti; others shared, for the most 

part, the same degree of informality, but comprised only five to ten men working together.  

 In and around Dounet, historically the konbit was the preferred method of cooperative farming. 

“A long time ago we used to do an association like I will help you and you come to help me, but the way 

we have the rains now, we all have to take advantage of those moments,” Jean, a 45 year old farmer 

told me. Here, he ties the decline of the konbit into the unpredictability of rainfall patterns in recent 

years. When the rains fall now, there is not an opportunity to organize cooperative labor in the same 

way that there used to be. Instead, each person must work for themselves and their own gardens 

because they must seize the opportunity, not knowing when the next rains might fall. The unpredictable 

rain patterns impact farmers’ ability to plan for the konbit. I pressed him, asking why he thought that the 

konbit does not exist anymore. “Well, the problem is the rain. We do not have rains 24/7 as we used to 

have them. When there was the period it was raining every day. I can go to help you and you come to 

help me, and we repeat the same thing. Sometimes we do it, we can help each other but in that case 

you hope it will rain. But as the rain is not as it was, we cannot plan to work like that, because the seed, 

once you buy it, if you do not use it you will lose it,” he answered. If a farmer has seeds ready to plant, in 

the event that it rains without warning, the farmer has to be ready immediately to plant; there can be 

no waiting to plan and organize a konbit.  

 I relayed this information to Stanley, a 56-year-old farmer. I told Stanley that other farmers in 

Dounet believed that the konbit had fallen out of favor as a result of the changing rainfall patterns. He 

said that the konbit was good, with around 10 farmers getting together to work cooperatively to 

prepare the land. He said that now, “everybody is busy and they don’t have time to come help you and 
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you don’t have time even to finish with your land”. This is because each farmer has to “manage the rain” 

– work when or directly after the rains fall on their own land.  

 The konbit does still exist in some areas of rural Haiti. Later in our interview, Jean said that just a 

bit farther up the main road from Dounet, people still use the konbit system to help their fellow farmers. 

The elevation there is slightly higher than that of Dounet, and they plant different crops. Many farmers 

in Dounet plant crops like lettuce, cabbage, and peppers, which require more predictable rainfall so that 

farmers do not lose these crops. Beyond Dounet, farmers plant more carrots and beans – crops that do 

not have the same water requirements and can be sowed even in the absence of rain. This helps to 

explain why the konbit still exists there and perhaps in other areas, but not in Dounet. But there may be 

other social and political factors at play in addition to the environmental ones described by farmers I 

interviewed. 

 The decline of the konbit has had social impacts on the neighborhood of Dounet. As fewer 

farmers engage in cooperative farming practices, so are they less inclined to help their neighbors in 

general. Stanley, who has been farming in the area since he was a child and had to quit school to stay 

and help tend his father’s garden, sees a shift from community-mindedness to a focus on meeting one’s 

individual needs, or the needs of their family, at the expense of the community. “It is not the same thing 

as before,” he told me in our interview, “now everybody is doing their own thing” The focus here is that 

things have changed; they are not the same thing as before. Before, people helped each other. Before, 

people had time to give to the community and felt obliged to do so. Stanley’s comment highlights his 

perception of changing individual motivations that he believes are behind the perceived lack of 

cooperation in recent years. 

 There are also economic impacts related to the declining use of the konbit, if not a direct result 

of this. Perhaps the biggest economic change that has happened is that farmers now rely more heavily 
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on hired labor than they did, which coincides with an increased engagement with the local cash 

economy. Many of the farmers whom I interviewed said that in addition to working in their own 

gardens, they also will help other farmers in the neighborhood in exchange for cash. Similarly, they hire 

other farmers to help them in their gardens and pay in cash. Doing so requires that they have some 

small surplus of money to be able to pay their day laborers. If a farmer does not have enough surplus 

with which to pay their hired helpers with the garden, this is something that they strive for, as Rosie, a 

46-year-old woman told me. She wishes that she had enough money so that she could have a job 

outside of her gardens and hire people to take care of her land for her while she is working elsewhere.  

 In general, the work day for farmers runs from about 8 am until 1 pm, give or take an hour on 

either side. For the five or six hours’ worth of work, a farmer might pay an extra person anywhere 

between 175 and 1500 HTG – a significant salary difference. The wage for the day might be set by the 

farmer in need of help, or the laborer might look at the amount of work that needs to be done and 

make an offer – much like a construction company in the United States – for how much the day’s work 

might cost. If the laborer offers a price, this may include the costs of any additional labor that this 

person purchases. For example, the work might be too much for one laborer to complete in the given 

time and so he or she would then hire more people to help him or her with the work. The farmer might 

hire a team directly, but often this is left to the single hired laborer that a farmer uses for the day. The 

money to pay the additional laborers then comes from the first laborer that was hired; that person is 

responsible for paying the others.  

One of the other possible economic reasons why the konbit has fallen out of favor is that 

because of this shift to hired help in the gardens, people know that they no longer have to work 

cooperatively without pay. In an area with widespread poverty such as Dounet, there is an obvious 

financial benefit to making oneself available to work a neighbor’s garden for a daily wage than there is 

to do the work for free. Yet there has to be some balance to this as well in terms of a cost/benefit 
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analysis. If one farmer were to provide free labor to another farmer with the understanding that the 

favor would be returned at a specific time in the future, then neither of them would need to pay 

laborers to help with their respective gardens. However, precisely because planting and harvesting are 

now unpredictable as a result of climate change, one cannot be sure that the free labor that they 

provided their neighbor will be returned promptly, or at all. So, there is a benefit then to this cash-

based, wage-labor system insomuch as farmers can still help their neighbors in their gardens but for a 

nominal wage, and without the social expectation that the labor is returned; the wage removes the 

obligation. This new opportunity for wage labor also fits within the multi-pronged approach to making a 

living that people in Dounet take, earning income through farming, taking care of others’ households, 

and other forms of manual labor.  

Land Tenure and Access 
 In this tradition of piecing together a living wage through various economic endeavors, one form 

of additional income can come from property advising. For instance, Papa Alex (Alex’s father) is 

something of a land salesman, a property advisor. This means that in addition to farming he assists 

people with the purchase of land and makes sure that the paperwork for the purchase is in order. He 

does not make much income from this, but the work helps Haitian land owners who live abroad or 

farther from Dounet sell their land. Almost every farmer with whom I spoke told me that the fertilizer 

prices were the main problem that they faced as farmers, but Papa Alex’s answer to this question 

surprised me; he said that the biggest problem that farmers in Dounet face is that there is not enough 

land to work.  

 Nearly everyone with whom I spoke said that they had enough land for their farming businesses, 

but that they would buy more if they had the money. Many also mentioned that if they did have the 

money to buy more land, this would be difficult because foreigners are moving into the neighborhood 

and purchasing land on which to build large homes. The term foreigner is a bit of a misnomer here, as 
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the wealthy people who buy or own these properties are often Haitians themselves, and not foreign-

born, but Haitians who have made a lot of money and emigrated from Haiti. They are no longer 

considered Haitian by the farmers’ standards, as they have made the choice to leave.   

 The problem, as Papa Alex identifies it, is that these foreigners are purchasing the good land, the 

land that farmers could otherwise use for successful gardens, and building homes on them. Sitting on a 

small cliff overlooking the road into Dounet and the larger Port-au-Prince area, I asked Papa Alex if he 

thought that the bigger problem with land availability was that foreigners buy the land, or that land 

passed as legacy to one’s children is split into smaller and smaller pieces over time. “I would say the 

bigger problem is selling,” he told me with a laugh, “You see this land right here? It belongs to three 

people (…) This one and that one, all those are sold. All these lands were available for us to work on but 

some of the owners left the country, some others sold most of their lands and they sold the best lands, 

the lands which we used to get good crops from.” 

Indeed, Dounet is idyllic in many ways. Poised in the mountains, nearly every location in the 

neighborhood offers a panoramic view of Port-au-Prince and the ocean. It is cooler in the hottest 

months than lavil, and there are far fewer people than in Port-au-Prince and Pétionville. Current 

construction projects like the widening of the road between Route Kenscoff and Dounet make access to 

the capital easier. These aspects of Dounet, coupled with the land in the neighborhood, make it 

justifiably appealing to those with money seeking respite from the city. And just as rocky, hilly lands 

would not make good foundations for homes, neither does it make good gardens. The good land, the 

land that is desirable for making good gardens is the same land that is good for building a house, and 

when foreigners purchase this land for themselves on which to build houses, this shuts out the farmers 

who could use that land to improve business through greater crop yields and market sales. From the 

small cliff, Alex and his dad (Papa Alex), Robert, and I look down to a large stone structure coming up, 

just below Papa Alex’s family home. Even by American standards this will be a mansion when 
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construction is finished. The home is being built by Papa Alex’s cousins returned from years spent living 

in America. The income disparity within the family alone is striking. Papa Alex’s house is small and dark, 

with unreliable electricity, a make-shift kitchen outside in the yard, and a pot in which to urinate, and 

not a stone’s throw away his cousins are building a mansion.  

 There is a general feeling of disdain toward these “foreigners,” as the returned migrants are 

called, throughout Dounet. The sense that I got from those farmers who spoke about the lack of access 

to land as a result of foreigners buying it for houses was that this practice was harmful to those Haitians 

who stay in the country and in the neighborhood. As one farmer bluntly put it, “[this] is a problem 

because when they buy the land you cannot work on the land anymore.” The farmers are being crowded 

out of available land by Haitians who have returned to the country and bought the land that could 

otherwise be used for farming.  

Conclusion 
 
 The Haitian peasant farmers upon which Haiti was rebuilt after the Revolution have faced new 

obstacles over the last several decades. Many of these challenges can be traced to climate change and, 

particularly, changes in rainfall patterns. Extended periods of drought alternating in unpredictable ways 

with days of heavy rainfall pose challenges to farmers worldwide. In Haiti, such unpredictable rainfall 

patterns coupled with a mountainous topography mean an increased risk to land quality through soil 

erosion and runoff during the rainy periods.  

