
“False Promises”: The U.S. Occupation of Haiti (1915-1934) and the

Dominican Republic (1916-24)

by

Avery Merry Nordman

Supervised by

Dr. Jason Colby

A Graduating Essay Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements, in the

Honours Programme.

For the Degree of

Bachelor of Arts

In the

Department

Of

History

The University of Victoria
April 30, 2021



i

Table of Contents

Acknowledgements 1

Introduction 2

Chapter I: The Emergence of the U.S. Empire and the Republics of Hispaniola 7

Chapter II: The Early Years of  Occupation (1915-1919) 18

Chapter III: U.S. Withdrawal and the Haitian Massacre (1920-1934, 1937) 31

Conclusion 40

Bibliography 42



1

Acknowledgements

I would like to begin by acknowledging that this thesis paper was completed on the

unceded territories of the Lekwungen and W̱SÁNEĆ peoples. Although this research project

addresses violence, racism, and dispossession in Haiti and the Dominican Republic, I would like

to acknowledge that these structures of injustice exist locally, on the lands on which I live and

study.

I would also like to acknowledge the support of my friends, family, classmates, and

professors over the past four years. In light of Covid-19, I would like to thank all the wonderful

professors I have had classes with during the past year, as I appreciate their efforts to

accommodate online learning. I especially would like to thank my thesis supervisor, Dr. Jason

Colby for his support and advice. In addition, I would like to thank Dr. Elizabeth Vibert for her

suggestions as my second reader.

Lastly, I would like to acknowledge the infinite support of my parents. Not only have

they encouraged my academic dreams, but they helped foster my interest in history from a young



http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4946/




4

Therefore, the U.S. occupations of Haiti and the Dominican Republic were attempts at

state-building, with the intent to safeguard investments and promote political stability.

Essentially, the United States sought stable pro-U.S. governments in the Caribbean, and the

political turmoil within the sister-nations of Hispaniola provided opportunities for intervention.

Yet the U.S. occupation failed at creating positive and sustainable political, economic and

socio-cultural change on Hispaniola. For the most part, both republics’ citizens rejected U.S.

intervention and resisted to varying degrees throughout the occupations. The resistance was

caused in large part by “concrete grievances” rather than nationalism. For the most part, local

concerns were material, power-related, self-protective, or self-promoting.5 Furthermore, the

paternalism of U.S. policymakers and racialized violence perpetrated by the U.S. Marines only

fueled further distrust and resentment towards the foreign invasion.

This paper builds on a rich body of scholarship on the U.S. empire and occupations of

Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Recent scholarship on the U.S. empire in the Caribbean

situate the occupations into the broader context of imperialism.6 Many historians have explored

the domestic and global factors that contributed to the United States’ desire to spread political,

cultural, and economic influence in the Americas. Significantly, racism within the United States
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discussion of the occupations, this paper builds upon the work of other scholars to obtain a

complex understanding of the political, social, cultural, and economic impacts.7 Alan McPherson

provides a comprehensive account of the U.S. occupations of Nicaragua, Haiti, and the

Dominican Republic. McPherson argues that political culture was central to the U.S. occupation

and domestic and transnational resistance movements. Resistance, however, was not motivated

by nationalism, as much as concrete grievances such as “hatred for the brutality of the marines,

fear of losing land, outrage at cultural impositions, and thirst for political power.”8 Mary A.

Renda explores the cultural aspects of U.S. contact with Haiti during the U.S. occupation and its

aftermath. Renda uses a plethora of primary source material to demonstrate what Americans

thought about Haiti and the culture of U.S. imperialism. Her central theme of analysis is

American paternalism in terms of intent and impact.9 For his part, Edward Paulino analyzes the

contentious Haitian-Dominican border relations during the twentieth century, including the

Haitian Massacre of 1937. Paulino argues against the notion that anti-Haitian sentiment was a

part of Dominican ethos, arguing that the border region had its own cultural identity, which

included Haitian-Dominican collaboration. Rather, the anti-Haitian sentiment was exacerbated

by dictator Rafael Trujillo’s regime, and efforts were made to place Dominican “whiteness” in

opposition to Haitian “Blackness,” which led to violence.10 While an abundance of literature

exists on the individual occupations, less work has been done comparing the occupations and

10 Edward Paulino, Dividing Hispaniola: The Dominican Republic's Border Campaign against Haiti, 1930-1961,
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 2016).

