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America 's Policy-Making in Haitian 
Education, 1915-1934 
Leon D. Pamphile, Teacher of Foreign Language, 
Pittsburgh Public Schools 

In 1915, United States marines landed in Haiti ostensibly to bring 
peace to one of the world's oldest republics. Occupation authorities 
stayed for twenty years, controlling not only the political and eco- 
nomic life of the people but much of their education as well. This 
study explains the nature of the American involvement and its 
impact upon Haitian education during those two decades. 

CONFLICT OVER EFFORTS TO REFORM HAITIAN EDUCATION 
While the treaty of 1916 between Haiti and the United States 

made no direct reference to education, the American occupiers soon 
became involved in the operation of Haitian schools. In fact, one 
year after the signing of the treaty, they created the post of Super- 
intendent of Public Instruction for Haiti and brought in Lionel 
Bourgeois, a former superintendent of public instruction in Loui- 
siana, to fill the post. Bourgeois quickly drew up a plan to reform 
the nation's schools and urged that a cadre of American inspectors 
be appointed to direct this educational reformation. In defense of 
this plan to have Americans, and not native educational leaders, 
oversee the transformation of Haitian education, Bourgeois argued: 

No reform of the school system can be effected by employing strictly Haitian 
Inspectors for the very good reason that it is impossible to find here a 
sufficient number of properly trained school men. Even if this were possible 
such inspectors could not accomplish the aim desired on account of the 
peculiar psychology of the Haitian mass at this time which unaccustomed to 
disciplining itself does not tolerate the attempt coming from its own race.1 
Haitian governmental leaders rejected this proposal, maintain- 

'State Department file, Bourgeois to Russell, June 19, 1920. See also Dantes Bellegarde, Pour 
une Haiti Heureuse, Vol. II (Port-au-Prince: Imprimerie Cheraquit, 1929), p. 239. 
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ing that the Americans had no legal right to interfere in their coun- 
try's educational system. However, since the Americans controlled 
Haiti's "purse strings," they began using this power to control the 
schools also. Dantes Bellegarde, a minister of Public Instruction 
who had resisted these early American efforts to manage Haitian 
education, discovered the extent to which Americans would go to 
use their economic power to get their way in education. When in 
1918 he requested money for various educational projects, Mr. 
McIllhenny, the American Financial Advisor in Haiti, objected since 
he felt that the schools were so inefficient that "money appropriated 
and expended is largely wasted." "The $360,000 spent annually on 
Haitian schools was," in his mind, "practically thrown away on 
account of the incompetency of the teachers and inspectors."2 

Frustrated over their repeated failure to make headway in 
reforming Haitian education, the Americans came to the conclusion 
by 1920 that they had to exert more direct control over the system. 
As Superintendent Bourgeois told the military authorities: "I am of 
the determined opinion that unless the primary school of Haiti be 
taken over and administered by the Occupation, there is no solution 
to the school problem. It is an incontrovertible fact that the Haitians 
are unfitted to the proper administration of the school system."3 

General John H. Russell, Commander of Naval operations who 
directed the American Occupation in Haiti, had likewise grown 
impatient with the lack of progress being made in education. With- 
out white inspectors, he was certain that it was impossible "to have 
the well thought out pedagogical guide followed." "In the interest 
of Haiti," he argued, "the primary schools of Haiti should be taken 
over by the Military Occupation and conducted by it until they can 
be put on a sound basis and their success assured."4 

Strong backing for this idea was given by Thomas Snowden, 
Military Governor of Santo Domingo and Military Representative 
of the United States in Haiti, who also believed that only white 
teachers were capable of bringing about improvements in Haitian 
education. He explained: 

Haiti needs plenty of primary schools all throughout the country and this 
means is the best for the pacification of the country. Education is the best 
civilizer to eradicate Voodooism and other superstitions due to ignorance, 
now rife in Haiti, no more efficient means can be employed than primary 
schools everywhere. But only civilized and educated white teachers can carry 
this effort into good effect. This seems to me to be the saving method for 

2Hearings before a Select Committee on Haiti and Santo Domingo (Washington, D.C.), p. 1349. This 
document will be hereafter referred to as Hearings. 