 Farmers in Haiti have begun taking measures to adapt to these changes. First, they use more 

fertilizer to make up for the reduction in soil quality. The drawbacks of this are obvious, as adding 

fertilizer has negative impacts on the future productivity of the land. In addition, fertilizer prices that 

have increased three-fold in the last decade or two mean that farmers are now spending more than ever 

on fertilizer, which is often money that they do not have and so they have to make decisions about how 
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best to spend their money. This leaves little, if any, room for them to create surplus income for savings. 

There have also been social impacts, as the unpredictability of rainfall has led to an increase in hired 

farm labor rather than cooperative farming.  

 In the short-term, Haitian farmers need affordable fertilizer prices. This is their biggest expense, 

and agrochemicals available at reduced prices would make it easier to purchase them as well as 

generate some surplus income from increased crop yields and, thus, market sales. Of course, this is a 

band-aid solution and not ideal in the long run, which the farmers in Dounet realize. In fact, several of 

them with whom I spoke told me that growing vegetables organically was preferable and healthier for 

the consumer. They need adequate and stable water infrastructure, which would help not only with 

their gardens, but would also sustain their animals. This has the potential to return to a state – if only by 

a little – where farmers could use less fimye (chemical fertilizers) than angre (organic manure), which 

would also cut down their farming input costs. Providing and maintaining water infrastructure and 

setting affordable fertilizer prices are things that the Haitian government no longer does in this 

community, and has not done since the days of Papa Doc in the 1960s and 1970s.   

 The Haitian government is not the only actor involved in Haitian agriculture. Small- and large-

scale international NGOs and development organizations are also assisting with agricultural efforts 

around Haiti, in the form of reforestation projects, irrigation infrastructure building, and land terracing. 

In Dounet, people have grown indifferent to these projects. There is a general attitude that there is 

nothing that the community can do to stop projects in the area, even though they know that the 

projects will not provide any lasting benefits, and so they let the development groups come in, finish 

their projects, and leave, hoping that at least they do not harm the community.  

 Worldwide, farmers are beginning to adapt and respond to the impacts of climate change. In 

some cases, these adaptations include changes to farming practices like in the case of Haiti. In other 
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cases, scholars are beginning to report the movement of people – environmental migration – in 

response to these new obstacles to farming and small-scale agriculture (Barrett 2012; Bilsborrow and 

Henry 2012; Black et al. 2011a, b; Black et al. 2013; Findlay 2011; Fussell, Hunter and Gray 2014). When I 

arrived in Haiti to conduct my fieldwork, I thought that I was there to investigate the role of the 

environment in international migration. What I learned through my iterative research, however, was 

that although Haiti has seen this migration already to some extent within certain populations, most 

notably as a response to natural disasters like the 2010 earthquake that struck Port-au-Prince and the 

2016 Hurricane Matthew that hit Haiti along its southwest coast, this was not exactly the case in 

Dounet. In the next chapter, I explore these forms of environmental migration and, in particular, how 

Haitian farmers use migration as a strategy to overcome the challenges that climate change has created 

for them. 
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Chapter 5. Mobility and Motivation 
 

Introduction 
 

In the previous chapter, I traced the ways that the suburban peasants of Dounet perceive 

environmental changes like declining soil fertility and unpredictable rainfall patterns and respond to 

these new challenges First, they have stopped keeping animals that would create organic manure, as 

there is not enough land, or grass on that land, to support animals at the level required to rely solely on 

organic manure for farming. Second, because of this lack of organic manure production, farmers are 

now obliged to use more chemical fertilizers than before. The problem with this is two-fold: fertilizers 

prices in Haiti have more than doubled and so farmers have to spend more of their money on them, and 

the increased use of and reliance on chemicals will prove unsustainable for long-term farming without 

further modification to agricultural practices. Third, the unpredictability of rainfall has shaped new and 

different social relationships in the community, specifically in terms of the cooperative nature of 

farming. The practice of the konbit, or cooperative farming celebration, has declined because people are 

no longer able to predict when the assistance that they give others might be returned. That is, a farmer 

might help another in their garden with the understanding that the favor will be returned at a later date, 

but this cannot be expected anymore because rainfall is difficult to predict. One way that farmers have 

adapted to this changing social custom is by shifting to a cash-based wage labor system, where one 

farmer pays another to help in the gardens and, in doing so, completes that exchange transaction.  

The three modifications that I describe above are the dominant themes that arose from my 

ethnographic research in Dounet. They represent only a portion of the myriad ways that small-scale 

agricultural populations are adapting in the face of climate change. In highland Madagascar, for 
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example, farmers have repurposed lavaka, or land that has eroded and collapsed in on itself and, in 

some cases, created new gaps and hillsides, upon which they are able to plant crops and trees (Unruh, 

McConnell and Rodman 2010). This adaptive strategy has the potential to increase food security in the 

area. Cliggett et al. (2006) have similarly explored such strategies among the Gwembe of Zambia, 

detailing several adaptations to environmental change and political-economic maneuvers undertaken by 

Zambia’s colonial government to build a dam beginning in the 1950s and, thus, relocate the Gwembe. 

This suite of adaptions has included economic diversification, including new approaches to farming like 

cash cropping and agro-pastoralist practices (Cliggett et al. 2006). I described economic diversification 

vis-à-vis a multi-pronged approach to wage-based labor in chapter 3, and this practice is also 

documented as a livelihood adaptation to environmental change for small-scale farmers in the area 

surrounding Lake Chad in Cameroon, Chad, Niger, and Nigeria (Evans and Mohieldeen 2002).  

As Cliggett and her colleagues (2006) describe, one strategy that the Gwembe have used to 

overcome the environmental challenges to their livelihood is migration and mobility. As global climate 

change and its environmental impacts become increasingly difficult to ignore, so do its socio-

environmental impacts. One of the ways that scholars anticipate that these demographic changes will 

manifest is in the displacement of large populations of people and the increase of global migration 

(Oliver-Smith 2012; Renaud et al. 2011; Warner et al. 2010). Transnational migrants are a rapidly 

growing demographic group worldwide (UN 2011). Traditional economic analyses of transnational 

migration, or transmigration, suggest that people migrate due to push factors (e.g., poverty and 

unemployment) and pull factors (e.g., greater economic opportunity) (Hanson 2009; Lundahl 1985; 

Ratha and Shaw 2007). The implication here is that transnational migrants, or transmigrants, face 

obstacles to making a living in their home country.  

As of 2014, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) reported that worldwide, natural 

disasters displaced approximately 19.3 million people worldwide. The statistics on the countries that are 
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hit the hardest by these disasters underscore the inequality and disproportionate vulnerability to such 

natural disasters, as less developed countries contributed the majority (61%) of displaced persons 

(Ionesco, Gemenne and Zickgraf 2015). In the future, more and more people are predicted to migrate as 

a result of environmental change. The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) 

(2014) estimates that 200 million people worldwide could be permanently displaced as a result of 

environmental change by 2050.  

In this chapter, I discuss Haitian transnational migration within this context of environmental 

change and disaster. As I described in chapter 1, when I arrived at my field site of Dounet in early 2015, I 

expected to find that a good percentage of households had one or more relative living overseas, based 

on the vast body of literature documenting Haitian emigration, remittances, and the Haitian diaspora 

and transnationalism (Acosta et al. 2008; Braynen-Kimani and Khang 2010; Brodwin 2003; Charles 2006; 

Glick Schiller 1995; Glick Schiller, Basch and Szanton Blanc 1995; Glick Schiller and Fouron 1990; 

Martínez 1995, 1996, 1999; Szanton Blanc, Basch and Glick Schiller 1995), and scholarship on 

environmental migration (Adger 2016; Black et al. 2011a, b; Findlay 2011; Mastrorillo et al. 2016; 

McLeman 2011; McLeman, Faist and Schade 2016; Verburg et al. 2016; Warner 2010, 2011; Warner and 

Afifi 2014). This literature certainly helps bolster the second trope of Haiti that I detailed in chapter 1, 

that emigration from Haiti was widespread. Through ethnographic interviews with the farmers of 

Dounet, however, I learned that people were not emigrating from this suburban neighborhood. In what 

follows, I discuss transmigration broadly and then trace the history of Haitian transmigration, with a 

particular eye toward the movement of Haitians to the Dominican Republic, the country with which Haiti 

shares the island of Hispaniola, and to the United States. I do this to show how these historic migration 

patterns impact the movement, or lack thereof, of the suburban Haitian peasantry in Dounet. Then, I 

turn to the ethnographic data that I collected to show that, contrary to my assumptions about Haitian 

migration, there are populations within the country that are not leaving. I give voice to the farmers of 
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Dounet, highlighting simultaneously why they would emigrate if only they had the means to do so and 

why they are not emigrating. I situate this discussion within the political ecology of environmental 

migration that I developed in chapter 2 to untangle the complex political economic webs in which 

Haitian farmers are enmeshed.  

Problematizing Push and Pull: The Factors that Drive Transnational Migration 
 

A growing body of scholarship from anthropology and the social sciences implicates socio-

cultural, political, and environmental factors as contributing to the economic conditions that influence 

migration patterns (Afifi 2011; Bates 2002; Chavez 1990; Gammage 2004; Gardner 2012; Marchetti-

Mercer 2012; Rothenberg 1998). First, many people emigrate as a result of economic push factors. 

