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ABSTRACT 

THE EVOLUTIOI•: OF HAITIAN PEASANT LAND TENURE: 
A CASE STUDY IN AGRARIAN ADAPATION 

TO POPt.TLA.TION GROWI'H 

GERALD FRANCIS MURRAY 

This study, based on twenty-one months of fieldwork, documents 

the occurrence of "cultural evolution" in the form of a series of adaptive 

land-sharing strategies that have emerged in a Haitian peasant commu-

nity, serving as a partial buffer against the deleterious impact of in-

ternal population growth. ThP. recent anthropological literature on 

agricultural intensification emphasizes adaptive changes in technolog.v 

as an agrarian response to population growth. Population growth in 

Haiti, however, has led to a transformation, not of technology, but of 

land tenure, in the form of ritually mediated resource-sharing patterns 

that permit the bulk of the population to remain on the land despite 

serious intergenerational decreases in average landholdir.g size. 

Analyzing quantitative data on land tenure within an evolutionary 

paradigm, the study gives a step-by-step systems analysis of the 

mechanics of this demographically triggered trans formation and expooes 

the still somewhat latent structure of the new adaptation that has been 

devised, giving particular attention to the unexpected but statistically 

impressive intervention of Haitian "voodoo" in the arena of land control. 

The presentation is divided into three parts. Part One places the 

Haitian peasant in historical and s-cructural perspective, dedicating two 

cl:.apters to an anthropological reconstruction of the emergence of peasant 

lifeways in Haiti. A further chapter discusses the contemporary structures 

of civil and military control by which the peasant of today is tied into 

the larger society. Part Two then turns to the research commnnity. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Life in the village of Kinanbwa is described, with particular emphasis 

being given to those peasant li fespheres most directly &ffected by the 

process of internal population growth. 

Fart Three zeroes in on the land tenure system itself. The occur

rence of recent evolution manifests itself in the form of a puzzling 

discrepancy between the land tenure system reported to prevail in 

r:aiti and the system which a plot-by-plot analysis actually reveals 

in Kinanbwa. What was expected was an inheritance system, in which 

most plots would have been under the control of owners who had received 

them from parents. What emerged instead was a system in which most 

plots were being sharecropped. Instead of the traditional life cycle, 

now the typical cul ti vat or begins as a sharecr0pper, purchases land 

in his mid-thirties, and in turn shares this land out with other tenants 

in the community, nonetheless remaining a tenant on one or more plots 

himself. A complex web of intracommuni ty sharecropping emerges as 

the backbone of the contemporary land tenure system. 

The task of accounting for this system is approached both diachron

ically and synchronically. Diachronically the syst€o'm is shown to be 

the trans formed "descendant 11 of what in fact was a more traditional 

inheritance system. A model is constructed simulating the step-by-step 

conversion, under demographic stress, of a traditional inheritance 

system into a system whose transformed descendant is one of reliance 

on stratum internal sharecropping. The model is tested and validated 

with quantitative data. 

But in the final chapter a synchronic riddle is also solved. 

Analysis had shown that most of the peasants now purchase land and 

eventually become landlords themselves. But such a system has a built-in 
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design problem which must be solved. In a society such as Haiti 

where land is scarce and valued, who is doing all of this land 

selling? Land transaction data indicate that the vast majority 

of land sales are made by the peasants themselves to finance obli

gatory rituals of the ancestor cult. Thus rural Haitian voodoo emerges 

as a latent regulatory device sustaining a critical flow of land 

and functions thus as a mainspring mechanism in the resource

circulating strategies which this population has evolved under the 

impact of population pressure. 

iii 
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INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE PROBLEM 

In the closing years of the 18th century an economically vigorous 

and flourishing Caribbean plantation system was totally and irre

parably destroyed by an internal uprising~ turning into cataclysmic 

reality a fantasy which for decades had been disturbing the sleep of 

many European planters in this region of the colonial world. Though 

slave resistance and slave uprisings had occurred in the Antilles 

throughout colonial history, none had as yet succeeded in effecting 

the radical societal transformation finally achieved by the insurrec

tion which transformed the French colony of Saint-Domingue into the 

Republic of Haiti. The chaos which appeared to reign during and 

immediately after the abolition of the old order quickly gave way as 

a new social order emerged~ crystallized and spread. The disappear

ance of the Europeans and their plantation institutions confronted the 

newly liberated Haitians, the bulk of whom were African or of recent 

African descent, with new organizational potentialities--and new 'rgani

zational imperatives. Though the earliest Haitian leaders, following 

the colonial models most familiar to them, attempted to reinstate 

an organizationally tight plantation-like economic and social order, 

their efforts failed. The newly liberated and protectively dispersed 

Haitian population resisted all attempts to reinstate even the sem

blance of the old order. The efforts of central planners--now the 

Haitian leaders themselves--came to naught. The system into which the 

people of Haiti were eventually to organize their economic and domestic 

life was one which would bear little resemblance either to what had 
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preceded or to what ruling groups had subsequently planned. 

Government plans had called for a society of plantation gang 

laborers. What emerged instead was a society of peasant cultivators. 

The following pages have as their main objective the analysis of 

a profound transformation which has come over certain critical 

agrarian lifespheres during the century and a half that has elapsed 

since the emergence of this peasant society. This transformation, 

heretofore unreported in the literature on rural Haiti, has involved 

first and foremost an internal metamorphosis of the institutions 

of land tenure triggered off by the process of demogrephic growth. 

T1'1der the surface veneer of a 11 stagnant 11 unchanging peasant economy, 

it will be ~q~ued that rural Haiti has in fact been the scene of a 

fundamental adaptive restructuring of several key components of the 

local economy. It will be the objective cf these pages to expose, 

descriptively capture, and quantitatively analyze the details of 

this transformation, in the hope not only of increasing our know

ledge of one society, but also of gaining anthropological insights 

of a more general nature into the various maneuvers which hU!P..an 

social systems employ when confronted with population growth. 

The ethnographic and quantitative data on which this analysis 

will rest were gathered during some twenty one months of anthro

pological fieldwork (from Octover of 1971 to August of 1973) in a 

rural community of the Cul-de-Sac Plain. This hamlet, which has 

here been given the pseudonym of Kinanbwa, is a residential cluster 

of some 220 dwellings and ancillary structures (most of them wattle 

daub) located a few kilometers 1 distance from a town of the Plain here 

given the name of Les Bayahondes. Though Kinanbwa, with its 1,200 
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inhabitants, is by no means a small community in Haitian context, 

it is nonetheless more appropriately termed a "hamlet" then a 

"village," since it lacks the specialized administrative offices, 

commercial establishments, and handicraft workshops that character

ize perhaps most of the communities that anthropological researchers 

have called "villages." Kinanbwa is an occupationally homogeneous 

Creole speaking community virtually all of whose males live from 

cultivation of the land and most of whose adult females engage in 

cash generating trading activities. It is in this community that 

the problem of agrarian adR.ptation to population growth was studied. 

The us-2 of the word "problem" is by no means unwarranted. Few 

people would deny to the ancestors of the present day Haitians the 

credit for having staged a uniquely successful revolt; but the success 

of the economic and social system which subsequently emerged has 

frequently been called into question. Throughout the 19th and early 

20th centuries European and American writers tended to caricature 

Haitian leaders as pretentious buffoons and to dismiss the Haitian 

peasant as a superstitious and slothful savage. Though a corpus 

of more objective descriptions of life in Haiti has been growing since 

the mid-1930's, Haiti still has a uniquely poor press as New World 

societies go. Contemporary debunking, however, tends to be buttressed 

by a discouraging array of economic, medical, and educational statis

tics which have earned for Haiti a generalized image as the disaster 

area par excellence of the Western Hemisphere. 

Nineteenth century racist assessments of Haiti's dilemma have yielded 

to more recent caricatures which tend to depict most of the country's 

problems in terms of macabre savagery attributed to the leaders. The 

image vhich the English speaking world has of Haiti today is pro-
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bably largely dominated by books such as Greene 1 s novel The Comedians 

or the journalistic horrur story of Diederich and Burt {1970), 

whose front cover shows a black hand holding a burning skull impaled 

on a wooden stake, and whose subtitle reads "Atrocities in the 

Realm of a Madman. 11 The image of madman rulers controlling a voodoo

infested hinterland has been exploited by various types of story 

tellers as entertainment fo:c their predominantly middle class 

readers willing to pay for such titillating accounts of jungle savagery 

being perpetrated at their own front door. Haiti thus becomes 

grist for the entertainment industry 1 s milL 

A more sophisticated contemporary caricature involves, not 

political savagery, but rather the image of impending Malthusian 

doomsday, as an island population is seen as over-reproducing 

itself. The end result will presumably be masses of starving peasants 

unable to produce their basic food supply from a depleted soiL The 

seriousness of this image should not be underrated. Popular 

views of Haiti held in its less crowded neighbor, the Spanish 

speaking Dominican :Republic, for example, tend to in-voke visions of 

an eventual uprising by hungry black hordes who will come pouring 

across the western frontera, machete in hand, in search of food. 

In this view, held in a less vivid form by many outsiders who are 

in general concerned with human demography, Haiti 1 S major problem 

is not that of mad leaders, but of excessi-vely fertile masses. Though 

the image of the hungry black hordes can be dismissed as a carica

ture, the problem of internal population growth is genuinely serious 

and will in fact be one of the major themes in this presentation. 
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Thus Haiti is typically viewed as a "problem, 11 not o_nly in 

the sense that arry human society, rich or poor, presents analytic 

challenges for scientists wishing to understand the dynamics of human 

life. It is a "problem" in a more conventional sense of the term 

as well. Population is dense~ agricultural production is low, nutrition 

is substandard, mortality is high, To live and work in a Haitian 

village without cognizance of these problems would border on the 

irresponsible. The solution of such problems is far beyond the 

scope of anthropology; their exploration and understanding are not. 

On the contrary a combination of concern for human welfare> desire 

for contemporary relevance, and pressure from sources of funding 

has led many anthropologists to address their research to precisely 

such problems. 

Anthropological inputs into such matters can take several forms. 

On the one hand the first hand insights gleaned from anthropological 

field'lrmrk frequently permit the formulation of more realistic 

program tactics aimed at attacking these problems in a specific 

society. Such program recommendations for Haiti have come out of 

this research project and appear in other documents (Murray 1972; 

Murray and Alvarez 1973; Chen and Murray 191'6). 

But anthropology 1 s role in helping administrators implement 

policies is probably less promising than its ability, through 

grass roots probing of human life carried out with the aid of 

anthropological theory~ to generate scientifically more effective 

definitions of the problems themselves. It is in this realm of funda

mental concepts and definitions, in its impact on the underlying 

idea systems within which social problems are attacked~ that anthro-
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pology' s contributions can probably be greatest. The emphasis is 

stil.l on "attacked." No retreat from action is implied. But if the 

concrete field data unearthed by anthropologists is to reach its 

maximum scientific potentia.l, it will not be in terms of the 

"help:f'ul hints" it provides to administrators in carrying out the 

policies and objectives which they have already set, but in terms of 

the fundamental shi:fts which anthropological knowledge may bring about 

in the very definition of policy objectives. ·And such contributions 

can be made only if" unique anthropological. field data is :toarnessed 

to one or more of the powerful theoretical perspectives which the 

discipline has developed. 

The specific problem which has been singled out for treatment 

in these pages is the impact of popuJ.ation growth on the economic 

l.ife of an agrarian community in rural. Haiti. The analytic attack 

which has been made on the problem has been "anthropological" in 

both of the senses--method as vel.l as theory--al.luded to above. 

On the one hand the data have been gathered in the context of a 

somewhat "modernized" version of the traditional anthropological 

approach called "community study method" (Arensberg 1954). The 

defining features o!' this approach will be discussed below. If 

there is something unusual. about the particuJ.ar variant of the commu

nity study method that was used in this research, it is the inclusion 

of an exceptionally heavy component of quantitative de.ta gathering. 

As will be argued in more detail, the immersion techniques of' tradi

tional ethnography shouJ.d not be contrasted to quantitative research. 

On the contrary this immersion makes possible the collection of' 

critical, penetrating quantitative data which woul.d simply not be 
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captured by "hit and run 11 survey researchers. In this sense the 

research to be described here has capitalized on what continues to 

be an underexploited potential that has always been lat,ent in the 

community study method of traditional anthropology. 

But the utilization of the community study method is a general 

strategy fm· gathering data. It does not in itself commit the 

researcher to focus on any particular lifesphere; nor does it aid 

him in the subsequent analysis of the data which have been gathered. 

To guide data collection, and to inform analysis, the researcher 

needs a theoretical perspective. If the data-gathering techniques 

employed in this research drew from the repertoire of traditional 

anthropological method, the conceptual framework in which the data 

are given meaning is heavily informed by anthropological theory. 

There are two particular theoretical perspectives which have 

proved particularly useful in exposing what has happened and what is 

happening in rural Haiti in terms of the underlying economic and 

demographic trends affecting the basic well-being of the population. 

To understand the origin of present day patterns, and the forces 

which keep them in existence, the viewpoint of evolutionary theory 

is particularly apropos. The variant of this theory vhich wiE be 

applied in these pages to economic and reproductive 'behavior in 

Haiti, however, is an actor oriented variant which views individual 

human beings as actively maneuvering their way through life in terms 

of a variety of behavioral alternatives, selectively chosen or discarded 

in terms of the opportunities and constraints which confront the 

actor at any given moment. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

But these alternatives are not as a rule independently invented 

by the individual. They are usually pre-existing givens, which the 

individual incoroporates into his own repertoire through learning 

:from his social environment, But there are generally several alter

natives :for any given situation. In terms of evolutionary principles, 

there is a :fund o:f behavioral variety, and a particular alternative 

will be ~to the degree that a larger number of individuals 

come to use this alternative instead of the o".:;hers. Behavioral 

~then can be said to occUT when the aggregate freq_uency of one 

of the alternatives increases in the behavior of a group until it 

gradually supplants the competing behavioral alternatives as the 

statistically dominant form. But this change in the selection of 

one alternative as opposed to another, especially if the change 

occurs in a vital lifesphere, tends to come as a result of changes 

in the external structure of opportunities and constraints in terms 

of which behavioral decisions are made. 

lt is in understanding the effect of this external structure 

that yet a further theoretical perspective will be of great use, 

a persvective which falls under the rubric of~ materialism. 

The most precise recent articulations of this point of view have 

been made by Marvin Harris, with whose name the perspective has 

come to be most closely associated (cf. n--:rris 1968:217-249, esp. 

240-241). Harris generally refrains from calling this point of 

vieiw a "theory. 11 It is rather a general research perspective 

and research strategy. Guided by this perspective, the researcher 

probing for the determinants of' a particular behavioral pa·ttern will 

begin by taking a careful look at the techno-economic and techno

environmental conditions which prevail at a given moment, Of particular 
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importance in shaping basic adaptive patterns among the Haitie..."l 

peasants, for example, have been factors such as mountainous topo

graphy, a comparatively low man/land ratio in the decades when a 

new peasant adaptation was being forged, ,a labor intensive technology 

in which not even animal drawn plows are employed but all labor is 

rather done by human beings, an international envi.~onment that 

imposed economic isolation on Haiti during the critical decades of 

its formation as a new society,and the like. 'When searching for 

the factors which have produced and temporarily sustained certain 

types of economic and reproductive behavior, it is to such features 

that analysis will turn. And when searching for -che causes of 

evolutionary change in economic and reproductive behavior, high 

priority analytic attention will be given to the possible causal 

impact of simultaneous changes in these above-n:entioned parameters. 

The cultural materialistic strategy makes no a-priori assumptions 

about unilateral causality. It merely suggests to tre researcher a 

number of areas whose exploration shows analytic promise. 

The evolutionary perspective in reality goes hand in hand with 

the cultural materiali::n:.ic perspective. The former attempts to 

conceptualize the rise and fall of different lifeways in terms of the 

differential selection by actors among a set of pre-existing beha

vioral alternative!" for any given situation. The latter, the cultural 

materialistic perspective, provides general guidelines as to the 

possible determining~ underlying these behavioral changes. In 

their combined use they provide a powerful conceptual tool for exposing 

the underpinnings of much of what is happening today in rural 

Haiti. 
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This research strategy had never been applied specifically to a 

Haitian peasant community. Its utilization bas produced a series of 

startling patterns which are "findings" in a literal sense of the 

word. They were not anticipated; they surfaced, unexpected, during 

research. On the one hand what has emerged is the clear outline of 

a genuine microevolutionary sequence in which a land tenure system 

has been transformed under the impact of population p:;·essure. The 

quantified variant of the community study method used in the 

vi:' lage has had the good fortune of unearthing data which capture the 

details of the sequence in an nnusual step-by-step fashion, and which 

furthermore expose the intervening mechanisms that appear to have 

actually triggered the entire process off. 

In this sense some interesting insights have been gleaned into 

he., "population pressure" actually .. arks. It has long been known that 

Malthusian resolutions are the exception, that u.."'lder normal circum

stances populations swing into regulatory action long before hunger 

turns them into machete-wielding hordes pouring into neighboring 

lands. But exactly when a;.'ld how systems adapt is a matter of 

debate. The microevolutionary sequence whose occurrence has been cap

tured in a Haitian village is precisely such an adaptation. And 

what is interesting is that adaptive maneuvering had clearly begun 

long before any pressure on thE!: local food supply had occurred. 

The unexpected manner in -which population pressure actually "intruded!' 

into the system at a quite early stage will be documented in some 

detail, 
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But even more surprising was the manner in which the rituals of 

the Haitian folk religion ("voodoo") were to emerge statistically as 

the mainspring and dynamo of the transformed resource control system. 

Voodoo has for the most part been handled by researchers in a somewhat 

descriptive fashion. The ceremonies tend to be described in great 

de'tail, dow-n to the actual direction of the dancers' pirouettes and 

the design of the cornmeal figures drawn on the ground by the voodoo 

priest (houngan). Wllere analysis has been attempted, it has frequently 

bee-n. in terms of the African provenience of this or that trait or, 

occasionally, the psychological "release'' which spirit possession pro

vides for the devotees. 

While the present research does not contradict such analyses, it 

does suggest that the ritual system is actually wired much more 

deeply into the system than conventional treatments of' voodoo 

would indicate, that the rituals in fact penetrate down into the 

very internal machinery of local agrarian economics. The unex

pected emergence of this pattern casts Haitian folk ritual in a 

somewhat new light, and suggests that perhaps the most powerful 

dynamic underlying the continuing (and perhaps increasing) strength 

of voodoo in rural Haiti might stem from its heretofore unsuspected 

function in this lifesphere. 
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POPULATION GROWTH IN HAITI 

It would not be inaccurate to suggeat that both Haiti and its 

predecessor~ the French colony cf Saint-Domingue, have always had a 

11population problem. 11 But paradoxically it is only in recent decades 

that the problem has been perceived as overpopulation. During the 

colonial period and the century following Haitian independence demo

graphic concern tended to center around the qu8stion of underpopu

lation and subfecundity, and whatever public policy existed on the 

matter was consciously oriented toward increasing, rather than main

taining or reducing, the local population. 

During the colonial period the maintenance of a large labor 

force was the primary concern of the slaveowners. The very strategy 

of ;:opulating the colony with vast numbers of African slaves was a 

direct response to this need for plantation labor. But there is 

clear historical evidence that the population vas replenished and 

increased less through the process of normal demographic increment 

than through the mechanism of the slave trade. The plantatior'. system 

of Saint-Domingue in effect imposed a number of artificial controls 

on slave mating which were not only humanly represeive, but demo

graphically devastating as well. 

It was not that the fertility of their female slaves was :a matter 

of indifference to the planters. On the contrary it was a matter of 

great satisfaction when slave women produced more human property. 

But the need to secure a maximum agricultural output tended to take 

precedence over the need to ensure local reproduction of the popu

lation. Stated simply the availability of fresh manpower through a 

continuing slave trade made it more profitable in the eyes of 
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many planters to have a short lived~ subfecund, but highly productive 

slave group, than a group which enjoyed better living e.nd working 

conditions and which was able to replenish itself through local repro

duction. Exact information on this matter is hard to come by; but 

the reliable data that do exist are quite revealing. A French planter 

named MaulE!vrier had done some close calculations and had arrived at 

the conclusion that 11 ••• the childhood years of a slave on the plantation 

turned out to be more expensive for (the master) than the purchase 

of a twenty year old African (Debien 1956:107)." On this same plan

tation nebien was able to calculate the mortality and fertility trends. 

With respect to the former, there was an annual death rate among tho:: 

slaves of 8%--a demographically astronomical eighty per thousand. 

"The colonists counted on an average of 15 years of work per slave. 

Profit considerations obliged them to work them hard (De bien 1956:106)." 

The harsh labor regime led not only to high mortality, but also to 

low female fertility, The reproductive career of most females appeared to 

end before they were thirty. A 35 year old female who gave birth to 

a child was considered unusual. And one 38 year old female slave who 

gave birth to a child was considered to have pulled off a miracle 

{Debien 1956:108-11). It is this situation which placed tl1e bulk of 

demographic increment on the shoulders of an active slave trade. 

With the final expulsion of the French in the first decade of the 

19th century, and the consequent disappearance of that system of domi

nation which had imposed its own regulatory controls over mating and 

reproduction among the slaves, the way was paved for the emergence of 

a new reproductive system among the ex-slaves. A somewhat detailed 

reconstruction of the emergence of a true peasantry in Haiti will be 
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given in the two following chapters. It can here be briefly pointed 

out that one aspect of the new social system which emerged was the 

emergence and crystallization of a stable mating system in which re:Plen-

isbment of the population was to occur through the reproductive 'beha-

vier of individuals within the society rather than through the arti-

ficial mechanism of forced overseas importation. 

The particular mating system which emerged_to regulate the repro-

ductive behavior of Haiti's population was a variant of a mating system 

that has been found to be widespread throughout the Caribbean. The 

majcr distinguishing feature of this Caribbean (or "West Indian") 

mating system is the existence of a number of socially distinct 

conjugal alternatives within which the husband/wife relationship 

may be expressed.1 The principal alternatives throughout the Caribbean 

are legal marriage, consensual cohabitation, and an extraresidential 

variant labelled 11visiting." The rural Haitian variant of this system 

·.:l~ich was found tt"J prevail in Kinanbwa includ.::s legal rr,arriage a.T"J.d 

consensual cohabitation (referred to in Haiti as plasai), the latter 

1. The literature on Caribb~an family systems is quite abundant, 
particularly for the British and French Caribbean. For critical 
summaries of this literature, see M.G. Smith (1966) and R.T. Smith 
(1971,1973). For case studies and the analysis of more specific 
problems see Blake ( 1955, 1961); E. Clarke (1957, 1971); Cumper ( 1961); 
Davenport (1961); Goode (1960); Greenfield (1961); Henriques (1973); 
Rerskovits (1973); Herskovits and Herskovits (1947); Horowitz {1967, 
1971); Jayawardena (1960); Kerr (1951); Klass (1961); Matthews (1953); 
Otterbein (1963, 1964, 1965, 1966); Roberts (1962); Rodman {191'1); 
Simey (1946); Soli en (1971); M.G. Smith {1962a, 1962b, 1965); R.T. Smith 
(1956, 1959, 1963); R.T. Smith and c. Jayardena (1958, 1959). 
Though the focus is more descriptive and less statistical, some case 
studies of local family systems in a Hispanic society can be found 
in the stPdies by Manners, Mintz, Padilla, Scheele, and Wolf found in 
Steward (1956). With respect to the Haitian family, the major first-
hand sources are Bastien {1951, 1961); Comhaire-Sylvain (1958,1961); 
Herskovits (19'rl); IG.ein (191'1); Simpson (1942); Though not based on 
intensive fieldwork, sU11lillary statements of Haitian family organization can 
also be fol.Uld in Leyburn (1966:177-208) Blld M::>ral (1961:172-8). 
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accounting for some seven out of ten of' the conjugal couples in the 

community. The monogamous visiting relationship, though prevalent 

el.sewhere in the Caribbean, was f'ound to be a statistical rarity in 

!<'..inanbwa. The third major alternative was rather a variety of 

polygyny in which a male openly assumes respon.sibility f'or two 

(or more) households. 2 In short, the postrevolutionary decades in 

Haiti witnessed the emergence of a social order in which the demo-

graphically non-viable reproductive conditions of' the slave period 

weere replaced by a regularized mating system that functioned in 

conjunction with a peasant economic subsistence base. 