3Bourgeois to Russell, June 19, 1920. 
4State Department file 838.42/11, Russell to Chief of Naval Operations, June 19, 1920. 
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Haiti. Every effort should be used to induce the Government of Haiti to 
sanction this step so necessary to improve conditions.5 

In like manner, Senator Joseph Medill McCormick of Illinois, con- 
cerned in 1920 over "our failure in Haiti," urged the United States 
to send such people to Haiti and the Dominican Republic who were 
"keenly sympathetic with the purpose to develop the country, the 
government, and above all the civilization of the people of whom 
the overwhelming majority have African blood in their veins and 
who in Haiti are almost full-blooded Africans."6 

This enthusiasm to carry out a civilizing mission in the Republic 
of Haiti gained increasing support. R. E. Conty, acting secretary of 
the Navy, joined the rising chorus and called for more direct inter- 
vention in education as a way to improve the image of the American 
occupation of Haiti. He explained: 

As is doubtless well known to the State Department an active propaganda is 
being maintained to discredit the conduct of this Government in the affairs 
of both the Dominican Republic and the Republic of Haiti. One of the strong- 
est agents in combatting this propaganda in the Dominican Republic is the 
improvement of the educational system which is being most vigorously 
pursued. It is recommended that proper steps be taken to work a similar 
improvement in the educational system in Haiti.7 

The American Minister to Haiti, Arthur Bailly-Blanchard, believed 
that America's commitment to improve economic conditions in 
Haiti obligated the occupation authorities to improve the nation's 
schools. ". . . The obligation of the United States under the treaty 
to assist in the carrying out of plans for the prosperity of the Haitian 
Republic," he argued, "comprises the duty of aiding the Haitian 
Government in every proper way to establish the system of public 
instruction on a sound foundation and make reforms and improve- 
ments in the present method of education."8 As an evidence of its 
earnest desire to improve the existing system of public education, 
the United States agreed to make yearly appropriations so that the 
salaries of teachers could be increased and necessary equipment for 
the schools be purchased. Furthermore, provision was to be made 
for the immediate establishment of adequate normal schools for 
teacher training, for the employment of competent inspectors, and 
above all, for the hiring of an American technical advisor on edu- 
cational matters. 

Haitian governmental leaders followed this crescendo of new 
American concern about their educational system with more than 

5State Department file 838.42/11, Snowden to Chief of Naval Operation, July 1, 1920. 
6Nation, CXI, (December 1, 1920), 615. 
7State Department file 838.41/11, K. E. Conty to Secretary of State, July 26, 1920. 
8Documents Diplomatiques (Port-au-Prince: Imprimerie Nationale, 1921), pp. 233-234. 
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just a little interest. They presented to the American authorities 
their own recommendations for improvements in Haitian schools. 
They requested that the American financial advisor immediately 
abandon his long-standing practice of refusing to approve the increase 
of the "salaries of the Members of the Teaching Corps and (funds) 
for the acquisition of the material necessary for the schools."9 

IMPOSITION OF A SYSTEM OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION 

In 1922, a Select Committee of Inquiry created by the U.S. Senate 
to investigate American activities in Haiti and Santo Domingo, was 
to study Haitian education. The Committee concluded that the 
Haitians needed elementary, agricultural, and industrial schools 
patterned after the system developed by Booker T. Washington at 
Tuskegee Institute. "Justice, schools, and agricultural instruction," 
the Committee said, should be placed within the reach of the masses. 

One result of this inquiry was the appointment of General John 
H. Russell as High Commissioner to Haiti by President Warren G. 
Harding. Russell set out to implement the recommendations set 
forth by the Committee. During this same year, Joseph Louis Borno 
was elected president of Haiti. President Borno worked in such 
close collaboration with the United States that he was hailed as the 
chief champion of the American occupation. 

At this juncture of affairs, High Commissioner Russell gave his 
approval to the establishment of a new system of schools which the 
Americans hoped would change significantly the character of Hai- 
ti's traditional educational system. Under this plan a distinct and 
separate system of vocational schools was to be established, and a 
new agency known as the Service Technique de l'Agriculture et de 
l'Enseignement Professionnel was to administer and support it. Dr. 
George Freeman, a former chief of the Division of Cotton Breeding 
at Texas Agricultural Experiment Station, was brought to Haiti to 
direct the new agency. The basic objectives of this system were 
congruent with High Commissioner Russell's plan for economic 
development in Haiti. 