However, others migrate based on economic pull factors like the promise of upward mobility and better 

socioeconomic standing in host countries. Transmigrants from Mexico describe the promises of better 

labor opportunities and nicer clothes and food as enough to influence them to make the precarious trip 

across the U.S./Mexico border (Chavez 1990, Rothenberg 1998). For South Asian transmigrants in the 

Persian Gulf states, the desire to make money abroad and return to their families with greater wealth 

than they previously had provides the motivation for migration. First, many people emigrate as a result 

of economic push factors. However, others migrate based on economic pull factors like the promise of 

upward mobility and better socioeconomic standing in host countries. Transmigrants from Mexico 

describe the promises of better labor opportunities and nicer clothes and food as enough to influence 

them to make the precarious trip across the U.S./Mexico border (Chavez 1990; Rothenberg 1998). For 

South Asian transmigrants in the Persian Gulf states, the desire to make money abroad and return to 

their families with greater wealth than they previously had provides the motivation for migration 

(Gardner 2008, 2012; Gardner et al. 2013).  
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Other scholarship on transmigration examines the sociocultural factors that drive people to 

leave home. In the case of transnational families (Glick Schiller, Basch and Szanton Blanc 1995), or those 

that have a family member living abroad and sending remittances home, the motivations might be to 

remit money such that the remaining family can purchase a large home and more land (Gardner 2012). 

Other research shows that such remittances shape family land use and production patterns in the home 

countries (Taylor 2012; Taylor, Moran-Taylor and Rodman Ruiz 2006). For Haitian transnational families, 

similar sociocultural factors such as the need to support a family in Haiti, build a home, and maintain 

land influence the decision to migrate (Martínez 1995). 

Scholars have also implicated political factors as mechanisms that push people to leave their 

home countries. One branch of this research on political factors focuses on the impacts of civil war and 

civil strife. For example, Guatemalans in the U.S. cite the terror and uncertainty of life in Guatemala 

during the civil war in the 1980s as the primary influence for their migration (Rothenberg 1998). Other 

studies indicate that political-religious conflicts, such as those in India (brief description of the conflict), 

have pushed Muslim Indians to Bahrain (Gardner 2008). Lack of law enforcement and safety are also 

cited as push factors, as well as high levels of crime, in influencing emigration from South Africa 

(Marchetti-Mercer 2012). Such political concerns have historically motivated people to leave Haiti. 

Beginning in the 1960s many educated and upper-class Haitians left in fear of terror and persecution 

under Francois “Papa Doc” Duvalier’s dictatorship (Gammage 2004; Wah 2013). During the next 25 

years, waves of Haitian emigration continued as Duvalier’s son took power (Gammage 2004). In 1991, 

following the coup d’état against the first democratically-elected president of Haiti, Jean-Bertrand 

Aristide, nearly 40,000 Haitians left the country fearing political persecution (Wah 2013).  

This literature contributes to our understanding of the push and pull factors that drive these 

migratory processes yet the explicit links between these push factors have yet to be elaborated. More 

attention must be paid to how they impact individuals, families, and communities differently. In Haiti, as 



121 
 

is the case worldwide, these factors may be intertwined in complicated ways that are not yet articulated 

fully. Sassen (2007) suggests that transmigration scholars explore when and how poverty becomes a 

push factor. In this chapter, I push her call forward to also ask: when and why is migration not 

happening?  

 First to the Dominican Republic 
 Emigration from Haiti began long before the mass exodus under Papa Doc, in response to 

political and socio-economic factors. The first documented Haitian migration was to the Dominican 

Republic at the early 20th century.  Prior to 1915 there was no system of documenting the movement of 

Haitian migrant laborers to the Dominican Republic, though reports suggest that Haitians were working 

in the sugar industry in the Dominican Republic during the late 1800s (Martínez 1995, 1999). Haitian 

laborers became the dominant workforce on the Dominican Republic’s sugar plantations in the following 

decades. The sugar industry was consolidated under the American occupation of the Dominican 

Republic. This led to substantial growth that could not be covered by the Dominicans willing to do the 

work alone, and to official government recruitment of Haitian braceros to work in the Dominican 

Republic (Grasmuck 1982). The taxes on immigration that the U.S. levied became the Haitian 

government’s largest source of internal revenue during this time (Martínez 1999). 

 Following the U.S. occupation of the Dominican Republic and the election of Dominican 

president Rafael Trujillo in 1930, Haitians continued migrating to the Dominican Republic for work. 

Trujillo removed the system of taxation that the U.S. had enacted during its Dominican occupation and 

put in place a migration tax designed to tax individuals of black-African (or Haitian) decent more heavily 

(Wucker 1999). His plan to disincentivize Haitian migration across the border backfired when the sugar 

industrialists realized that they were the ones absorbing these new costs, and together Trujillo and the 

sugar companies worked together to remove the tax for Haitians, enabling them to easily migrate to the 

Dominican Republic for work (Martínez 1995). This arrangement of migration and the active recruitment 
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of Haitians to the Dominican Republic was formalized further in 1952 with a joint agreement between 

the Haitian and Dominican governments designed to recruit Haitians to the Dominican Republic in five-

year increments (Grasmuck 1982). 

 Scholars have suggested several reasons for Haitian migration to the Dominican Republic. The 

first is that Haiti is both absolutely and relatively economically poor, and that there are few 

opportunities for Haitians to make a living or produce enough food to support themselves and their 

families (Bartlett 2012; Martínez 1995). While the land provided to the peasantry following the Haitian 

Revolution was sufficient for subsistence-style farming for a time, it is no longer a viable option for 

providing food and economic security for a family. 

 Second, Haiti faces several severe environmental challenges, as outlined in greater detail in 

chapter four. The island of Hispaniola is exposed to frequent tropical storms and hurricanes, which lead 

to flooding and heavy rainfall (Alscher 2011; Gritzner 2011). In addition to these natural disasters, man-

made environmental problems are abundant on the island. Though they affect both Haiti and the 

Dominican Republic, Haiti is often disproportionately impacted. Alscher (2011) posits that in both 

countries deforestation and soil erosion is a result of “the history of colonialization, repressive regimes, 

and longstanding political turmoil” (167). Although once a center of sugar and coffee production in its 

colonial heyday, the work required to create Haiti’s plantation system under French rule came with a 

heavy environmental price. Developing the plantation economy of Saint Domingue in the 17th and 18th 

centuries involved forest clearing, which continued into the next century and today, albeit for different 

reasons and in different extents.  

 As I outlined in the previous chapter, one consequence of the deforestation in Haiti is soil 

erosion. Following the destruction of the plantation economy in Haiti after the revolution the Haitian 

peasantry shifted to small-scale subsistence farming. Soil erosion in Haiti has led to a decrease in 
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farmable land, leading some scholars to suggest that this land is no longer reclaimable (Alscher 2011). 

Through the use of survey questionnaires, Alscher reports that Haitians did not say that environmental 

factors were the root of their desire to migrate, but that these environmental problems would likely 

impact their decision to migrate in the future (2011). He speculates that environmental problems that 

threaten Haiti’s agriculture and the peasantry likely provide the basis of Haitian farmers’ economic 

concerns.  

 Rather than migrating to urban centers in Haiti, rural Haitians tend to migrate to the Dominican 

Republic either as braceros who cross the border legally or through government-sponsored recruitment 

programs, or as undocumented migrants. Arguably, the motivation behind this migratory process is 

economic, although as I have discussed there are myriad factors that created the economic problems 

that force Haitians to seek opportunities elsewhere (Martínez 1995). Martínez’ account of Haitian sugar 

plantation workers in the Dominican Republic is illuminating here. Although endemic poverty is the 

primary determinant of Haitian-Dominican migration, the situation is more complex than it appears.  

 Several aspects of Haitian life are important for understanding why Haitians move to the 

Dominican Republic. Many of these factors also compel Haitians to return to Haiti upon finishing the 

working season in the Dominican Republic. Kinship ties are particularly important, as Haitian men and 

women are responsible for taking care of their parents in old age, as well as any funeral arrangements 

when their parents die (Martínez 1995). Haitian men migrate to the Dominican Republic with the hope 

of saving enough money to return to Haiti to build a home. 

 The system of land tenure in Haiti has historically been another driving force behind Haitian 

labor migration. Migrants are compelled to return to Haiti to renew their claim to their land (Martinez 

1995). Those who do not return are at risk of losing their land, which is especially problematic for 

Haitians in the Dominican Republic. For Haitians in the United States, they often make enough money to 
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send home remittances that maintain their ties to this land, but those who are in the Dominican 

Republic are not in a similar situation. Therefore, Haitian labor migrants are compelled to return to Haiti 

to ensure that their land is not sold or divided while they are away (Martínez 1995). 

 Haitian transmigration is nuanced, both between Haiti and the Dominican Republic and Haiti 

and other host countries. Martínez (1995) suggests that an understanding of migration in terms of 

number of trips between Haiti and the Dominican Republic is required; examining these movements in 

terms of wealth and poverty is not enough. According to Martinez, in the case of this inter-island 

migration of rural Haitian men in particular, socioeconomic status does not appear to influence 

migration rates necessarily, but instead money influences how many trips an individual will make. His 

findings show that men from poorer backgrounds make more trips than those with greater wealth.  

 Martínez (1995) also states that, for Haitians leaving for the Dominican Republic, the number of 

trips between the two countries is correlated to some degree with land poverty. Poorer Haitian men 

migrate to the Dominican Republic numerous times to make and save some money and then return to 

Haiti to work on their land and house incrementally. One trip to the Dominican Republic simply does not 

yield enough money to do all of this kind of work at once upon returning to Haiti. Several factors 

influence this (Martínez 1995). First, Haitian labor migrants often don’t make enough money during a 

season to afford the return trip to Haiti. Second, for those that can afford to return home, obligations to 

family could use up all of the money that they earn in a single trip. Third, many Haitians are robbed 

either in the Dominican Republic or on their way back to Haiti. Finally, Haitian laborers are responsible 

for their own health care, so illness and injury can deplete their savings should they fall ill or become 

injured on the job. 

