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Education and Society in Haiti 1804-1843 

by 

CARL CAMPBELL 

Discussants: 

Ms. Gift: Faculty of Arts postgraduate (female) 
Dr. Payne: University Lecture in Sociology 
Mr. Ryan: Faculty of Social Science postgraduate (male) 
Dr. Wells: University lecturer in History (male) 
Ms. Wilmot: Faculty of Pure and Applied Science postgraduate (female) 

The following paper takes the form of an imaginary discussion among two univer- 
sity teachers and three postgraduate students from different Faculties of the Uni- 
versity of the West Indies. The discussion follows lines designed to elucidate the 
history of education in Haiti between 1804 and 1843. The discussion is similar to 
what might well take place in a small graduate seminar on the subject after a paper 
in the usual narrative/ analytic form has been presented. The difference is that in 
this case there is no paper, but the discussion itself takes the form of the paper. 
The structural integrity of the discussion resides in the phase by phase, event by 
event management of the views of the participants. This inherent structure 
replaces headings and paragraphs which wo^ld appear in a traditional continuous 

narrative/analytic paper. 

The author in adopting this approach does not desire to enter the postmodernist 
debates about the viability of the traditional narrative as a vehicle of history. The 
author's methodology still involves a search for the truth about what really 
happened in Haiti through the traditional use of the sources. The unusual presen- 
tation has been adopted because of a number of advantages it appears to possess. 
The conversational form hopefully will make the substance of the paper easier to 

grasp by both specialists and the general reader, and more attractive to historians 
and educationists who find the history of Caribbean education systems an unfash- 
ionable product in the history and education industries. Neither West Indian 

history nor West Indian education appears entirely comfortable with it (history of 

education). Another advantage ( not so readily noticeable in this particular case ) 
is that it seems to make possible a quicker coverage of long periods, by allowing 
the author to raise points and drop them without full investigation, and to twist 
and turn in different directions in a manner which might seem inappropriate in a 
continuous narrative but appropriate in a hydra-headed discussion. 

It should be emphasized that the presentation is not meant to be a kind of drama; 
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nor are the matters discussed fictional. Only the characters participating in the 
discussion are fictional, but they are all talking about the history of Haiti as they 
know and understand it. The author is responsible for the views of all the 
participants; they express his knowledge, his lack of knowledge, his switches of 
perspectives, his questions, his doubts or uncertainties. 

Dr. Wells 

Have you ever seen a copy of Dessalines constitution of 1805? Daniel 
Fignole says that article 19 of it called for a school, presumably a government 
school in each military division of the country1 Since there were then 6 such 
divisions, Dessalines and his advisers were thinking of only 6 schools. 

Mr. Ryan 
Given the recent bloody, destructive conflict, we are lucky he was think- 

ing of schools at all- 1 mean government schools. 

Dr. Wells 

Well, he was thinking of private schools as well- for according to 
Fignole, his regime set the rates private tutors could charge for infants ' 

Ms. Wilmot 

So it is from Dessalines that the recognition of the states' obligation to 
lead in the provision of schools date? Or it is from his successors? 

Dr. Payne 
How could an illiterate man, who according to CL R. James could not 

see further than his nose, hit upon such a powerful principle as the obligation of the 
state to take charge of education?3 

Mr. Ryan 

Look, these early leaders - in fact all leaders - had advisors, educated 
persons. The next thing you well tell me is that Dessalines himself wrote the 
Declaration of Independence and not some educated person. 

Ms. Wilmot 

But why are we jumping to this conclusion. Did the constitution of 1805 
say so? 

Dr. Wells 

Part of the problem is the extreme polemical nature of early history 
writing (in fact down to the 1940s) in which partisans of black presidents or 

partisans of coloured presidents enhanced or detracted from the performance of 

presidents. Clearly for instance, Daniel Fignole, a black politician, wanted to say 
that black presidents, Dessalines, Christophe, Souloque and Solomon did more 
than coloured presidents 

' 
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Ms. Gift 
Dessalines must have had advisors around him who being educated men 

could see the need for the government to take the lead. Who else was there? Not 
the Roman Catholic Church, and how long does it take an illiterate revolutionary 
to understand that the construction of an independent state required literate civil 
servants, not just brute soldiers? 

Dr. Wells 

I thought that the debate was going to swing around the question: were 
any government schools started, where, and for whom? It certainly is dangerous to 
assume that schools take their rise from the paper on which constitutions or laws 
are written. 