Though it is now known that demographic increment is not an 

inevitable feature of agrarian mating systems (cf. Nag 1968, Polgar 1972), 

nonetheless the population of Haiti did not stabilize at a low density, 

but rather increased rapidly. Though nothing conclusive can be 

stated here, it seems plausible that the roots of this pattern are 

most likely to be found in certain aspects of the economic legac~r 

2. To some degree it might be more appropriate to refer to "plural 
mating" than to polygyny. If e. polygynous society is one in which a 
man may have two legal wives, then Haiti is not a polygynous society. 
Monogamy is mandated by law. Nonetheless the widespread pattern 
whereby a large percentage of males at some point in their conjugal 
careers simultaneously maintain more than one household with the wide
spread approbation of their peers means that there is de-facto 
polygyny. Thus the term will be used throughout this work, keeping 
in mind the monogamous nature of the formally codified laws. 

It should also be pointed out that occasionally the term plasa.1 is 
erroneously used by outsiders as a synonym for polygyny, the assumption 
being that a married man will in addition "place" an extra wife or two 
on this or that plot of land. This is a pseudo-etymological use of the 
word plasaj which does not correspond to the rural Haitian usage. In 
rural Haiti a man is said to be plase if his spouse is not his legal wife. 
Most plasaj unions are in fact monogamous. In Kinanbwa there was no 
simple term which corresponded to the word "polygyny." The most 
commonly used phrase was "to have two wives" (.s!, gi ~). A ms.n 
"with two wives" may be legally married to one of them, but this was 
the exception in Kinanbwa. More often than not the man would be in 
a plasaj union with both of his wives. 
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of the colonial !Jeriod. Though the matter will be given more detailed 

treatment in a later chapter, it can here be briefly pointed out that 

a central component of the emerging economic system of rural Haiti 

in the nineteenth century was a strong market orientation on the part 

of the cultivators--a market orientation that was little affected 

by the demise of the plantation and the virtual cessation of the 

planting of sugar cane for export. Despite the damage done to this 

export market, there persisted patterns of society-internal trade. 

This means that land has always been used by Haitian peasants as 

a source of cash as well as food. But it must further be recalled 

that in the early postrevolutionary decades land was abundant. 

This in turn meant that the more land one could exploit the greater 

would be one's cash income, because of the availability of an 

internal market. Economically this meant that a great premium was 

placed on the availability of a labor pool. Such a situation is 

conducive to the emergence of high fertility aspirations and behavior, 

and it is in this context that the fact of steady demographic increment 

in 19th century Haiti is perhaps best understood. 

The demographic d€nouement to this process has indeed been 

dramatic. From a postrevolutionary density of some 40 people per 

square mile, the Haiti of 1975 now contains more than 500 people 

per square mile, a figure that is one of the highest in the Caribbean, 

about double that of the Dominican Republic, the Spanish speaking 

country with which Haiti shares the island of Hispaniola. And if one 

calculates the density per unit of ~rable land, the figure triples and 

perhaps quadruples. 
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TABLE 1-1 

HAITI: POPULATION AND DENSITY. 1920· - 1975 3. 

YEAR POPULATION :GEI"iSITY 

(per square mile);_ ____ _ 

1920 2,124,000 198.2 
1925 2,260,000 210.9 
1930 2,422,000 226.0 
1935 2,610,000 243.6 
1940 2,825,000 263.6 
1945 3,085,000 237.9 
1950 3,380,000 315.4 
1955 3,727,000 347.8 
1960 4,130,000 385.4 
1970 4,867,000 454.2 
1971 4,969,000 463.7 
1972 5,070,000 473.2 
1973 5,173,000 482.8 
1974 ' 278 000 492.6 

---------+~9~75~----5~:~3~8~6~:o~o~o _____ 5~0~2~.7~-------

At this point it would be very easy to slip into a fallacious 

anaJ.ysis which attributes Haiti 1 s present dilemma to untrannneled repro due-

ti ve behavior on the part of its inhabitants. It must be stated empha-

tically here that there is no evidence that in the long run the feaun-

dity of the Haitian peasant has been any greater than the fecundity o;fl' 

members of other agrarian societies. Though the mechanisms invvlved 

may still be a matter of academic debate, the relationship between the 

basic economic organization of a society and the average fertility output 

4 
of the households in that society is now generally accepted. ]Jgrariat1 

3, The data here were taken from Beckles ( 1975) and came originally 
from a bulletin of the American Statistical Institute. Most of the 
yearly figures are, of course, interpolated estimations. 

4. For anthropological discussions, see Nag (1968), Polgar (1972), 
Coale (1974), Kalata (1974), 
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groups tend to have more offspring than occupationally industrialized 

groups. The people of Haiti are no exception in that regard; but neither 

do they appear to be an exception in the other direction. Early in the 

course of fieldwork in Kinanbwa, it became clear that, not only the 

reproductive aspirations, but also the actual aggregate reproductive 

output of the community, bore a close relationship to the agrarian and 

marketing demands of local subsistence endeavours (Murray 1972). Though 

the actual dynamics and resulting rates of local fertility regulation 

will not be the main topic of this presentation,5 it is clear that 

there is widespread concern among Heitian peasants against excessively 

large families and that there have also been more or less effective 

regulatory mechanisms operating to keep local reproduction, if not 

under complete control, at least within the range of output character-

istic of other agrarian societies. If the demographic problem seems 

more acute in Haiti than in most other New World settings, the cause 

is not likely to be found in any excessive fecundity on the part of 

Haitian couples, but rather in the fact that somecross-culturally 

common demographic escape valves have, for historical reasons, been 

somewhat less available !2. the populace .2f. rural Haiti than to many 

other societies confronted with the same impending day of demographic 

reckoning. 

Emigration to foreign lands has been one historically important 

device which has relieved local population pressure in many societies. 

Though there has always been some emigration from Haiti, however, this 

~- Detailled reproductive data were gathered in collaboration with 
Kwan-Hw'i Chen of the Division of Social and Economic Studies of the 
International Institute for the Study of Human :Reproduction at ColUlllbia 
University. The analysis of this data will appear in subsequent publi
cations. 
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process has always been numerically modest in comparison to most of the 

neighboring islands. The two major outlets--Cuba and the Dominican 

Republic--were both abruptly closed off in 1937, when Batista expelled 

thousands of Haitians from Cuba and Trujillo simply ordered the slaughter 

of Haitians on Dominican soil, triggering off a bloodbath in which as many 

as 20,000 Haitians lost their lives (Leyburn 1966:271). Some migra-

tion bas since resumed to the Dominican Republic. Each year some 50 

or 60 individuals--most of them single males--leave Kinanbwa to go 

!!! p§sol, to carry out the cane cutting which the Dominican government 

is unable to induce its own citizens to do at the going wages.But the 

vast majority of these migrants will return and will eventually esta

blish households in Kinanbwa. Thus their short-term emigration pro

vides no long term response to the question of demographic pressure. 

It is true that in recent years Haitian emigration to both the U.S. 

and Canada--both legal and clandestine--has been stronger than before. 

But recent moves made by both of these governments indicate that 

this tide may also be partially turned back--literally. 

At any rate the net effect of emigration from Haiti has always 

been minor in comparison to the demographic importance of this stra

tegy in other Caribbean societies. There was a period in the history 

of the British West Indies where emigration was so intensive that it 

actually led to a decline in the growth rates of the region (Roberts 

1966:67). The case of Puerto Rico is even more dramatic. The 1970 

U.S. census indicated that there were 1.8 million persons of Puerto 

Rican descent in the continental U.S. If these individuals are grouped 

with the 2. 7 million Puerto Ricans living on the island, it means that 
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40% of the population of Puerto Rico are not living on the island. Even 

eliminating from this count second generation Puerto .Ricans on the 

mainland, it is clear that emigration has been a crucial feature of the 

overall demographic strategy of Puerto Rican society. 

Never in her history have Haiti's emigration patterns come close 

to achieving these demographic effects that have been cited above for 

the British West Indies end Puerto Rico. Though the policies of the 

Haitian governments may have had some hand in creating this situation, 

none .. heless the reason seems to reside principally in the 150-year-old 

status of Haiti as a sovereign nation, without the direct ties to 

external metropoles 'Which have made possible such extensive emigration 

from other islands. Whatever the final explanation is, however, it is 

clear that Haiti has not been able to depend on vhe emigration stra

tegy as a serious palliative to the dilemma of its own internal growth. 

A variant of the emigration strategy involves, not departure from 

the society, but rather geographical transfers of large numbers of people 

from rural regions to urban centers within the same society. This urban

ization process has also occurred in Haiti--but to a much lesser degree 

than in most other societies. hetiti is at the very bottom of the New 

World scale in terms both of the percentage of occupationally active 

adults engaged in non-agricultural pursuits and the percentage of the 

population residing in urban areas. More than a .. y other Ne'" World society, 

Haiti is occupationally agrarian and residentially rural. Comparing 

her to her Caribbean neighbors, it is once again Haiti's exceptional 

degree of political and economic isolation which seems to lie at the 

root of this lew level of urbanization and industrialization. The indus-
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trial pursuits which absorb labor in some Caribbean islands are gene

rally supported by capital from without and frequently administered 

by non-local personnel. Complaints about American "penetration" of 

the Haitian econormr notwithstanding (e.g. Castor 1971), the fact is that 

the occupational structure of Haiti has been less affected by foreign 

(or overseas "metropolitan") capital than that of any other (inhabited) 

island of the Caribbean. 

In short, Haiti is an agrarian society whose members have not 

had access to certain escape valves that have, in other settings, 

alleviated rural land pressure and rural poverty--or more precisely, 

have had som~what reduced access to these escape valves. Haiti 1 s 

multi-faceted and occasionally tragic uni(].ueness in New World context 

stems in the long run from such macro-factors, rather than from the 

freg_uently touted escapades of Haitian politicans or excessive 

reproductive output on the part of Haitian peasants. It is this 

demystified, desensationalized guiding vision of Haiti which permits 

the posing of questions that deal with the contemporary crisis in 

Haiti in the framework of deeper structural processes, and permit 

the formulation of tentative solutions that derive from a scientific 

undE.:~·i..anding of. these processes. 
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POPULATION GROWTH AND AGRARIAN ECOLOGY 

The basic perception of Haiti as an agrarian society with normal 

demographic processes, but with less-than-average access to common 

escape valves which mcllify the effects of these processes, gives 

rise to a new type of question, one that is currently on the frontier 

of anthropological analysis. The two traditionally analyzed processes 

of fertility limitation and emigration as responses to population 

pressure have been briefly alluded to above. But in recent years a 

fundamentally different type of conceptualization of the entire prob

lem has been emerging, an analytic view which is not incompatible with 

the above-mentioned approaches to the question of population growth, 

but which attacks them from a heretofore unattended angle and in ef

fect posits yet a third major strategy which agrarian societies have 

hit upon--a_!' been forced into--under the impact of demographic pres-

This third strategy does not involve a direct attack on the 

fertility rates of the society as such, or a physical siphoning off of 

excess members from the local setting itself. The process that has 

recently been discovered and analyzed entails rather a modification 

of the subsistence base by which a population is supported. There is 

a growing corpus of provocative ecological analyses in the recent 

anthropological literature which documents the existence of func

tional linkages between population parameters and certain strategic 

features of the subsistence activities by which the population supports 

itself, the former being seen to exert an impact on the latter. 

For some time anthropologists have been positing functional 

links between population and subsistence variables; "What has changed 
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in recent years has been the general direction in which the causal 

arrow is seen to point. In an earlier theory such as White's (1959), 

for example, the subsistence variable of technology is treated as the 

independent variable, which operated through the intervening variable 

of food supply to produce a causal impact on the density of the popu

lation, which was seen as the dependent variable. Specifically, 

improvements in technology were seen as producing an increase in the 

food supply, and this in turn has led, according to the theory, to 

a population increase (White 1959:289). In terms of the analytic 

dichotomy of "causes" and 11 consequences, 11 the population density 

is seen to be to some degree a consequence of the nature of the subsis

tence system. 

In recent years the emphasis has been shifting. Without denying 

that in macro-evolutionary perspective the po-w-erful variable of advan

cing technology impacts on the size and density of populations, the 

literature of the past decade and a half has been characterized by a 

stim'!llating abm1dance of descriptj.ve and theoretical works which 

have found (or posited) smaller~ short-range feedback loops in which 

population growth now emerges as the independent variable~ exercis

ing various types of causal impacts on the subsistence realm. The 

general thrust of many of these analyses is that~ when confronted with 

increasing demographic pressur<:.~<:i. society will modify its subsistence 

pursuits in such a fashion that the "carrying capacity" of these 

activities will increase, thus permitting the denser population to be 

supported on substantially the same quantity of land. The causal 

arrow is thus reversed for the time being; it is the subsistence 

realm which is now seen as falling rmder the partial sway of popu-
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has been recently summed up in a comprehensive and conceptually lucid 

review by Netting (1974). He points out quite correctly the impetus 

given to these issues, and the healthy scientific debate which has 

been provoked, by the general statement on these matters given by the 

economist Boserup (1965). It was Boserup who was perhaps most systematic 

and forward in reversing the order of' the two variables, treating 

population pressure as the exogenous factor which tended to result in 

an intensification of agricul.tural pursuits via the intervening 

variable of increasingly shortened fallow period and the concomitant 

landscape change which this process brings about (Boserup 1965:28-42). 

In positing this process there is no simplistic assumption being 

made that every agrarian society will react in identical fashion. 

Indeed there have been.loca.l economic adaptations to increasing popu

lation pressure and land scarcity which in themselves do not affect 

the productivity of the major subsistence pursuit. The above mentioned 

search for non-agricultural employment in cities is frequently seen 

as an economic response to population pressure (cf. Netting 1974:40), 

but is an economic strategy which in itself entails no direct modi

fication of the primary subsistence techniques of local agriculture. 

But such occupational transfers are unable to absorb :much of the 

impact of popuJ..ation growth in preindustrial agrarian societies. 

Boserup's contention that different aspects of the local agricultural 

system itself will begin to change under the impact of population 

growth had, when her book appeared, already been given some ethno-
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graphic support and in the intervening years, as fieldworkers began 

looking at their commWlities in new ways, the body of evidence has 

grown greatly, Population pressure has been seen by different ana-

lysts to have resulted in widespread and profonnd transformations in 

the very nature of the cultivation: from shi""ting cultivation to 

permanent agriculture, frequently passing through a variety of way-

stages, such as have been documented in New Guinea (W.C.Clarke 1966) 

and Thailand (Hanks 1972). The advent of local irrigation, another 

profound technological transformation, has also been attributed to 

population growth (e.g. Carneiro 1961). Increase in local man/land 

ratios may lead to the use of terracing and manuring, to more fre-

quent cropping of each plot, to more judicious allocation of plot 

space to different crops, and to the use of more intricate, time-

consuming labor inputs which will draw more produce out of each nnit 

of land. Such processes of technological change have been noted 

in many culture areas. Ethnographic examples have been gleaned in 

Asia (Geertz 1963; Hanks 1972; cf'. also Buck 1956), in Africa (Gleave 

and White 1969; Netting 1968), in Melanesia (W.C.Clarke 1966; 

Brookfield and Hart 1971), in Central America (Dumond 1961) and in 

South America (Carneiro 1961). 

Among the more intellectually stimulating and articulate of these 

analyse::: is the one that Geertz has presented for wet rice growing in 

Indonesia. He suggests that certain characteristics of the crop it-

self make it capable of highly flexible adaptation to the impinging 

reality of increased population density; that by a certain process 

of intensification, whose particularities have led him to coin the 

term "involution,': the potentially harmful~ effects of an increasingly 
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unfavorable man/land ratio are absorbed and temporarily neutralized, 

as the local population modifies various aspects of the technology of 

production to produce more rice per unit of land than was formerly 

produced. This absorption occurs not only through the complexifica-

tion of "the local irrigation system, but also though the development 

of more refined cultivation techniques--transplanting, more exact 

spacing, better weeding, the use of drainage, refining of the tech-

niques of ploughing, levelling, and raking the soil in preparation for 

the actual planting, and other technical innovations. All of these 

features of the local subsistence system are thus in effect analyzedp 

as being to some degree at least conseq_uences of population pressure, 

as consequences of the need to support a larger number of people on 

a fixed quantity of land (Geertz 1963:32-5). 

The processes which Geertz posited for Indonesia have their ana-

logies and counterparts in other continents and cultures, and 

constitute a major class of adjustment triggered off by the phenomenon 

of population growth. 

It is in light of these theor~tically analyzed and empirically 

6 • The word "analyzed" is used intentionally. The data necessary 
for a conclusive or even convincing demonstration of the posited 
functional linkages are lacking in Geertz's monograph, and the 
entire work must, by any halfway rigorous epistemological criteria, 
be seen as a tantalizing hypothesis, and nothing more. The empirical 
data which could validate this hypothesis are not to be found in any 
part of this publication. The key feature of the model--the notion 
that there are "before" and "after" states--implies the existence of 
comparative data, which Geertz did not collect (or at least provide). 
It is stated furthermore that intensive lowland rice growing tec!miques 
are more productive per unit of land than less intensive highland 
techniques. But nowhere are actual field data to be found in the 
monograph confirming or even justifying this assertion. It is further 
stated that these intensive lowland techniques arose, or were adopted, 
as a result of population growth. This is a crucial feature of the 
entire analysis--yet it also lacks any empirical support in t~e 
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defensible processes that we may now turn back to the Haitian peasant. 

For the theoretical stance which posits such law-governed functional 

linkages in specific settings would also incline to the guiding 

nomothetic l(.'pothesis 'that some such adaptive resonse within the 

institutions of subsistence could be--not predicted with certainty-

l.ut at least expected with some likelihood in any' setting wherE: an 

agrarian population finds itself increasingly confronted with the 

challenge of a growing population. These are not haphazard, whimsical 

coincidences, if the theory is correct; they are rather law-bound 

pr?cesses. And though the bewildering complexity of the conditioning 

factors should prevent simplistic hopes of being able to predict 

specific directions a given society will take, nonetheless we may 

expect ~adaptive response to take place. And at any rate we now 

have a guiding hypothesis through which to examine empirically, 

and to analyze theoretically, the data which are collected in other 

agrarian settings. Haiti, we have seen, is just such a setting. 

monograph, and the readers are in effect asked to take the author's 
word that the functional linkages between the phenomena do indeed 
exist. In short this pioneering monograph is more noteworthy for 
its articulate ideational brilliance than for its concern for episte
mological or empirical credibility. The work must be assessed in terms 
of the standards applying at the time it was published--standards 
which still largely prevail in the discipline. But if anthro:Pology 
moves toward scientific maturity, a hypothesis such as the one 
under discussion will be used to begin serious fieldwork, and not 
be presented as a supposed conclusion to long fieldwork. And though 
valuable hypothetical analyses such as the one in question will con
tinue to be generated, they will be clearly presented as hypothetical, 
and not presented in an idiom which could lead less-than-careful 
readers to accept them as conclusive findings or established facts. 
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Yet Haiti, and many other contemporary Third World agrarian 

societies, simply fail to fall into this mold of "intensifying" 

societies. Though population pressure might be argued to have led 

to advances on the part of some food-producing systems, in others 

it has quite clearly not. Quite the opposite. In many such 

"non-intensifying" agrarian societies, evidence points rather to 

increasing environmental degradation, on the one hand, and to 

decreasing per-hectare crop yields on the other, with concomitant 

decreases in per-capita caloric intake and general living standards. 

Haiti appears to-constitute a prototype of this latter type of 

society. Even in the absence of reliable diachronic statistics, 

the testimo!" .. y of villagers and observers indicates that even within 

the last few decades, Haiti has experienced marked declines in 

soil fertility, in per-hectare food yields, in nutritional 

standards, and--by most conventional yardsticks--in general 

human welfare. 

The problem then is to grapple with this fact. Some syst0ms 

intensifY their productive activities and produce new technology. 

Other societies, though confronted with the same problems, simply 

do not--or have not in the period of time in which they have 

been observed. They appear, rather, to remain technologically 

"stagnant." Can this pattern be accounted for? 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

29 

THE THESIS 

The peasants of Haiti constitute a rural agrarian populace con

fronted by problems not totally dissimilar--and in some cases quite 

similar--to the dilemmas cOnfronted by other agrarian societies. 

The mainter;ance of an agrarian base in the face of population growth 

has been seen to have produced various sorts of adaptive adjustments 

in other societies. How has the Haitian peasantry responded to this 

reality? What, if any, provisions have emerged which will absorb 

and neutralize, at least temporarily and to some degree, the detri

mental impact of an increasingly stressful population density? Has 

he made adaptations at all analogous to those which his counterparts 

in China, Indonesia, Central America, and other settings have been 

seen to have made? 

It is this question which provides the guiding framework for 

this presentation, and it is in the context of this formulation of 

the problem that several otherwise baffling patterns which surfaced 

during fieldwork in Kinanbwa will be described, analyzed~ and theo

retically interpreted. 

The thesis which will be presented and argued in the following 

pages is that there has indeed emerged and crystallized in rural 

Haiti a powerful complex of behavioral and attitudinal patterns~ one 

of whose major effects is to deflect and soften the economically dele

terious impact of the century and a half of population growth which 

has occurred since the founding of the new society. The existence of 

this pattern will be documented with both descriptive and quantitative 
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data gleaned during fieldwork. A combination of ethnographic and 

quantitative techniques has brougbt to light the existence of an 

initially puzzling complex of land control patterns, a complex which 

can be reduced to order • however, when the hypothesis of adaptation 

to population growth is introduced and the appropriate interna:J. 

breakdowns of the data are made. 

A crucial distinction must be introduced at this point. The 

nature of the adaptive response of the Haitic..n peasant will be more 

clearly grasped if a preliminary conceptual clarification of the phrase 

"institutions of subsistence" is made. Within this broader complex, 

a heuristic distinction must be made bt:tween the institutions of 

production and what here will be called the institutions of access. 

This distinction must be kept in mind. The economically 

adaptive subsistence adjustr:~ents made by agrarian societies to 

the phenomenon of population growth may involve technological change. 

But they also involve adaptations in other spheres of the community's 

economic behavior, in addition to the realm of agrarian technology itself. 

The high visibility of modified technology--which is what most 

relevant studies have documented--might tend to obscure the presen.:=e 

of less immediately vLible but equally crucial (and empirically iden

tifiable) strategic adaptations at other nodes in the chain of subsis

tence behavior engaged in by the members of an agrarian coiD.Ir.unity. 

More speci f'ically, the institutions of production--the inventory 

of tools and repertoire of behavioral techniques which physically 

provide the energy inputs leading to a harvest of food--must 

be distinguished from the equally strategic institutions of access, 

alluded to above. These latter comprise all of those regulatory 
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arrangements~. including not only the formally codified institutions o£ 

legal ownership, but also the folk customs c.r: ~ usufruct, 

by which individuals initially acquire and subsequently maintain access 

to plots of lend. Though less visible than the actual tools and 

behavior sequences used in the fields themselves, the absolute cen

trality of these latter institutions of access to any particular local 

ecosystem must be formally recognized. For these institutions de

termine which actors will make the energy inputs ,and the circum

stances under which these inputs will be made, and will :furthermore 

determine in its basic outline the manner in which the biotic output 

will be distributed. Furthermore it is probably the case that the 

question of ~to land is a much more burning daily issue in 

peasant communities than the question of aetual produetive techniques. 

But at any rate the complex of circumstances and sequenee of events 

by which a cultivator acquires ~to a plot of ground are logi

eally and empirically as much a part of the institutions of subsis

tence as the actual tools and behaviors which physically produce the 

harvests. 

The utilization of this distinction permits a theoretically more 

comprehensive and powerful analysis of the process of agrarian res

ponses to increasing demographic pressure. For the process of 

agricultural i.ntensifica.tion:--the loca.l emergence or adoption of more 

effective technological. inputs--involves primarily the institutions of 

production. But modifications in this particular sector of the 

ecosystem wil.l be found to occur only under certain (yet-to-be

fully-determined) conditions. When these conditions are lacking, 

economic adjustments may be displaced to other s-pheres within the 
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institutions of subsistence. Under certain conditions, it will be 

the institutions of acce~s which come to bear the brunt ofthe demogra

phically imposed imperative to change; and the major adaptive ma..•eu

vers will thus occur in the form, not of technological innovations, 

but of pressure reducing innovative arrangements in the manner of 

allocating cropping ground within the socie·.:.y. 

This, :i.t will be argued, is precisely what happened in Haiti. 

Technological intensification in the form of transformed technology 

has emphatically not occurred. But the dynamics of sociocultural 

causality have not thereby ceased their poeration. The ineluctable 

reality of steady demographic increment has merely shifted the locus 

of its institl!tional impact. Not the institutions of production, 

but rather the institutions of access have, in rural Haiti, borne 

the brunt of this il!l:pact. It is in this latter sphere of the loca.J. 

ecosystem that the most visible and impressive adjustments to the 

demographic bind have come to be made. 