 More recently, scholars have begun examining Haitian migration to the Dominican Republic in 

ways that differ from traditional push-pull factors that influence the movement of people. Mayes et al. 
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(2013) recently theorized a transnational Hispaniola, which came out of a conference that was, in part, 

dedicated to the topic. From this came the idea of a transnational Hispaniola that, rather than 

emphasizing the differences between Haiti and the Dominican Republic, meant, “the transborder and 

binational exchanges of people, commerce, ideas, and ecologies that have long undermined attempts by 

colonial powers and ruling classes to make the border a rigid, transhistorical entity” (Mayes et al. 2013, 

27). A transnational Hispaniola means new avenues for research. For example, with the decline in sugar 

production in the Dominican Republic comes less need for Haitian braceros on the plantations, though 

Haitians certainly still migrate. Jayaram (2010) provides just one example of this, as he investigates the 

heterogeneity of Haitians and those of Haitian descent living in the Dominican Republic in contemporary 

times. In his work, he shows the significance of the changes in capital and their impact on migratory 

flows and economic activities in the Dominican Republic, noting that while capital no longer originates 

from the state (and, instead, is associated with private organizations), Haitian labor migration simply 

takes new forms. Johnson-La O (2002) has also used this approach to examine the history of Haiti and 

the Dominican Republic. 

Today, Haitian migration continues to a variety of different host countries in the Western 

hemisphere. One quarter of Haiti’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) comes from remittances. According to 

the World DataBank (2016), Haiti’s GDP was 8.877 million USD and the personal remittances sent from 

the over one million Haitian immigrants worldwide to Haiti was nearly 2.196 million USD. Given these 

numbers, I think that the fact that many Westerners assume that Haitians all want to leave the country 

is not a very big stretch. Haiti is clearly experiencing an outflow of people and inflow of remittances, but 

not from or to the farmers living and working in Dounet. 
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Coming to America: Haitian Migration to the United States 
 

In 1963 the first Haitian arrived by boat in the United States (Charles 2006). These asylum 

seekers fled the dictatorship of Francois “Papa Doc” Duvalier, who took office as Haiti’s president in the 

previous decade. The first group of Haitian “boat people” was subsequently turned away by the U.S. 

government and sent back to Haiti, and those who returned were likely to be persecuted by the very 

governmental regime that they were fleeing. 

 Early Haitian immigration to the United States between the 1960s and 1970s led to the 

admittance of approximately 150,000 permanent and temporary Haitian immigrants to the United 

States, leading to the loss of an estimated 60-75% of Haiti’s highly skilled workers (Charles 2006). 

Asylum seekers continued to leave Haiti for the United States by boat in droves for the next several 

decades, earning them the Kreyòl name botpippel, or boat people (Wucker 1999). Still, the United States 

denied the majority of these Haitians asylum and deported them back to Haiti (Charles 2006; Stepick 

1989).  

 In the decades following the early 1970s, until the early 1990s, over 80,000 Haitians seeking 

asylum reached the United States (Charles 2006). After Papa Doc Duvalier died, his power transferred to 

his son, Baby Doc, and migration flows from Haiti to the United States continued. The next wave of mass 

Haitian migration to the United States came in the early 1990s, when President Aristide took power 

following the toppling of the Duvalier regime. The number of documented Haitians living in the United 

States more than doubled from those in the 1980s (Nwosu and Batalova 2014). This number continues 

to increase, and as of 2012 reached over 600,000 Haitians in the U.S. Interestingly, following the 2010 

earthquake the rate of migration did not appear to spike as predicted (Nwosu and Batalova 2014). Those 

who did emigrate after the earthquake, and many who were already living in the United States without 
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documentation, were allowed Temporary Protected Status through the U.S. Department of Homeland 

Security, so that they would not be targeted for deportation.  

 From a policy perspective, a key question related to the flow of Haitians to the United States is 

whether this population qualifies for refugee status as asylum-seekers. Shellman and Stewart (2007) 

have shown that though economic factors play a role in driving Haitian emigration, the more salient 

factor is that of political fear. Prior to the Carter administration, Haitian asylum-seekers were, by and 

large, not granted refugee status despite the established authoritarian regime of the Duvaliers – father 

and son – that ruled Haiti for decades (Charles 2006). Under President Carter, Cubans and Haitians were 

included in refugee policies. However, what this meant in practical terms was that references to 

communism were removed from refugee policy (Charles 2006) and Haitians were still excluded largely 

from being granted refugee status (Cartright 2006). As I write this, the situation is even more 

complicated. Those Haitian immigrants who were granted TPS following the earthquake are now at risk 

of losing their status without an extension, which means that they could face deportation in the absence 

of proper documentation. The U.S. is still home to the largest documented Haitian diaspora in the world, 

with Haitians immigrating for a variety of reasons.  

A Fresh Start at a Better Life? 
  

It’s early in the morning at the start of the work day - about 7:30 or 8 am. The sun is already 

high, beating down over the dusty neighborhood of Tabarre, a suburb of Port-au-Prince. People are on 

their way to work, children are on their way to school, and goats meander down the barely-paved roads. 

The Boulevard 15 October is already bustling, jammed with traffic. This is the road on which the U.S. 

Embassy sits.  

The American Embassy opens at 7 am, and long before dawn, Haitians are lined up outside on 

the street. They wear their Sunday best, anxiously awaiting their interviews for a visa to either visit or 



128 
 

immigrate to the United States. The line snakes down the boulevard, and more people still crowd 

around the building and across the road, where one of the U.N. bases sits. Vendors are out in full force, 

men and women selling sache dlo, small plastic sacks of water, and small snack foods like plantain chips. 

Other men hawk their photography skills - for a nominal fee they will take the pictures for any 

documents, like passports, that a visa-seeker needs. The sight is dizzying, watching scores of Haitians 

waiting for hours in the brutally hot sun for their interview appointments, for a chance to go to the 

United States.  

The previous vignette comes from edited field notes that I wrote after spending time near the 

U.S. Embassy on several mornings to witness the atmosphere I described above. Given the 

environmental and economic hardships that the Haitian peasantry faces, combined with this long history 

of migration, I made the mistaken assumption that some of the neighbors in Dounet might be included 

in this picture. As my farmer friend and Dounet resident Alex told me about the people like those that I 

saw lined up on the Boulevard 15 October,  

“Well, for me, when someone goes to the USA to live — I have my grandmother, my 

uncles7 who are living there — when you leave the country I find it weird. The reason why is that 

you can work, like for example, I promise to myself that I will go to the USA and my daughter will 

go over there, but it is just to visit, and we will come back to Haiti to continue the work that we 

used to do. Sometimes people leave the country, they leave their lands, their family, and 

everything that they own (and that can provide money to them), but they prefer to leave the 

country. For me, I will not go over there to be in a critical situation where I cannot eat or sleep 

well. When people do that they demonstrate that their country is not valuable and Haiti is a 

country full of value.”  

                                                           
7 None of these relatives who Alex describe are remitting money to him or his immediate family. 
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While Alex thinks that Haiti is a country that has value, and that his life and work do too, other 

farmers had different responses. For some, their quality of life as a result of their poverty was impacted 

to the point that they might migrate as a strategy to overcome these economic hardships, but not for 

others. Indeed, the topic of what constitutes a good quality of life and what would ease the constraints 

of daily life arose often during interviews and conversations, and not solely in conjunction with the topic 

of migration.  

The last set of questions in Appendix A on my semi-structured interview schedule, which were 

conducted with the same farmers in Dounet that I interviewed and described in chapter 4, were related 

to the subject of migration. These questions had to do with whether or not the interviewee had family 

living overseas, if that person was sending them money, if they would send a family member overseas or 

go themselves, and what people thought drove emigration from Haiti. I coded each interview using the 

qualitative data analysis software Dedoose (2016), for themes related to these topics, and the codes 

included `reasons for leaving’, `poverty,’ and `quality of life’. In this analysis, I coded 18 total excerpts 

from 11 interviews with the code `reasons for leaving’, indicating a salient discussion in 11 interviews of 

why residents of Dounet would leave Haiti.  

The code co-occurrence matrix (the number of times that particular codes appear together in an 

interview or excerpt) that Dedoose generated based on these codes is illuminating. When looking for 

patterns between the code `reasons for leaving’ and others, this code occurred seven times with `daily 

life’, seven times with `living challenges’, four times with `quality of life’, and seven times with `poverty 

alleviation’. These co-occurrences show that people talked about migration most often in relation to 

themes of the opportunity for a better life, to overcome living challenges, and to alleviate poverty. 

Clearly these themes are related, as my informants’ discussions show. 
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My research participants were not leaving Dounet or Haiti, nor did they have a relative overseas 

remitting money to them, but I asked them to identify the reasons why they would leave Haiti (or send a 

relative) if they had the economic means and opportunity to do so. Their answers fall broadly into three 

overlapping categories. First, farmers spoke of the desire to create a better life for themselves and their 

families in another country. One female farmer in her 40s and mother of 7 kids, who lives down the road 

from my friend Alex, said, “Here, all we have is misery to eat.” I had asked her why I was hearing that 

people were leaving Haiti to go abroad, like to the United States, the Dominican Republic, or France, and 

whether or not she thought that this had to do with a better quality of life. She said, “Why a lot of 

people are leaving is because over there they find more food. Here, all we have is misery to eat, but if 

the person has the money to buy the ticket to go over there, he will find a job where he can make 

money. He will find more food. Here, we do not have food.” She said that if she could send her son 

overseas she would, because she knows that he would send her money and hopefully not leave her 

hungry. She believes that she would benefit economically from her son working overseas and remitting 

money to her. Then, she would not go hungry and, presumably, neither would her other six children. 

She told me that she has dreams beyond simply feeding herself and her family with her son’s 

help, however. If she had extra money coming in to the household, she would open a bank account to 

make some savings, and then she would run her business, putting the profit back into the back. With the 

savings from that money, she would begin the immigration process for another child. Her business, as is 

common for Haitian women, would be owning and running a small store for provisions. She spoke to me 

about purchasing a big container, like for shipping, that are found throughout Haiti. She would sell rice, 

sugar, corn, and other supplies from the container, which she would place on her street. She told me 

that this would make her young again, because working at the market and in the streets, one only has a 

hard time. And she would drink cold water. For her, that would make a nice life. A better life. While her 
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story may not be entirely representative of everyone that I interviewed, others did express to me that, 

to varying degrees, their lives were difficult.  