Dr. Payne 
The early -indeed - the entire 19th century history of education in Haiti 

is bedeviled by great uncertainties, indeed controversies, about the existence or 
non-existence of schools said to have been started. 

Dr. Wells 

Fignole speaks confidently of the 6 schools started by Dessalines and 
that historians are unanimous about this- but I do not see the historians saying this. 

Mr. Ryan 

Well, if you wish to be charitable to Dessalines or over -confident of 
Haiti, you could guess that Dessalines and his advisors did manage to start 
schools. 

Dr. Wells 

We just cannot be sure of the existence of any government schools under 
Dessalines. But surely there were families teaching their children to read and 
write, and even private tutors. 

Dr. Payne 
It might be better to follow the lead of the greater number of writers who 

start the history of education in independent Haiti from Dessalines' successor in 
the North, Henri Christophe. 

Ms. Gift 
Yes. No point even blaming Dessalines. What could be done in two 

years? What could be done when everything had to start from below scratch? 

Dr. Wells 

We say that the British West Indies had to start schools from scratch, but 
that is not really true compared with the scratch which faced Haiti. The British 
West Indies had missionary Sunday and ever day schools in operation in 1 834,and 
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missionaries and clerics ready to put in more, and a helpful métropole, not at war 
with the colonies. 

Dr. Payne 

Right- the Haitian situation in 1 804 was totally unique. One thing they 
had in their favour: a sort of revolutionary fervour, an understanding of the 
historical greatness of the situation in which they found themselves. They knew 
that they had to build a nation. They knew that they had to have schools. 

Mr. Ryan 

You can start putting in schools for your top people or you can start 

putting them in for your bottom people- forget the middle, they will hang on to 
whatever is going on. 

Ms. Wilmot 

Can you do both at the same time? I mean start with the top and bottom 

people at the same time, since bottom, top and middle all needed schools at the 
same time? 

Dr. Wells 

Catts Pressoir makes the point that under Dessalines the focus was on 

"grands travaux d'art militaire" 7 and there were hardly any books around and that 

only private efforts could bring brittle little schools into existence. 

Dr. Payne 

If under Dessalines six schools in the coastal towns were started it would 
have to be for sons of top people even if they were elementary schools - it was 
inconceivable to send the 'masses" to school - in the towns- if top people or middle 

people had no public provision, but I do not know if as yet the criteria in favour of 
sons of soldiers and civil servants had been laid down - admission would have to 
be selective. 

Ms. Gift 

More can be expected of Christophe and Petion than of Dessalines. The 
latter had only two years in a war torn country; Christophe had nearly 14 years and 
Petion almost the same and both were living in a country more poised for 
reconstruction or construction. 

Dr. Wells 

Well, if you are going to assess performance in terms of length of stay in 

office, no one can beat Boyer who retained power for 25 years - more than any 
other president in the 19th century and ruled over a ""united " Haiti- including 
Santo Domingo for 22 years. He was after all criticised by the liberal reformers of 
1843 - some of whom helped to overthrow him, and proposals to introduce 

government schools was part of their political platform. 
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Mr. Ryan 

Yes, Boyer is the biggest dissappointment of all three. He was suffi- 
ciently distanced from the destructive revolution to think of reconstruction, and he 
had the time. 

Dr. Payne 
Well do not speak as if Haiti did not stand in danger of a French attack in 

Boyer' s time. Until its independence was recognised by France in 1825, it was not 
safe; and the invasion of Santo Domingo put the country on a war footing. 

Dr. Wells 

Still the idea that Boyer was the sole major problem needs to be re-exam- 
ined. The politics of revolutionary coup d'etat had already settled on the country; 
there was already no sure way to get to power and to keep power except through 
the army. Haiti was a military state. 

Ms. Gift 
With a democratic looking constitution in the case of Boyer. 
Ms. Wilmot 

What has this discussion got to do with education? 

Dr. Wells 

The relevance is that getting and keeping power was the centre piece of 
the politics of all the early presidents and internal security was the top priority of 
all the regimes. 

Ms. Wilmot 

Was this different from any other state? 

Dr. Wells 

Yes in degrees- the Haitian state was unique in the early 19th century. 
The uniqueness was a disadvantge more than a feasible opportunity for nation 
building. 