9 Mary A. Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940, (Chapel Hill:
The University of North Carolina Press, 2001).

8 McPherson, The Invaded, 1.

7 See: Suzy Castor and Lynn Garafola, "The American Occupation of Haiti (1915-34) and the Dominican Republic
(1916-24)," The Massachusetts Review 15, no. 1/2, 1974; Alan McPherson, The Invaded: How Latin Americans and
Their Allies Fought and Ended U.S. Occupations, (Oxford University Press, 2014); Edward Paulino, Dividing
Hispaniola: The Dominican Republic's Border Campaign against Haiti, 1930-1961, (University of Pittsburgh Press,
2016); Mary A. Renda,
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Chapter I: The Emergence of the U.S. Empire and the Republics of

Hispaniola

The late nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries marked the emergence of the United

States as an overseas empire. Due to the industrial developments and growing capital

accumulation following the Civil War, the United States sought new markets and areas for

investment, like railroads, plantations and public utilities.11 Although most of these projects were

funded by private investments, these American business interests were significant, as they

impacted commercial and labour patterns and brought Washington into a more active role in the

region. In the early 1880s, British interests controlled much of the Latin American economy, but

by the late 1890s, American capital became predominant, as 
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responsible government.”18 In short, the United States saw the Black and Indigenous peoples of

the Caribbean as incapable of stability, and therefore, a threat to the interests of the U.S. empire.

The United States had long asserted its right to shape the region’s future. In late 1823,

President James Monroe had announced that the United States would not tolerate further

European imperial expansion in the Americas. This Monroe Doctrine was a defining moment in

U.S. foreign policy. By the early twentieth century, moreover, the United States had the power to

begin enforcing the doctrine. Following the Venezuela Crisis of 1902-1903, President Theodore

Roosevelt added his “Roosevelt Corollary” to the doctrine. The United States sought to protect

its empire and access to the Panama Canal by limiting European influence. The corollary

announced that the United States would intervene in Latin America in order to enforce political

stability and financial responsibility, and thereby prevent European intervention.

Strategic control in the Americas became of utmost importance in the early twentieth

century due to the construction of the Panama Canal.19 The interest and involvement of the

United States in the Caribbean area increased substantially, as the nation sought to maintain

political stability to prevent foreign intrusion, which could threaten U.S. interests. Moreover, the

U.S. Navy desired to secure the Windward Passage between Cuba and Haiti, as it was a natural

shipping route from the Atlantic to the Caribbean. In 1891 and 1913, the United States

unsuccessfully tried to buy Haiti’s Môle Saint-Nicolas, which was on one side of the passage. In

addition, once World War I began, Mexican oil and Chilean nitrates were essential for the allied

war effort. Keeping foreign powers out of the Caribbean was seen as imperative.20

20 McPherson, The Invaded, 4.
19 Schmidt, The United States Occupation of Haiti, 9.
18 Colby, The Business of Empire, 56.
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Republic was home to around 21,000 to 35,000 Spanish-speaking people of mixed Indigenous,

Spanish and 
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plantations, technology, and infrastructural accomplishments were destroyed.35 After

independence, the land was distributed to high-ranking military chiefs and civil officials, creating

a landholding oligarchy consolidated through political power.36 There were two principal classes:

elites and peasants. Historian Hans Schmidt writes that the elites sought to achieve “respect for

Haiti and the Negroid race by successfully emulating French culture.”37 One estimate states that

between seventy-five and ninety-eight percent of the population could not read or write in the

early twentieth century.38

Since 1821, the Code Rural of President Jean Pierre Boyer had regulated and

institutionalized production relations in the countryside and the majority of the peasantry worked

on the large plantations. Many issues hindered agricultural production, which created low

production volumes. Together, these practices prevented the creation of a domestic market or the

development of a reasonable agricultural policy. Haiti was stagnating at the pre-capitalist stage of
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party and sought to defend their interests and modernize the country. Yet they were never able to
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violence toward the Haitians, but many Haitians resisted the occupation. Neither the Navy

Department nor the State Department drew up specific plans for political-cultural change,

however, and Washington neglected the occupation until the 1920s. Historian Alan McPherson

explains a possible factor towards the disillusionment of marines:

U.S. administrators called for the continuation and entrenchment of occupation in a futile
search for what existed nowhere in Latin America: a stable, unifying cross-class
nationalism. Instead, U.S. occupiers found widespread regionalism, personalism,
clientelism, partisanship, corruption, strict social hierarchies, authoritarianism, and
disrespect for the rule of law and for press freedom.55

Arguably, this is a reason why the U.S. occupation lasted for nineteen years without creating

lasting change. Moreover, as the occupation progressed, both the occupied and occupiers grew

increasingly frustrated.