Second, people talked about the potential for better educational opportunities for their 

children. One farmer in his mid-50s with whom I spoke told me that he had already sent his thirteen-

year-old son to live with his aunt in the Dominican Republic. Given the son’s age he was not working nor 

expected to remit money to his family in Haiti. Instead, the desire to send him to the Dominican 

Republic was so that he could begin school there and receive a better education than he could in Haiti. 

The father told me that one of the ways that the Haitian government could help the farmers in the rural 

area where he lives would be to provide a community school that the families do not have to pay for. 

His other children are attending school, but the school is not a good school, and when the parents 

cannot afford to pay, the children are sent home by the school administration. Other farmers who had 

older children echoed this sentiment, but also added that going to a university and getting a diploma 

from another country is seen as more valuable when they return to Haiti than a degree from a Haitian 

university.  

 Third, others like Alex above, spoke of wanting to travel and visit new places, but to return 

home. This desire to visit a new country also provided a motivating factor for people to send a child to 

another country. Several people told me that they would like to be able to send their children lotbo, to 

visit a new place, and maybe stay for a couple of years to work, but then to return to Haiti after that 

period. This also came up in casual conversations with people who had family members living overseas. 

Two older men from Dounet with whom I spoke, one a farmer and one the owner of a small provisions 

shop where I would regularly stop for a sandwich, coffee, and some conversation, had wives living in the 

United States. Their motivation to go to the United States was to see their wives, not to work, but I got 

the impression from the store owner that as long as his wife returned to visit him in Haiti, he would be 

fine with never traveling to the United States.  



132 
 

Interestingly, no one told me directly that they would leave Haiti as a result of poor land quality, 

or lack of ability to find or buy more land. This does not mean that the topic did not come up in other 

ways, though. Several of my interviewees said that if they had a relative living abroad and remitting 

money, they would use it for agricultural purposes. One young, unmarried man told me that if he had 

children lotbo and they sent him money, he would put it toward working his land. He would buy more 

land and more crops, as well as rebuild his small house to make it a little bit bigger. Others said the 

same. A 49-year-old woman said that if she had the means, she would send her second-born son, who is 

a hard worker and good at planting. She would use the money that he sent to her to make more gardens 

and sell those crops at the market. She would buy more land too, because this could lead to greater 

wealth. She would also be able to afford agrochemicals for her gardens, which also have the potential to 

improve her crop yield even if she isn’t able to buy more land.  

This lack of emigration as a result of environmental change, or more specifically soil infertility 

and unpredictable precipitation patterns, is not entirely surprising given the poverty in Dounet. People 

simply do not have enough income necessary to save for migration. These very same rain and soil 

challenges that create economic hardships for farmers have created a situation wherein people could 

not leave if they so desired. Relying primarily on agriculture, which is subject to the vagaries of climate 

change, and secondarily on other economic activities for an income, makes them particularly vulnerable. 

Here I am following McLeman et al. (2016) and their definition of vulnerability as derived from political 

ecology to refer to risk exposure, sensitivity to risk, and ability to adapt (see also Smith and Wandel 

2006).  This vulnerability is exacerbated when populations are not able to leave without some kind of 

outside assistance (Black et al. 2013; McLeman, Faist and Schade 2016). Black and his colleagues (2013) 

modeled this vulnerability, showing an inverse relationship between the vulnerability to environmental 

events and wealth or capital, be it social, economic, or political. What this means is that those most 

likely to be impacted by an extreme environmental event are also likely to be a poor segment of a given 
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population and, thereby, lack the capacity to move in the short- or long-term. Poverty and vulnerability 

are not always what keep people “stuck” in place, though. Findlay (2011), for instance, has shown that 

social-cultural factors also keep people in place in addition to poverty, despite the possible benefits like 

decreased risk or economic gain. Research from Hurricane Katrina, which hit New Orleans, Louisiana, 

USA in 2005, shows that the most vulnerable to the impacts of the hurricane were some of the poorest 

in the city, and they were unable or unwilling to move (Findlay 2011, S53, emphasis added).   

Certainly rapid-onset natural disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes have displaced Haitians, 

even in Dounet. Thomas, a 45-year-old farmer, was displaced when his home was destroyed in the 2010 

earthquake. He told me,  

“things are not going too well. I haven’t had my own place since January 12th [the date of the 

earthquake]. I lost my house and I haven’t been able to afford another one. I have a family 

member who gave me a place to stay and that’s where I’m staying. I don’t have my own house. 

What I do most is working in the fields. Sometimes you get good results from the gardens, 

sometimes you don’t. The problem is with the fertilizer, if you do a garden and you did not put 

fertilizer in it then, it’s like a waste of time. I have this little garden right here, I haven’t been able 

to put fertilizer in it and I’m worried about that, I should have put the fertilizer in it by now. You 

know when you have kids to raise, they have to go to school and everything. It’s so many things! 

I am already getting old and before I’m gone I’d like to leave them something God willing, for 

them to live off, I’d like to at least leave a roof for them. For the most part, when you do the 

gardens the fertilizer is too expensive and even if you can’t put the fertilizer in it then it’s a 

problem. Because of that sometimes you can’t do the gardens even if you want, sometimes the 

little you get from it is just enough for you and your family to eat.”   
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He moved his family into the home of a family member who has a house in Dounet. The man 

who owns the house is a family member on his mother’s side, though the two are not closely related. 

Fortunately, he does not have to pay any rent for the land that he works and is able to keep the income 

that he makes from his wife’s sales at the market, but he is also not paid to tend the gardens while the 

owner is overseas. Despite Thomas’ current living and working situation, he would not leave. If he could 

afford to send his three children overseas to visit or for school, he would, but he would not send them 

away to live somewhere else. He told me that he would send his kids anywhere for a better education, if 

only he had the money. 

 

Conclusion 
 
 There is ample empirical evidence showing that the poorest populations in a geographical area 

prone to natural disaster, like hurricanes and earthquakes, are the most vulnerable to risk, and those 

who are likely to be rendered immobile in the face of risk (Black et al. 2008; Black et al. 2011a, b; Black 

et al. 2013; Findlay 2011; McLeman 2011; McLeman, Faist and Schade 2016). However, we know less 

about slow-onset environmental change and immobility. By slow-onset environmental changes, I mean 

those that do not occur seemingly without warning, like natural disasters, but those processes that are 

already identified in Dounet as problems, like the escalating reliance on fertilizer and associated decline 

in soil fertility. In Dounet, my research participants were unlikely to migrate for reasons that they 

identified as environmental in nature, like that of unpredictable rainfall and other slow-onset 

environmental changes. Instead, they told me that they would travel and visit the United States, 

Canada, or France for vacation, or they would send their children lôtbo (overseas) for better educational 

opportunities.  
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The line outside the U.S. embassy that I described earlier in this chapter cannot be solely for 

visitor visas, though. With such a staggering percentage of the GDP coming from remittances, clearly 

lots of Haitians are emigrating and sending money home. However, for the most vulnerable groups in 

Haiti, those who are dependent on the land and the rain for their livelihoods, migration is not part of the 

suite of adaptations for mitigating the effects of soil erosion and unpredictable rainfall on their income. 

In the next chapter, I outline the main findings of my research and turn to a more detailed discussion of 

the possibilities that farmers in Dounet do have in the face of these changes. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 
 

Introduction 
 

I traveled to Haiti for the first time in June 2013, where I was to begin learning Haitian Creole so 

that I could conduct my dissertation fieldwork with Haitians living and working on tobacco farms in the 

neighboring Dominican Republic. During this first visit, many of the people that my Creole teachers 

introduced me to asked me what I was doing learning Creole, and wanted to know about my 

dissertation research project. I had the opportunity to talk with them about Haiti’s environment and its 

role in shaping emigration from the country. Most were more than willing to talk about work, 

subsistence, the economy, migration, and the importance of remittances for keeping the Haitian 

economy afloat. Yet as I pitched my project to them, the input that I received was the same from almost 

everyone, “Yes, yes, the environment is important because it is difficult to make a living, but more 

importantly, we will not do this kind of farm work because this is what we did as slaves before the 

Revolution.” At the time, the piece of this statement that puzzled me the most was that the same 

people who would not farm in Haiti wanted to migrate to work on gardens and plantations in other 

countries. My knowledge of Haiti and Haitian history was limited at the time, but I did know about the 

historic relationship between Haiti and the Dominican Republic, and the history of migration between 

the two countries. I knew that Haitians living in the Dominican Republic and working in agriculture were 

not treated well (Simmons 2010; Tavernier 2008), and that this essentially reproduced the slave 

plantation complex from which they had gained freedom after the Haitian Revolution.  

One look around the house where I was staying painted a somewhat different picture, as there 

were small plots of land for gardens and goats to graze. Someone was clearly doing some type of 
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farming, which ran counter to what I had heard from these new contacts in Haiti. This research arose 

out of a curiosity to learn more about farming and migration in Haiti after having these conversations. 

Specifically, I wanted to know if environmental changes to the land, like soil erosion, were creating  

environmentally-driven migration. There is a growing body of research documenting the forced 

displacement of agrarian people worldwide as a result of climate change (Afifi and Jäger 2010; Afifi 

2011; Renaud et al. 2011; Warner et al. 2010; Warner and Afifi 2014). My conclusions contribute to this 

growing body of literature, including avenues for future research. In this chapter I discuss the 

contributions of my work, both academic and applied, and how future research could enhance our 

understanding of how people are and will move across the globe as a result of global climate change. Of 

particular interest and significance, however, is the fact that my findings show that people in Dounet are 

not leaving as a result of these environmental changes, and are not being forcibly displaced by rapid-

onset changes like hurricanes and earthquakes. This finding especially will require more research to 

understand fully the complexity of im/mobility and what, if anything, would make people leave.  

