
  

 

 

 

 

 

POLITICAL UNREST IN HAITI 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Heidi Schmidt 
History of Latin America 362 

April 7, 2016 



 1 

The nation of Haiti is half of a small island in the Caribbean, and is the poorest country in 

the Americas with over sixty percent of the population living under the poverty line. The nation 

has faced many political, economic, and social struggles since gaining their independence from 

the French in the nineteenth century. One of the biggest and most recent problems they have 

faced was the earthquake in 2010 that completely devastated Haiti, and the country has yet to 

fully recover from it. Haiti has also always struggled with getting a politically stable government, 

a problem that has manifested itself very recently. The political unrest has led to protests over 

elections, incomplete elections that led to great uncertainty, and a temporary president. 

 This past fall was the time for the presidential election in Haiti, but it did not go exactly 

as planned. The first round of elections for the new president took place back in October 2015 

and the results came in with government-backed candidate, Jovenel Moïse, came in first. Haiti’s 

capital, Port-au-Prince, was flooded with the supporters of runner- up Jude Célestin when these 

results were released, and they questioned the legitimacy of the results.1 The people of Haiti have 

had no problem showing the government how they feel through protests and demonstrations, 

which is what they did when the results came in. It was not just the supporters of Célestin who 

were making these claims. One of the leading candidates in the race, Moise Jean Charles, also 

denounced the results.2 The government scheduled a runoff election to take place on the 

December 27, but it was postponed due to protests and threats of violence.3 The election was 

then scheduled to take place January 21, and it was called off again for the same reasons- threats 

                                                
1 The Associated Press, “Haiti: Presidential Vote Results Set Stage for December Run-off,” New 
York Times, November 24, 2015, accessed March 24, 2016, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/25/world/americas/haiti-presidential-vote-results-set-stage-for-
december-run-off.html?rref=collection%2Ftimestopic%2FHaiti&_r=0. 
2 Ibid 
3 Frances Robles, “Protesters in Haiti Demand That President Quit,” January 24, 2016, accessed 
March 24, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/world/americas/protesters-in-haiti-
demand-that-president-quit.html?rref=collection%2Ftimestopic%2FHaiti. 
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of violence from protesters, which shows many people in Haiti have lost faith in their 

government. If they cannot trust their government to run a fair and unbiased election, then cannot 

trust the government to do anything for them. A government does not function well when there is 

not social contract between the people and their ruler. People need to be able to trust their 

governing body, and if they cannot then the governing body is unable to govern.  

 Haiti was unable to complete the elections for president, which led to widespread fear 

and uncertainty over what was going to happen next. The government was unable to complete 

elections that were accepted by the public before it was time for the president to step down. 

Many people were worried that the current president Michel Martelly is going to stay in power 

after his term is supposed to end, which would be against the Haitian Constitution. At first, 

Martelly swore that he would not leave office without a successor in place, while at the same 

time claiming that he did not want to stay in office longer than he was supposed to, but no one 

knew what he was going to do.4 Some people were demanding for his resignation from office, 

while the president’s supports came out in protest vowing to keep him in office for longer.5 

People did not know what was going to happen, and many feared that there would be large 

outbreaks of violence if the president did not step down when he was intended to, and the closer 

that day got, the more unclear his intentions became. The only problem with the president 

stepping down is that it would create a huge power vacuum in the country. On the other side of 

this, if the government lets the election run and the government-backed candidate is elected, 

most believe that large-scale violence and a possible coup will be the outcome, which would also 

create the same vacuum. Either way, the future is uncertain and the government is in a lose-lose 

                                                
4  “Crisis in Haiti Turns Deadly as Power Vacuum Looms,” BBC News, February 6, 2016, 
accessed March 24, 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-35508709 
5 Frances Robles, “Protesters in Haiti Demand That President Quit,” 
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situation. Power vacuums create an environment where a dictator could come into power. Haiti 

has a long past with totalitarian rulers, and they do not want to have to go back to that system of 

government.  

 The government was able to come to decision of what to do about a week of functioning 

without a president. The parliament in Haiti decided to elect Jocelerme Privet during the national 

assembly as the interim president that will be in power for four months while Haiti undergoes 

another presidential election.6 The biggest problem he will face is trying to fix the political 

divides within the nation that left Haiti without a president who was elected by the people, so 

that he can hold the new elections.7 In the last regime, there was a lot of distrust between the 

president and the people, but the people of Haiti seem to have accepted this new plan for the 

most part. This means that the trust issues that citizens had with the government may have been 

directed to the president in power instead of the government as a whole. If that holds true, then 

country’s future has a hopeful future. A new president might smooth the relations between 

opposing political parties that have been divided for a while. If Haiti can recover from this 

chaotic time and elect a president in the next election without having to postpone anymore, then 

maybe there is hope for the future of Haiti. 