Such a plan, not surprisingly, met with the strong approval of 
those in the United States who were interested in investment oppor- 
tunities in Haiti. Roger Farham, vice-president of the New York 
City Bank, saw that climatic conditions in Haiti were quite adequate 
for agricultural development. However, he understood clearly that 
before such development could take place, a cheap, readily available 

9Ibid., pp. 236-237. English translation in State Department file 838.42/16. 
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labor force had to be trained.10 The new technical and vocational 
schools the American authorities were proposing to build offered 
the promise of training Haitians "to fill middle level posts of a semi- 
skilled kind, particularly in agriculture."1 

Another advantage High Commissioner Russell saw in this new 
vocational emphasis in education was that it would direct Haitian 
education away from its classical focus, and, as a result, improve 
the economy and lessen the likelihood for revolution. He explained: 

Up to the time of the American intervention the entire school system of Haiti, 
from the primary grades up, emphasized classical studies almost to the 
complete exclusion of industrial education. . . This emphasis of classical 
studies and practical exclusion of agricultural and industrial education has 
necessarily led to the creation of a class of young men who desire to take up 
professions such as law and medicine, or commercial and clerical occupa- 
tions, a great portion of the latter seeking governmental positions. . . . As a 
result there is a regrettable shortage of agriculturists and skilled workers. It 
is among such a class that revolutions are bred. 

It is therefore essential that the educational system of Haiti . .. be designed 
to furnish agricultural education to the rural classes, and industrial education 
to the urban population.12 
Here, then, was the American answer to Haiti's educational 

needs. Education was to be the vehicle through which a new gen- 
eration of vocationally trained Haitians would help the nation increase 
its economic productivity. For High Commissioner Russell, pro- 
ductivity was "the direct result of the intelligent and skillful use of 
his hands by the individual. Anything that will help toward a 
harmonious development of handability will, consequently serve 
as an efficient agent in the making of productive members of soci- 
ety."13 Such a modernization and uplifting of Haitian agriculture 
would then insure financial growth. Since a major part of the coun- 
try's revenue came from agriculture, the program was designed "to 
be a means of increasing these revenues by increasing produc- 
tion."14 

It was also expected that economic prosperity would bring about 
the reform of the country's social and political institutions. The 
educated mass now would be able to enjoy the political rights long 
granted by the Haitian constitution. It was also optimistically pre- 
dicted that as the nation's standard of living rose, a middle class 
would emerge and the establishment of a permanently stable gov- 

0Hearings, p. 686. 
11David Nicholls, From Dessalines to Duvalier (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 

1979), p. 147. 
12Report of the American High Commissioner, 1925, p. 7. 
13Annual Report of the Service Technique, Bulletin No. 17, p. 97. 
14State Department file 838.42/28, Freeman to Russell, April 2, 1924. 
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ernment would naturally result. In the view of High Commissioner 
Russell, this was sound policy since such a needed middle class 
would "become the backbone of the country . . ., bridging over the 
tremendous gulf that now separates the elite and peasant classes."'15 
The director of the Latin American Division was even more positive 
over the bright prospects of social and economic reforms in Haiti. 
He confidently explained that ". . . a middle class with sufficient 
property interests . .. (would be) a real factor in maintaining stable 
political conditions, and this would tend to eliminate the danger 
from the professional malcontents whose revolutionary activities 
have been much a scourge to the country in the past."'16 It is clear 
from this perspective that political stability was to be erected upon 
the backs of a Haitian working class and directed by a rising middle 
class who would replace the country's traditional leaders, who 
generally had been educated in the classical style of schooling 
designed to train a small elite for professional and governmental 
careers. 

By January 7, 1926, Dr. George Freeman, director of the newly- 
established Service Technique, had drawn up a comprehensive plan 
designed to bring about the necessary transformation of Haitian 
education and the nation's economy. It provided for the elimination 
of forty national schools which, in his judgment, followed a strictly 
classical curriculum. To take the place of these schools, all located 
in the capital city of Port-au-Prince, he urged the rapid construction 
of twelve industrial schools, eight for boys and four for girls, with 
a capacity of 500 students each. 17 The American occupation author- 
ities were obviously delighted with Freeman's proposal and were 
prepared to give it full support. Unfortunately, they failed to realize 
that in order for changes in a people's education to take root, those 
changes must still be related to the values and customs of the 
people.18 Furthermore, the Americans had failed to gain the trust 
and cooperation of the Haitians for whom the scheme was designed 
and, predictably, difficulties quickly arose. 