Dr. Payne 

My reading of the literature on education has helped to amend one fallacy 
in my mind: government was not just a matter of what the president did or did not 
do: the formal structure of the government looks quite normal and commendable. 
There was an Executive; a legislature,and a judiciary. Minutes of government; top 
civil servants, advisers; lobby groups; special interest. What I mean is that even if 
a President was illiterate like Christophe or indifferent to education as Boyer 
allegedly was, there were advisors and Ministers who could get policies adopted 
or laws passed. 
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Ms. Wilmot 

I do not seem to read of any Minister or powerful individual behind 

Christophe and he was illiterate. How could he have written letters to humanitari- 
ans in England? 

Ms. Gift 

There had to be Ministers and advisers around him- his education poli- 
cies were too constuctive for an illiterate man.. 

Dr. Wells 

Well, do not underrate the illiterate. The spirit of enterprise is important. 
According to the black legend 

9 the best presidents were the black ones, Dessali- 

nes, Christophe, Souloque - despite their personal educational underachievement. 
The allegation is that they were closer to the masses. 

Dr. Payne 

Well in education no president before 1848 is credited with doing any- 
thing for the rural masses. The schools were not for the rural massses. They were 
either for the elites - urban elites or the better class urban people, let us call some 
of them middle class if you will. 

Mr. Ryan 

Was there any independent state in the early 19th century which set out 
to educate its masses? I do not think so. 

Dr. Wells 

I do not know if blame is squarely attached to Dessalines, Christophe, 
Petion or even Boyer for not educating their masses- well I am not too sure about 

Boyer. It is more a matter of criticising them for not including some of the rural 
masses. 

Mr. Ryan 

Most of the masses had been slaves or the children of slaves. Why would 
rulers of Haiti seek to educate them? Let us assume for the moment the improbable 
situation that the political security of the country allowed schools to become a top 
priority. 

Dr. Wells 

Why -well- there was no compelling reason why they should. I mean 

they did not wish to convert them to Christianity like white missionaries in 

Jamaica or Barbados. 
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Mr. Ryan 
It might have been difficult for rulers to see a positive connection be- 

tween popular education-let us say basic literacy and numeracy and the develop- 
ment of the economy. Did literate peasants make more productive peasants? 

Dr. Wells 

Socially, popular schools might lead to some measure of upward social 
mobility for a few; politically it might raise expectations to a point of opposition 
to the presidents. 

Ms. Wilmot 

What are you constructing? A scenario to illustate why rulers might want 
to support popular education or why they might not want to do so? 

Dr. Wells 

Well, both really, except that in this case there might have been more 
compelling reasons to leave the peasants in ignorance. 

Dr. Payne 
The urban elites and the urban middle class - I suppose most of them 

would be coloured people- they would understood the value of schools for their 
own children. All useful careers were open to them - I mean the sons, not the 
daughters. 

Dr. Wells 

The nation needed professionals and top civil servants. I believe that all 
rulers must have seen the cogency of an independent nation educating its leaders. 

Ms. Gift 
I think I know what you are coming with. You have in your mind the 

notion that the Presidents and their Ministers put more attention and resources 
into schools for the elite than for the masses: that they did more for the top than the 
bottom. 

Dr. Wells 

Well yes- who would benefit from Christophe's School of Painting, 
Design and Music10 except the sort of people who would crowd his royal court? 
No matter that nothing came of this school. We are talking about social intentions. 

Dr. Payne 
Or who would benefit from the School of Medicine which Christophe 

X X 

in Le Cap and later Petion in Port au Prince grafted onto their military hospitals? 
The elite or middle class whose sons might become doctors. 
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Dr. Wells 

Or who might benefit from the Royal College at Le Cap started under 

Christophe or the Lycee National in Port au Prince commenced under Petion. 
The sons of the elites or middle class who might become civil servants or profes- 
sors, some after further study in France. 

Mr. Ryan 

Where do you put the sons of the patriots- the sons of military officers 
dead or alive, the sons of those who had served the country? This was a well 
known clientele for at least the Lycee Petion. 

Dr. Wells 

Again these would be elite or middle class people, but some sons of 
illiterate black generals might qualify. 

Ms. Wilmot 

I really do not get the impression that any one of these schools for the 
urban elite or middle class - at secondary level or tertiary level - for I suppose that 
was the level of the School of Medicine - was well founded. The Lycee Petion was 

clearly the most important single educational institution in the country from 1816 
to 1 843, and possibly beyond. As for the School of Medicine - did they ever have 
more than a few students and do we hear of any graduates? 