The nature of these resource-allocating adaptive arrangements will 

be documented and analyzed in some detail. Field data will be 

presented indicating that there has crystallized in rural Haiti 

a statistically and normatively powerful land transactional pattern-

at first glance somewhat enign!6.tic and economically "irrational"-

resulting in a series of socially generated land transfers. The 

major effect of this transactional complex is to "spread out" and 

"circulate'' access to land within the community at large. By 

virtue of this locally evolved transactional complex, a major aspect 

of the immediate short-range impact of local population growth-

i.e. increasing land shortage--is deflected, generalized, and thus 
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partially and temporarily absorbed by the group as a whole. 

One result of this analysis will hopefully be an increase in 

our understanding of the underpinnings of l.ife in what continues. to 

be one of the more misunderstood societies in the New V1orld. In 

particular the analysis will attempt to approach the topic of Haitian 

voodoo from a yet unexplored route. The folk ritual complex of' 

rural Haiti wil.l be found to play a latent but statistically central 

role as a mainspring mechanism in the local system of land allo

cation. The analysis of this unexpected function will hopefully 

provide a long overdue blueprint of the deep systemic linkages between 

the folk ritual system of rural Haiti and the local peasant economic 

system. 

But in carrying out this analysis, I will be intent on addressing 

issues that transcend the specific lifeways and problems of Haiti 

alone. A major area of concern will be the critical issue of popu

lation growth. The analysis presented here will attempt to tease out 

new insights into alternative adaptations which agrarian systems 

can and do make to the stresses produced by internal population 

growth. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE PRESENTATION 

TJ:.e presentation to follow will have three parts. In the 

remainder of Part One I will discuss the framework of contemporary 

peasant life, beginning first with the historical background of the 

Haitian peasantry and then discussing a number of contemporary 

community external structt.·..,~es that play a determining role in the 

lives of the peasants of Kinanbwa. With respect to the historical 
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section~ two chapters will be dedicated to discussing the evolutionary 

emergence of the Haitian peasant economic adaptation. Because the 

central hypothesis of the entire presentation relies on an evolution

acy and cultural materialistic frame of reference, it will be use-

ful to analyze the very origins of peasa.nt life in Haiti from this 

perspective as well. The microevolutionary transformation which 

surfaced in the research commnnity s:.arted from the "baseline" of 

the nineteenth century peasant adaptation. But this state of 

"classic 11 peasant adaptation was itself thet product of earlier 

evolutionary developments. To expose the evolutionary nature of these 

processes, I have had to reinter:pret a large segment of Haitian 

history from a cultural materialistic standpoint, emphasizing 

the systematic selection of preexisting alternatives under th.e 

impact of various types of' exogenous forces. The following two 

chapters will be dedicated exclusively to this historical task. 

Part One will conclude with a chapter discussing the externaJ. 

structures--civilian and military--which today impinge on the lives of 

the contemporary villagers, making of them true "peasan"':.s" integrated 

into structures which transcend village boundaries. In discussing 

these structures, reference was of necessity made to the role which the 

nearby town of Les Bayahondes plays in the lives of the villagers 

of the hinterland. 

Having given this background information, Part Two will contain 

four chapters that delve directly into critical ethnographic spheres 

of contemporary life in the village. In selecting topics for inclu

sion I have been guided by the general agrarian hypothesis underlying 

the entire presentation. This has resulted in an emphasis on basic 
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In Pu:r-t Three the major task of the thesis tvill be undertaken. 

A detailed analysis will be given of a microevolutionary transfor

mation that has occured in the institutions of land tenure as 

a result of a century and a half of population growth. My use of the 

term 11 evolutionary" is less metaphoric and somewhat more literal than 

is often the case in such discussions. 'l'hat is I will show that what 

has occurred in Kinanbwa is an agrarian transformation which: 

1. has been made possible by virtue of a "polymorphic 11 state of 

preexisting behavioral variety in the lifespbere where the 

change has occured, the relam of resource control; 

2. has involved systematic selection of one of these alternatives 

over the others, producing diachronic shifts in the statisti

cal preponderance of each of these options within the popu

lation; and 

3. has had the long range effect of preserving the viability of 

certain basic features of a structure of economic life 

that had been threatened by "environmental stress 11--in this 

case a drastically altered condition of resource availability. 

In short I will not only use the labels of evolutionary theory, but 

will operationali ze the data in terms of several of the theory 1 s 

key constructs. 

As a final task, having given an analysis of the operation of 

this evolutionary process through time, I will present and empiri

cally document a 11synchronic 11 blueprint of how the system functions 

today. To do this I will view the 11 system11 as an abstraction from 
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ongoing human careers and 'Will describe the changes that have come 

over the l.ife cycle of the Kinanbwa cultivator as a result of 

population growth. A series of subtle but critical differences dis

tinguish the "typical career" of todey 1 s peasant from that of his pre

decessors. But because the stages of the transformed life cycle have 

not yet been incorporated into rites de passage or folk explanations, 

they in effect constitute a "hidden career. 11 To expose the operation 

of this hidden career I have relied on pattern discovery procedures 

which incorporate a type of quantification that go beyond the des

criptive probings of conventional ethnography. 

Using this quantified data, the analysis will be concluded by 

exposing the unsuspected manner in which the rituals of a local 

ancestor cult (voodoo) have been latently i'unctioning as the main

spring of the transformed agrarian resource control system. If 

voodoo has maintained its strength in rural Haiti, data will be pre

sented showing that its continuing prevalence may be largely due to the 

camouflaged role it has been pleying in the overall adaptation which 

the Haitian peasant has made to the dilemma of population growtb. 

The precise nature of voodoo's surprising function in this sphere will 

be analyzed. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

COLONIAL ORIGINS AND REVOLUTIONARY TRANSITION 

EVOLUTIONARY FRAMEWORK 

Examined through the lens of evolution, even the most deep lying 

and apparently stable ocmponents of a human social system are revealed 

to be in a state of ul tima.te 1'1 ux. The permanency of the synchronic 

"now" is unmasked as an illusion. Contemporary patterns are exposed 

as fragile compromises with a past which, buckling under pressure, has 

"given in" to a transient present, a present which will in turn 

quickly cede place to an impinging future. 

But analysis needs the stability of before and after 

states. Though perpetual flux rn£.Y "tc the rule, it is analytically 

convenient to momentarily freeze the process, utilizing one past 

state as the baseline from ·..rhich evolution has taken off and viewing 

the present as the end result of this process. The baseline itself 

may have been a fragile and transient end result of some earlier 

process, and the present end 1·esult may quickly cede to some newer 

configuration. But if the process is to be studied closely, it is 

convenient to choose a historical baseline and to trace the metamor

phosis of this vanished past and its step-by-step transformation into 

a compromise present. 

The baseline for the evolutionary analysis to be carried out in 

these pages will be a certain type of peasant adaptation which 

emerged, crystallized, and spread throughout the mountains and plains 

of 19th century Haiti. Despite regional variation, this "golden age" 
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lifeway manifested certain root features in common in every locale where 

firsthand research has been carried out. Interviews with elder 

informants indicate that the past of Kinanbwa was a local variant of 

this broadly generalized peasant system, characterized (as will be 

discussed in more detail) by certain types of land allocation and 

labor mobilization strategies. But though i.t •..rill be utilized as the 

bas~line from whch were made the microevolutionary steps into 8. 

transformed present, this "classic" peasant adaptation was itself the 

produce of earlier evolution, is therefore itself an explicandum. 

It is the emergence of this peasant "baseline" in 19th century 

Haiti which will be the subject of the historical discussion to 

fellow here. 

But there is a guiding framework u!'lderlying the entire analysis, 

the framework of evolutionar'J theory. History may not be bunk, but 

it is certainly pliable. The same facts can be interpreted in the con

text of competing theoretical frameworks, and the end result will be 

fundamentally different ¥ersions of histc..ry. The primary sources 

from which the history of rural Haiti must be constructed were, of 

course, not written in an evolutionBG'" framework. But neither were the 

abundant secondary sources which are now available, the dozens upon 

dozens of historical analyses which have been carried out on Haitian 

society. It is rare for an analyst to inject evolutionary concepts 

into his discussion. There are a number of problematic disparities 

between the analytic approaches taken in many of these historical 

sources and the evolutionary approach which will be adhered to in 

these pages. 
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In the first place many analyses of Haitian history adopt what is 

in effect a great man theory of history, by focusing on the personali

ties and behavior of the famous figures of early Haitian history, 

notably Toussaint, Des salines, and Henri Christophe. This stands in 

contrast to the systemic conceptualization being increasingly utilized 

in anthropology, as more conducive to understanding the dynamics under

lying local microevolutionary sequences. In this systems approach, 

analytic focus is given rather to the statistically domina!'t and occa

sionally latent patterns which characterize the beb.:'l.vior of masses 

of people, as opposed to the behavior of the leaders. No a-priori 

stance is taken to the effect that the behavior of the leaders is 

irrelevant. What is assumed rather is that their behaviors are them-

selves product of a context. To the degree t~hat leaders do in fact 

yield to the inevitable and follow their followers, then an understan

ding of history entails a careful analysis of this latter group. In 

Haiti especially, as will be shown, the course followed by "recalci

trant" peasant masses played a determining role in the course of 

local history. But historians of Haiti hav<:: not always looked care

fully at this peasant sector. In the determined effort to document 

and analyze the behavior of the masses, the discussion presented here 

will differ from the analyses of most conventional historiography. 

But there are other disparities as well. As will be seen, 

conventional history, when discussing the critical transition period 

at the turn of the 19th century, falls into a poorly concei•md 

chaos model, positing a marauding, footloose rebel slave population 

who apparently subsisted for years on pillage and destruction. This 

is a historically untenable distortion which must be rectified. What 
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has been ignored in this approach is the powerful underlying chain of 

agrarian adaptations worked out by the population during the crucial 

transitional years between the insurrection of 1891 and the establish

ment of the Republic of Haiti in 1804. The attention of most analysts 

of the revolutionary period appears to have been captured by the burn

ing canefields and the "marauding hordes" whose vividly described 

devil tries were at the time used as warnings against the slacking 

of control over Caribbean slaves. The approach taken in these pages 

will rather be to look at the agrarian underpinnings, insofar as 

they can be determined, which ·upported the population during 

those critical years. Thus, whereas conventional histor.'{ tends to 

see hordes of riotous slaves, the analysis presented here will be 

more intent on focusing on a changing agrarian base. 

There exists one other disparity in the two approaches, a disparity 

which concerns the nature of the changes which led to the triumph of 

a peasant way of life in Haiti. The theory to be presented here implies 

an evolutionary approach to technological and organizational change. 

With respect to Haitian society, such an approach gives careful atten

tion to the preexisting alternatives_ found within colonial society 

which provided the raw material f::-om which selective processes could 

lead to the emergence of a transformed society. The emphasis is on 

the continuities with pre-existing states, and the historical task 

is construed af; that of dispelling the illusion of discontinuity. 

But such discontinuity is precisely the main e.rgument of much 

conventional historiography. Several analyses of Haiti posit in 

effect a type of storybook series of three abrupt, cataclysmically 
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discontinuous stages--colonial, revolutionary, postrevolutionary--

which Haitian society is assumed to have traversed in the brief span 

of a few decades. The focus of the followiu.g pages will be somewhat 

different. In the model to be presented here the insurrections, battles, 

and pronunciamentos which fill the pages of history books wiJ 1 be 

seen as ancillary facilitators of what was in effect the evolutionary 

emergence of a way of life whose seeds had been sown long before 

the insurrection of 1791. 

The model to be presented here makes no clai~s to being even a 

moderately definitive version of Haitian history; the archival and 

documentary research that professioaal historiography entails was not 

carried out. T'ne model is rather an anthropological reinterpretation 

of Haitian history made on the basis of consultation of some three 

dozen published primary and secondary sources, and a reading of these 

sources within the conceptual framework of an evolutionary perspective. 

THE RISE OF A PLANTATION ECONOMY 

PRECOLONIAL ORIGINS 

The analysis of the evolution of Haitian peasant lifeways must 

begin much earlier than the now famous slave uprising of 1791, but for 

practical purposes need not antedate the arrival of Europeans on the 

island of Hispaniola. :By the end of the 16th century the predominant 

aboriginal groups on the island had been physically destroyed or 

genetically and culturally absorbed by Spanish colonists. Though certain 

features of aboriginal ~technology clearly survived, aboriginal 

patterns of social organization, land allocation, and land control 

appear to have made no significant input into the French colonial 
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institutions which were eventually to dominate on Western Hispaniola. 

Though the Spaniards were the first Europeans to occupy the island, 

their eventual wealth acquisition strategies differed profoundly 

from the plantation system which the French were later to institute 

on the western end of the island. After the early 16th century gold 

fever had proved to be a chimera, the Spaniards that remained on the 

isl<l.nd dedicated themselves principally to the raising of livestock 

and the export of lumber. The land tenure institutions which sub

sequently emerged on Spanish Hispaniola, revolving as they did around 

a ranching economy~ took the form of non-individualized, communal 

patterns of land tenure referred to as terrenos ~ (cf. Albu

querque 1961; Maya Pons 19'72). 

The French, who eventually occupied the western third of the 

island, were to have a fundamentally different strategy ;::.f wealth 

extraction, one based on the production of tropical export crops. 

In line with this orientation, the land on their side of the island 

cam-: under the sway of an individualized, private property land tenure 

system. Though the earliest French settlers--referred to as boucaniers-

appeared to depend primarily on the capture of wild livestock and did 

not take much interest in the agricultural potential of the island, they 

were soon replaced by other groups who did. By the mid seventeenth 

century the hill dwelling boucanier had come to be challenged by the 

French yeoman settler. 

On several Caribbean islands the early course of Enropean 

agricultural implantation involved a two step sequence. Though the 

first agrarian wave consisted of smallholding yeomen who dedicated 

themselves primarily to T.he cultivation of tobacco, this group was 
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eventually supplanted by more heavily capitalized sugar planters. 

Williams documents the occm.·rence of this sequence in the British 

West Indies (1966; 19'70). He is quite explicit in using the 

historical occurrence of a white yeoman tobacco growing stage 

a.s a refutation of arguments to the effect that the importation 

of African labor was somehow a result of an inability of whites 

to withstand the heat of the tropics. With the excevtion of 

various sorts of adventurers who constitued the vanguard of the 

British presence in the Caribbean, the first wave of British 

colonizers consisted principally of smallholding yeomen whose 

principal livelihood was the growing of tobacco. A similar sequence 

was discussed by Ortiz (1971) on the island of Cuba. There is 

increasing evidence that the French colony of Salnt-Do:wingue 

passed through this smallholding phase of colonial evolution. 

Lepelletier 1 e (1846:69) reference to petun ("tobacco") as the first 

colonial crop has recently been confirmed by Saxe (1975:8-9) in her 

research into colonial families. This yeoman tobacco phase began 

before the mid-1600 1s and was to last for half a century. 

:9ut this phase was to pass, as it had passed elsewhere. Already 

by 1690 the tobacco growers in several regions of the colony had 

been replaced by a different type of colonial figure (cf. Saxe 

1975:9). :::.etters and documents emanating f'rom the colony in 1689 

still refer to tobacco as the :msjor e:xpc,rt. But by 1716 references 

made in correspondence now assume the economic supremacy of sugar 

(Vaissiere 1904: 33), and to some degree of other high capital crops 

such as indigo. This shift in local economic reality was accompanied 

by a shift in official attitude--an important factor in a mercantilist 
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colonial system. Whereas official policy had at first frowned on the 

planting of sugar cane (Lepelletier 1846:15-16), an about-face had been 

made by the early part of the seventeenth century, as restrictions were now 

placed on the growing of tobacco (Vaissiere 1909: 34-5). And highly 

important, the switch in the island's econon:w to large scale planta-

tions was further accompanied by a legalization of French presence in 

Saint-Dorningue, as the Spaniards in 1697 formally ceded the western 

part of Hispaniola to the French. That is, whereas the small scale 

tobacco economy had been carried on under de-facto French occupation, 

the larger investments which sugar entailed were embedded in the 

institutionally more secure context of unquestioned French hegemony. 

With the passage of tobacco and the arrival of sugar (and other 

crops of similarly high investment demands), other important adjust

ments were made. As has been mentioned, the smell proprietor with little 

capital was unable to coni.flete, or even survive, in the sugar econon:w. 

He succumbed to the heavily capitalized grand blanc who could afford 

the machinery and the slaves required by the sugar econun:w. A conco

mitant and overwhelmin5 shift came in the racial composition of the 

colony as well. Whereas the yeoman econotey" of the mid and late 

1600 1 s, manned by small proprietors who did much of the field labor 

themselves, l.!lB.intained a numerical superiority of free over slave 

{cf. Saxe 1975:9), the a·rrival of sugar plantations set in ootion the 

process which was to culminate, by the end of the 1700's, in a demographic 

situation in which a handful of -whites found themselves surrounded by 

half a million slaves. This led in turn to exceptionally repressive 

behavior on the part of slaveowners, a pattern which at least some 

authors feel was largely responsible for the violent nature of the uprising 
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when it f'inally did occur. 

LAND OWNERSHIP BY WHITES AND MULATTOES 

For a whil.e the French government attempted to run the colony 

through a private company, La Compagnie des Indes OccidentaJ.es. When 

this attempt proved unsuccess:ful, the French Crown turned to direct 

rule (1674), establishing arrangements which were analogous to those 

already institutionalized on other French Caribbean colonies. The 

colony of Saint-Domingue was divided up into three Departments (the 

North, the West, and the South), and authority was shared between 

a Gouve::'~:1eur-Lieutenant general. and a Commissaire-Ordonnateur. 

The principle of' eminent domain was invoked, all land being declared 

property of the Crown. Colonists gained access to land principally 

through the vehicle of the concession. The Crowr~ 1 s representa.ti ves 

granted specific plots of' land, placing certain conditions and restrictions 

on the grantee, 

As might be expected, many colonists dealt with these formal 

regulations less as models to follow than as obstacles to get around. 

But as the wealth of the colony began int"reasing, and as land became 

more desirable and less readily available, an earlier flexibility on 

the part of officials was replaced by stricter control. By the closing 

quarter of the 18th century the general wealth and massive individual 

fortunes which the Saint-Domingue economy was creating had endoved 

the land with inestimable value. But the deaths of original owners, 

the increasing absenteeism of m_etropolitan heirs, the constant arrival 

of eager newcomers anxious to imitate the f'ortunv-building exploits 
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of earlier generations~ and the increasing sce.rei ty of the productive 

land which would make such feats possible--all these factors worked 

in combination to augment and effectively institutionalize energetic 
I 

patterns of land trS:nsaction. The concept of' eminent domain survived 

in the form of codi:fi.ed laws; in their actual behavior the col.onists 

came more and more to treat land as a fully alienable commodity, as 

an impersonal resource that could be freely bought, sold, or other-

wise transferred, according to the immediate needs and vicissitudes of 

one 1 s own personal economic career. This orientation toward the land, 

this treatment of the land as an alienable commodity, continues to 

this day as one of the root principles of t:!'l.e peasant econoey of 

Haiti. 

But there was another aspect of the colonial land control 

pattens which were to pave the way for the eventual downfall of' this 

prosperous colony. For reasons that will not be discussed here, no 

restrictions bad been placed on the acquisition of land by mulatto 

freedlr.en in Saint-Domingue, though such restrictions were the rule 

in several other colonies. .As a result of this loophole, the gens 

de couleur had B).l.Cceeded in gaining control of as much as a third of 

the colony's soil (Renaud 1934:67-77; Leyburn 1966:18). It was 

not until the latter part of the eighteenth century that the whites 

began public attempts to curtail the power and privileges of these 

slavG-owning mulattoes; but by then it was too late. And the 

irreconcilable antagonisms and racial hatreds which were generated by this 

now open conflict provided the basis for a temporary alliance between 

the mulatto group and the slave group, creating thus a powerful 
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eonfluence of interests which was to bring the Saint-Domingue slave 

rebellion of 1791 to a culmination that bad never 'teen reached by more 

easily quenchable slave insurrections on other islands. In short, 

land acquisition was a concern of' both mulattoes and whites. The compe

tition that arose was to play a role in shaping the future of the 

island. 

PROVISION PLOTS FOR THE SLAVES 

But what of the land tenure status of the most numerous group 

on the island, the black slaves? If the market-oriented land 

transaction patterns among whites and mulattoes were to provide the 

seeds for the destruction of the old society, there was yet another 

incipient pattern which was to provide the model for the creation 

of the new. Had the earlier colonists adhered to and enforced a 

rigid circumscription of the economic role of slaves to plantation and 

domestic labor, they might possibly have saved their descendants many 

headaches. But circumstances moved them to a deviation from these 

strict patterns and to the toleration and eventual encouragement of 

a fundamentally different type of economic activity among slaves, 

in addition to their required field or house labor. 

The pattern was set in motion by the very practical problem which 

the owners had with respect to the feeding of their slaves. As might 

be expected, colonial law placed the responsibility for feeding and 

clothing the slaves in the hands of the owners, stipulating that 

a specific amount of land per slave had to be set aside and cultivated. 

Though the law envisioned that this ground would be cultivated in 

common, as part of normal plantation labor, many colonists adopted an 
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alternative arrangement by which they would presumably kill several birds 

with one stone: they would feed their slaves, avoid having to take time 

away from plantation tasks for the cultivation of this slave food, and 

at the same time give the slaves a slight economic stake in the 

plantation, a stake that might discourage the flight and absenteeism 

(marronage) which constituted a constant headache to planters (cf'. 

Mh;t;, and Hall 1970). All of these objectives would be met if, instead 

of having slaves grow food in common, the were instead each allocated 

a private plot of land on which each would grow his own food, and they 

were encouraged in this activity by permitting them to sell any sur

plus, or any small animals or poultry they might raise, and pocket 

the proceeds themselves. Case studies, especially by De bien (e.g. 

1956:76, 116), indicate that this is precisely the arrangement that 

existed on certain plantations. 

But such interclass schemes founded on "psychological" manipula

tion tend to backfire easily; it comes as no surprise to learn that this' 

arrangement produced unexpected results that had little to do with the 

objectives listed above. In the fiTst place these provision plots never 

sufficed to provide all of the food for the slaves. The planters were 

still obliged to import foodstuffs such as codfish, or to resort in the 

end t.o communal gardens vorked on plantation time (Debien 1953: 31; 

1956:1~9-50, 55-6, 114-116, 165-6; Wimpffen 1811':233; cf. also Mintz 

and Hall 1970). The immediate importance, and ultimate historical sig

nificance, of these private provision plots was less in terms of the 

actual food they provided for the slaves, tha.."l in terms of the 

unanticipated types of economic behavior which it permitted to them. In 

response to these opportunities, a vigorous intern!:il market system 
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supplying ~ classes with locally produced crops and animals was to 

arise and entrench itself as a f'undamentaJ. part of the local. economy. 

The response o:f the slaves to this economic leeway was dramatic. 

If reluctant in plantation tasks, their enthusiasm for ~nsa.gi.ng in 

these individual pursuits on many instances had to be activell; dampened 

(cf. Debien 1956:116). But the white planters had stumbled into a.n 

arrangement from which there was no easy retreat. Many colonists were to 

find themselves quite dependent on these "supplementary" products 

grown and raised by the slaves (De bien 1956: 76). But even more para

doxically, by turning the slaves into quasi-proprietors, the plantation 

owners had unwittingly created an embryonic peasantry, thus giving 

birth to the very class that would eventually supplant them. In 

this manner an incipient peasant economic configuration had emerged as 

a somewhat unplanned-for adjunct to the march of the dominant plan

tation activities, as atl 11econoiey" within an econolJ\Y. 11 The following 

pages will document the manner in which this configuration was selected 

in the course of postcolonial evolution as the adaptive form destined 

to emerge as the basic guideline for economic life in rural Haiti. 

THE REVOLUTIONARY TRANSITION 

There is a critical thirteen year period in Haitian history 

where the economic current which emerged in the days of slavery was 

freed from the restraining context of' overseas plantation control 

and emerged as the dominant economic form on the island. In 

August of' 1791 a period of' long-standing internal tension and 

conflict within the colony between white property owners and mulatto 

property owners (~ ~ ~ or af'f'ranchis) came to a violent climax 

in the form of a long-feared insurrection among the slaves in the northern 
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part of the island. Though the French government was to take many steps 

toward the restoration of internal order and the reestablishment of the 

threatened colonial econom;y, this uprising was in effect the beginning 

of the end for the planters of Saint-Domingue, dealing the colonial 

economy a blow f'rom which it was never to recover. The end was to 

come slowly, however. A violent, turmoil-filled :period of thirteen 

years was to pass between the insurrection of the slaves and the final 

establishment of the independent Republic of Haiti. 