There had been rumours since the initial occupation that the white foreigners had

returned to force Haitians back into slavery. The brutality of the corvée only reinforced this fear

and thereby increased the popularity of the Cacos and their resistance to the occupation.56 From

1918 to 1919, Caco leader Charlemagne Péralte led thousands against the marines using guerrilla

tactics in what was arguably the most significant resistance movement of the occupation. About

1,000 U.S. troops, along with 2,700 gendarmes, or Haitian constabularies, fought thousands of

Cacos in 131 engagements from April to October 1919.57 Péralte emphasized national unity

among the Black and mulatto Haitians and called for an end to elite-only parties, as Péralte saw

himself as a revolutionary and a leader of all Haitians against the American occupation.58 In

1919, he wrote to the French Minister, René Delage, calling out the hypocrisy of Woodrow

Wilson’s promotion of national self-determination and the U.S. occupation:

58 Ibid., 61.
57 Ibid., 59.
56 Ibid., 67.
55 Mc
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Senate charged the president with misuse of funds, illegal imprisonment, and abuse of power.

Jimenes took revenge by ordering the arrest of Arias’s aides on April 14, 1916. The aides fought

back, getting the House and Senate to impeach Jimenes in early May. Arias then took the capital.

Meanwhile, the Dominican Republic was not only facing internal strife. In late 1915 the

United States had demanded that Jimenes accept U.S. control over Dominican finances and

customs and a constabulary to replace the existing guard. Jimenes had declined. When Arias took

Santo Domingo, the marines landed on May 4 to protect foreigners and the 1907 treaty but did

not take the city. Admiral William Caperton, who was also in charge of this expedition, presented

Arias with an ultimatum to surrender. But Arias swore to surrender his arms only to a duly

elected president.

Arias proceeded north to Santiago with three hundred followers. Six hundred U.S. troops

occupied the capital, and they took over the country for an indefinite period. The U.S. officials

completely disregarded democracy and refused to recognize any president elected by the

Dominican Congress because it was possible that Arias or other armed revolutionaries could

impact the result.66 This greatly angered the Dominicans.

This first year of the occupation led to a popular resistance by the Gavilleros or

Dominican band members whose leaders were tied to caudillos such as Arias. The caudillos

sought to defend their local autonomy from foreign centralization. Although the U.S. forces

occupied the capital, violent resistance continued in the north under the leadership of local

politicians and caudillos. Despite U.S. advances, the Dominican fighters persisted until Arias’

forces surrendered. On July 25, 1916, the Dominican Congress elected Francisco Henríquez y

Carvajal their provisional president. Yet Caperton viewed Henríquez and other Dominican

66 McPherson, The Invaded, 36.
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reach.69 The culture of roaming bands had been long established in the sugar-producing east of

the republic, and after 1917, they shifted their rhetoric and tactics to focus on the methods of the

occupation. Notably, because of the poorly occupied border region, from 1916 to 1919, the
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discipline.”73 This attitude of racial superiority initially existed in the Dominican Republic too,

where marines beat, hung and tortured occupied peoples, walked them down country roads with

ropes around their necks, and ordered them to dig graves for others.74 The Dominican newspaper

El Cable reported the case of a marine killing a man buying a cup of coffee for no apparent

reason.75

The marine behaviour was offensive and inappropriate in numerous other ways. Other

grievances varied from the disrespect marines displayed by not learning local customs to extreme

intoxication and the violence that likely followed it, like the cases of the Dominican Ana Julia

Peña and Guzman Perez, who were both assaulted by intoxicated marines. U.S. Marines shot

Peña in the leg, and beat Perez, who was blind.76 Moreover, sexual assault became common

under both occupations. The Chicago Defender reported that “[i]n one night alone in the

‘Bisquet’ section of Port-au-Prince, nine little girls from 8 to 12 years old died from the raping of
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Administration censorship to the American people, the apologists will become active.”87