Ms. Gift 

Come now, - after so many years they must have graduated some 

doctors, not as prestigiously as the French educated ones, but good enough for 
Haiti. 

Ms. Wilmot 

The Royal College of Christophe - a secondary school - that failed from 
its disapppearance from the story. But why? 

Dr. Wells 

Possibly it was a victim of politics. For when Boyer became President all 
schools in the North- now the distant North- might have fallen out of favour with 
a Port au Prince central government. 

Dr. Payne 

Possibly the Royal College was a victim of internal contradictions. For it 

might have been modelled on an English secondary school, teaching in English - 

well how could such a school square off with a French oriented environment? 

Dr. Wells 

The Lycee Petion naturally was not too much to boast about in 1816- 
1818 under Petion, but under later Directors,14 especially Pierre Faubert 1837- 
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1 843 it was a proper lycee. 1 50 students in 1 843, mostly coloureds 15 was not a 
great deal, but by the standard of 19th century Caribbean secondary schools, it 
had "many" students. 

Ms. Wilmot 

I still do not know the secret of this school's relative success, except that 
it was for the sons of the top persons in the nation. 

Ms. Gift 

Well, that is enough explanation. It drew the best professors; clearly other 
lycées were meant to be inferior to it. 

Dr. Wells 

The author- Lamy- who tried to write a history of this school failed 
miserably. All we have are snippets of the biographies of some of its Directors and 
little about the school itself16' 

Dr. Payne 

Yes, I do not even know if it worked for French examinations like 

Queens Royal College in Trinidad which worked for exams set in 
England; or if it was content to follow the lines of French lycées so that its 
graduates could fit themselves for French universities. 

Dr. Wells 

It took the tone and orientation and. curriculum of a French lycee. it was 
a French type of theoretical education. 

Dr. Payne 
You know that the boys who all wore the same uniform as the staff did 

17 
fencing- rather military if you ask me but these boys were expected to be 
patriots, to be the stuff from which future military officers were made- gentlemen 
professionals, civil servants and soldiers. 

Dr. Wells 

Yes, in 1816 Petion knew that he was founding a lycee for an inde- 
pendent country. Queens Royal College and the College of the Immaculate Con- 
ception in Trinidad were founded in a colony; loyalty was expected to England not 
to Trinidad. Patriotism was expected from the Lycee Petion boys. 

Ms. Gift 
I suspect that by 1843 youths would have been proud to claim Lycee 

Petion as their Aimer Mater. 

Mr. Ryan 

Yes, if they could not claim a French Lycee! 
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Ms. Wilmot 

We are not going to leave this subject without saying something about 
the eduacation of girls? 

Dr. Wells 

Well, it was not until 1843- after the so called liberal revolution of 1843 
overthrowing Boyer - that the new constitution made specific mention of educa- 
tion of girls- for the first time,18 But Christophe had shown some interest in the 
education of girls by visiting private girls schools 19 and the six English teachers 
he imported from England were they not females? 

Mr. Ryan 
It is well to remember that the education of girls was left mostly to 

parents , private schools and private tutors- 1 mean for those who could afford it. 

Dr. Payne 
The most significant development in the education of girls before the 

constitution of 1843 was that Petion imported an English woman from Jamaica - 
who knew French- and used her to set up a girls boarding school in Port au Prince 
which was supposed to be the female counterpart of his Lycee.20 This school 
lasted a long time, right down to the United States Occupation in the next century. 

Dr. Wells 

There is however a difficulty in understanding its nature when it got 
started. There seems some doubt whether it was a government school or a private 
school with the sympathy of the government and as with these early boarding 
schools for girls you might have some difficulty in distinguishing whether they 
were at a true secondary level or at a sort of superior elementary level. 

Mr. Ryan 
What would girls do with secondary education of the type offered in a 

boys school?. 

Dr. Wells 

Indeed. There is another difficulty connected with the education of girls. 
The prevailing philosophy deriving no doubt from Roman Catholicism and from 
the social customs of the elite class was that girls should be educated separately 
from boys. There might have been a few exceptions - perhaps if the boys were very 
young. 

Ms. Gift 
So if the government could hardly open schools for boys in the rural 

areas, how could it open a seperate set of shools for girls in the countryside?. 
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Dr. Wells. 

That was the problem. 
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