Tne revolutionary abruptness and irrevocableness of the overthrow 

of the colonial political structure and the total destruction of the 

export sector of the colonial econOll',Y has succeeded in obscuring the 

evolutionary nature of many aspects of the emergence and crystalliza

tion of a new Hait.ian economy. To talk about the evolution of a new 

economic system in the Haiti of the early 1800's could be seen 

as a type of heresy in the light of more conventional assessments of 

what is perceived to be the total destruction of an entire econoll'.\Y and 

its substitution by something radically and fundamentally different. 

But an examination of certain pieces of historical evidence brings to 

light several inconsistencies in the cataclysmic approach to the emer

gence of Haitian society, and leads to a model of Haitian economic 

history in which the truly :-evolutionary military and political events 

simply cleared the way and provided the context for the emergence of a 

local subsistence base which was a logical and predictable evolutionary 

sequel to certain patterns which had taken root during slavery days. 

The first. major black leader to emerge in the 1790's was 

Toussaint Louverture. Having trained a small but effective fighting 

force, this educated ex-slave was wooed by various European powers 

intent on capitalizing on the uprising on French Sa.int-DOmingue. 
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army eve::ttually went back to the side of France. Recognizing that 
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the reimposition of slavery was now practically impossible, the French 

declared the slaves free and designed an alternative colonial system 

that in effect was a compromise restitution of the plantation econoiiJ;y". 

Under this scheme, devised by the specially appointed French envoys 

Sonthonax and Pol vorel, large plantations would stiJ.l ideally con

tinue to function under their original owners, but the "slaves" would 

be tr&"lsformed into a new class of "cultivateurs portionnaires, "share

cropping freedmen who would •receive part of what they produced. This 

plan in effect preserved intact most of the features of the plantation 

system. Its major innovation was a politically and militarily oppor

tunistic abolition of slavery and its substitution by a condition of 

collectivized nee-serfdom which, under a different label, bore remark

able similarities to the condition which it was supposed to supplant. 

This plan was published as the Agrarian Law of 1793-1794. But 

it is one thing to write a law, quite another matter to enforce it, 

especially in the Saint-Domin6--ue of the 1790's. The French lacked a mili

tary force capable of bringing the ex-slaves to plantation labor. The 

colonial miJitia and the newly arrived French troops 'Were simply incapable 

of achieving and maintaining such a feat. The French envoys thus turned 

to the black and mulatto military leaders and in effect coopted them 

into collaboration with the restitution of the plantation system Qn 

the backs of "sharecropping freedmen." The French authorities folllld 

in Toussaint a willing collaborator. Switching his allegiance back 

tc· the French, he became the major instrument for the restitution of 
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French authority to the island. And more importantly he and his military 

apparatus played a decisive role in restoring and maintaining some 

semblance of a neo-colc.mia.l plantation economy in the central part 

of the island (Moral 1961:15). Unable to achieve the feat militarily, 

the French -were thus able~ by political concessions and promises of 

privileges within the new regime, to coopt this black military appa

ratus into providing the social legitimation and military muscle for the 

restoration of the old order 'mder a slightly new name. 

In their calculations, the French civil and military authoritiP.s 

had been effectively brilliant--and at the same time terribly naive. 

For in recruiting into their service and rewarding the black military 

apparatus, the French indeed created a local force that stood a good 

chance of restoring much or most of the devastated plantation econom;y-. 

But in their expectation that the black commanders and troops would 

content themselves with the role of remunerated enforcers~ the 

French cormnitted a devastating error. 

Many of the French and Creole planters had been killed. Most of 

the survivors had hastily left the island. This meant that hundreds 

of plantations were abandoned. Under the Sonthonax-Polvorel formula, 

these plantations were to be rented out to temporary owners, pending 

the return of the original owner or the final sale of the plantation to 

a new owner. There was soon a land rush, and from the outset 

Toussaint and his officers consistently contested the claims of the 

"anciens libres, 11 the mulatto claimants to ownership of land. A 

fever for the acquisition of control of the abandoned or contested 

estates came over the land, and officers of the black military appa

ratus were eventually to play a critical role, attempting wherever 
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possible to occupy local positions of economic control throughout the 

country, left vacant by the political and military turmoil o'f the 

years of insurrection. They did not attempt to fundamentaJ.ly alter the 

compromise econonzy- designed by the French Commissioners; they aimed 

rather to secure for themselves a commanding position therein. 

THE MASSES: BIRTH OF A PEASANTRY 

The military campaigns and the subsequent economic policies of these 

black leaders have received abundant historical documentation, 

and indeed more than just one historical analysis tends toward 

giving much detailed treatment and heavy analytic importance to 

discussions of the varying personality characteristics of these 

ke-.r individuals. Yet the highly visible military events, the colorful 

series of personality anecdotes, and the camouflaging power of the 

official pronouncements and memoirs which provide much of out histori

cal knowledge oftheseyears, have combined to obscure the operation of 

an economic dynamic which, when a more detailed reinterpretation of 

Haitian economic history tha.n is possible there is finally achieved, 

may well turn out to be the major underlying determinant of the course 

which Haitian society eventually took. When certain features of the 

subsisteJ?._£~-~e of colonial and revolutionary Saint-Domingue a.re 

given analytic priority, the chaotic military and political realign

ments begin to fall into r?nceptual order, end the military heroes are 

suddenly seen in a perspective quite different from that of conventional 

historical accounts. It is within this readjusted framework that the 

revolutionary transition -.,ill be succinctly analyzed (cf. Moral 

1961:11-27). 
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The llllderlying process is intimately linked to the de facto 

subsistence base which had emerged in colonial Saint-Domingue. Dis

cussions of the "colonial econonw'' tend to focus on the land tenure 

arrangements, technological inputs, and organization of labor which 

produced cash crops for an export econonw. Yet I have already indi

cated that a "subterranean," or at any rate less flamboyant, second 

component arose and grafted itself into the more visible export 

component. The production of f.::~odstuffs by slaves on plots allocated 

to them, and the raising of minor livestock, though initially intended 

to provide a supplement to their own diets, eventually became a much 

relied on source of various types of food throughout the colony. From 

the point of view of the colonial system, it comes across as a useful, 

but economically marginal, component. But from the point of view of the 

slaves themselves, it takes on a completely new light. 

Briefly stated, what ·was secondary to the planter class was pri

mary to the slaves. I have indicated that for many slaves these 

"extracurricular" economic p;J.rsuits came to be an important source of 

income and, consequently, an important focus of interest and 

affect. A duality had arisen in the <:!COnom;y; .._~w radically different 

opportunity structures for economic 9.dvance bad emerged. And the desires 

for freedom which must have been felt by the majority of the slaves 

were not desires for freedom in the abstract, but for freedom to 

dedicate all of their labor to their own economic pursuits. Whatever 

triggered the initial uprising, whatever subjective motivations 

pushed on the early bands of marauding brigands whose destructive 

activities have been so luridly portrayed in history books, the ulti

mate destruction of the old order came about as the result of the 
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victory of this 11 internal economy" over the export sector. The 

battle was between two types of economic organization. 

The Myth of Universal Armed Insurgence 
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Much confusion is caused simply because of a historically un

tenable assumption that is frequently made concerning the activities of 

the ex-slave masses during the 13 year period between the revolt of 

1791 and the eventual declaration of Haitian independence in the 

early 1800's. The historically indisputable thoroughness of the 

destruction which was wreaked in many parts of the colony has led 

~r.:y authors to \!Se langl_l_f:!.gR which directly states, or seems to imply, 

that the vast majority of the slaves were involved in sustained, hostile 

destruction of life and property. Ley burn's reference to "half a 

million riotous blacks (1966:23)" perhaps provided Rodman (1954:9) 

with his own assertion that "the 500,000 Negro slaves revolted." 

These authors merely state directly what had been impUed in Renaud's 

claim that the slaves "se souleverent en masse (1934:39)" and in 

Franklin's (1970: 97-8) and Balch's (1927: 3) statements to the same 

effect. A very early statement can also be found by Baskett (1970:112), 

who claimed that ''most of the Negroes" took direct part in the 

hostilities. 

As to Ley burn's and Rodman's statements concerning the ''half 

a million blacks," we are simply dealing with sloppy language. 

Leyburn himself quotes the most reliable figures on the slave 

population at the time of the insurrection (1966:18), fig'J.res which 

indicate that there were 452,000 slaves, who co::1stituted 87% of the 

colonial population. It is unlikely that Leyhurn was seriously stating 
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that every single slave, including the women,and children who were 

counted among the half million, became a "riotous" armed insurgent. 

When dealing with black hordes, even serious authors apparently get 

swept into poetic licence. 

The figures that are generally given concerning the size of the 

various armies of this period cast into doubt the va.lidity of any 

assumption concerning universal involvement--even universal adult 

male involvement--in sustained hostilities. Eventually the insur

gent "hordes" crystallized into more highly organized fighting 
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forces under leaders who assumed (or were given) military titles-

i.e. they became armies. What percentage of the potential militants 

were act.ually part of these armies? The colonial slave population was 

seen to have been 452,000, of which a disproportionately large 

number were known to be adult males, in comparison to the age and 

sex rations holding in more conventional populations. Thus we may 

plausibly entertain the notion that there were between 150,000 

and 175,000 males of fighting age who could potentially belong to 

one or another of the armies. The fact is that the most important 

black arwy of the early 1790's, that of Toussaint, for several 

years numbered between 5,000 and 6,000 soldiers 'James 1963:145-7), 

and even after it had been augmented by the addition of lesser chiefs 

and tr,eir troops during the 1790's, it never went beyond 18,000 

men {James 1963:305). When adding to the number of combatants the 

smaller armies in other parts of the colony and the various maroon 

bands--some of whom sided with the colonial authorities against the 

rebel armies {James 1963:309)--it is tmlikely that at any point in the 

revolutionary decade more than three out of ten adult males of 
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fighting age ever formed part of an organized fighting force--and 

that is a generous estimate. 
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Status of Agricultural Activities During the Years of the Revolt. 

If the ex-slaves were not all rioting, what then were they doing? 

The conventional notion of universal participat.ion in the uprising 

implies furthermore that the bloodthirsty hordes no longer had either 

the time or the inclination to continue growing ~raps. The notion that 

the slaves, in picking up weapons, simultaneously dropped their hoes, 

finds rather frequent direct expression in the literature. Baskett 

(1970:118) assures us that "the Negroes were, because of slavery, 

averse to agricultural labor," which was only slightly more moderate 

than Brown's plaint (1970:108) that " ... the mass of the insurgents had 

no distinct object in view~ :farther than to gain a :freedom from 

labor, and to e;ratif'y their desire for a life of pltmder and drunkenness," 

sentiments shared for the most part by Franklin as well (1970:119). 

A more modern historian talks in the same basic chaos idiom when 

he tells us that the blacks suffered from an "intoxication of liberty~" 

and that "all habits of steady industry had been lost (Leyburn 

1966: 26, 33). 11 A concomitant to this m;yth is the companion myth that 

the major problem confronting early Haitian leaders vas to get their 

subjects back onto the land. When Toussaint came to po.:er, says one 

author, "fields were no longer cultivated (Rodman 1954:11)." Toussaint 

achieved great economic feats " ... fai::.ant rentre les (noires) 

les proprietes rurales (Lepelletier 1846:110)." Again. Leyburn accepts 

as a fact that "the vast majority of the people" had to be "forced 

willy-nilly into agriculture (1966: 34)." Brown perhaps states the 
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myth most clearly when he says that "the influence of the black chiefs 

was put in requisition to restore the negroes to the plantations, 

and make the labors of agriculture serve them for employment instead 

of the disorders of war'' (1971:108). In short~ the chaos model would 

have us believe that it was largely due to the moral influence of a 

charismatic leader that the blacks' repugnance to field labor was 

temporarily overcome. 

Evidence cited above bas called into question the notion of 

universal uprising. But if the historical records are to be set right, 

analysis must go beyond a simple challenging of the chaos model, to 

the construction and documentation of an alternative, more credible 

theory concerning the activities of hundreds of thousands of 

adults during these critical years. Fortunately the same historical 

documents which impu£n the validity of the chaos model also 

give us very clear leads into the nature of the activities which the 

former slaves ~in fact pursuing during these critical years. 

The outbreak of the slave insurrection in the north,and its 

spread to other regi ens of the country, had universal repercussions 

throughout the colony, even on those plantations where immediate phy

sical devastation did not occur. Two of these repercussions are of par

ticuJ.ar interest for us. In the first place the insecurities 

stemming from the armed hostilities and the concomitant rise in prices 

for most goods caused widespread local strains on the food supply, 

which had traditionally included a large component of foodstuffs 

imported from abroad. More and more the colonial population c~:~.me 

to depend on the crops and small livestock raised and marketed by the 

slaves who had not revolted. P..n earlier section discussed the manner 
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in which produce :from the provision plots of the slaves bad gradually 

become an essential component of the colonial diet~ and bow this 

dependence manifested itself in the form of a growing internal market 

system in which the slaves took active advantage of this opportunity 

to earn an otherwise hard-to-come-by income. But if' this dependence 

on slave-raised and slave-marketed :f'ood bad already become notewortby 

before the insurrection, it became ~ af'terwards (Debien 1956:130). 

This had immediate and deep reaching repercussions on the li:f'e chances 

of those large sectors of the slave population that appear to have 

remained on the plantations. 

But the very forces which created this increased dependence on the 

slaves simul taneousl.y' constrained and channeled the response of the 

freemen and owners to their new situation. Their general response 

was not to exact more labor and produce from the slaves that had 

not revolted. On the contrary: the behavior of ma.ny owners and overseers 

became suddenly, dramatically, and understandably conciliatory 

toward the slaves, a sensible strategy- on their part to minimize 

the danger of their slaves joining the ranks of the insurgents. 

An histo:r;ica11y critical passage appears in a letter in which 

a local foreman ~ites to the absentee owner of a plantation concerning 

measures which he had taken to forestall the possibilities of a revolt: 

Vos negres •.. travaillent comme de coutume. Pour les encourager 
a continuer ••• je l.eur donne tous les dimanches une livre 
de morue a chacun et deux rechanges par an ••• Je les 
oblige a faire chacun un jardin capable de les nourrir' 
leur donna.nt a cet effet deux heures 8. midi franches' leurs 
dimanches et fetes.. • De temps a autre je leur donne une 
joumee pour travail.ler dans leur ja.rdin, soit pour y 
sarcler, planter ou recolter des vivres. Cette fagon de 
les conduire les rend plus satisfaits (DE!bien 1956:124). 
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The whites, in short, found themselves making gifts. But of much 

greater significance than gif'ts of clothes and increased rations were 

the economic concessions that were made, especially those of more 

cropping land and more time to werk the land. The fact that many 

slaves remained attached to their planta.tions suggests at least 

partial success for thes2 maneuvers. De bien (1962) emphasizes the 

tranquility that appeared to have prevailed during the hectic years 

of 1791-1797, in the very region of the colony where the insurrection 

first broke out: 

Au milieu d'une des p€riodes les plus agit€es de l'histoire 
de Saint-Domingue, (les esclaves de Foache} ferment un 
atelier compact, que les insurrections, les influences de 
la R€volution ant des ann€es durant fort peu touch€. 
Jusqu'en 1798 l'ordre int€rieur persiste. Le g€rant peut 
demeurer sur place sans s€rieuse inquietude. Le travail 
survit, en somme assez regulier (Debien 1962:170). 

Equally clear documentation comes from a coffee plantation in a 

mountain region of the Artibonite area. A French "g€rant" (overseer) 

writes thus to the absent owner of the plantation in August of 1792, 

exactly a year after the initial insurrection: 

Les louanges que J'ai a faire 6.e vas negres son au-dessus 
de toute expression, n'ayant eu aucun sujet de m€contente
ment d'eux dans l'instant de la plus grande insurrection 
et dans le moment oii ils €taient entoures de sujets revolt€s 
et de particuliers interesses au d€sordre (quoted in 
De bien 1962:170). 

By no means can it be assumed that such plantations were the exception. 

Although cautioning against unwarranted generalizations, Debien 

points out that on plantat:!ons with a certain type of authority struc-

ture, a relatively high percentage of "creole" (i.e. loca....ly born 

r::l.ther than African born) slaves, and/or a highland location which 

created some isolation--three factors very common throughout the 

colony--the slaves freo..uently continued working their le.nd even during 

the insurrection (De bien 1972:170-1) . 
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What is analytically critical is the observation that their 

continued dedication to agricultural pursuits was sustained in the 

context of the cash cropping activities that had been permitted 

to them in the deys of slavery, buttressed by the new freedoms 

and concessions which the masters were forced to make in the face 

of the insurrection. 

It would be impossible to overestimate the evolutionary impact 

of this situation on the future of Haitian econo!l'lf and society. 

Debien phrases the matter beautifully: 

En face des blancs que ne font plus que passer et qui 
remplacent en courant comme sur un fond mine, les no irs, 
libres au esclaves encores, enfoncent doucement leurs 
talons dans cette terre nourriciere que chaque jour et 
chaq_ue r8colte font lentement un peu plus leur (1958:131). 

If evidence ha<: earlier been presented justifying the suspicion that most 

of the slaves refrained from extended active participation in the 

hostilities, it is passages such as the above, gleaned directly from 

eyewitness accounts of the period, which give us a clear picture of 

what these slaves were doing: making more secure their possession of 

the plots on which they had been accustomed to grow provisions, simul-

taneously expanding their cash-cropping and animal raising activities 

to respond energetically to a social situation in which they had 

more economic leeway and to a market which had drastically altered 

in their favor. 

In light of this the notion that Toussaint somehow had to struggle 

to get his black followers back to the land becomes nonsensical. His 

headaches were of a completely different nature. The blacks were 

already :firmly and determinedly entrenched on the land--but on their 

own plots. Toussaint 1 s legislation must thus be translated juaiciously. 
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He is constantly praised for his attempts to reinstate 11agriculture." 

But in his lexicon, and the lexicon of the colonial rulers with whom he 

collaborated, the term "agriculture" referred strictly to the gang 

labor economy of reinstituted plantations. Similarly his imprecations 

against "vagabonds" were less directed against urban idlers than against 

incipient peasants hard at work on their own plots, small holding cultivators 

who refused to leave their plots and attach the:rnselves to neo-colonial 

work gangs laboring 1.Ulder the supervision of black commanders and 

soldiers. 

The evidence for this is quite clear. Toussaint's plans to rear-

ganize the economy encountered resistance, in the form of a revolt 

in the North. A verbatim quote from one of the "vagabonds" concerning 

the reason for the revolt is highly revealing: 

Par ici ... l'on nous vexe trap, l'on ne nous paie pas bien 
ce que nous revient des denrees que nous faisons; l'on 
nous force de donner por rien nos poules, nos cochons, 
quand nous allons a la ville ..• (lobral 1961:16) 

This very significant passage attests to 

1. the presence of a large number of blacks who were on their own 

raising crops and animals during the so-called turbulent decade 

of the 1890's; 

2. the degree to which the whites had become fundamentally depen·· 

dent on these crops and animals; 

3. the degree to which the blacks were assiduously committed to 

this type of pursuit. 

4. the degree to which at least some of the armed conflicts 

occurring in the colony at this time were directly and overtly 

fought over the issue of freedom for the blacks to grow food 

on small plots and raise animals,as a source of cash income. 
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An equally clear passage is gJ...eaned from a visitor to the rural 

areas in 1 '799, who wrote: 

:1-Jous remarqu§.mes qu 1 ils (les cultivateurs) avaient taus 
dispose d'une etendue plus ou mains considerable de terrain 
pour leur jardinage, auquel ils donnaient tout leur temps, 
malgr€ les d€fenses fait a ce sujet par les r€gl€ments du 
general en chef Toussaint Louverlure. {Moral 1961:19) 

This means clearly that the conflict in which Toussaint found himself 

embroiled was not one of industry versus laziness, but of :i.ndividualized 

private holdings versus plantation gang labor. 

In the same vein another verbatim quote from a black prisoner casts 

some new light on th~ 11 int;oxica:tion 11 with wanton destruction allegedly 

manifested by the blacks. In a very r"evealing quote, James gives 

us a possibly new slant on the dynamics of said dest:r-uction. The 

blacks who burned fields were in at least some cases burning 

fields which they themselves, on their own initiative, had planted._ 

When the French interrogated a captive as to why he had done such a 

thing, he retorted: ''We have a right to burn what we cultivate because 

a man has a right to dispose of hb own labor" {James 1966: 361). 

A quote such as that sets the chaos model directly on its head. The 

traditional model states that the blacks were burning instead of 

planting. But this passage indicates that in at least some cases they 

were burning ~ they had pl9llted, and were unwilling to see their 

fields appropriated by others. In short the oft-touted cessation 

r:£ economic activities during the t:b.ii,..l.d.n revolution must be treated as 

one more component of the master myth. What ceased was not economic 

activity, but plantation gang labor. This was replaced in some cases 

by pillage and destruction, but in other--perhaps more numerous --

cases by a switch to the full time pursuit of the market oriented 
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cash cropping and livestock raising that had begun to emerge during the 

colonial period. The fact that the early Haitian leaders--and 

most writers on this period--did not recognize this as 11agriculture11 

attests more to the~1" own bjases than to a genuine withdrawal from 

land and crops on the part of the black masses. 

To sum up: the notion that the decade of revolutionary transition 

in Saint-D:lmingue was characterized by universal and exclusive dedi

cation to destruction and pillage by "half a million riotous blacks" 

must be challenged as a myth. Full time historians must eventually 

supply the definitive documentation on this matter, if indeed such 

documentation can be unearthed. But the evidence already presented 

here .:-uggests that perhaps a not-insubstantial part of the black popu

lation dedicated a not-insubstantial part of their energies and attention 

to securing control over plots of land, growing crops and raising 

animals, and marketing these commodities for purposes of securing a 

cash income. In the light of such evidence the marauding hordes who 

fill the pages of historical accounts of the Saint-Domingue revel t 

have been suddenly transformed. They now appear curiously similar 

to a historical type currently being given much anthropological 

attention--the free holding peasant. 

Conventional history, which fo~uses on the behavior of certain 

salient groups and couches its analysis in the idiom of imputed 

ideals and motives, generates the type of historical legend with which 

I have dealt here. An alternative analysis has been presented, 

which has attempted to outline at least the general contours of the 

deep structural processes that were unfolding on French Hispaniola 

during this critical period. A master-myth tells us that the blacks 
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were running wild, killing, looting, destroying, until a charismatic 

leader coaxed and forced them back onto the land. The reality, as 

I have indicated, was quite different. Many of the blacks had stayed 

on the land and were quite determined and assiduous in their 

production of crops and livestocks, now that the profits would 

belong to them. The master-nzy-th further speaks of the role of the 

military as enforcers of new a.iscipline and work-morality, as the 

only path to restoring economic prosperity. But if the analysis 

presented here is correct, the leaders appeared to be less occupied 

in the task of society building than in that of plantation restoration 

and in the coercive exacting of labor whose fruits would fall largely 

to themselves. But their 11true motives 11 are somewhat tangential 

to the discussion. What is of central interest is the structural 

implicati .n of their behavior. Conventional interpretations of the 

Haitian revolution in terms of racial, national, social or 

political terms fall short of convincingly accounting for what 

occurred. 

I have argued rather that the conflict was, on a very deep level, 

between those small-scale cultivators who wanted to plant and market 

their own crops, and those ruling groups who had other designs on 

the labor of these 11proto-peasa.nts. 11 The rulers changed skin color 

and political allegience in the course of the conflict. But the under

lying battle lines always remained the same. And if one is not unduly 

enthralled by f'ires, gunshots, and 11marauding hordes," the cataclysmic 

Haitian revolution begins to take on at least some of the appearance 

of a more gentle evolution, bringing to domina..'"lce a type of peasant 

livelihood tilat the French colonists had unwittingly permitted to 

take root under their very noses. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE PEASANTIZATION OF HAITIAN SOCIETY 

If the seeds of peasant economics had been so'Wil in the colony end 

had surfaced in the period of revolutionaey transition, it was only 

in the postrevolutionary decades that the plant was to emerge full 

blown to engulf the entire western part of Hispaniola, as the domi-

nant adaptive strategy governing the economic lives of the vast 

majority of the population. In -:he preceding chapter I discussed the 

manner in which the colonial period had witnessed the seminal implan

tation of embryonic peasant behaviors, which the revolutionary period 

subsequently freed from the confining strictures of a plantation regime. 