Furthermore, he criticized the justification of occupation based on the notion that the Haitians

were “backward” and discussed the failure of policies the occupation implemented to “improve”

this status.88 The Eleventh Annual Report of the NAACP congratulated the efforts of activists,

stating the most “outstanding achievement in 1920 was the investigation of conditions of the

Republic of Haiti, the giving of nation-wide publicity to the unlawful seizure...and abuse of its

people under American military occupation.”89

The Nation, Johnson and the NAACP were vital players in the anti-imperialist force and

often collaborated with one another. The magazine regularly criticized U.S. intervention. By

1920, most major U.S. publications adopted an anti-occupation stance because of the efforts of

Johnson and The Nation's editors, Oswald Garrison Villard and Ernest Gruening. Moreover, the

aforementioned actors and the Union Patrioque held to establish the Haiti-Santo Domingo

Independence Society.

Union Patrioque funded trips for delegates to speak on behalf of the Haitian

anti-occupation movement. In the spring of 1921, Pauléus Sannon, Sténio Vincent, and Perceval

Thoby were in the United States and presented the Union Patrioque’s report to the Senate

Foreign Relations Committee. In August, Vincent returned to Washington to give a statement at

Senate hearings. Unlike the Dominican reports, however, it advocated quick withdrawal and no

U.S. supervision of a transition, emphasizing that Haitians opposed the reforms advocated by

Washington.

89 National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People, Eleventh Annual Report for the Year 1920, New
York, January 1921, 9.

88 Ibid., 12-13, 16.
87 James Weldon Johnson, “Self-Determining Haiti,” The Nation, 1920, 5.
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people ignore how our economic imperialism is eliminating friendships and fostering suspicions”

with regard to the republics of Hispaniola, as well as European and Asian nations.92

After long deliberation between Washington and Dominican politicians, the

Hughes-Peynado agreement established a compromise between U.S. and Dominican interests.

Washington was able to keep the loan and road-building programs, in addition to continuing the

supervision over finances. Dominicans gained the ability to establish a provisional government

before elections under occupation. Juan Bautista Vicini Burgos was appointed as the provisional

leader on October 21, 1922. The election resulted in a victory for an alliance between two

politicians who represented the national extension of regional caudillismo: Horacio Vásquez and

Federico Velázquez. In September 1924, the U.S. Marines left the country. Yet Dominican

political culture was arguably unchanged. The Dominican political identities did not reflect any

program, ideology or loyalty, as they remained primarily concerned with personal self-interest.93

The United States continued the occupation in Haiti due to political instability but was either

unconcerned or unaware of the political instability that still existed in the Dominican Republic.94

By 1930, a formerly U.S.-marine trained member of Guardia Nacional, Rafael Trujillo, would

build a brutally violent personalist dictatorship.

le
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There were a variety of oppositional political parties, organizations and petitions against Borno

circulated.

On October 31, 1929, students walked out of the occupation’s Central Agricultural

School in Damiens.95 They protested a revision implemented into the scholarship system by the

school’s administrator, George Freeman. He reallocated the scholarship fund. The Patriotic Youth

League spearheaded it, and students from other disciplines and schools joined them. In

November, they rejected Borno’s concessions and continued the strike with the help of the

National Constitutional Act League. By December, many politicians, as well as elite, educated

and non-Black Haitians, were involved.96

On December 4, the occupation reinstated martial law in the port city of Aux Cayes.

Stevedores refused to unload ships, and the newspapers attempted to intimidate the remaining

government workers into striking. The Haitian constabulary, now called the Garde D’Haiti, met a

crowd of four hundred people, who refused to leave. A reliable source states that they fired into

the crowd and killed five people, and wounded another twenty.97 But another source claims that

twelve people had been acknowledged dead and forty wounded, and there were hundreds more

unaccounted for.98

President Herbert Hoover hoped to end U.S. occupations and inventions. Even before the

Aux Cayes Massacre, he proposed the creation of a commission to end the Haitian occupation.99

Cameron Forbes was the chair of the commission, which would arrive in Port-au-Prince on

February 28, 1930. Arguably, Forbes’ next steps for the United States were as follows:

99 McPherson, The Invaded, 248.
98 “Hundreds Killed by Marines in H] u  Inn
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Eugène Roy was the appointed provisional leader until the presidential and legislative

elections scheduled for October 14, 1930. Despite the allegation that one of the parties was

backed by the Cartel and committed voter fraud, the Garde D’Haiti did not intervene, and on

November 18, Sténio Vincent won. By August 1931, the process of Haitianization was in place,

martial law was terminated, and Haiti had authority over public works, health, and the Technical

Service. On August 7, 1933, there was an executive agreement to withdraw troops.