This project began with four broad research questions (recapped below), addressed through 

data collection over a 13-month period of fieldwork in Haiti between 2014 and 2015. In chapter two, I 

discussed the history of Haiti, particularly in the context of peasant farming. I showed that, over time, 

Haiti transformed from the prosperous French colony of Saint Domingue, characterized by large 

plantations for commodities like coffee and sugar, to a country of peasant production that does not 

produce enough food to feed its citizens. French colonists imported slaves to work on the plantations, 

and after the slaves revolted during the Haitian Revolution, the plantation economy collapsed and freed 

slaves, who now had varying amounts of their own land, began small-scale farming throughout the 

country. Despite efforts to rebuild a plantation economy on the part of post-Revolution Haitian generals 

and presidents, this never came to fruition.  
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Over the next 200 years, small-scale farming persisted through rural Haitian and into the 

suburban areas surrounding the capital city of Port-au-Prince, without a lot of involvement from the 

Haitian government. The U.S. occupation of Haiti in the early 20th century saw some infrastructural 

improvements in and to rural areas, but these did not actually support the peasantry. Nor did the 

Duvalier regime, either under Papa Doc or Baby Doc, although as I point out later in the dissertation, the 

peasant farmers of Dounet who I spoke with remembered this era fondly, as they at least had regular 

access to water and electricity. Today this lack of support endures, although more support is arriving 

from non-government organizations (NGOs).  

Chapter two also described the theoretical orientation within which my research is framed. 

Following Gezon and Paulson (2005), I suggest that anthropologists must take a multi-scalar approach to 

political ecology studies, and look at the myriad spheres of influence through which humans interact 

with the environment, thus shaping communities and the environment. In particular, I argue that 

historical processes need to be included in such analyses as an important sphere of influence (Gezon 

and Paulson 2005). To investigate all of this requires an ethnographic approach. In the last 15 years 

scholars have begun to introduce ethnography into political ecology studies (see, for example, Gezon 

2005; Gardner 2005; Mackenzie 2005; West 2012), and my research contributes to this emerging body 

of literature. This is an effective strategy for gaining the perspectives of local people and the ways that 

articulations between scales and spheres of influence (Gezon and Paulson 2005) are felt throughout 

communities. Relying solely on other published works or archival research, for example, would never 

had allowed me to see the barriers to agricultural livelihoods (like increased fertilizer requirements and 

prices) that people in Dounet are experiencing. I discussed the role of the state in Haiti, and how 

decision-making and development projects from multiple governing bodies (the Haitian government and 

international NGOs, for example) come to influence farmers’ lives in Dounet. For example, as I discussed 

in chapter four, the Ministry of Agriculture has subsidized fertilizer prices but also introduced third-party 



139 
 

sellers, so that the farmers never feel the impacts of such subsidies. I finished that chapter with a 

discussion of environmental migration to highlight that, worldwide, farmers are mitigating the impacts 

of environmental changes on their agricultural activities by leaving for either urban areas in their home 

countries or overseas.  

In chapter three, I addressed the first research question: (1) How do Haitians describe the 

context and routine of farming in Haiti? This chapter presented an ethnographic account of daily life in 

Haiti, including the challenges of living and farming in Haiti. As so many of my research participants told 

me, work and farming are life. If a person has enough land to farm, and enough land to feed their family, 

then they typically consider their lives to be good. Farm work and daily life are not considered separate; 

farming is not a job in the same way that being a carpenter or an electrician, for example, would be 

considered a job. This is the case even if farming leads to cash sales at local markets.  

The people living Dounet are farmers, and most wouldn’t change that. Even if they had more 

money, many farmers told me that they would use it to improve their businesses, particularly the 

women. They would buy more land, they could afford more fertilizer to improve the soil and crop yield, 

and they would work to grow their businesses. Being a farmer is a lifeway, but a challenging lifeway. 

Once referred to as “toutistes” (Simpson 1940) for their self-sufficiency not only in farming but also in 

other skills like carpentry, artistry, and religion, the Haitian peasants in Dounet have now turned to a 

multi-pronged approach to making a living, what Zarger (2009) refers to as a “mosaic of livelihood 

strategies” (131), or one that involves economic diversification in the form of wage labor for others.  

In chapter four, I addressed the second and third research questions: (2) How do Haitians 

describe the role of the environment in shaping their ability to make a living through farming?; and (3) 

What are the work-related challenges that Haitian farmers face? The changing environment in Dounet 

has presented several challenges to its farmers. First, people talked about the land quality in nuanced 
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ways. Some land, they told me, was better than other land, but in general this had to do with whether 

or not their garden plots were hilly or rocky. What they frequently mentioned, however, was that their 

need for chemical fertilizers had increased. Many of the farmers in the 40s and 50s recalled when they 

began farming, often in their early teens with their parents, that they needed only minimal fertilizer if 

any at all. This was because they perceived there to be greater rainfall back then. The lack of rainfall that 

they believe exists now has made it all but impossible to sustain enough livestock to produce organic 

manure, as much of the grass and herbs required to feed these animals is gone. In the absence of 

organic manure, they have had to shift strategies and have begun purchasing and using more chemicals 

in their gardens. For them, the problem with this is two-fold. First, people told me that without rain, the 

chemical fertilizers do not work as well. Second, and more significant, is the issue of rising fertilizer 

prices. What were once affordable sacks of fertilizer, in the range 300 – 400 HTG, are now sold for nearly 

three times that amount. So in addition to requiring more fertilizers, people are obliged to pay more for 

these, leading to a drastic increase in farming input costs that they must factors into their farming 

budgets. In addition, there is a general feeling that the Haitian government does not help farmers, either 

with their farming or with other aspects of daily life like maintenance of local roads or affordable 

education for their children. When I asked them what the government could do to help farmers in 

Dounet and around the country, the answer was overwhelmingly that the government should help them 

with fertilizer costs. Though the government does subsidize these costs, the addition of third party 

fertilizer sellers, who are other members of the community that run small provisions shops, has negated 

any possible benefit that the farmers receive from these subsidies. They said that they would also 

benefit from state provided water for their gardens, as these different rainfall patterns have left many of 

their wells and reservoirs dry.  

The final research question is answered in chapter five: (4) What are the factors that influence 

Haitian farmers’ decisions to migrate or send a family member overseas?  The data that I collected in the 
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field indicated that, much to my surprise, the farmers of Dounet were not leaving the area – either to 

move to urban areas or to other countries – and they were not thinking along the lines of leaving Haiti in 

the future, either. If they were able, hypothetically, to send a family member overseas, they might send 

a child to visit another country, or to get a good education and return to Haiti. The reality in Dounet is 

different, though, as these farmers simply do not have the money to even visit another country, let 

alone move to one. Women, for example, have to take calculated risks when deciding where to sell their 

crops, because the amount of money that they spend on transportation costs may not be recouped 

through market sales. Making enough profits to send a child overseas, then, drops significantly on their 

list of priorities. In the next section, I turn to a discussion of the overall conclusions of my research.  

Main Conclusions 
 

There are several important conclusions from my research. The first is that the peasant farmers 

of Dounet face obstacles to making a living through small-scale agricultural activities. When I began 

asking my research participants what made farming difficult for them and what impeded their ability to 

make a living, each of them told me that the biggest constraint was the high price of fertilizer and other 

agrochemicals, and most mentioned the lack of available water through either rainfall or reservoirs. 

Based on the literature about land quality and quantity in Haiti (Alscher 2011; Guthrie and Shannon 

2004; Hylkema 2011; Isaac et al. 2006). I mistakenly assumed that this would be an aspect of farming 

that people would talk about directly and at great length. We can return to the history of Haiti’s 

plantation economy and then transformation into widespread peasant production to contextualize 

these challenges. The plantation economy under colonial France lacked sustainability, with forest cover 

cleared in favor of plantations, and with intensive agriculture that did not allow the soil to fallow to 

replenish nutrients. Studies of soil quality in contemporary Haiti now show nutrient imbalances and high 

pH levels (Guthrie and Shannon 2004; Hylkema 2011; Isaac et al. 2006), which are not conducive to 

organic farming and require chemical fertilizers for sufficient crop growth.  
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As mentioned earlier, fertilizer prices have increased exponentially in the past decade or two in 

Haiti, which the farmers I spoke with attribute to the introduction of private, local third party fertilizer 

sellers. This trend toward the privatization of chemical fertilizers is consistent with neoliberal policies 

that remove the state from direct involvement in production (Babb 2005), and is felt by farmers 

throughout the Caribbean (Mendoza and Machado 2009). In so doing, this squeezes the wallets of 

farmers and decreases their purchasing power. The poverty that farmers in Dounet are experiencing is a 

result of multiple spheres and scales operating in their lives. While land degradation and lack of access 

to land has been well documented (Alscher 2011; Hylkema 2011) and certainly impacts farmers, so has 

the tendency toward increasing fertilizer which, within the Caribbean, is but one result of increasing 

global food prices (Mazzeo 2009; Mendoza and Machado 2009). When combined with alternating 

periods of drought and heavy rainfall, and the requirement for more fertilizer to meet production needs, 

these spheres, operating at the international, national, and local levels, are creating an untenable 

situation for farmers in Dounet and, indeed, worldwide. These fertilizer prices are so expensive that 

most farmers I spoke to can no longer afford to fertilize all of their gardens. This means that they have 

to make decisions about how much fertilizer they can afford and where to place this in their gardens. 

One consequence of this is that there is a greater chance – for the areas that are not fertilized – that the 

crops will fail. In the event of crop failure, farmers are unable to feed their families from the harvest and 

they are unable to sell their produce at markets for money. This, after putting a significant amount of 

their money towards fertilizer, agrochemicals, and seeds, leaves them with no avenue for generating a 

profit or even recouping the costs from the lost harvest.  