 Haiti’s political chaos is nothing new to the small island nation, after all Haiti is 

considered on of the most corrupt places in the world. They have a long history of political 

instability since they became independent from France. The past election season obviously did 

not go exactly to plan. Many factors have contributed to the political unrest that Haiti is dealing 

                                                
6 “Haiti Chooses Interim President,” February 14, 2016, accessed March 24, 2016, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-35572871. 
7  The Associated Press, “Provisional President Elected in Haiti,” February 14, 2016, accessed 
March 24, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/15/world/americas/provisional-president-
elected-in-haiti.html?rref=collection%2Ftimestopic%2FHaiti&_r=0.  
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with, but the history of Haiti’s economic instability are the main cause. The constant need for 

foreign aid, the rigid divide between socioeconomic classes, unequal distribution of wealth, 

poverty, and unemployment are the major economic factors that contribute to the unstable 

government and chaotic politics.  

 Haiti has had very bad luck with natural disasters, which results in the nation receiving a 

large amount of foreign aid. Since 2000, Haiti has dealt with numerous hurricanes, floods, 

tropical storms, earthquakes with magnitudes as high as 7.0, and a cholera outbreak all causing 

thousands of deaths and a lot of destruction. These are not easy things for a country to recover 

from, especially the poorest country in the Americas. Haiti does not have the funds for programs 

like the Red Cross to give relief to their citizens when a disaster does strike. For Haiti help is 

either automatically given out from other nations or the government has to ask other countries 

for help. This foreign aid is not always a good thing, especially in a developing country like 

Haiti. In the article Haiti: Testing the Limits of Government Aid and Philanthropy author Carol 

Adelman looks into why receiving foreign aid can be crippling to a nation, “lack of government 

ownership of aid programs further eroded the legitimacy of government… donors funnel money 

through NGOs because they do not trust the government, which further erodes the capacity and 

legitimacy of the Haitian government.”8 Here Adelman is conveying that these foreign aid 

providers are undermining the government by providing the aid themselves and only attaching 

their name to the program. When organizations and countries do this, it shows to the people of 

Haiti that their own government cannot provide for them, something that would make most 

citizens upset with and wary of the government. If the government does not have the funds 

during times of need, then they clearly do not have the funds for most other activities. Haiti has a 

                                                
8 Carol Adelman, Haiti: Testing the Limits of Government Aid and Philanthropy (Brown Journal 
World Affairs, 2011), 92-93 



 5 

long history of receiving foreign aid, just between the years 1990 and 1993 Haiti receive around 

four billion dollars in foreign aid.9 That is only a small portion of the aid they have receive, that 

is decades of the government being weakened by others helping. It is easy to see why Haiti is 

having such problems now.  

There is more than just one down side to getting foreign aid. The other negative side-

effect that foreign aid had is that it distorts the economy, which Adelman mentions in her article 

as well, “Haiti already relies heavily on food imports, much of it funded by foreign aid, its own 

agricultural sector having been destroyed by cheaper imports, natural disasters…The influx of 

food aid may only further hamper efforts to revive the agricultural economy.”10 The largest part 

of Haiti’s economy is agriculture, but because of the continual influx of food into the ports the 

country has become reliant on imports, crippling their own agriculture economy. Author Robert 

Perito describes an instance in 1994 where Haiti’s economy did shrink as a result of foreign aid 

given by the U.S. to Haiti in his article Haiti’s New Government Wrestles with the Past, “Even 

after the U.S.-led intervention in 1994, Haiti’s economy actually shrank… destroyed Haiti’s 

successful small farmers…Haiti became a net importer of agricultural products, creating food 

insecurity and malnutrition for the majority of its people.”11 Here Perito shows that past 

distortion as a result of foreign aid, and historically this has been happening for multiple decades 

now. This economic distortion causes possibly never-ending cycle of foreign aid, with the 

Haitian government still getting the short end of the stick. While foreign aid can be helpful for 

short-term solutions, it can cripple the nation receiving the aid in the process for the long-term. 

Haiti has received more foreign aid than most nations ever will, and has been in this cycle for a 

                                                
9 Adelman, Haiti: Testing the Limits of Government Aid and Philanthropy, 92 
10 Adelman, Haiti: Testing the Limits of Government Aid and Philanthropy, 92 
11 Robert M. Perito, Haiti’s New Government Wrestles with the Past, (Foreign Service Journal, 
2006), 48 
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long time. Due to all of the foreign aid in the past, Haiti’s economy is quite distorted, which has 

led to many problems, including political unrest.   

 Haiti has always had noticeable divide between the different socioeconomic classes. 