The United States had intervened on both sides of Hispaniola for virtually the same

strategic, political, and economic reasons but now decided that the strategic and financial

rationales no longer applied. Political instability was used to justify the occupation of Haiti. This

was due to racism and the United States’ inability to recognize that political instability also

continued in the Dominican Republic. After 1930, Rafael Trujillo would establish one of the

most brutal and violent dictatorships in Latin America.105

Consistent with the Good Neighbour Policy, Roosevelt gave in to Vincent’s final

demands but planned to retain financial ties.106 In July 1934, he sailed to Cap Haïtien to deliver a

speech commemorating Haiti’s independence. In it, he declared he was “certain that when these

Americans leave your shores you will think of them with the spirit of friendship and that you will

be happy in the days to come remembering that they tried to help the people of Haiti” and

concludes the speech with “I want to drink to the health of the President of Haiti, to the

Government of Haiti, and to the people of Haiti. May our friendship ever continue.”107 On

August 15, 1934, the last U.S. troops left Haiti after a formal transfer of authority to the Garde

D’Haiti.

107 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Address of the President,” Speech, Cape Haitien, Haiti, July 6, 1934.

106 Ibid., 259.
105 McPherson, The Invaded, 191.
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Guardia Nacional to the new “National army,” he made himself president. The Trujillo regime

had tried to push out the Haitian workers, but the resistance of U.S. diplomats and employers

limited their effectiveness. On Trujillo’s command, Dominican authorities lashed out at the

Haitian farmers living along the border of the two nations. In October 1937, Trujillo ordered the

Dominican army to massacre approximately 12,000 of these residents.113 Not all of the Haitians

were temporary workers; many had lived on the vibrant border region for decades, but it did not

matter. Thousands died due to racial or cultural distinctions. U.S. officials intervened to prevent a

war, but the Roosevelt administration was reluctant to discard a useful ally.114

Roosevelt’s failure to condemn Trujillo’s actions received criticism from the Workers Age

newspaper titled “Good Neighbours” With Whom?”. The article, published on March 19, 1938,

criticized the visit of President Roosevelt’s son, James Roosevelt, to the home of Trujillo less

than a year after the massacre of thousands of Haitians. The visit was arranged by Ambassador

Joseph Davies and served the purpose of convincing the Dominican masses of Santo Domingo

that Washington backed Trujillo’s dictatorship.115

115 “‘Good Neighbours’ With Whom?,” Workers Age, March 19, 1938.

114 Ibid.
113
? dh Ieb,gr b,  1tide,
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Conclusion
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The arrogance and cruelty of the U.S. Marines also hindered the occupations. The

Americans viewed the Haitian and Dominican people and cultures with disdain, and did not

believe they were capable of self-governance. Many marines assumed a paternalistic role during

the occupations, which was accompanied by brutality. The U.S. Marines inflicted extreme acts of

violence which not only harmed thousands of civilians but emboldened the resistance

movements against the occupation, as well as enabled Trujillo to rise to power through the

Guardia Nacional and create his dictatorship. Furthermore, American racism led to a longer

occupation of Haiti, and may have inspired Trujillo’s anti-Black rhetoric.

Additionally, the land taken from peasants and given to sugar and fruit corporations led to

dispossession and migration across the border- either in search of a home or job. The U.S.

occupying forces and American business interests impacted border migration, as they

simultaneously dispossessed peasants from their land and recruited workers for their plantations.

Thousands of peasants migrated across the border; however, as the Dominican Republic had a

smaller population, Haitians disproportionately relocated east of the border. To conclude, the

U.S. occupation did not directly cause the 1937 Haitian Massacre, but due to the displacement

and racialized violence during the occupation, many Haitians and Haitian-Dominicans were left

vulnerable. Furthermore, due to the Good Neighbour Policy, President Roosevelt prioritized the

pursuit of cooperation and harmony in the Caribbean instead of justice for the victims of the

massacre or their families.
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