The other primary concern of farmers in Dounet is the lack of water in the area, either through 

rainfall or through wells and reservoirs. Haiti has two rainy seasons, the first in May and the second in 

October. There is a lack of data on precipitation in Haiti after 2012. The World Bank Climate Change 

Knowledge Portal (2017) shows that between the periods 1960-1990 and 1990-2012, the average May 
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rainfall rose by 20 mm. During the October rainy season for the same periods, the average rainfall rose 

by 90 mm. Despite these data, which indicates that rainfall has either stayed roughly the same for the 

last 50 years or has actually increased, farmers in Dounet perceive and experience changes. They believe 

that they do not receive as much rain as they once did, something that they started to take note of in 

the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake that struck the area. They have also noticed changes in rainfall 

patterns, specifically in the form of longer drought periods alternating with periods of heavy rain. These 

differences in precipitation patterns could explain why the same amount of rainfall as compared to 

previous decades is recorded, but the feeling is that they are not receiving enough rain to farm 

productively.   

These changing rainfall patterns impact their ability to farm. Inconsistent rainfall impacts the 

ways that farmers use fertilizer, who often believe that they need to use more fertilizer when there is a 

lack of available water. Many farmers also told me that the rain helps to mitigate the negative effects of 

the sun, so that their crops are less likely to “burn” and be ruined by the hot, strong sun. In periods of 

drought, without another water source, farmers lose their harvests and, thus, their income from sales 

and food for their household.  

In addition, the unpredictable rain patterns have meant a shift from cooperative, community-

based farming techniques to engagement in hired labor. The konbit, long a staple of farming throughout 

Haiti and in Dounet, has fallen out of favor as farmers can no longer ensure that the work will be truly 

cooperative in response to the rains. These changing dynamics of cooperative community farming have 

led to changing labor practices and economic diversification. Dounet has witnessed an increase in paid 

farm work, where a farmer might still help his or her neighbor, but for a daily wage. This is because they 

can no longer simply count on their shared labor, provided to other farmers through the konbit, to be 

repaid, because everyone has to scramble to work their own gardens when it does rain. It becomes very 
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difficult to time communal labor rotation, and everyone needs to plant at the same time instead over a 

period of weeks.  

The Haitian government has, historically and in contemporary Haiti, not provided much 

assistance to the peasantry (Nicholls 1985). Their attempts to support farmers through subsidized 

chemical fertilizer prices has failed, as those who resell the fertilizer to farmers retain the power to keep 

prices high and pocket the difference. Many of the environmental changes that my research participants 

talked about, like precipitation changes and the obligation to use more fertilizer, are documented in the 

literature on small-scale peasant production worldwide (Fankhauser and McDermott 2014; Lee et al. 

2014; Meze-hausken 2000; Perez et al. 2015; Roudier et al. 2011; Snorek, Renaud and Kloos 2014; Wood 

et al. 2014).  

Research on peasant production has focused on how populations are adapting and changing 

traditional practices to mitigate some of the negative impacts of changes like declining soil fertility, such 

as through environmental migration (Afifi 2011; Alscher 2011; Cliggett et al. 2006; Dreier and Sow 2015; 

Gray 2011; Oliver-Smith 2012; Penning-Rowsell, Sultana and Thompson 2013; Warner et al. 2010). What 

is less often considered, however, are the reasons why people do not leave, even if presented with these 

challenges. There is some research on populations that remain “trapped” in place in the instance of 

natural disaster (Black et al. 2013; McLeman, Faist and Schade 2016). That is, populations that are more 

vulnerable to the risk of natural disasters due to their geographic location or because their livelihood 

depends on land that is at greater risk of being damaged or destroyed in a disaster, as was the case in 

southwest Haiti during Hurricane Matthew in late 2016, are often marginalized populations living in 

poverty, a common theme within the political ecology literature (Robbins 2012). This poverty, in turn, 

means that they lack the money to leave in the case of disaster.  
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My research contributes to political ecology and suburban peasantries. Though the suburban 

peasant concept first originated as such in China as a result of a communist registration policy to divide 

the Chinese into different categories and allocate resources based on these, the concept can be 

extended into new contexts. The suburban peasant provides a new analytic category by which to study 

the suburbs in areas where there is also small-scale farming. In doing so, it is possible to bridge urban 

and rural/agrarian studies to understand how urbanization processes are affecting local populations. 

Key components of this process include the rapid encroachment and enclosure of land in former 

agricultural spaces which either leads to agricultural changes and modifications, if not completely 

displaces, those peasants who live at the margins of the two zones. In China, government-sponsored 

urban sprawl has led to changes in terms of occupational multiplicity, and the forced displacement of 

suburban peasants from their villages into the cities, where they are met with few job opportunities 

other than unskilled labor for the very government that displaced them in the first place. In Haiti, these 

changes are the result of private parties entering Dounet and purchasing land for building houses. These 

parcels of land that could otherwise be used for small gardens are no longer accessible to farmers. In a 

parallel way to the suburban peasants in China, though, the construction of new homes in Dounet 

provides new opportunities for the farmers in terms of wage labor, like work in construction or as 

electricians, but also supports the very people who have displaced the farmers.  

By taking this political ecology approach to studying suburban farmers, my research examines 

the history and the role (or lack thereof) of the Haitian government in peasant farming. Through this, it 

is possible to see how farmers’ livelihoods are rendered even more precarious through soil degradation 

and unpredictable rainfall alone. If the government monitored the sales of chemical fertilizers, or cut out 

third party vendors altogether, and if they provided water in farming areas, perhaps farming could 

become profitable again. The suburban peasants of Dounet live inherently precarious lives. There is a 

lack of support, or lack of appropriate support based on neighborhood-based needs, provided by the 



146 
 

Haitian state and NGOs. For example, the lack of an adequate water infrastructure makes farming 

challenging because the crops need water to grow, but also because there is a lack of water with which 

to feed livestock that would make fimye. More fimye would help alleviate the increasing reliance on 

agrochemicals. This difficulties associated with this lack of water availability are only exacerbated by the 

perceived environmental changes in the form of unpredictable rainfall patterns and, in particular, 

droughts. If rainfall was consistent, as my research participants told me it was in the past, then this 

would alleviate some of the need for state-supplied water. The changing rainfall patterns have also, at 

least to some degree and probably in combination with other social factors, shaped the changing social 

relationships of people in Dounet, especially with regard to the konbit and ability and desire to help 

others based on consistent rainfall. Easier access to the capital in the form of public works projects like 

the widening of the road to Dounet to accommodate increased traffic into Port-au-Prince, and the 

desirability of Dounet’s location, have led to an influx of private entities, like Haitians returning from 

living overseas. Their presence has also shaped the neighborhood in new ways, like removing access to 

land for gardening as new homes are built. Each of these factors has contributed in some way to the 

immobility of farmers to leave in an extreme environmental event were to happen. This is because the 

lack of access to water and land, coupled with increased fertilizer use and prices, means less money in 

the pockets of these suburban peasants. Less clear, though, is whether the population would become 

more mobile in the future as agricultural modifications intensify.  

 My ethnographic fieldwork provides greater insight into how Haitians describe the impacts of 

environmental, social, and governmental change. In doing this, I am able to explore how the 

privatization of fertilizer sales and increased costs of fertilizer in the Caribbean, for example, intersect 

with perceived local-level environmental changes like unpredictable rainfall patterns, one documented 

effect of global climate change (Le Houérou 1996; Trenberth 1998). Local peoples’ perspectives must be 
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included in political ecology research to truly understand how these various spheres of influence shape 

their livelihoods.  

Limitations 
 

There are several limitations to this study. The first is that of the small sample size of farmers 

with whom I conducted semi-structured interviews. I used purposive sampling in the field, combined 

with respondent-driven sampling when necessary. When possible, I tried to maximize informant 

variation in the demographics of sex and age. This sample, then, is not necessarily representative of all 

Haitian farmers living in Dounet and the surrounding area, nor of the country as a whole. Furthermore, 

because I worked with farmers in a suburban area, my research findings cannot be extrapolated to all 

other Haitian farmers, and particularly not those living and working in rural areas. Instead, this 

dissertation has provided a view into the lives – and challenges – of farmers in one particular 

neighborhood in one region of Haiti through rich ethnographic description. 

The second limitation is that I did not conduct interviews with any development workers or 

organizations carrying out agricultural projects in and around Dounet. Indeed, there were no such 

development projects occurring in Dounet during my time in Haiti. Speaking with those people involved 

in other projects designed to help farmers elsewhere would have provided a different perspective and 

counterpoint to the narratives of my farmer participants. Along similar lines, I was also unable to attend 

any community agriculture meetings. I was linked up with a tet du ponn8 (literally, head of the bridge, 

who acts as a community leader for farmers) only in my last two weeks in the field, during which time 

we conducted a long semi-structured interview. At the time of the interview he was trying to arrange a 

community meeting for the farmers in the area (a meeting which only happens two or three times a 

                                                           
8 The tet du ponn is the term for a farmer in the community, perhaps someone with more experience in farming or 
some more formal farm training, who becomes a community leader. This person is often selected based on his 
relationship with other farmers and for personal attributes. The person in this position liaises between the 
community and the Ministry of Agriculture. 
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year). This meeting was set for the last Thursday that I was in Haiti, before I was to return from the field. 

Unfortunately, though, the meeting was pushed back to the following week, one day after my flight 

home. Being able to attend a community meeting like this would have provided some greater context 

for my work, particularly in terms of how community members work together and with other 

community-based agricultural organizations.  