For some Haitians the plan seemed to convey the crude impli- 
cation that "vocational training is the only kind to which Haitians 
are suited."19 Indeed, the programs formulated by the Americans 
seemed to the Haitians to be exactly like those vocational education 
programs that white Americans felt were the only proper ones for 

15Report of American High Commissioner, 1925, pp. 6-7. 
16State Department file 838.42/35, Stabler to Gerry, November 27, 1926. 
17State Department file 838.42/41, January 5, 1926. 
18Frederick C. Gruber, Foundations for a Philosophy of Education (New York: Crowell, 1916), p. 14. 
19R. W. Logan, "Education in Haiti," Journal of Negro History, XV (October 1930), 401-460. 
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Black Americans. Further, some American writers like Eve E. Soren- 
sen, who welcomed this new system of vocational education as 
being ideally suited for a people who had been largely untouched 
by civilizing contacts with the outer world, further angered the 
Haitians. Sorensen felt that for the Haitians who were continuing 
to live "a primitive African type of life," this new American edu- 
cational plan held out the promise of ushering in the "Dawn of 
Haiti's new era." Haiti's "pilfering hordes of vagabonds," she 
thought, could now be transformed into a "class of trained work- 
men. "20 

Some Americans, however, were not so enthusiastic about these 
new plans. Charles E. Chapman explained his misgivings about 
these proposals: 

The average American, with his unquestioning belief in the all prevailing 
and wonder-working propensities of a common school education and with 
a knowledge of the complete illiteracy of the Haitian people, would probably 
think that this was a department that should be attended to first. But the 
writer submits that education as the American understands it, far from being 
a sine qua non, is little more than a luxury for a people in the situation of 
those in Haiti. Health, plenty of good food and reasonable living conditions 
must come first.21 

His was decidedly a minority voice. 

REACTIONS TO AMERICAN EDUCATIONAL POLICIES 

The Haitians were far from agreeing with the views of their 
occupiers and indeed began to suspect that the educational policy 
represented a not-so-veiled attack upon their own cultural heritage. 
Even President Louis Borno, who had closely cooperated with the 
Americans, expressed concern over this propensity of the United 
States to regard nations south of the border "merely from the point 
of view of economic possibilities rather from that of cultural stim- 
ulation." Cultures such as Haiti's, Borno argued, "possessed a 
certain philosophy of life which has many commendable features 
and involves a beauty and sweetness which will merit the study of 
the Anglo-Saxon."22 The problem was well described by Zonia 
Barber and E. G. Balch of the Women's International League for 
Peace and Freedom: 

Haitians, so far as we talk with them, dread American influence on their 
educational system, fearing that if it is "Anglo-Saxonized" it will be turned 

20Eve E. Sorensen, "The Dawn of Haiti's New Era," Current History, XXII (December 1925), 373. 
Also see Arthur Ruhl, "What America Is Doing for Haiti," Current History, XXII (August 1925), 735. 

21Charles E. Chapman, "The Development of Intervention in Haiti," Hispanic Historical Review, 
VII (1927), 315. 

22L. Borno, Bulletin of Pan American Union, LX, No. 9, p. 850. 
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away from the French cultural tradition and given a materialist and purely 
utilitarian trend. Their sense of distress is acute. It is as if their soul itself 
were in danger of being tampered with by alien hands.23 
Haitian intellectuals readily rallied in opposition to any effort 

that would tamper with Haitian culture and its French tradition. 
One Haitian educator sensed that the people of his country were 
increasingly afraid that the soul of the youth of Haiti "was being 
turned over to the occupiers."24 Haitian nationalists joined the 
growing protest against this American effort to Anglo-Saxonize 
their country. 

Other problems also stood in the way of a smooth implemen- 
tation of the education plan. The Service Technique, which was to be 
the main instrument by which the Americans would stimulate the 
productivity of the country, became embroiled in bitter controversy 
from the very beginning. Since its administrative officers rarely, if 
ever, consulted either the officials of the Haitian Government or 
leaders in the private and Catholic schools, the people never accepted 
it. The Catholic Church had violently opposed this take-over of 
Haitian education from the beginning. The impossibility of finding 
French-speaking Americans who combined technical training in 
agriculture or industrial education with the peculiar qualifications 
needed for work in Haiti also doomed this experiment. The skeptical 
masses, distrustful of American technology and efficiency, forced 
High Commissioner Russell to admit that it was a mistake to think 
that "example is all that is necessary for the tropical peasant to 
mend his farming ways."25 

Despite the high hopes the Americans had to increase produc- 
tion through agricultural and vocational training, the plan failed to 
make much headway. And when agricultural and geographical 
surveys revealed that resources in the country were actually very 
limited, the dreams of "a new and prosperous" Haiti began to fade. 
High Commissioner Russell would finally admit that plans to 
encourage foreign investors to engage in large-scale agricultural 
operations were complicated "by the question of land ownership 

and the scarcity of really good land." He also conceded that 
there were "no important mineral resources capable of profitable 
exploitation, under present conditions, and industry is as yet insig- 
nificant."26 