In this chapter I will discuss the step-by-step transformation which 

finally made of Haiti a peasant society. 

Emphasis is placed on the word society. The culti~ration of small 

plots and the utilization of market outlets for the crops so produced 

do not in themselves signal the presence of peasants. A society 

is a peasant society only to the degree that there are groups exer

cising revenue generating control over these smallholding cultivators. 

Until ruling groups in Haiti had gained some degree of de f'acto control 

over the rural hinterland~ Haiti remained in a taxonomic limbo. 

But this state of affairs endured but a short period of time. The 

history of postrevolutionary Haiti was the story of the rather rapid 

emergence of an institutional apparatus ce,)le.ble of controlling, at 

least to some degree, a mass which by now had become highly peasa.nt

ized in its behaviors. 
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STRUCTURAL WEAKNESSES IN THE POSITION OF HAITIAN RULERS 

A superficial view of Haitian history places emphasis on the 

victory of the ex-slaves against the French. The model presented in 

these pages gives emphasis, rather, to the victory of freeholders over 

representatives of a gang-labor econO.IIlf. The emergence of Haitian 

society is best seen as the result of a diachronic compromise. The 

ruling groups abandoned serious efforts to reimpose plantation economy 

(though the rhetoric was to persist for a few decades) and began 

confronting the Haitian peasant on his own ground--that of an inde

pendent cultivator. It is only after this de facto capitulation was 

made that rulers were able to exercise some revenue-generating con

trol over the hinterland, converting Haiti into a peasant society. 

This capitulation was rendered necessary by the existence of certain 

structural weaknesses in their position of control. 

WEAKNESSES IN THE SUPERSTRUCTURE 

With regard to the governmental superstructure, we may expect 

effective control only under conditions of at least moderate integra

tion and internal coordination within the chain of governing command. 

This coordination and integration were, for very concrete and recent 

historical reasons, absent in postre-.rol utionary Haiti . The degree to 

which military leaders in the C:)lony and the new republic had q_uickly 

switched allegiance must have been constantly before the eyes of any 

president or commanding officer. The much discussed side-switching 

of Toussaint, the greatest of the early black leaders, is an excellent 

example of the point iz: q_uestion. And Toussaint himself was to be 

plagued by pusillanimity and outright desertion on the part of his 

own subordinate officers. In the North, the reign of Christophe--
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who hiwself had been among those to desert Toussaint, was to be brought 

to an abrupt end by a revolt from within his own military ranks. 

The emperor would have been assassinated had he not beat his soldiers 

to the punch by committing dignified suicide a few moments before the 

arrival of the insurgents. Dessalines himself had several years ear

lier met his end in a similar fashion, ambushed by a clique of rebel

ling subordinates. 

In short it is clear that, despite the adoption of the external 

titles, ranks, uniforms, and drill patterns of the former European 

rulers, the very conditions under which Haitian military leadership 

emerged militated against the coalescence of a truly unified and effec

tive chain of command. Despite the legendary ferocity of the early 

black leaders, a ferocity that is often given detailled (but misleading) 

anecdotal treatment in conventional histories~ thei:;_· hold on the reins 

of power was very tenuous, and their ability to control the masses 

was effectively undermined by their inability to assure long range 

compliance even on the part of their own subordinates, There was, in 

short, no genuinely effective apparatus of control in the higher levels 

of society, 

INDEPENDENCE OF THE BASE 

But these weaknesses from above were aggravated by a complex of 

control-resisting conditions prevailing within the lower levels of 

society. At least three of these must have entered the equation as 

factors frustrating any effective application of centralized 

control. 
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Lack of Physical Infrastructure 

On the one hand the very topology of western Hispaniola wa.s 

one which militated against easy control of the interior. The large 

percentage of the country 1 s land surface which is made up of poorly 

accessible mountains and valleys would cause headaches to any would

be rulers. The further lack of' physical infrastructure in the form 

of' good roads created a situation that was much more conducive to local. 

autonoiJU than to centralized control. 

The problem of' :physical separation betveen rulers and rul.ed on 

the island of Hispaniola had proved so bothersome to the Spaniards in 

an earlier century that they had physically depopulated the moun

tainous western end of the island and :forcibly concentrated the popu

lation on the flatter and more easily governable eastern end. Thus 

Haitian rulers inherited the "wrong end" of the island, :from the 

point. of' view of easy control of' the population. Their new subjects 

were protectively dispersed over IiDUOtains and valleys that had been 

the traditional re:fuge of Arawa.k Indians and Af'rican maroons. 

One can sympathize with the comical pathos of' the situation of' the 

early president who, busily engaged in his tasks of' governing, was 

blissfully unaware that his northern province had :for weeks been openly 

preparing for an armed uprising {Franklin 1970:10-11). In short 

the physical makeup of western Hispaniol.a strongly militated against 

the imposition of effective central controL 
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Ideology of LibertY 

The colonial rulers, however, had also to contend with mountainous 

topograpby and deficient roads. Evengiven these it was possible to 

impose at least local patterns of control.. But there were other 

factors in postrevol.utionary Haiti which impeded the impC'sition of 

even local. control. One of these :factors was a militant, anti

slavery, egalitarian ideology generated by recent historical events. 

The revolution had been fought under the sl.ogan:;; of liberty for all. 

Even Dessalines f'ound himself compelled to pa;y at least public l.ip 

service to the ideal of liberte (Leyburn 1966: 32). The writings 

of early obse:..•vers such as Franklin (1970) a.nd Mackenzie (1971) 

are filled with (disapproving) comments on the insolent recalcitrance 

which they perceived among many Haitians with whom they came in 

contact in their journeys through the island. During the colonial 

period there wa.s, of course, no widespread analogy to this open ideo

logy- of liberty, It wa.s a newly forged control-resisting factor 

with which only the early Haitian rulers had to contend in such 

an open f'ashion. 

Independent Resource Base 

But much more important than either the tiK)untainous topography 

or the ideology of liberty was the independent resource base which 

the Haitian masses had already begun to control bef'ore the crowning 

o:f the first Haitian emperor, Des salines. Indications of the de:fi

nitive spread and inculcation oi' this crucial pattern during the transi

tional years have al.ready been given. It is along this dimension that 

the masses of early Haiti di:ffered most dramatically from the slaves 
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of' the late colony. Though the latter had access to their provision 

plots, such access was had at the sut'ferance of' coresident masters 

or their ubiquitous managers and overseers. 

In postrevolutionary Haiti there was neither master nor, in most 

places, effective overseer. With their disappearance in preceding 

decades, the masses had begun to pursue in a :t'ull time, energetic 

fashion the independent economic activities which in earl.ier days had 

been relegated to scarce free-time. By the time Haitian leaders assumed 

formal control, the masses were well entrenched in their new way of 

life, with eff'ecti ve control over their own plots of land and the 

concomitant autonOD\Y which such control implies. It was this 

quasi-advanced stage of peasantization that already prevailed 

throughout the island which was probably the major factor in thwarting 

all efforts on the part of rulers toward centralized control. Whereas 

the colonial masters had to deal with disen:franchised slaves. the 

Haitian rulers were confronted with :mt.sses of independent. ecoiiomi

ca.lly entrenched peasants. It was no wonder that their schemes were 

to come to naught. 

COIISOLIDA'l'ION OF POWER 

The capitulation to a peasant reality was not to be made by the 

representatives of the black military aristocracy. To the end these 

former slaves maintained their vision of a Haiti in which they 

and their favorites were the commanders of a collectivized labor force 

producing a steady stream of exportable agricultural produce which 

would restore n.g,tional wealth to the J.evels it had attained during the 

colony's heyday as the jewel in the French empire. Dessal.ines had 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

72 

not abandoned this plan, when he was assassinated in 1806. Af'ter his 

death a political division was to arise in the cour~try, with a former 

black general, Henri Christophe, establishing a kingdom in the north. 

By dint of Christophe 1 s powerful rule, this section of the country did 

in fact pass through more than a decade of a collectivized economy, 

at least in the areas contiguous to the capital city (today called 

Cap Haitien). But in 1820 this economic edifice came crumbling to the 

ground with a revolt and the su'bsequent death of Christophe; with its 

collapse all seriously enforced dreams of a collectivized Haiti 

passed forever from the scene. 

The capitulation to a peasant reality was to be made rather during 

the incumbencies of the mulatto successors of' Des salines and Christophe, 

The first mulatto ruler was P~tion, who gove1-ned the South for over 

ten years from 1807 to 1818, during the time that Christophe was 

in control of the North. PE!tion' s successor was another mulatto, Boyer, 

at the beginning of whose long rule (1818-1843) the North and the 

South were again reunited a:fter the death of Christophe. It was 

during the presidencies of these two leaders that the forces of 

peasantization finally triumphed. 

One of the ma.in achievements of these presidents was their 

success at the consolidation of governmental power, without which 

effective rule was impossible. There were thre,. major groups 

to be reckoned with: the masses, the mulatto gentry, and the military 

establishment. With respect to the masses, both Petion and Boyer 

continued to give lip service to the ideals of collectivized 

agriculture, the most impressive document beinp; Boyer's Code Rural. 

But such lip service appears to have been done out of deference to 
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the interests of the mulatto gentry (cf'. Franklin 1970:337). In their 

behavior, both presidents were concil.iatory toward the masses. The 

l.aissez-f'aire leniency oi' P~tion induced many blacks from Christophe's 

kingdom in the North to defect to the South. His successor Boyer was 

quite concerned publicly to disassociate himsel.f from the tyranny 

of Dessalines and went so far as to punish military commanders who 

behaved harshly toward the people in efforts to enforce collective 

labor (Mackenzie 1971, I :60). 

If' the masses were conciliated with a basic hands-of'f pol.icy, 

the mulatto gentry were wooed through a series of favorable legislative 

moves made during the riegn of P€tion. Of' particular importance was 

his restoration to the gentry of much of the land that had been 

expropriated during the reign of Dessalines and his facilitating or 

the legalization of land titles. 

But of even more weighty implications ror the consolidation of' 

governmental power and the f'uture of' Haitian history were the moves 

that Petion e.nd Boyer were forced to make to consolidate their power 

vis-i-vis the military. The government budget, presupposing as it 

did the production of a steady stream of export crops, was in a sad 

state. The statistics of the period, especially statistics on 

exportation, give dramatic testimony to the extent of the f'ailure. 

The nation was receding f'urther than it ever had f'rom the wealth 

of the colonial period. At the height of its prosperity, Saint

Domingue could boast of some 140 sugar estates, almost a.ll of them 

embracing over a thousand acres of land, of which a fourth would be 
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pl.anted in sugar cane ,and the remainder in pasture and other crops. 

But none of' the hand:f'ul of' sugar estates which were establ.ished by 

mi.l.itary and governmentaJ. :functionaries in the post-revol.utionary 

decades had more than 40 acres planted in cane. Per acre productivity 

also declined. The colonial average was reported to be almost 

3, 000 pounds of' sugar per acre. But in the Cul-de-Sac pl.a.in 

under Boyer, one acre would not produce 1,000 pounds of' sugar 

(Franklin 1.970:349-50). The extent of the decJ.ine in the plantation 

economy can be grasped if' it is remembered that in the year preceding 

the slave insurrection more than 163 million pounds of' sugar were 

exported. But in the year 1.825, under Boyer, Haiti exported only 

b.Q.QQ. pounds of' sugar (Leyburn 1966:320). As the ultimate symbol of' 

decline, sugar was now being imported :from the neighboring island 

of Cuba (Mackenzie 1971: 77). In short, in the eyes of' foreign observers 

the Haitian econoley' had ceased to exist. It was not sick; it was 

a corpse. 

Part of the problem of course was in the eye of the observer. 

The eagerness with which foreigners declared the tlaitian econoiey as 

dead was based on an anthropologically untenable exclusion of yeoman 

cultivation from the rubr:ic of "econoiey. 11 As will be shovm, the 

country's economy, if measured by another yardstick, was flourishing. 

But it was true that the elite groups of Haiti had failed dismally 

in their stated intentions to organize what was by international 

standards a weal thy Republic. 

The i'ailure of the plantation econoley' to revive placed the govern

ment in a financialy difficult situation. No money was coming in, 

yet there was an army demanding its pay. P€tion and Boyer were forced 
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into a number of oblique revenue-raising schemes. All of these 

oblique schemes avoided the peasant reality; some of them were 

almost ludocrous; and none of them ultimately worked. Aside from 

the predictable strategy of simply printing more money~ Pet ion 

brought various types of local foodstuffs cheaply and attenroted to 

sell them for a profit in the still flourishing plantation island of 

nearby Jamaica. When Boyer came to power, he also printed money and 

attempted mining schemes of various sort. But the unpaiQ arm;;r remained. 

The immediate danger was probably less in terms of uprising than 

of desertion. P€tion was particularly interested in maintaining a 

respectable standing arDzy". Under Des salines there had been constant 

fear of an overseas invasion from the French and a reimposition of 

slavery. Under PE!tion there was a mcuh more immediate danger: an 

invasion from the kingdom of Henri Christophe in the North. In th{.s 

kingdom the black ruler had in fact reimposed a quasi-collectj vi zed 

economic order in which the masses--at least those in the vicinity 

of the emperor's capital--were marshalled into onerous corvE!e labor 

and the soldiers did in fact enjoy a relatively privileged position as 

enforcers of this labor. Thus P€tion was confronted with a disciplined 

and regularly rem1.Ulerated northern arnzy- whose very existence posed 

a threat to the sovereignty of his Republic in the South. His lack 

of funds with which to maintain the size and mora:le of his own army 

became a high priority focus of attention early in his reign. 

He had not been in office for two years before the nature of 

the solution became clear. P€tion may have had little cash, but he had 

a cridcally important substitute. He had eminent domain over virtually 

a nationful of land of which only a fraction was legally deeded to 
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private owners. In a move that was unique in the annals of Caribbean 

history, he took advantage of' this resource to maintain the size and 

morale of' his army, guaranteeing that everY single member of the 

military, from the highest echelons to the rank and file troops, 

would one day become a landowner. 

His first steps into this path were tentative and modest. The 

1.809 decree which first launched the nation into this direction 

applied principally to retired soldiers. Those who had been rank 

and file troops were to receive a .Q£!! ~ of some 15 acres of 

land; and of' course officers were to receive substantially more, 

according to their rank. The response of' the beneficiaries--

the concessionaires--was overwhelmingly positive, so much so that 

two years later an even more magnanimous step we.s taken when many 

categories of' officers currently serving in the military were also 

given land. It was no longer necessary to wait for retirement. 

Since much of the land given to the military was land on which 

coffee trees had been planted in the colonial period (Renaud 1939:85), 

it was not necessary to dedicate one's full time attention to the 

plantation to enjoy it as s. source of income. And though s.t least 

some of the land given to retired lower echelon military was of: 

poorer quality (Franklin 1970:316), the response of: the entire 

military establishment to this policy of: Petion was overwhelmingly 

positive. So ef:f:ective was this strategy in securing a loyal army 

even in the absence of: funds that Petion decided s. few years later to 

strengthen his ~ administration using the same tactic. In 1814 

he promulgated a decree granting land to various categories of ci vi

lian functionaries (Bastien 1951:113). In short, within seven yE:-ars 
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of his ascent to power, Petion succeeded in unifying the entire 

institutional apparatus, civilian as well as military, under his 

now magnanimous command. And he did it by taking the unprecedented 

step of parcelling out the land of the Republic. Historians have 

debate~ at length the wisdom of this policy on the part of Petion. 

But in terms of Pet ion 1 s short run goals, the move had been indis-

putably effective. With one stone he had succeeded 1<1 killing several 

enormous birds. He had not only removed the threat of invasion from the 

North, but had also circumvented the problem of empty public coffers. 

This view differs from that of writers such as Thoby (1888) and 

Renaud (1934), who adopt a "wise man" model of history when discussing 

Petion's land policy. In this view, it was the egalitarian ideolog:r of 

the French Revolution combined with economic insight which induced P€tion, 

in his wisdom, to dismantle the plantations and "create a peasantry." 

Leyburn also attributes the emergence of a peasantry to Pet ion 1 s 

policies, but blames rather than praises the mulatto president (1966:86-8). 

The model presented here differs from both of the above models in suggesting 

that the freeholders were proliferating withou"t P€tion 1 s help and that 

his land policy must be understood first and foremost in the context, 

not of egalitarian ideals, but of an unpaid army. 

In short, the presidents we:':'e in effect merely flowing along with 

a current of :Peasantization which they had had no fundamental part in 

initiating, riding the crest of a wave over whose direction they 

had virtually no control. They were truly "riding the crest." 

Though they could not sto:P the tide, their positions did permit them 

to manipulate the process of fragmentation and turn it to their own 

advantage. By "turning loose" the military onto the land, they were 
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merely unleashing a process which was bound to occur anyway, but doing 

it in such a way that their own popularity and positions of power 

were strengthen<;!d, Unlike their bla.ck predecessors, they were prac

tising the politics of least resistance. 

To say that the presidents were fol.lowing a tide is not to say 

that their policies were devoid of' significant impact. On the 

contrary the structural implications of the policy of l.and 

grants were profound. Up until now there had been a severe chasm 

between the institutional superstructure and the proto-peasant 

base, whose smaJ.lholding economic pursuits had enjoyed an evolu

tionary norescence in the post-colonial years but had not yet even 

been recognized as true "culture de la terre." By plugging in to 

this current, Petion narrowed the gap between the rulers and 

the ruled. 

To the degree that terminological. shifts indicate changes in 

orientation, the sudden appearance in official government documents 

of' references to 11l.a petite culture11 (sma.llhold.ing cultivation) as 

a legitimate contrast to "la grande culture" of' plantation agriculture 

was laden with structural impl.ications. This official 11l.egitimization11 

of peasant cultivation probably had littl.e effect on the behavior 

of' the myriads of Haitians who had taken it up without governmental 

approval. But the significance of the legislation lies in the fact that 

it signalled a new tne of behavior on the part of the rulers. The 

fiction of' a plantation economy was rapidly disappearing, the rulers 

were opening their eyes to the fact that their f'oll.owers were not 

gang l.aborers but independent yeomen, and that governmental control. 

strategies must so adapt. 
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In structural terms P€tion 1 s policy pl.aced this spontaneous 

proli i"eration of smallholders within reach of the law. The government 

had proved incapable of pulling the people off of their pl.ots onto 

pl.antations. But it would certainly be abl.e to ma.lte them toe at 

least certain lines within the sma.l.lholding context. Above a11., now 

that land was being passed out en ma.sse to specific mili ta.ry and govern

mental f'igures, the squatter no longer stood in defiance of a distant 

and somewhat impersonally indif:ferent governmental superstructure 

whose military enforcers had neither the personal stake nor the l.ong 

range persistence to keep him tied to a plantation. Now the illegally 

established freeholder would in many cases be in defiance of a spe

cific military or governmental official who did have an interest in 

that specific plot of' ground and who might find it more to his 

advantage to eject one occupant to substitute another. That is, Petion' s 

policy of distributing relatively small pl.ots to mil.itary and 

governmental f':iglres put an end to anoma.litY as the onJ.y basis f'or 

sme.llholding pursuits. Now there were numerous l.&Ddowners 

permanently and legally esta.bl.ished with titles to their J)lots~ 

and the illegal.l.y establ.ished freeholder was becoming somewhat more 

conspicuous. 

It was not an entirely new be.llgame f'or the smal.lholder, but at 

least some of the rules had been suddenly changed. I:f he wanted to 

continue pursuing his own course as a cultivator o:f his own gardens, 

weJ.l and good. But neither he nor his chil.dren could count on a secure 

f1..Tture unless he first toed certain J.ines. His rulers had woken up 

to real.ity. They were now no longer e.n internally divided mishmash of 
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warring factions concocting unenforceable schemes for reconstructing the 

plantations. They were now a fairly unified superstructure of govern

ment officials, soldiers, and landowners who bad taken a sudden 

interest in the plots he was cropping and in the sma.llbolding acti

vities whiCh earlier rulers had not even deigned worthy of recogni

tion. The smallholder continued in his way of life--but ncvr he had 

an extremely interested "outside world" starting to take a closer 

look at him. As a coalition of pmrer took shape in the upper insti

tutional structures, the autonomous hilldweller was being drawn 

closer and closer to the status of a centrally controlled peasant, 

THE ACG,UISITION OF REVENUE 

The coalescence of a unified power structure is but one element 

in the peasantization of a society. The presence of non-food-producing 

groups in an agrarian society creates the structural demand for 

revenue generating mechanisms as well. The preceding section has 

dwelled on the modus vi vendi established am::>ng the various power 

groups in post-Dessalinian Haiti, their abandonment of a plantation 

scheme, their sudden interest in "la petite culture." But these 

processes are in a sense but the anteroom of peasantization. To 

perceive the nature of a rural populace is not necessarily to 

be able to rule them. The task still remained of 11 integrating" 

these rural freeholders into a national unit, an integration whose 

sine qua non was the establishment of some sort of liens on at 

least part of their economic activities. After some false starts, 

the ruling groups were eventually to hit on a solution. 
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THE IMPOSITION OF TAXES 

One of the most direct forms of securing revenue employed by 

rulers is the imposition of direct taxes. But there are a great 

variety of taxes. The particular form of taxation employed in a 

society will frequently be a good indicator of deeper economic dyna

mics governing the society. During colonial times, for example, the 

French authorities eschewed the alternative of imposing simple 

land taxes, choosing rather to tax individuals according to the number 

of slaves they possessed. Land was frequently left idle, and an indi

vidual's landholding was not necessarily an indicator of his wealth. 

Slaves were not left idle; the size of a planter's slave contingent 

~a good indicator of that individual's taxability. The choice of 

taxation by slaves rather than by simple landholdings signalled a 

recognition by French authorities of the nature of the society with 

which they were dealing. 

The Haitian rulers, when they began dealing with the econormr as 

it was rather than ''lith the econormr as they had hoped it would be, 

were no less astute in their perceptions than their French predecessors. 

Foreign observers of the period lamented the Haitian peasant's 

lack of involvement in a cash market. The lamentation was unneeded 

because the perception was false. Though the Haitian peasant had 

little direct involvement with an export market, already in the 

nineteenth century he was heavily involved nonetheless in the production 

of cash crops for an internal market system. 

The existence of a money orientation was clear. Mackenzie somewhat 

sarcastically comments that this was the only common denominator 
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which bound all classes together: 

Some have attempted to show that the coloured population 
form an aristocracy, while the whole of the labour is 
entailed on the negro. This, I suspect, is gene-
ralizing too extensively ..• There is one circumstance 
which appears to me very essentially to contribut~ to (a) 
spirit of equality. Almost every man, whatever his offi
cial rank may be, is either directly or indirectly engaged 
in commerce, the acquisition of money being held in as 
great repute as it ever was (in Europe). (Mackenzie 1971:29) 

Though done sarcastically, he has identified. an important pattern 

in Haitian society, one which has not been gainsaid by any evidence 

gathered in the century and a half since he made that col!Dllent. 

This same author elsewhere gives evidence that local markets were 

already flourishing, markets supplied with products grown for that 

purpose Uy rural cultivators. Though his comments were directed 

at Europeans and were concerned with the local availability of 

foods that would interest members of the small foreign colony in 

Port-au-Prince, an important vignette emerges: 

The principal market day is Saturday; but there are 
daily markets throughout the week for certain articles. 
'rhe supply of beef, mutton, and fowls, is very tolerable; 
that of fish "!J.Ilcertain; and what is singular enough, 
although turtle abound in the bay, they are rarely met 
with for sale. There is also a respectable supply not only 
of tropical vegetables and fruit, but of some European 
kinds, which are raised by some natives ... (Mackenzie 
1971:13) 

The surprisingly (to Mackenzie) weak orientation toward fish as an 

element in the diet is a pattern that continues today. But what is 

important in that passage is the glimpse it gives of the basic 

outline of a market system which still continues today. Already 

by the 1820's a market system had arisen in Port-au-Prince in which 

foodstuffs could be purchased every day, but in which Saturday was 

an especially active day. And already members of the rural population 
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"With meat, vegetables, and fruits. 