Future Research Directions 
 

There are a couple of avenues for future work based on my dissertation research. First, as 

environmental changes will continue to displace populations in the coming years, governments and 

NGOs will need better ways to predict migratory flows. Rapid-onset environment change can be, by its 

nature, difficult to predict. Yet scholars have some ability at this point to predict which populations will 

be more vulnerable to such disasters. Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) programs are applied based on this 

information to target the most vulnerable communities in reducing the impacts of disasters. What is less 

clear based on the current research is how to predict the impacts of slow-onset environmental change 

on populations, and in particular responses that will involve mobility and immobility and, specifically, 

why people are rendered immobile. We need more research, then, that explores the circumstances 

under which people would leave their homes – either to another area within country or to another 

country entirely. Scholars have attempted to build quantitative and statistical models in an attempt to 

predict migration as a response to these slow-onset changes. Unfortunately, there is still a dearth of 

qualitative data and, in particular, ethnographically-grounded research that would provide a greater 

understanding of what environmental changes would trigger people to move. This kind of research 

would certainly provide more robust models and a better way to predict future environmental 

displacement events. 
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 During my research, not one of my informants spoke highly of the development organizations 

that had worked in their community in the previous years. In general, the attitude of those with whom I 

spoke was that there was not really anything that they could do to stop these projects, and so they 

would welcome the organization into the community and hope that the project, at a minimum, didn’t 

further harm the community. This was not always the case, as evidenced by a story that the tet du ponn 

relayed to me during his interview. A small NGO and engineering team came into the neighborhood to 

construct a pump for a reservoir, but access was blocked when a large rock was displaced during the 

2010 earthquake. Although residents of the neighborhood were able to access water via the pump, the 

implementation of the pump negatively impacted the community. As the pump ran on a 15 minute 

cycle, people had to line up and wait their turn for access to the water. Members of the community 

began fighting over access to the water, which led to a decrease in overall security in the area. I think 

that more research needs to be done to investigate the projects that have positively impacted Haitian 

farmers in Dounet and the surrounding neighborhoods. At a minimum, better monitoring and evaluation 

of these projects is required. We also need a better understanding of the ways that the farmers believe 

development projects to have failed to achieve their full potential. Certainly a few of my informants 

spoke of such projects, but for future research more systematic data collection along these lines would 

be helpful so that development organizations and projects do not repeat previous mistakes.  

Finally, and to the extent that every research needs more research, a follow-up project should 

entail long-term or longitudinal research in the neighborhood. While a small sample of semi-structured 

interviews such as mine cannot possibly be extended to the entirety of the Haitian peasantry, as I have 

already discussed, what we do need is longitudinal data on both environmental changes and migration 

at particular points over time.   
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Research Applications 
 

The most significant applied contribution of my research is its relevancy to agricultural 

development projects carried out by NGOs in the region. As I have discussed elsewhere in this 

dissertation, the people of Dounet and the surrounding farming neighborhoods do not have a good 

impression of development workers or their projects. My informants were indifferent about such 

projects, hoping simply that these projects did not harm the community. This does not have to be the 

case.  

International organizations and NGOs have been in Haiti for nearly 70 years, what Trouillot 

(1990, 141) terms the “parade of acronyms” that began in 1946 when branches of the World Health 

Organization (WHO), the UN, and others landed in Haiti. Many of these agricultural development 

projects have been unsuccessful and unsustainable, mainly because the existing metrics for evaluation 

cannot effectively determine the socio-cultural impacts on the community (Schuller 2007b). Yet 

organizational monitoring and evaluation (M&E) programs often deem them successful in terms of 

implementation if they meet the functional requirements of the project (Schuller 2007b). For example, it 

is likely that the water pump project that the tet du ponn told me about was considered a success by the 

organization that implemented it, because the pump worked the way that they wanted and people were 

able to access water, which they could not do prior to the pump installation. The negative effects of that 

project underscore the important of accounting for possible socio-cultural impacts on the community. If 

they had been, most if not all of the strife that the pump installation caused between people in the 

community could have been avoided.  

This dissertation provides a baseline assessment of the needs of farmers in one particular part of 

Haiti. The results were not what I anticipated, as I did not expect going into this project that fertilizer 

prices would be the most challenging aspect of farming, but these results can be used a starting point 
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for agricultural development projects. I recommend a two-pronged approach to mitigating this problem. 

In the short term, farmers need access to lower-cost agrochemicals. The Ministry of Agriculture should 

continue to subsidize, as it purports to do, the sales of fertilizer, pesticides, and fungicides to farmers to 

ensure that farmers can make an adequate living. Private, third-party vendors should be removed if 

those sales cannot be regulated. Longer-term, this solution is unsustainable. Repeated and extensive use 

of chemicals in farmers’ gardens will continue to deplete the nutrient content of the soil, rendering it 

completely unusable at some point in the near future (Mafongoya et al. 2006; Steiner et al. 2007). This 

would be disastrous for Haiti and its population, which already struggles to meet its food needs 

internally.  

Projects that focus on using non-chemical fertilizers and providing an adequate water supply 

must be implemented. Regular access to water could allow farmers to raise livestock again, which could 

be used for manure. Other creative and innovative sustainable solutions to getting farmers to avoid 

agrochemicals altogether could include the use of composted human excreta, which is already being 

implemented by Sustainable Organic Integrated Livelihoods (SOIL). Since 2006, their work in Haiti has 

focused on ecological sanitation and, to that end, today they have over 4,000 people using their special 

composting toilets, and they produce about 2.5 tons of this compost each month (SOIL 2017). There are, 

of course, myriad other benefits to this recycling of human waste, namely that of improved human 

health. Better water infrastructure is necessary for Haitians to continue farming for years to come. 

Currently the government does not provide water to the citizens of Dounet, leaving them to rely on 

private wells and community reservoirs. When dry, community members must come together to buy a 

water truck, or a truck full of water that will drive out and fill the reservoir. These water trucks are 

expensive, and Dounet is not easy to access by large truck. Better forms of irrigation would also help.  
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Creating New Narratives of Haiti 
 
 Challenges to suburban Haitian peasants’ farming practices are numerous and come in several 

forms. One is that of little to no outside support, either from the government or from development 

projects that fail to take local and community perspectives and needs into consideration. The second is 

being susceptible to the vagaries of the changing environment: land that fails to provide productively in 

the way that it used to, land that requires more costly inputs like fertilizer to maintain, and 

unpredictability of rain. Third, the poverty that farmers face as a result of these costs makes it difficult 

for them to leave the area and are therefore forced to come up with new strategies in place.  

 In some ways, there is truth to the two tropes of Haiti that I describe in the introduction, that 

the land does not provide because it is so degraded, and that there is considerable migration from the 

country. The land is degraded, as evidenced not only by studies of soil quality but also by the increased 

need for agro-chemical fertlizers. All is not lost, however, and the farmers in Dounet have made creative 

strategic changes to mitigate the impacts of land that is less productive than in the past, but that will still 

yield crops given the right modifications. Unfortunately, it seems likely that these modifications may not 

be sustainable in the long run, particularly the downward spiral created by soil that requires more and 

more fertilizer but at the same time degrades the land further, but perhaps they will buy the farmers 

some time to implement changes that will be sustainable for years to come.  

 At this point in time, these hardships are not yet factors that drive emigration. Yes, Haitians who 

do have access to enough money might migrate overseas, but this is not the case in Dounet or, possibly, 

elsewhere in Haiti. So while popular media accounts have, at least in the past, focused on pictures of 

Haitians clamoring onto boats to get to the United States, this is not really the picture that the American 

media paints to the public today. Jayaram (2010) writes of the “myths of Haitian homogeneity” (32) in 

reference to ideas, perpetuated by studies of Haitians living in the Dominican Republic who work in the 
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sugar industry, that Haitians in the Dominican Republic is synonymous with Haitians working in the 

sugar industry. The critical point here, in reference to these two tropes of Haiti, is that Haitians are not a 

homogeneous group, nor are Haitian farmers. Research that fails to explore the nuances of difference 

within the population contributes to the perpetuation of these tropes. Instead, as Ulysse (2015) urges, 

we must create new narratives of Haiti that operate to dismantle these two tropes. 
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Appendix A. Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 

1. Daily activities and routines 

1. What work activities do you do daily? 
2. What activities do you do when you aren’t working? 
3. According to you, what is a good quality of life? 
4. How do you think other people understand a good quality of life? 

 

2. Making a living 

a. What do you need in order to live? 
b. What do you do to make money? 
c. What are the things that limit your ability to make money? 
d. How do you make money you can’t make enough through your normal agricultural 

activities? 
e. Are your agricultural activities providing you with money? 
f. What would other Haitians say limit their ability to make money from agricultural 

activities? 
 

3. Perceptions about land 

a. Do you own your land? 
b. How long have you owned/worked your land? 
c. What do you do with your land? 
d. According to you, is it good quality land?  
e. What is a good quality land mean to you? 
f. What would other Haitians say about the quality of their land? 
g. According to you, do you have enough land? 
h. What does enough land mean to you? 
i. What would other Haitians about having enough land? 
j. Is the quality of your land good for your own economic and agricultural activities? Or for 

the kind of work that you want to do? 
 

4. Relationship between State policies and perceptions about land 

a. Does the government help your ability to work your land? Explain… 
b. Would other Haitians say that the government helps their ability to work their land? 

Explain… 
c. Does the government limit your ability to work your land? Explain…  
d. Would other Haitians say that the government helps their ability to work their land? 

Explain… 
e. What could the government do to help rural farmers?  
f. What would other Haitians say that the government could do to help rural farmers? 
g. What could the government do to help Haitians, in general? 
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5. Remittances 

a. Why do people leave Haiti to go elsewhere?  
b. Do you have a family member working in another country? If so, do they send money 

back? 
c. How do you use that money?  
d. Do you use that money to help improve your land? How? 
e. Do you think that most Haitian farmers would say that they use the money sent to them 

to improve their land? 
f. What are your hopes/expectations for sending family to work in another country? 
g. What do you think other Haitian farmers would say are their hopes/expectations for 

sending family to work in another country? 
h. What are the problems with emigration? 
i. What do your family members living in another country mean to you? 
j. How do you feel about having a family member in another country? 

 
6. If no family members abroad 

a. Do you want to send someone to work in another country? 
b. Do you think that most Haitian farmers would say that they want to send someone to 

work in another country? 
c. If you could send someone, who would you send? 
d. Why can’t you send someone abroad to work? How does this make you feel? Why? 
e. If you did have a family member abroad, how would you use the money they send back? 

Would you use it to help your agricultural activities? Would you buy more land? 
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