The determined American occupation forces, notwithstanding 

23Emily G. Balch, Occupied Haiti, (New York: Writer's Publishing Co., 1927), p. 104. 
24Dartigue, Enseignement en Haiti (Port-au-Prince: Imprimerie de l'Etat, 1950), p. 14. 
25Eighth Annual Report of American High Commissioner, p. 38. 
26Ibid., pp. 36-37. 
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these difficulties, continued to expand the industrial education pro- 
gram. Haitian opposition also continued to rise. To stop this mount- 
ing criticism, the American generals muzzled the Haitian press. 
"Freedom of the press," complained General Russell, "was con- 
strued (by Haitian journalists) to be unlimited license to attack not 
only the Government of Haiti and the American Occupation, but 
also the personal and private character of any Haitian official."27 To 
prevent this from happening, journalists were imprisoned indefi- 
nitely without trial.28 

Angered with such high-handed actions by the occupation forces 
and increasingly frustrated with the workings of the American 
educational bureaucracy, students of the American-controlled Ecole 
Centrale d'Agriculture went on strike in October 1929. It swiftly 
spread to all the schools in the capital and then throughout the 
country. The opponents to the occupation seized this strike as an 
opportunity to organize a nation-wide protest. Riots broke out and 
bloodshed resulted. In one bloody encounter between the United 
States marines and the Haitian civilians, at least five Haitians were 
killed and twenty wounded. Ironically, the very educational system 
which the Americans hoped would bring about political stability 
had precipitated- violence in Haiti. Since Haiti had been run 
throughout the occupation by a cohort of American officers guided 
by a "military psychology,"29 it is perhaps not surprising that such 
violence erupted during Haiti's most difficult period of foreign 
domination. 

By December 1929, President Herbert Hoover, concerned over 
these serious developments, got Congress to authorize a Commis- 
sion chaired by Cameroun Forbes, former governor general of the 
Philippine Islands, to investigate conditions in Haiti. Another Com- 
mission to be headed by Dr. Robert Moton was formed to investi- 
gate the educational problems in Haiti. Dr. Mordecai W. Johnson, 
president of Howard University, along with Leo M. Favrot, Profes- 
sor Benjamin F. Hubert, and Dr. W. T. B. Williams served as mem- 
bers of this educational Commission. The Commission, in its report 
of October 1930, found substantial grounds for complaints by Hai- 
tians against the separate vocational school system set up by the 
American military occupation. Predictably, this conclusion greatly 
angered the occupation establishment, as well as the U.S. State 
Department. The State Department even went so far as to withhold 

27see Hearings, p. 73. 
28Nation, CXXV (August 17, 1927). 
29Leslie Buell, "Misrepresenting Haiti," New Republic, 59 (June 5, 1929), 59. 
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for a period of time the publication of the Commission's report. The 
American officials also launched an intensive but unsuccessful lob- 
bying campaign to have Dr. Moton modify his report. Finally, in 
February 1931, under public pressure, the State Department released 
copies of the Moton report to the press. 

When Franklin D. Roosevelt was elected president of the United 
States the following year, he promised to institute a "Good Neigh- 
bor Policy" toward the nations to the South. In July 1934, he visited 
Haiti, and after concluding that having one's military forces occupy 
another country was obviously not a neighborly way to behave, he 
ordered their withdrawal. The following month the American troops 
left Haiti, bringing to a close this ignominous chapter in American- 
Haitian relationships. 

CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

Haiti, under American control, underwent tremendous changes 
in her political, economic, cultural, and educational life during the 
early 1900s. A primary concern was to reform the Haitian educa- 
tional system under American guidance by introducing new curric- 
ula, methods, and better supervision. More important, education 
was to be a means for pacification and a tool for bringing Anglo- 
Saxon civilization to this benighted people. 

When this plan proved difficult to enforce due to nationalist 
resistance, America's educational policy took a new course which 
embraced agricultural and industrial training for the Haitian masses. 
This approach resulted in a new structuring of Haitian education, 
which became divided into two different systems with contrasting 
philosophies, and administered through separate ministries-the 
Department of Public Instruction and the Department of Agricul- 
ture. The curriculum, which had been basically uniform in the past, 
shifted from a classical to a vocational emphasis. 

Reforms were much needed in Haitian education in the early 
decades of the twentieth century. However, American policy-mak- 
ers failed to understand that for such reforms to be successful, the 
people themselves had to be partners in the process. So, when the 
American forces left Haiti in 1934, the various educational agencies 
in operation in the country fell under the control of the Haitian 
government. Within this new context, educational development for 
the masses remained stagnant. As we move toward the twenty- 
first century, Haiti is still plagued by one of the highest levels of 
illiteracy in the western hemisphere. 
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