But it is not only the existence of these antecedents of contem-

porary markets which is impressive. The similarities in certain aspects 

of the systems! ~ are eqtn.lly remarkable. One of the most 

salient characteristics of the Haitian internal market system of the 

1970's is the preponderant role which females play. But this was 

exactly t.he situation which had come to prevail by the 1820's 

(Mackenzie 1971:42). Furthermore, during fieldwork in Ki.nanbwa, it 

became clear that many of the more important female traders (the 

larger mad8m sara) in effect used their capital to surreptitiously 

"employ" other individuals, principally in the acquisition of 

stock (Murray and Alvarez 1975). A s~mewhat analogous pattern, diffe-

rent in details but similar in its fundamental thrust, was also 

reported by Mackenzie: 

The native retailers .•• are chiefly women, styled 
"marchandes; 11 these employ hucksters, also women, who 
traverse the country, attend the markets, and give an 
account of their transactions to their employers •.. 
(Mackenzie 1971:42). 

In short the fleeting observations of this British consul general 

indicate that several basic design principles of today' s market 

system were already present in the Haitian economy of the 1820's. 

As I have indicated, Mackenzie's comments focus on the supplying 

of produce of interest to Europeans. But there is other evidence that 

this process was occurring throughout Haiti. Franklin, in discussing 

thF> value of land in different parts of the country, comments: 

With respect to lands on the coast they are generally in 
waste, unless t.hey happen to be immediately in the vicinity 
of a town, when some of them are occupied as small settle
ments for vegetables and for raising paul try for the 
markets ... (Franklin 1970:315). 
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From this brief passage we see on the one hand that the population 

preferred the more secluded interior and on the other hand that 

the raising of vegetables and poultry for market had become a 

normal activity. 

In another section of his work, Franklin confirms these 

impressions. Commenting on what he felt to be the evil effects of' 

the gov.:;rnment 1 s policy of making gifts of land under the don national 

policy, he complained that such a policy merely extended and 

perpetuated the "evil and pernicious habits 11 of the people: 

When a negro obtains a grant of a small tract of land, 
he cares little about the cultivation of it beyond the 
rroduction of enough for his own immediate wants, and those 
wants are trifling. Two or three hours labour in each 
week will suffice to answer all the purposes of the culture 
required to produce food enough for himself; the rest of 
his time is then allowed to dwindle away... (Franklin 
l970,344). 

On the following page he then stumbles into a blatant contradiction 

which is obvious even without contemporary knowledge of peasant 

economic systems: 

Hayti abounds with these small proprietors; their patches 
of land~ with their huts upon them, are generally 
situate in the mountains •.. They are therefore lost 
for the purposes of agriculture; their cultivation does 
not extend beyond vegetables for the markets in their 
vicinity, added to which they :furnish an occasional supply 
of pork~ poultry, and wild pigeons (Franklin 1970:345, 
emphasis mine) • 

A few pages earlier he had complained that all the negro did was 

grow food for himself; now he says that he only grows for local markets. 

What is important for us is the presence of such markets as the apparent 

stimulus for much of the cultivation that was occurring. In short, 

Franklin's racist comments about the slothful self-sufficiency of 

indolent negro cultivators t-rere contradicted by evidence which he 
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himself had seen concerning the presence of local markets throughout 

the Republic, supplied by produce from the gardens of these small-

holders. 

In a similar vein, in discussing the need for education in the 

country, Franklin comments on the obstacles to this schooling which 

lack of money creates. 

The cultivators in the country have neither (schools 
nor money); money in particular they never have, except 
just as much as the sale of their vegetables on a Sunday 
brings them, but which is generally disposed of in payment 
for the salt provisions, and the supply of taffia (local 
alcohvl) req_uired for their weekly consumption (Franklin 
1970, 399). 

The Haitians cannot seem to win in Franklin's eyes. If they are seen 

lounging, they are proving the innate slothfulness of the negro. 

If they are found busily selling produce in market, then of course 

it is merely to ec.rn money to satisfy another vice, that of drinking. 

It is doubtful that Franklin took the care to see exactly what was 

done with this money, and his comments on the drinking habits of the 

Haitians can be dismissed as the uninformed prejudices of an ignorant 

intruder. But in spite of himself, his references to the markets 

throughout the country attest to a thoroughly ingrained cash orientation 

on the part of even the earliest Haitian cultivators. 

But there is other evidence from the same general period. Less 

than two decades later (1840), another 'foreign visitor was to travel 

throughout Haiti. As with Franklin, this later "'.'i.sitor, John Candler, 

also had an axe to grind, but one of a fundamentally different sort. 

Candler was a missionary and abolitionist, and as such was as exube-

rant in his praise of certain aspects of Haitian life as Franklin 

had been vitriolically critical. But as with Fr8.nklin~ Candler's 

eyewit::::cs::; acconnt gives us a number of glimpses of the existence 

of a vigorous internal market system within Haiti. The oorning after 
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he arrived in Haiti, in the port of Cap Haitien in the North, Candler 

set out in the pre-dawn hours to visit parts of the nearby hills. 

He had scarcely left the city limits when he ran directly into his 

first encounter with the internal market system. 

About three miles from the city, we met a curious group 
of country people in carts, and with horses and asses 
loaded with yams, plantains, and sweet potatoes, and some 
with bundles of guinea grass for sale at the morning market: 
they were bivouacking by fire-light, sipping coffee, and 
waiting for the hour when the city gate should be thrown 
open (Candler 1842:26). 

What is of interest here is not only the presence of these marketbounC 

people, but also the n<:>.ture of the produce they were carrying: local 

cultivates that would be of interest only to local consumers. Export 

crops are notably absent from their Rtock. 

What is lacking from the above description is the sex of 

the people involved, and the source of their produce. If the past 

was similar to the present, then most members of the "curious group" 

that Candler ran into were probably females. And (though Candler could 

not have found this out) it should not be assumed that they were 

bringing the produce from their husbands' gardens. Assuming again 

that the past was similar to the present, there is a good chance 

that these pre-dawn merchants had purchased part of the stock and were 

to that degree specialists in trade. Such assertions must remain 

completely ::;peculati ve, as the historical documents do not go :\nto 

enough detail. 

Shortly after Candler ran into the above-mentioned group, he 

embarked on a longer overland journey south to the coastal town of 

Gonai ves. He approached the town in the afternoon and once again was 

q,uite struck by the large number of hill dwellers vho were involved 

in trade in the local market. Since it was later afternoon, he saw 

the people returning from the market, rather than waiting for it 
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to open as had been the case with the first group he had seen: 

It was market day at Gonai ves: hundreds of people had 
passed us within the last two hours; wending their vay 
homeward to the high mountains: the sight surprised us, and 
seeing other groups in the distance, we began to count the 
people. Before entering the town itself, we had passed in 
all four hundred and sixty-five persons, 1rith nearly as 
many horses, mules, and asses, drawing light carriages, 
or loaded with commodities, which the peasantry were 
carrying back in return for the small parcels of cotton and 
coffee which they had carried to market (Candler 1842:56). 

Many aspects of that passage are revealing. Once again we get a clear 

glimpse of the apparently large numbers of people involved in the 

local market system. But what is perhaps more interesting are the 

assumptions which Candler made, which to some degree contradicted the 

evidence which he had seen firsthand just shortly before on leaving the 

city of Cap Haitien in the North. There, it will be remembered, 

he saw people entering the market with the produce which they were 

going to sell. They were carrying local feedstuffs--yams, plantains, 

sweet potatoes. But at Gonaives, since people were returning from 

market, he did not see what they had taken to sell and had to 

infer what they had brought with them to market. It is interesting 

that he inferred they had taken export crops--"small parcels of cotton 

and coffee. 11 Why should he have made this assumption, when shortly 

before he had seen rural folk taking local foodstuffs--not export 

crops--to a town market? If Candler's comments are correct, then it 

means that these export crops were sold in the local markets, which 

is fundamentally different from the case today, where the bulk of 

coffee and cotton are handled by speculateurs who deal directly with 

the producers on their farms. If he is not correct--which must be 

accepted as a possibility--then his assumption that peasants sold 

only export crops, an assumption that contradicted what he himself had 
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seen at Cap Haitien, must be seen as part of a very general bias of 

the time that viewed agricultural potential exclusively in terms of 

export crops. 

These biases against a clear perception of the independent empiri-

~al and logical status of production for a local market persist 

today. A twentieth century scholar such as Leyburn falls into 

the same puzzling pattern, filtering out evidence which he 

himself "Was to give. In one passage Leyburn says 

During (Boyer's) twenty-five-year presidency the mass of 
Haitians became so indifferent to pecuniary inducements 
that little work could be got from them beyond that 
required to produce necessary food {Leyburn 1966:65). 

But just six pages later he informs us that 
.. , sentries at the gates of Port-au-Prince were authorized 
to confiscate plantains, yams, or fruit brought by any 
worker who, in contraventon of the Code (Rural) had 
strayed to market on a forbidden day (Ley burn 1966: 71). 

If Leyburn had information indicating that the ~ had to be 

used to prevent rural cultivators from marketing fruits and vegetc.bles 

grown for this purpose, his statements concerning indifference to 

cash on the part of these cultivators is simply nnfathomable. Though 

it involves some reading between the lines, the careful scrutiny of 

such comments made by first hand observers and subsequent historians 

attests to the presence even in the early nineteenth century of a 

very prominent market orientation among the populace of' rural Haiti, 

a market orientation that largely expressed itself in the raising of 

crops and animals for local sale. Why this pattern has been systema-

tic ally filtered O'.lt, ignored, or even directly denied by outside 

observers is matter for discussion elsewhere. What is important here 

is the fact that the pattern did exist in the early nineteenth 

century, as it had existed in the days of slavery, and as it continues 

to exist in the closing quarter of the twentieth century. 
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In view of this market orientation, the Haitian government was ultimately 

to adopt as its principal internal revenue collecting strategy the 

taxation of transactions in the public market places. Whatever official 

pronouncements were, official behavior indicated awareness that the 

rural cultivators were not in fact locked into self-contained subs is-

tence, but were in fact heavily oriented toward the production of 

crops for sale in the many public marketplaces that were appearing 

throughout the land. In view of their potential as an important 

source of revenue, these marketplaces were placP.d under official 

jurisdiction, laws were passed restricting most sales of produce 

to these locales, and sellers entering with produce were to be charged 

according to the volu:ne and type of merchandise they were bearing. 

With the imposition of these taxes the rural populace came at 

last under some degree of effective control by the authorities. Their 

livelihood, involving to S'.lCh a large degree the production of produce 

for local sale, depended on the existence of locales where buyers and 

sellers would meet en masse. The government had been unable to coerce 

them into sustained residence and labor on plantations. But it was 

able, rather easily, to legalize and then tax entry into these 

locales. It began doing this in the nineteenth century, and it had 

continued doing this unabated, as its main source of internal revenue, 

even into the 1970's. 1 

In this sense the government was utilizing the cash-cropping 

orientation of the rural population as a major handle on part cf t.heir 

1. In late 1974, after fieldwork had terminated, the government 
took a historic step when it decreed the eventual abolition of market 
taxes. What the steps leading up to this economically critical 
decision were, and what its impact has been (if indeed it has been 
implemented) are unkno'Wll at present writing. 
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revenue. In certain other peasant settings, l.ocal involvement with 

markets ma;y be partial.ly analyzed as a ~ of government taxation, 

and the need to acquire the cash which the payment of these taxes 

presupposes. In Haiti it was somewhat the opposite. The market 

orientation was DDre in the nature of a pre-existing given with which 

Haitian rulers had to deal. Rather than create this orientation, 

the public sector used it rather as a handle on at least part of 

the economic activities of the rural population. Without the 

government's assistance, without its assent, a market-bound 

train had begun rolling, a train whose :motion the government couJ.d 

not stop, whose direction it could not change. As a last resort, 

the leaders themselves simply jumped onto the train, reminded the 

passengers of their presence, end started collecting t'ares. 

THE COLLECTION OF RENT 

The solution of' market taxes answered the revenue needs of only 

one of the major power groups, the government. But it left unaffec

ted the needs of' the other two groups, the mili ta.ry and the 

gentry. In view of the fact that both of these groups had been given 

legaJ.i zed titles to abundant land, one. might have thought that their 

economic problems were ipso t'acto solved. 

But such was not the case. Land does not produce wealth by 

itself; labor must be applied. The new recipients or land, however, 

in many cases had no intention of working that land themselves. They 

had inherited from their colonial predecessors a societal model in 

which they would occupy command positions in an econom;y supported by 

the labor of subordinate others. But these recalcitrant others refused 
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to be subordinate along prescribed channels. The government, it vas 

true, vas securing at least some revenue from market taxes. But 

this revenue was of precious little use to the military, and of no 

use to the gentry. These two groups were still confronted with the 

problem of establishing their own sorts of liens on the rural 

population. 

They Ylere not interested in becoming cul ti v.:..tors themselves, 

but neither could they impose taxes as the government had done. 

And both groups, military as well as gentry, had lacked the power to 

coerce any but a fractional percentage of the rural population onto 

their plantations. They were thus forced to resort to a different 

strategy. If they could not marshall the masses into gangs of recon

stituted plantation workers, they might n0netheless control them as 

peasants. Where the government had resorted to the impostion of 

taxes, then, these other ruling groups were to briefly try their hand 

at the collection of rent. 

When the earliest nee-plantation economic schemes proved impractical, 

the ruling groups experimented with several modified variants of the 

same theme. Petion, for example, had legalized a compromise arrangement 

in which laborers would in fac'L have access to individual plots, in 

addition to working in the fields of the plantation. But even under 

sucb modified arrangements, the basic structurs.l role of the landowners 

continued to be that of organizers of labor and payers of wages. But 

they were unablo:;! to enf'orce even these modif'ied arrangements. 

Eventually they had to settle for the still dominant but less advan

tageous role of being collectcrs of rent from stubbornly autonomous 

freeholding cultivators. 
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Thus the landowners were eventua.ll.y, in many cases, to turn over 

pl.ots of grounds to individual cultivators, to crop when and as they 

wished, with the stipulation that part of the produce would go to 

the landowner at harvest time. With the gradua.l spread of this 

latter arrangement an important structural metamorphosis had occurred 

in the bosom of Haitian society, as the cultivateu't' portionnaire 

became a peasant, and the landowner became a simple collector 

ot rent. Within a brief period of time landowners, unable and probably 

unwilling to put any large plots of land under cultivation with their 

own labor and that of their families, had thus found themselves 

forced tq· assume a new economic role. The masses had become inde

pendent cultivators. The landowner who wanted his land to be worked 

by others had to enter an arrangement in which the cropping and 

timing decisions were left up to the cultivator, and in which 

the landlord' a stake was a form of rent in kind. 

The offshoot of such arrangements has in some societies 

been the crystallization of" a social str11cture in which non-peasant 

landowners l.ive off the rent they collect from peasant tenants. Had 

this particular type of interclass sharecropping arrangement stabilized 

as a normal pattern in Haiti, the result would have been a society 

based on a lati:f'undic, tYPe of social structure similar to the one 

that prevails in many parts of Latin America. But this was not to 

be. Unlike many other cultural settings, the efforts of non-yeoman 

landowners to collect rent in tl:.is particular f'ashion from yeoman 

tenants was an ephemeral exercise in futility, a maneuver which, 

despite ita success in other societies, was with few exceptions 

destined to evaporate and largely di~appear :from the Haitian scene. 
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!abo_,., they were hardly more successful in their efforts to 

collect rent. 
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Why? When the historical sources have been more thoroughly 

analyzed, perhaps a IIPre definitive answer can be found than the 

tentative one which will be suggested here. Bu~ already enough infor

mation exists to show the general shape of a plausible answer. 

As formulated above, the question was phrased in terms of rmsuc-

cessful rent collection on the part of Haitian landlords. The 

question might just as well have been phrased in terms of successful 

resistance on the part of Haitian peasants. The secret of their success 

would be of great interest to many tenant masses in other New World 

rural settings, vhere such resistance has not been successfully offered 

and where the onerous asymmetric linkages of the latifundia still 

prevail. 

Simply stated. the nineteenth century Haitian cultivator stand

ing before a potential landlord was able to set conditions and call 

shots in a manner that few of his counterparts in other settings 

could (or can) do. Perhaps the most important pre-conditioning factor 

was the exceptionally low man/land ratio which prevailed in the 

Haiti of the 1820's--at tops some 25 inhabitants per square k.il.ometer, and 

probably somewhat less { cf. Franklin 1970:404). This land abundant 

(and labor scarce) situation created a definite "sellers market'1 

with respect to sharecropping. Landowners desperately needed labor 

to convert their governmentally deeded holdings from idle scenery to 

productive farmlands. 
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As a result of this situation, the informal "rules of the game" 

that emerged to govern rural Haitian sharecropping appear to place 

the tenant in a somewhat stronger position than his counterparts 

in other settings generally enjoy. On the one band, contemporary 

evidence in Kinanbwa indicates that the cropping decisions--not only 

as to the timing of the process, but even as to the specific products 

which will be planted--was largely the prerogative of the tenant. 

In contemporary Kinanbwa the landlord can exercise some pressure, but 

the final say is with the tenant. 

Insistence on the part of tenants as to the prerogative of planting 

what they wanted undoubtedly undermined from the start many of the 

advantages which "sharing out" their land might have brought landowners. 

The entire orientation of landowners of the period was the production 

of crops f'or export 3 above all the production of the sugar cane which 

had underwritten so many colonial fortunes. But the tenants were for 

the most part totally 1.Ulinterested in sugar cane. It is true that 

they were interested in cash, as was the landowner. But the nature 

of the cash-generating opportunity structure in which the tenants 

were functioning was fundamentally different. Their cash earning 

opportunities had come rather to be linked to a market system that 

was geared to internal distribution rather than to export. Not only 

was the collective labor necessary to produce sugar cane now not 

available. But even if yeoman cultivation could have produced other 

crops for export, the fact was that the government had erected formi

dable barriers between the local population and outside commercial 

interests (cf. Mackenzie 1971: 77). The precarious military situation 
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impractical. The two export crops that vrere still produced--
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simply because the trees were already there--were coffee and cotton. 

Quite significantly these crops, especially coffee, have traditionally 

been marketed, not in the internal market. system, but via a different 

sort of trajectory in which speculateurs deal directly with the 

producers. 

Thus the obstacles erected by the government, and the obligation 

to enter into disadvantageous and perhaps perilous contact with 

governmentally licenced traders, made production for the export market 

a less attractive alternative than production for the ~ocal internal 

w.arket system. In this latter system, the intermediaries ~Here for the 

most part females of their own social and economic class~ and even 

of their own domestic group. The attractiveness of this outlet, as 

opposed to the obstacles that stood in the way of easy traffic with 

the outside, would generally lead producers to allocate land to the 

procluction of crops which could be marketed in these local channels. 

But of course this entailed the planting, not of sugar cane, but 

rather of manioc • plantains • ya!l!S and other crops that were purchased 

and consumed locally. There was thus a fundamental disagreement 

betwe~Yl 1.~!1t'l.1Ql"d . .;; anC. tenants as to which crops should be planted. 

Owners of coffee plantations could still share their land out and 

reap the produce they desired. The trees were already there, and the 

role of the tenant was largely that of a coffee picker, since little 

care was given to th~ trees in the post-colonial period. But excep""': 
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for such coffee land, cultivators would generally dedicate their energies 

to the planting of locally marketable foodstuffs, of little interest to 

the landowners. The strong bargaining position in which nineteenth 

century tenants folUld themselves resulted in their preferences coming 

to the fore. 

But in yet a second sphere, that of the physical harvesting of the 

crops, an examination of contemporary sharecropping patterns appears 

to indicate that nineteenth century Haitian landlords were forced 

into an arrangement which their rent-collecting counterparts in other 

settings might find astonishingly concili>:Ltory on their part. T"ne 

Kinanbwa tenant to this day refuses to harvest the landlord's portion 

of the crop for him. This service is not part of the 11deal," not 

a feature of the sharecropping model which they have inherited from 

their nineteenth i!entury predecessors. The arrangement is rather for 

the landowner to harvest his own portion. Though landlords claim 

to prefer this arrangement, since they will be cheated less, in many 

other cultural settings it is the tenant who will harvest \:he entire 

plot and who will, perhaps under supervision, divide the harvest and 

physically transport the landowner's share to the latt~r's storehouse. 

In t1o1o years of fieldwork no Haitian tenant was ever seen to undertake 

this service for the landowner. What is done, rather, is a division of 

the plot ~ harvest, one half being designated as that of the 

tenant, the other as that of the landlord. The latter must then harvest 

his own section. It goes without saying, then, that in yet a third 

that of marketing the crop, the Haitian landlord cannot count 

on the services of the tenant, but must rather do it himself. 
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The offshoot of these arrangements is a serious undermining of the 

position of the landlord. Except for the ovm.ers of coffee plantations 

(cf. Candler 1842:144), the nineteenth century Haitian landlord was 

in the almost ludicrQUS position of having fields cultivated in crops 

which did not really interest biro, and of having furthermore to harvest 

those peasant crops himself. As a last straw he was also obliged, if 

he was to make any money on the arrangement, to himself arrange for 

the marketing of 'that produce within the arena of a popular market 

system dominated by energetic female peasants. If the image of a 

self-respecting member of the gentry digging up hls own sweet potatoes 

is humorous, the image of his genteel, French-speaking wife lugging 

them to a local market to sell them in noisy competition with skillful 

peasant mach§.d is absurd. Had the Haitian peasant been oriented toward 

the production of export crops marketed in well-regulated channels, 

absentee landlordism might have had more of a chance in Haiti. But 

not only were there barriers erected bet01een the peasants and the out-

side world. The peasants wer•= f'l..u-thermore becoming more deeply 

involved i.n this internal market system calling for crops of a different 

nature. The land abundant situation which permitted the peasant to 

orient his economic behavior in this direction was thus to undercut 

from the start many of the hopes of rent-needy landlords. 

This does not mean that sharecropping is not present in Haiti. 

On the contrary I will present statistical data showing that sharecropping 

is in fact one of the economic cornerstones of contemporary Kinanbwa. 

What the above discussion means is that ~ sharecropping has 

not been feasible, that the sharecropping that has arisen is an 

a1·rangement between I'l.embers of the same peasant class~ rather than 
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an arrangement between subordinate, landless peasants and an occupa

tionally distinct stratum of absentee landlords. This latter group 

has ne·Ter really 11gotten off the ground11 in the Haitian context. 

History--or rather demography and topography--has treated them 

somewhat harshly. It is no wonder that so many of them simply left 

their nineteenth century holdings, turned them over to peasant 

g€rants (administrators) to earn for them at least some minimal 

benefits out of the land, and tried their hand at commercial and 

other pursuits in the towns or capital city (cf. Moral 1961). As ru

ral rent collectors, they had flopped. 

THE SELLING OF LAND 

Had such constraints not existed, had alternative land not been 

available to the population of post-revolutionary Haiti, then the new

ly created "neophyte" landowning classes might very well have succeeded 

in creating a latifund:io type of structure such as those seen in many 

parts of Lati:r~ America, a society characterized by tenant masses 

paying rent to occupationally distinct absentee landlords, But such 

is not the case. The fact is that Haiti has not turned into that type 

of a society. It is rather a society of freeholders, in which the 

majority of the population owns at .Least part of the land on which 

they crop. How did the reach this status? How did they move from 

the status of extralegal occupant to legal occupant of at least part 

of their holdings? The dynamic bringing about this change was critical 

to the formation of Haitian society as it now exists. 

With respect to this matter,there are several somewhat different 

interpretations that one finds, different versions of the paths which 
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the population took toward its current ownership status. And though 

the versions are by no means mutually exclusive--all routes could 

have been taken by different individuals in different places--only 

one of them appear valid for explaining the historical emergence of 

the peasantry of K::.nanbwa. 

There are various types of "squatter models" which appear to 

account for at least some contemporary Haitim "proprietors. 11 It is 

quite probable that many of the earliest freeholders would have 

fallen into the category of "squatter, 11 cultivating land whose owner 

was unaware of~ or opposed to, its utilization by the individual in 

question. Dfbien has presented documentary evidence (1956, 1961) 

indicating that many ex-slaves simply remained cultivating the plots 

they had been allocated as provision ground during slavery. Moral 

points out that much squatting occurred on abandoned plantations or 

on the nncultivated pockets within reconstituted plantations during 

the reign of Des salines (Moral 1961:27-8). A."'ld though his evidence 

is admittedly slim, Leybu.rn states that as many as a third of the 

Haitian cultivators during the reigns of P€tion and Boyer were 

squatters (Leyburn 1966:76-8). 

There is another type of more subtle extralegal occupancy that has 

also been reported to occur, a strategy closely linked to the pat

terns of sharecropping described briefly above. I have indicated 

the circumstances which induced the gentry to abandon efforts to try 

to organize labor and to become instead less active collectors of rent. 

But they were apparently even ineffective at this activity as well. 