Perito discusses the economic class division through out his article, but he discusses class 

divisions first, “Haitian society is deeply divided between a small, well-educated, affluent and 

French-speaking elite and a large, uneducated, Creole-speaking, peasant population.”12 Haiti’s 

socioeconomic divide is like all others in history, with the elite group as the minority and the 

peasants as the majority. This divide has always been a part of Haitian society, but Perito sees it 

as such a problem because it keeps some from participating fully in society, “The polarization of 

Haitian society excluded the cast majority of citizens from meaningful participation in the 

country’s political and economic life.”13 This polarization is what creates the tension between the 

classes during elections, because the class with a lower economic standing feels as if they are not 

being properly represented in the government, and believe that there is corruption keeping them 

from participating. Roger Annis and Kim Ives write similar things in their article Haiti’s Election 

Debacle: A Coup Legacy, “And so Haiti stumbles along with a deeply flawed electoral exercise 

whose only certainty is that the presidential winner will be a rightist politician friendly to Haiti’s 

elite.”14 These two authors are showing the class divide and how that divide plays a role in the 

politics of Haiti. The dangers of this socioeconomic divide has also been recognized by Michele 

Wucker in his article Haiti: So Many Missteps, “This has created a dangerously polarized nation 

and set major obstacles in the way of a better future for the country.”15 This was written in 2004, 

                                                
12 Perito, Haiti’s New Government Wrestles with the Past, 46 
13 Perito, Haiti’s New Government Wrestles with the Past, 46 
14 Rodger Annis and Kim Ives, Haiti’s Election Debacle: A Coup Legacy, (NACLA Report on 
the Americas, 2011), 24 
15 Michele Wucker, Haiti: So Many Missteps, (World Policy Journal, 2004), 42 
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and Wucker was correct, the polarization of the country was dangerous and it resulted in 

violence during the last elections. This division is mainly created by and unequal distribution of 

wealth, poverty, and unemployment.  

These class divides are created in part by and unequal distribution of wealth. Perito 

recognizes that the wealth inequality really picked up after the U.S. got involved with Haiti in 

1994, “At the same time, ownership of wealth became concentrated in a smaller percentage of 

the population. In 2002, the top 4 percent of the population controlled 66 percent of the country’s 

assets.”16 That is a very small group of people controlling over half of the countries wealth. 

When the small farm owners started to lose their land back in 1994, the wealthy started to 

purchase that land, thus giving that top four percent over half of the countries wealth. When one 

group holds that much power, others in the nation aren’t going to like it, particularly the ones 

who are living in poverty, and are going to do everything in their power to change their situation 

when the opportunity strikes. These non-elitists played a huge role in the political chaos that took 

place a few months ago when the government tried to hold elections for president.  

Poverty takes part in the class divide and political unrest. Haiti has a very large amount of 

people living below the poverty line. Perito gives a general number how many people in Haiti do 

live in poverty, “Haiti remains the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere and among the 

poorest in the world. Two-thirds of its eight million citizens live in abject poverty.”17 Those 

numbers give an estimate of more than five million people living below the poverty line, and this 

article is from 2006, and conditions only worsened after the earthquake back in 2010. The 

majority of the population had been living in poverty for about a decade, with their numbers 

growing. The people who lived in poverty had almost nothing, and Adelman discusses how little 

                                                
16 Perito, Haiti’s New Government Wrestles with the Past, 48 
17 Perito, Haiti’s New Government Wrestles with the Past, 46 
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they had to live on, “Approximately 54 percent of the population lives on less than $1 a day and 

78 percent on less than $2 a day.”18 Horrible economic instability and living conditions for a 

prolonged period of time is obviously going to play a role when elections come around and 

theses impoverished people wanted to elect someone new who could possible change things.  

It is hard to improve one’s economic standing when there is no way to get a job and earn 

money. Haiti was dealing with incredibly high unemployment rates, which Adelman includes the 

rate in her article as well, “Haiti’s unemployment rate is believed to be as high as 70 percent.”19 

This is an unusually high unemployment rate, and it did not have a way of improving either. This 

high rate of unemployment was not anything new to the Haitian people, “Most essential is the 

development of the local economy and jobs for the chronically underemployed Haitian 

population.”20 This is from Adelman’s article and she specifically used the word “chronically” 

which indicates that this unemployment rate had been going on for years. This economic 

problem was another important reason why the Haitian people wanted the change that brought 

about the political chaos.   

Overall, Haiti’s economic problems and instability that have built up over the years have 

played a major role in the current situation of political unrest in Haiti. Money and corruption 

usually go hand in hand, so it is clear to see why economics have been front and center when 

looking for the cause of the problem. People also would not feel the need to protest against their 

own government if they were happy with their standard of living. There are so many people 

unemployed and living in poverty in Haiti and have been for a long time now that eventually, 

                                                
18 Adelman, Haiti: Testing the Limits of Government Aid and Philanthropy, 91-92 
19 Adelman, Haiti: Testing the Limits of Government Aid and Philanthropy, 91 
20 Adelman, Haiti: Testing the Limits of Government Aid and Philanthropy, 92 
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they going to want to try and change their situation. If creating this political chaos is how they 

believe they can change things, then they are going to do create chaos. 
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