"Mare and more the landowners, having subdivided their fields, grew 

lax in overseeing them {Leyburn 1966:78). 11 The result of this laxity 
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is the development of a type of de-f'acto squatting by individuals who 

might have originally been placed on a piece of' land by an owner, but 

who eventually stops--or whose children stop--paying any rent. 

To the extent that such processes were generalized--and some 

authors believe them to be the norm--then the contemporary Haitian 

"landowner" lives on a fiction, is in actuality the descendant of a 

squatter, and the entire land tenure system will be permeated with 

a high degree of extralegality, Leyburn states the matter strongly: 

Legally it might be argued that only a small fraction of 
the population has an indisputable right to the land on 
which i~ lives, By strict interpretation most of the 
peasants are still squatters whom the government might 
dispossess. The American Occupation ... met with the 
stubborn refusal of the peasants to state their claims 
or take any interest in legalizing their rights (Leyburn 1966:96). 

Many aspects of that passage are literally incredible, and it 

must be challenged. 

During research in Kinanbwa, it became cle.er that a squatter's 

model of Haitian land tenure was totally inapplicable to that 

commilllity, and would provide a false story of the manner in which this 

commilllity of freeholders was in fact historically created. There 

is other evidence in the literature as well pointing in the same 

direction. The impact of such evidence is to suggest strongly 

that the peasantization of Haiti did not, at least in some regions, 

occur via the intervening variable of unchallengeC. squatting. 

On the contrary, the very constraints which characterized the 

situation of the rulers forced them into one final revenue-generating 

maneuver--one that appears to have had an element of desperation--

which was to entrench and legalize the yeoman condition of many of the 
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which have stood in the wa:y of the rulers--the "constraint" side 
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of the opportunity/constraint coin. But the coin had another side 

as well. In addition to their handicaps, the Haitian ruling groups 

had some unusual "opportunities" which permitted them to pull off 

a somewhat unusual revenue generating maneuver not as readily 

available to rulers of more firmly "solidified" peasant societies, 

To UJ?.4erstand this maneuver, it should be recalled that Haiti 

in a state of fluid microevolutionary movement. The smallholding 

behavior of the rural population--their cultivation of plots of 

grormd and their raising of livestock for local sale--was a continu

ation of behavior patterns that had been present among the slaves 

in the colonial period. But the tenure arrangements under which 

this land was cultivated were somewhat ambiguous. Legal ownership 

was very important, both objectively and subjectively. Dessalines 

had expropriated mulatto gentry ostensibly because their deeds 

were not in order; and the major service which Petion was to render 

to this landowning group and to the military establishment was to 

make them legal owners of land, with governmentally validated deeds. 

Most of the peasants were operating without the benefit. of such 

deeds. This was a fundamental structural weakness in their own 

position, a weakness on which the ruling groups were to capitalize. 

The disappearance of all of the French colonists meant that a 

great deal--perhaps most--of the land in the Republic was not covered 

by any legal deed. Under the principle of eminent domain, the Haitian 

government found itself with at least theoretical access to virtually 

a nationful of land. If its power to make the rural populace toe 
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certain lines was less than that of most other nearby governments, it 

enjoyed at least de jure sovereignty over a much larger proportion of 

the national territory than was true elsewhere. Relatively little of 

the land was controlled by legally recognized owners. The land was 

there for the rulers to do with as they would (or rather could}. 

We have seen the manner in which this eminent domain was invoked to 

secure, via land grants, the continued services of the military 

establishment and, eventually, the civil government as well. 

In a final revenue-generating strategy which must perhaps go 

down as one of the most unusual governmental maneuvers in the history 

of peasant society, the ruling groups of Haiti, unable to 

effectively regulate the economic activities of the rural populace, 

unable to impose any but market taxes, and virtually unable to collect 

any sort of usable rent, ended up selling off most of their land 

to that very peasant sector which was so recalci tl"antly refusing to be 

ruled in a conventional fashion. The rulers needed revenue. And 

they had finally hit on a one-shot maneuver by which their land 

would produce at least some cash for them. Did the peasants want 

land? Very well. But let them pay for it in cash. 

It is not clear which ruling group first resorted to this 

strategy. Evidence from Kinanbwa indicates that in that region it 

was probably the military who first began selling off the land 

which they had received under the policy of don ~· But 

whoever may have started it, before many years had passed all three 

ruling groups were busily engaged in the pursuit of putting up land 

for sale. No foreigners were involved in the purchase. Not only 

was no local labor available to work the land; but recent laws had 
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been passed anyway forbidding foreigners to own land in Haiti. Nor 

were any of the ruJ.ing groups among the purchasers. On the contrary; 

they had more land than they knew what to do with, were in fact busily 

trying to sell it. The purchasers were in their virtual tota~_ity 

members of the newly emerging Haitian peasantry. 

It is the documentary research of Moral (1961) which has most 

clearly brought to light the importance of this pattern of land 

purchasiil.g as a major pillar on which the Haitian peasantry came 

to rest. In a terse but penetrating discussion of his research 

into the National Archives of Haiti and into the newspapers of the 

1820 1 s, Moral identifies land purchasing as the first element in 

what he terms "1' offensive des petits exploitants." Already 

in the time of P€tion ~ recipients of governmental land concessions 

had begun to put their property up for sale. 

Le d€bitage des concessions s 'organise aes la pr€sidence 
de P€tion. On voit un concessionaire de 25 carreaux de 
terre en vendre une premiere fois 16, une seconde fois 8; 
le premier a.cheteur nSgocie imm€diatement une partie dE 
son acquisition en trois lots de 5, 3, et 2 carreaux. 
Un autre concessionaire de 10 carreaux les d€taille 
sur-le-champ en parcelles de 1 a 3 carreaux (Moral 1961:34-5). 

The newspapers of the time contained frequent advertisements of land 

available for purchase. Some of the announcements dealt with entire 

plantations (habita~). But many offered for sale plots of 

ground containing only five or ten carreaux of land (Moral 1961:35). 

Such advertisements referred to land which belonged to private 

owners. But the government was very early to turn to this same 

tactic as a means for generating revenue. As early as 1812 a law was 

passed allowing the government to sell of a number of plantations, 

which were still part of the national domain. These sales were 
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undertaken with the quite explicit purpose of "establishing a national 

currency. 11 The IliOVe apparently met with some immediate success. Just 

two years later a follow-up law, passed ''in view of the positive 

effect produced by sale of part of the national domain," in effect 

put virtually the entire country up for plot-by-plot sale. 

Our knowledge of these maneuvers is scanty, dependent tor the 

most part on the brief notices which appeared in the archives and 

newspapers of the period and the rationale which the rulers gave 

for taking these steps. But these rationales should not be penni tted 

to dominate and distort our vision of what was occurring. Land grants 

and land sales were publicly explained as an effort of the rulers 

to foster a love for the land among the rural populace. That a govern

ment which had been trying to get the people ~- from their plots of 

land should suddenly depict itself as a champion of peasant cultiva

tion~ borders on the ludicrous. Unable to generate revenue in any 

other abundant fashion, the rulers capitulated. Land was to be used 

as a dual type of pawn. It was given away to some, and sold to 

others. Though some peasants were reported to have received land for 

fr€e in the presidency of Petion~ the vast majority of recipients of 

free land were members of the military or civil establishment. The 

vast majority of peasants who acquired lana. during this period had on 

the contrary to purchase it. 

And purchase it they did. Already by 1820 the newspapers were 

commenting on the large number of small proprietors that had availed 

themselves of these opportunities~ investing their savings in the 

purchase of land {Moral 1961:35-6). There is little nvstery as to 

~ the ex-slaves should have responded sc.. energetically to the opportu-
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nities now available for the purchase of l.a.nd, be it from the gentry, 

the government, or ~·om the governmentally-endowed military and civil 

establishment. The Haitian revolution has been depicted here as 

consisting, at deep level, of a struggle between the forces of the 

plantation and the :forces of a smallholding peasantry. That the 

representatives of this latter group should avail themselves of the 

opportunity to entrench themselves in their desired wa:y of life via 

the legal acquisition of plots of ground should come as no surprise. 

The l~uling groups had tried various revenue raising schemes, a1l of 

them which had to one degree or another run into obstacles. But 

in latching on to this final--and somewhat unusual--revenue 

generating scheme of putting a large portion of their island up for 

plot-by-pl.ot sale to the peasants, the landowning groups were to 

be overwhelmed by a surge of willing buyers eager to spend their 

money for this particul.ar commodity. 

In behaving this way the Haitian cultivator was merely following 

a pattern which his counterparts in other Caribbean islands were to 

follow as well. The enthusiastic purchase of land by former slaves 

has been documented for Jamaica (cr. Mintz and Hall 1974:23), Guyana 

(R.T.Smith 1956:13), Grenada (M.G.Smith 1965:11), St. Vincent (WilliSl:LS 

1970: 338), and other islands. In those settings where former slaves 

have attempted to ope!lly undertake cultivation in territory under 

the effective control of central governments, the modality of purchase 

has generally been the preferred land acquisition strategy, whereas that 

of squatting has generally been a, n interim strategy, quickly to pass as 

soon a.s opportunities to legalize tenure have been made available. 

Even today a large percentage of the land purchases made by cultivators 
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of Kinanbwa involve plots on which the purchaser had already been 

working as a sharecropper. In like manner, though many of the plots 

purchased in the early 1800's may have been "new" to the buyers, we 

may suspect that perhaps just as many were already lUlder the effec-

tive control of the purchasers, who merely leapt at the opportunity 

to secure ownership for themselves and their heirs. Thus in a 

paradoxical twist, the ruling class recipients of free land-grants 

by the government were eventually able to convert their holdings into 

cash--not by themselves cultivating them, but by selling them off 

to individuals who ~interested in cultivating them. Wnat was 

a revenue generating strategy for one class -was a source of land 

to another. 

If the ~ of this peasant lend purchasing is fairly patent, the 

how is likewise quite unenigmatic. In the first place land prices 

of the period were extremely low. It was clearly a buyer 1 s market. 

Observers of the period were astounded at the nose dive land prices 

had taken from their high level at the height of the coloniaJ.. period 

just three or four decades earlier. 

The finest land in the republic would not sell for more 
than sixty dollars per acre, although contiguous to a port 
for shipping, and of a quality so strong and nutritive, as 
to be capable of growing any of the tropical productions. 
The mountain lands, and the lighter descriptions in the 
plains, sui table for cocoa and cotton, can be obtainea for 
a price varying between twenty and thirty dollars in any 
quantity from ten to five hundred acres (:Franklin 1970: 
314; cf. also Mackenzie 1971:100}. 

If lowland real estate was selling for these reduced prices, mountain 

land (except perhaps that on which coffee groves were still standing) 

must have been even cheaper. 
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In fact, in a circular feedback process, once the process of' 

land selling had started~ the cheapness of land was to furthermore 

undermine the :feasibility of the plantation system even more. It 

was the impossibility of reinstituting this system which had 

originally led to land sales. Once these sales had begun, once 

land was available, the coup de grace was given to -Ghe plantations, 

Candler was surprised at the good trEatment which plantto.tion w0rkers 

in the North received from their employers in the year 1840. 

His assessment as to the reason was right on target: 

Good land may be had of the government in every part of the 
island at a low price; and any man not satisfied with his 
condition as a private labourer, may easily buy it, and 
become a freeholder in his own right (Candler 1842: 38). 

In short it did not require a great deal of cash to acquire a plot of 

ground in the Haiti of Boyer. 

And where did the peasants get this cash? Had they truly been 

locked into the self-sufficient moneyless subsistence economy that 

some have written about, or had spent all! their money on local 

liquor as others have said, then the purchase of so many plots of 

land would indeed constitute an enigma. But the inaccuracy of these 

versions has already been ::;uggested. The cash was available because 

they were involved in the production of crops and animals for a 

market. Since land could be had only for cash by the majority of the 

people, the feverish dynamic "~bicb has traditionally characterized 

these marketplaces now becomes more understandable. At any rate the 

involvement of the rural population in an internal market system was 

cle~;~.rly their principal access route to cash. If their stubborn 

clinging to small plots forced the rulers into eventually selling 
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off their land, then it was their involvement in this internal market 

system which gave them the wherewithal to take up the off'er, 

In short the Haitian smallholder had won. The embryonic peasant 

beh'e.Y:ior that had been marginally implanted as an adjunct to a plan

tation system had emerged fullblown as the evolutionary victor, the 

dominant productive form of a t!"ansfor:med western Hispaniola. The 

Haitian c,J.ltivator was, it is true, firmly integrated into structures 

tha·c went far beyond the confines of his local community. But he 

was integrated, so to speak, on his own terms. He was a peasant 

f'reeholder, and if the rulers wished to live off revenue produced by 

his energies, they would have to adapt their ruling strategies to 

his smallholding, cash-cropping way of life. By institutionalizing 

the collection of taxes in the marketplace, the rulers legitimized this 

structure as a cornerstone of local economic organization. By attempt

ing to control the cultivator as a "tenant," landowners had recognized 

the impossibility of returning him to the plantations. And by 

finally tossing their hands in the air and selling him their land, they 

institutionally entrenched him in a way of' life which his predecessors 

in slavery would have looked upon as ultimate freedom. 

But the history presented here has been only tangentially the 

history of' freedom. In a more direct Sf':nse it has been the chronicle 

of cultural evolution, of a diachronic journey of which the emergence 

of a land-abundant peasant society was to be a brief waystage. With 

the regularization of mating that came as a concomitant to the regula

rization of peasant livelihood, population was to grow, and the land

abundance of the base was to simultaneously erode. Thus if' the pro

liferation of land sales s.s a ruling class revenue maneuver was to 

bring to a culmination one leg of' the evolutionary journey, another 
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If I have gone into detail in exposing the dynamics of this 

process, it has been done through conviction of the uniformitarian 

i'orces governing the development o~' human society, and of the need 
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for explicitly exposing these processes, frequently ignored or poorly 

interpreted by conventional historiography (or lUlimaginative ethno

graphy) . As the following chapters will document, fieldwork in 

Kinanbwa has uncovered the progress of a localized microevolutionary 

sequence in which a critical sphere of human behavior bas been syste

matically evolving under the impact of an archaic force. The sphere 

of behavior is agrarian land control; the force is population growth; 

and the nuts and bolts details of their functionally linked interaction 

will be the subject of the chapters to come. But to carry out this 

analysis, the analytic construct of a 11baseline state" rill be used, 

a starting point from which the forces of demographic increment will 

be viewed as having "entered the system" 1:l.Ild exercised their trans

f'orming impact. This "baseline" is the "classic" peasant adaptation 

whose emergence in nineteenth century Haiti I have just traced. 

But this very starting point was itself' produced by the selfsame 

forces 1\·hich were to trans form it. For the same elements--land 

availability and man/land ratios--which will accoWlt for the ethno

graphically documented transformation of a system were also the 

major forces nnderlyir:.g its nineteenth century birth. The nature of 

the causality, it is true, has undergone a paradoxical about-face. 

The origins of the Haitian peasantry are to be found in a r::ontext of 

population scarcity and land abundance. Its subsequent transformation 

was to occur under the contrary impact of population density end 
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concomitant land shortage. But land, population, and their interaction 

continue to be the engine of change. The anthropologically guided 

reinterpretation of Haitian history that has been undertaken here 

has hoperully exposed the uniformitarian nature of the econO!r.ic 

. and demographic forces underwriting the entire evolutionary journey. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONTEMPORARY STRUCTURES OF CIVILIAN AND MILITARY CONTROL 

The historical chapters provide a diachronic framework within 

which to view contemporary life in rural Haiti. But peasant life is 

framed not only by history; of equal analytic importance is a powerful 

11 synchronic" structure of institutions, authorities, and community

external agents whose sphere of influence in one manner or another 

impinges on anti guides the life course of the inhabitants of the 

rural hinterlands. But this general involvement of peasants with the 

outside world frequently takes as one of its most important concrete 

manifestations a series of political and economic linkages with a 

nearby town. For this reason the village of Kinanbwa cannot be 

understood apart from the history of the town that has dominated it 

for a century and a half. 

THE RISE AND DECLINE OF LES BAYAHONDES 

THE FOUNDING OF THE TOWN 

Neither the village of Kinanbwa, nor the town of Les Bayahondes, 

existed during the colonial period. Even in the postrevolutionary 

period, references to the region are hard to come by in published 

historical sources. But during fieldwork I had the good fortune of 

coming into possession of a very unusual type of historical document 

which has facilitated reconstruction of the founding of the town 

and even to some degree of the village of Kinanbwa. 

This document became available thanks to the presence in Les 

Bayahondes of Michel Romain, a Haitian ethnologist whose ancestor, 

Colonel Jean Romain, was the earliest postrevolutionary recipient of 
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a land grant which included the land on which Les Bahayondes and Kinanbwa 

now stand. His descendant Michel Romain has access to the records 

not only of the original grant, but also of the subseq_uent sales and 

partitions, one of which led to the fonnding of Kinanbwa. In response 

to some inquiries of mine, Romain sat down at a typewriter which I 

had lent him and produced an 80 page manuscript (as yet unpublished) 

detailling the history of the town of Les Bayahondes as well as many 

s.spects of the contemporary institutions and customs. This highly 

reliable account of the origins of the town places in context the 

legends still preserved in the village of Kinanbwa, and even includes 

documentary evidence mentioning by name one of the founders who 

enters the folk-tradition. 

In compiling the historical section of his manuscript, Romain not 

only talked to several elders in the community. Most importantly he 

also examined the landholding records of his own family, whose resi-

deuce in Les Bayahondes extends back to the presidency of Dessalines' 

successor Pet ion. The following passage comes from the manuscript: 

The nucleus of the Commune is the town of Les Bayahondes 
located on the ( f'ormer site of the) Plantation. 
During the colony the plantation belonged to a colonist of 
that name. But after independence it was given to Colonel 
Jean Romain under the title of don national. .. Colonel 
Jean Romain beceme the mmer ofthe~ion 
by virtue of a concession made under the title ~ 
National granted to him by President Petion on August 28,1812 
(Romain 1973:1, translation mine). 

Thus it appears that the town of Les Bayahondes is located on a 

small section of a larger tract of land which was once a plantation 

during the colonial period. This land came into the legal control of 

a private owner via the presidential land grant policy described 
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in the preceding chapter. It is fully consistent with the history of 

the period that the recipient of this land should have been a colonel 

in the Haitian arm;y. The origins of Les Bayahondes are thus to be 

found in the historical process whereby the earliest mulatto pTesidents, 

in an effort to consolidate power, began passing out land in lieu 

of the cash which they simply lacked. The tovm thus has its roots 

in a process that was central to the formation of Haiti as a whole. 

But the bouk--the town center itself-was not founded until 

several years later. Though Petion had granted Romain the land, 

Petion 's successor Boyer convinced Romain to give a small part of 

it back. In the rnid-1820 1 s Romain donated to the Haitian state 

nine carreaux of land for the foundation of a bourg and an extra 

carreau to boot for the location of the town cemetecy, Thus some 

15 years after Romain had come into possession of this large 

tract of land, the first steps were taken in the formation of the 

town from which the peasants living in that region were one day to 

be governed. 

From this point the town passes into more than a half century of 

obscurity and vi:r-tually total documentary a.nonymi ty. Little is 

knovm about Les Bayahondes through most of the nineteenth century, 

except that it was an obscure wattle-daub town which had not yet 

been elevated to political standing .as a regional center of any sort. 

It was only toward the end of the century that the town was to begin 

taking on importance; and it was in the context of military conflict 

that the change was to come. During one of the many revolts which 

dominated Haitian politics in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, the country briefly split into two. The region of Les 
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Bayahondes sided with the rebel. government based in Saint Marc. 

Perhaps as a reward the bouk was elevated in 1899 to the rank of a 

Commune. Though the administration was theoretic ally to be composed 

of civilians~ the context in which the change took place resulted in 

the first Magistrat Connnunal being an important local general. When 

the conflict was resolved, the bouk retained its newly granted status. 

ECONOMIC GROWTH OF THE TOWN 

B';lt the political process was merely the prelude to a more 

deep reaching economic process which was to begin about a decade 

later. As alweys, the presidents and the generals needed revenue; as 

always, they looked to the land to produce this wealth; and as always, 

they had no intention of working that land themselves. In the closing 

years of the nineteenth century they began enthusiastically--almost 

frantically--looking to the outside world, inviting others to come and 

produce the export crops--above all sugar cane--which their peasants 

were simply not interested in producing. American blacks were brought 

in by one president. They soon left. Another president seriously 

considered the possibility of inviting in Italian immigrants. Such 

schemes, of course, were never destined to work. But the outside 

world did begin taking an interested look at the island. 

Among the earliest to approach were various French and Belgian 

companies • whose representatitves saw possibilities in the l.lllderex

ploited land. But nothing could be accomplished until the virtually 

total absence of adequate physical infl•astructure had been dealt with, 

The road system that had existed in the colony was primitive enoug..~. 

But this system had since deteriorated. No records exist of efforts 
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on the part of any nineteenth century government to seriously reconstruct 

or improve the .roads. The solution envisioned by the foreign companies 

was not, however, the construction of highways. What occurred at 

the tum of the twentieth century, rather, was an outbreak of 

railroad building (r-bral 1961: 62). There were problems in all such 

schemes, as the property rights of foreigners were still seriously 

restricted by Haitian law. But Haitian military figures were quite 

willing to serve as remunerated fronts for foreign capital; and the 

revenue-needy governments liberally gave 50 year exclusive charters 

to willing investors (cf. Romain 1973: 38). Thus within a few years 

railroad tracks began connecting Port-au-Prince with various towns. 

For the most part the railroad tracks were restricted to the 

flatter coastline, as the mountainous topography of Haiti presented 

formidable barriers to all such endeavours. But though Les Beyahondes 

was quite a distance inland, it was, to its great fortune, on a lowland 

plain with no physical barriers between itself and the capital. This 

favored location was to cause it to be the recipient of one of these 

early railroads. Thus the locally famous 11 PCS 11 {Plaine du Cul-de-Sac) 

was built to make an arc across the plain all the wa:y from Port-au

Prince to just a few miles inland beyond Les Ba:yahondes, passing 

directly through the town on its wa:y (and passing close to the now 

growing hamlet of Kinanbwa), Because there were no large communi-

ties beyond it, Les Bayahondes became in effect the 11last stop" of 

the line. And because the mountains which began just behind the town 

prevented any extension of the tracks to the higher coffee regions 

beyond, the rapid access Les Beyahondes now enjoyed to the capital 

was to convert it into a magnet for the crops~ especially coffee, 
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grown throughout the nearby hills. Thus, because of its lowland 

topography, the town was to become an early beneficiary of the exter

nal.J.y financed physical infrastruct.ure that started appearing at the 

turn of the twentieth century. 

This new state of affairs was to have a profound impact on the 

econOIJU o:f the region, producing an era of local prosperity that is 

still the topic of' nostalgic ideal.ization on the ;part of older town 

residents. Lea Bayahondes was converted into the major processing and 

bulking center for the vast cof'fee regions in the mountains beyond. 

Unprecedented amount<:~ of' capital were pumped into the local economy, 

most of it to be used in commerce. Numerous 11speculateurs"--some 

ten or twelve of whom were to become local legendary giants--set 

up base in the town, constructing large warehous~s, and drawing a steady 

stream of produce-bearing peasants down from the hills. To a degree 

unprecedented in its history, Les Bauahondes became a major regional 

meeting point for buyers and sellers of a wide variety of goods. 

As the population of the town skyrocketed, its physical appear

ance underwent substantial change. For the first two decades of the 

railroad's presence--up until. 1920--the town remained basically a 

wattl.e-daub community of thatched cottages. But the combination of 

a growing econo:Dzy" and a catastrophic fire which destroyed most of the 

buildings in 1921 motivated the construction of large concrete 

buildings--commercial as well as rea:idential--topped by the corru

gated tin roof's which stil.l. are the hallmark of the person who is 

"moving up 11 economically. 

But these physical. signs of prosperity were l.ess important than 

the vigorous flow of goods and cash which produced this external 
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tr8Jlsf'orma.tion. The co.ffee-buying speculateurs, though they pocketed 

a substantial part of the profits from this trade, were by no means the 

only group whose economic lives were af'f'ected by the railroad. The 

peasants who now directed themselves toward Les Bayahondes were 

interested not only in selling their produce; they were interested 

in acquiring other goods which the money from this produce coul.d now 

purchase. Thus the town of Les BS¥ahondes, in addition to its func

tion a.; a center for the processing, bulking, and transporting of 

coffee, was to become an important regional trade center as wel.l, the 

meeting place for masses of peasants and townsmen interested in 

exchanging a wide variety of goods. 

Thus the town was to be the site for the operation of those two 

paraJ.lel but semi-autonomous trade circuits which have characterized 

Haiti from its earliest days. On the one hand there was the warehouse 

and store based trade in export crops and in ma.ny types o'£ iiiq>orted 

goods. The peasants who descended from the mountains with co'£'£ee 

did not direct themselves to the local marketplace. They went '£irst 

to the homes and stores o'£ the speculateurs, who competed with each 

other '£or the co'£'£ee of the mountaineers. The bulk o£ this trade 

thus bypassed the local marketplace, as did the trade in many types of 

consumer goods which were supplied to the peasants and townsmen by 

a growing number of' well stocked local stores. 

But at the SEWDe time the internal. market system itsel'£ nou

rished, serving as the channel principal.ly '£or various types o'£ 

foodstuffs, and f'or many other types of items as wel.l.. Though the 

bulk of the participants--buyers as well as sellers--in this internal 

market were from the peasant sector, they inhabited microenvirontlental 
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niches whose climatic, topographic, and edaphic features would differ 

drastically from that of other nearby peasants, The very crop inven

tories would differ from cJne zone to another; and when two localities 

did happen to grow the same crop, the growing season would often 

differ from one of the localities to the other. Les Bayahondes, located 

on the Plain but close to the mountains, thus became an important 

regional center where inhabitants of these different ecological 

zones would meet to exchange produce. The town market would thus 

Swell to the rhythm of biweekly influxes of sellers and buyers, 

whose sheer numbers made them flood into the sidestreets. 

But if the railroad served to enhance the regional importance 

of the town of Les Bayahondes, it was no less effective in bringing local 

peasants into more direct contact with the capital. Port-au-Prince 

had formerly been a tedious day's journey away on foot or animal. 

It was now accessible via a brief two hour trip on train. The low 

fares for passengers and freight were governmentally controlled. The 

railroad served thus not only to draw people to Les Bayahondes, but 

facilitated and made more normal the movement of people and goods 

between the interior and Port-au-Prince. In doing this it served 

as a spur to the increasing involvement of all parties concerned in 

trade networks which, though always present, had now been intensi-

fied. For peasant as well as townsman, then, the railrc-ad was to 

marshall in an era:, if not of absolute prosperity for all, at least of 

increased economic well-being for the majority. 
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FOREIGN OCCUPATION AND ECONOMIC DECLINE 

But the decline was to come rapidly. The prosperity had taken 

several years to "build up" after the initial construction of the 

railroad at the beginning of the century. By the 1920's it was in 

full swing. But by the 1940's it had long since peaked and was on 

the way down. Documents are few, the precise sequence of events 

is hard to reconstruct; local opinion is varied; but the general 

ce.uses of the decline nonetheless seem clear, 

The United States has militarily occupied a number of countries 

in the Caribbean and Central America. Assessments of the impact of 

these occupations vary, depending largely on the political stance of 

the assessor. A not uncommon conceptual compromise is to lament the 

political effects of this foreign occupation while pointing out cer

tain economic benefits which at least some of the occupied countries 

managed to SC].ueeze out of the occupation. An examination of the 

Les Bayahondes region, however, ml.lSt reverse the direction of finger

wagging. The older peasants who still remember those years seemed 

relieved at the political consequences of foreign occupation--the 

cessation of what they themselves term uncontrolled banditry on the 

part of the ~ bands. It was the ~ thrust of the occ'!lpation 

which, under close analysis, will be seen to have had a highly dele

terious impact on the prosperity which local geography had conspired 

to bring to this region of the country. 

The Marines landed in 1915. The ostensible (and to some degree 

C].uite real) motive was the political chaos which had overtaken the 

country • destroyed its external finances • and threatened to lead to 

occupation by European powers whose renewed presence in the Caribbean 
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would consti+.ute a potential military threat to the U.S. But if 

political and military considerations gave the ultimate spur to 

intervene, concerns of an economic nature were never far away. There 

were two major economic features of the occupation which were to 

spell eventual (though certainly not immediate) disaster for the 

prosperity of the town of Les Bayahondes. 

Competing Road Systems 

If the investors of a few decades earlier had gone haywire buil

ding railroads, the occupation forces were no less outstanding in 

their enthusiasm for the building of roads. Of the some two dozen 

categories of expenditures under the rubric of "Public Works, 11 by 

far the largest was the category of "roads, trails, and bridges" 

(Balch 1927:110-111). Roads were being built in places where even 

many Haitians felt none was needed. The corvee labor which was 

forcibly marshalled to build these roads was, in fact, one of the 

major ostensible causes for much of the armed resistance to the 

occupation that occurred in the interior of the country. But the 

occupation eventually prevailed, and a network of roe.ds--some paved, 

and others (like the road to Les Bayahondes) unpaved--was finally 

built, making num~::<rous towns of the interior accessible by motor 

vehicle to and from Port-au-Prince. And when the roads appeared, 

the trucks and buses were not long in arriving. 

It was ·:;his factor 1-rhich in the long run was to marshall in 

economic doomsday to the economy of Les Bayahondes. The town has 

coffee-growing mountains behind it. But the to"\On is located on the 

arid leeward side of these mountains,where few crops grow. It is 

furthermore located in an out-of'-the-way direction with respect to 
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Port-au-Prince. If the population of the villages and towns of the 

windward coffee-growing slopes o'f the mountains went to Les Bayahondes, 

it was merely because the town was the close!:lt point of rapid access, 

by virtue of the railroad, to Port-au-Prince, and it was there that 

buyers consequently based their operations. The other alternative 

for the producers would have been to carry their produce on animal 

to Port-au-Prince, Most preferred to make the detour, climbing up 

over the ridge and descending down the leeward side to Les Bayahondes 

to contact the numerous buyers there. 

But the new road system changed that. Now a number of important 

towns on the windward side of the chain were directly connected by 

road to Port-au-Prince. It was now as easy f'or the speculateurs to 

set up shop in these towns; and it was substantially easier for the 

peasants simply to descend to these nearby towns with their produce than 

to make the arduous trip up over and back down the ridge into the 

obliquely located town of Les Bayahondes. Since the bulk of the pro

duce which had been brought to Les Bayahondes came precisely from 

these· windward slopes, the cessation of the traffic was to slit 

the jugular vein of the local economy. Thus the American passion for 

road building, though it was to enhance the economy of much of the 

country, was to cripple those regions such as Les Bayahondes whose 

prosperity was predicated on the absence of roads in the mountainous 

interior. 

But the Americans not only gave roads to the town 1 s competitors. 

To add insult to injury, they ended up taking away the town's railroad 

as well. This was a different group of Americans, however, a group 

involved in a quite different type of local pursuit. 
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The Arrival. of the Sugar Company 

The Marines had l.anded in 1915. Within three years a new con

stitution had been written, from which the age old prohibition against 

foreigners owning land in Haiti had been convenie~1tJ.y deleted. Within 

ten years a large number of' American companies had set up shop, most 

of' them intent on securing some sort of' wealth from the \Ulexploi ted 

agricultural potential of the lowland and coastal regions. These 

firms were not the Goliaths whose capital had come to dominate the 

islands of Cuba and Puerto Rico, however. Haiti appeared rather to 

attract s:maJ.l-f'ry, fly-by-night mavericks (Moral 196J..). Most of the 

:firms had a short l.if'e in Haiti, their schemes: p1·oving UD.p!'of'itable. 

But at least one of the firms, af'ter several years of' f'l.oundering, 

did get off the ground and is today one of' the major local economic 

forces in the region of Les Bayahondes. It was the first fi:rm to 

come into the country, arriving in the same year that the Marines did; 

it will undoubtedly be the last to go if there is ever an exodus. And 

of critical importance for the people of Les Bayahondes and Kinanbwa, 

this "Haytian American Sugar Corporation" (HASCO) was to make the 

Cul-de-Sac Plain its principal sphere of' operation. 

There were a number of probl.ems facing foreign companies in Haiti. 

The major one, of course, was that of getting access to l.and. But 

most land was ei'fectiveJ.:y occupied by smal.lholding cultivators. ./l.nd 

because of the widespread nineteenth century patterns of govern

mental.ly instituted land grants and land sales, much of this occupa

tion was in fact quite l.egal. (despite earlier quoted opinions as to 

the so-called "squatter" base of the Haitian peasant). The eviction 

of outright squatters is one matter; the expropriation of peasants with 
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pieces of paper of' one sort or another is a different matter. Even 

had the Haitian government or the U.S. Marines wanted to carry out 

such expropriations (and there is no evidence that either group did), 

it is very illllikely that the military clout existed to pull of'f such 

a move. At any rate, to a much greater degree than in other Carib

bean islands, foreign companies in Haiti have had difficulties in 

acquiring those large, consolidated blocs of land that are generally 

viewed as the sine qua non of effective industrialized agriculture. 

By focusing its operations on the Cul-de-Sac Plain, however, 

RASCO was in a slightly better situation than most companies. Be

cause of the proximity of the Plain to the center of political and 

military power in Port-au-Prince, consolidated holdings had survived 

to a greater degree in parts of the Plain (cf. Moral 1961) than in most 

other regions of rural Haiti. Thus RASCO has been able to rent great 

blocs of land to cultivate the cane itself~ or has been able to make 

contracts with landowners who themselves would plant their extensive 

holdings in cane and subsequently sell the cane to RASCO. ::ii'inally, 

with the availability of a new type of market for cane, many small

holding peasants of the Plain (including those of Kinanbwa) have come 

to regularly dedicate at least part of their land to the growth of this 

crop for which they know there will subsequently be a virtually guaran

teed market. Under these three arrangements--and different variants 

tbereof--HASCO has thus been able to put the sugar industry back on 

its feet, at least to a modest degree, in this one region of Haiti. 

But a critical problem for any sugar company is that of rapid 

transporting of the cut cane from the field to the mill. RASCO's 

mill is on the northern outskirts of Port-au-Prince. The probl.em was 
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to transport huge quantities of cane from distant regions of the Plain 

to that mill. other sugar companies on other islands have turned to 

railroad building. But at least for this particular region of Haiti, 

and for this region of the Plain, the railroad was there, just waiting 

to be bought. Available documents are scarce, and the sequence of 

events is not entirely clear. But the owners of the ill-fated 

PCS railroad, who must. have cursed the American road builders for 

undermining the prosperity of their game in Les Bayahondes, must 

also have leapt at the offer of the American financed sugar millers, 

in need of a speedy means of transport, to purchase the railroad. 

The result was predictable. Several decades ago the owners sold out 

and the PCS ceased to exist. The brightly painted orange colored 

engines that now course up and down the tracks during much of the 

year have the words HASCO painted on them. A...1.d no longer do the wagons 

carry passengers and freight. The railroad, now owned by the company, 

has been converted to t:tee virtually exclusive use of transporting 

sugar cane from the Plain to the mill. 

And what of the town of Les Bayahondes? Thanks to the occupation, 

the tovn of course did get one of the ubiquitous road:::. But by a 

paradoxical twist, the road was not even paved. Perhaps because the 

town still bad its railroad connection to Port-au-Prince, its road was 

treated by the authorities as a lower priority "penetration road, 11 

a..1.d was not considered one of the central arteries that had to be paved. 

And so the decline has pushed on. The town that was once the terminal 

for a major railroad and the focal point fvr numerous towns and hundreds 

of hamlets in the surrounding hills has now become a neglected economic 

backwater serviced by a handful of trucks which must inch slowly along 
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a now deteriorated dirt road. And there is a mixture of comedy and 

historical pathos in the sight of these cumbersome, overloaded vehicles, 

torturously bouncing foot by foot over virtually impassable ruts, 

struggling to reach the safety of the swift paved road now servicing 

the town's former satellites. 

THE CONTEMPORARY TOWN 

First-time visitors to the Les Bayahondes of today--including 

Haitian visitors--will unanimously connnent on the dreariness of 

the arid surroundings and on the physical unattractiveness of this 

now declining town. The trip itself is generally an experience 

for an outside visitor. The physical jolt which he receives from the 

road is frequently accompanied by a mental jolt at the scenery 

along the wa:y. The tourist-guide brochures which promise dense Carib

bean ju."'"lgles and lush tropical vegetation appear to have been written 

for a different island. For much of the trip the visitor sees instead 

a barren plain to his right, graced only with cactus, bayahonde, and 

other desert flora. The hills to his left offer him little conso

lation. They are as dry as the flatland and, if possible, even more 

devoid of vegetation. Nor do the e··idenr-~s of human habitation offer 

more promise. On the contrary. The first man-made structure, 

reached several kilometers after leaving the paved highway, is the 

foreboding skeleton of a twentieth century sugar mill, abandoned by 

it<! would-be owner midway in construction, a...J.d left to stand as a 

rusted, half-finished warning against facile hopes of pulling 

wealth from these barren flats. 
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A few kilometers on,people begin making their appearance, and with 

them the greenery which evidences the presence of their cultivation. 

Stands of millet and corn to the l.e:rt will eventually be :fronted on 

the right by fields of' sweet potatoes and rice, as the road passes 

a tiny pond, relic of the Pleistocene inundation. The arid plain 

subtly transforms itself to marshland during this leg of the 

journey. But the attention of the first-time visitor tends to be 

captured less by the cultivation than by the dwellings of the culti

vators. Though houses on the road wiJ.l :frequently have concrete 

walls and corrugated tin roofs, the more numerous houses :further 

back are the same two-room, wattle-daub thatched roof' cottages which 

were described by early nineteenth century visitors to I'Ul'al Haiti. 

Though impressions are superficial, the physical austerity of the 

landscape appears to be mirrored by an equally austere tone in the 

quality of local human life. 

A:fter passing through several such wattle-daub communities along 

a road that appears to be steadily worsening as Les Beyahondes 

approaches, more than one unprepared visitor has been astonished-

and relieved--by the sudden appearance of' what must surely be the 

sign of' prosperous town lif'e not too far away. To the lef't of the road 

the town cemetery suddenly leaps out, striking the eye vi th the color-

ful sight of dozens of' elaborate, well constructed, brightly painted 

tombs. Such edifices must surely be the resting place of the wealthy, 

and the reasonably large nwnber of' such monuments appears to give 

promise of' at least some degree of semi-urban prosperit~·· The sudden 

appearance of railroad tracka entering at right angles to the road only 

serves to confirm this impression of urban promise. The tracks appear at a 
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point where concrete houses have become, if not much more elegant, at 

least more numerous. These tracks must obviously be an extension of 

the tracks which can be seen in downtown Port-au-Prince; and this modern 

means of direct communication with the capital, though it does not 

make any less unpleasant the deterioration of the dirt road, might 

at least explain why such deterioration has been permitted to occur. 

Such reactions were forthcoming from visitors during fieldwork. 

And of course they are wrong en both counts. As for the cemetery, 

the fact is that only a Plinority of the occt1pants of those elaborate 

tombs were town dwellers in their lives. A much larger percentage 

of them lived and died in the very type of wattle-daub hamlet that 

was passed along the road. Visitors have shaken their heads at the 

logic--or illogic--of laying an individual to rest in a tomb th-'lt is 

in some cases sturdier than the house in which he lived during his 

life. Only an understanding of the local ancestor cult will expose 

the :.:ationale. But by no means is the elegance of the town 1 s cemetery 

to be taken as a measure of the town's prosperity. And as for 

the railroad tracks, their history and current economic meaning have 

been dealt with above. Though they "1ere once a spur to the town 1 s 

rise, they are now a symbol of its decline. 

The buildings of the town itself, erected for the most part during 

the town's economic heyday, still give some evidence of wealth supe

rior to that of the surrounding wattle-daub hamlets, The Catholic 

church, built in the first decade of the century, is the physically most 

imposing structure in the community. Following somewhat far behind 

in elegance is the military outpost (Fr:~; HC:kazen) standing 

kitty-corner to the church across an open space much too neglected to 
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to be called a town square. Though the streets have elaborate names 

(known only to a f'ew of' the oore educatedresidents), none of' them 

is paved; they are in fact generally more rutted, if' pose:ibl.e, than 

the road. Water must be pulled either :from wel.J.s or from streams 

f'l.owing t'rom the nearby mountains. Except f'or the church and its 

rectory, lit by a private generator, electricity is totally lacking. 

There is one telephone in the community, that which connects the 

military outpost to district headquarters nearer the capitaL There 

are no automobiles perme.ne:~tly based in the community. During the 

dry season a car owner willing to drive slowly and risk damage can 

make it to Les Bayahond•.s. But the only vehicles permanently based 

in the community are the three large trucks which shuttl.e people and 

their goods back and rorth between the town and Port-au-Prince. 

INSTITUTIONS OF CIVILIAN AUTHORITY 

But despite the air or decline which pervades the contemporary 

community, even a brier walk thrO"lf"};. the streets will clearly indi

cate the somewhat special economic and political characteristics which 

set the town apart !'rom (and above) the aurrounding villages, even 

those which rival. the town in size. The residences which line the 

streets are interspersed with a number or businesses and services 

not as re.adil.y available--or not at all avail.able--in the surrounding 

hamlets: an ironworker's rorge, carpenter and cabinet-maker workshops, 

tailors, shoemakers, a mill where rice and corn are ground, the 

warehouses of town-based purchasers or coffee and other export crops, 

bakeries, various boutiques and grocery stores, a pastry shop, a lottery 

ticket orfice, a cockpit. 
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But of even greater diagnostic importance for the special nature 

of the town's fnnction are a number of buildings whose signs clearly 

indicE>.te the presence of central government: a school, a public 

dispensary, a "city hall" (Hotel de Ville), a post office, a civil 

registry, a courtroom, lawyer's offices, and--of great importance-

an irrigation control bureau. However lethargic the economic spirit 

of the community seems to be, the presence of these institutions and 

their representatives signals the town as an important center of 

administration and governmental control. 

ADMINISTRATIVE OVERVIEW AND LOCAL POPULATION 

To understand the nature of this administration it is useful to 

b""~r in mind that the Republic of Haiti is characterized by a somewhat 

unconventional administrative duality. On the one hand there is a 

civilian system which divides the c01mtry into five departments. 

Each of these departments in turn is divided into several prefectures 

{arrondissements); and it is at the prefecture level that the prefects, 

the highest civilian functionaries under the President, operate. 

There are a total :d 27 prefectures in the national territory. 

Each of the prefectures is in turn subdivided into a number of muni

cipalities Cs.~), the highest civilian functionary at this level 

being the magistrat communal, whose role is somewhat analogous to that 

of a mayor in the U.S. The magistrat is assisted by an administrative 

council. Each mtmicipality has as its administrative center a 

bourg (HC:bouk.). Many of these units would be called 11villages" 

tmder conventional English usage, but in these pages they will be 

referred to as "towns~" sincE! t.h!=!y are the capitals of the various 
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municipE!.lities. 

Excluding the small geographical area on which the town is 

located, the territory of each municipality is divided into a number 

of rural ~- The most recent Rural Code, that of Fran<_; a is 

Duvalier, provides f'or a civilian council to rule each section. 

But no such body had been formed in the research area, nor have 

these civilian committees been established in many other parts 

of Haiti, perhaps in n.2.. part of the country ( cf. Lahav 1975). 

Thus the government of the rural sections is out of the hands 

of the civilian administration, and falls strictly tmder the 

jurisdiction of the military. 

The military authorities have their own subdivision of the 

National Terri tory into smaller units. At the highest level the 

military subdivisions correspond to the civilian departments, 

But at the next two descending levels--that of' the military 

district and the military subdistrict--the military breakdown 

of the country does not correspond to the bounds.ries of 

civilian arrondissement and conmnme. At the lowest level,however, 

that of the section rural, the two systems once again merge 

territorially. 1n both the civilian and military systems, the 

rural section emerges as the basic m1it of local government controlling 

virtually the entire nation except for the capital and towns. 

The rural section thus constitutes perhaps the most critical 

administrative unit, since more than eight out of ten Haitians live in 

such rural sections. However there is a paradoxical lack of fit 

between the administratively recognized basic units and the 

actual communities in which people live. The rural section is 
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emphatically not a community or village in any sense of the word. 

It is rather a somewhat arbitrary administrative lumping of !!§!!l_ 

communities for purposes of governance. But because the rural 

section is the lowest administrative unit, the actual communities 

in which the majority of the population lives have no official 

juridical existence. 
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The social entity which is truly the basic unit of Haitian social 

organization, beneath the level of the administratively created 

section, but above the level of the household and extended 

family,is the tmit that is being referred to in these pages 

the "village 11 or--for smaller units--the "hamlet." But this is 

strictly for purposes of prose and does not correspond to the 

terms used by the villagers. The French words communaut€ (community), 

village, and hameau (hamlet) are very rarely heard in dailY conver

sation. The villagers tend to refer to their communities as 

'!plantations" (bitasr5, from the French word~}, but without 

any semantic elements of collectivized labor, rigid hierarchies, or 

other concepts involved in the English use of the word plar .. tation. 

This use of the word bitasyO is restricted to somewhat formal situations. 

In daily conversation a local resident will refer t.; the village simply 

as a~· In its more frequent meaning a lakou is a compound, 

consisting of a small cluster of houses generally inhabited by adult 

siblings and, if still alive, by their parents. But in local conver

sational usage the term is frequently used to refer to a community 

which strictly speaking contains many lakous (e.g. "lakou Kinanbwa") 

and in this usage is best translated as villagP. rather than compound. 

But whether the rural community is called a bitasyO or a lakou, and 
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in spite of the lack of official, juridical recognition of these rural 

communities, they constitute an anthropologically critical social 

unit in whose context people live out their daily lives throughout 

rural Haiti. 

It is not known exactly how many people there are leading out 

these lives. The only complete census available for recent times is 

the one that was done in 1950. This census indicated that Haiti had 

over three and a third million people. A more recent census done 

in 1971 has not yet been completely tabulated. One recent estimate 

(Organization of American States 1972:635-56) placed the population 

slightly below the five million mark. The estimate that appears in 

the A.I.D. report by Beckles (1975) projects it closer to five and 

a half million for the year 1976. 

The vast majority of this population lives in the rural areas. 

If one accepts an administrative definition of "urbanity"--residence 

in a ville or bourg at t.he time of the census--then 23% of the 

population must be classified as urban (Organization o'f American 

States 1972:635-56). But this is greatly inflated if a realistic 

definition of urbanity is used. Port-au-Prince is probably the only 

unit which would be classified as urban by most stenda:cds, and at 

any given time only between 10% and 15% of the population of Haiti 

will be found there. Since an undetermined but probably impressive 

percentage of those sleeping in Port-au-Prince are itinerant female 

traders who also have 11rura}. addresses, 11 the true rurality of Haiti 

is probably mul.!h closer to the 90% mark than to the 80% mark. 

Being on the Cul-de-Sac Plain, the town of Les Bayahondes is 

administratively part of the Department of the West. Since the capital 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

133 

city of Port-au-Prince is also located here, this department is the 

largest in terms of the number of' inhabitants~ containing at least a 

thi=-d of the population of the Republic. The Department of the 

West is divided into six prefectures (arrondissements) which contain 

a total of 27 communes. In terms of the number of inhabitants, the 

commune of Les Bayahondes, including the town as well as the rural 

sections, falls about midway in a ranking of the department 1 s 

communes along the dimension of size. 

The colllDlWle ha.s over 50,000 inhabi tents; and all but a handful 

of these {at most 1,500 town residents} live in one or another of the 

rural sections. The population of the to'W!l has declined ov~r the 

years in absolute terms; many of its houses have been left somewhat 

empty and underused. Though the town once appeared to be a demographic 

giant standing in the midst of tiny hamlets, the population of the 

rural ::::0!1Jl'Jl.1L~'lities has been steadily growing, while that of the town 

itself has declined. Thus paradoxically Les Bayahondes has only 

two or three hundred people more than the 1,200 individuals who 

were censused during fieldwork in the village of Kinanbwa. And 

if a number of small hamlet-like appendages to the town are excluded 

from the population count, Les Bayahondes has fewer people now than 

many of the communities under its administrative control. 

THE GOVERNMENT OF LES BAYAHONDES 

Its size notwithstanding, however, the control exercised by the 

town extends into many spheres of the lives of the 50,000 villagers 

inhabiting the surronnding hinterland. The administrative apparatus 

and finances of the town are modest in scope. None of the officials 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

134 

are currently elected. The most important civil position, that of 

magistrat communal, is generally filled by a local person, but the 

appointment is made from the capital. The magistrat works in colla

boration with a municipal council ( Conseil Communal) which in 

Les Bayahondes consists of three members: a president and two 

advisors. These positions also are filled by appointment, generally 

by the ma.gistrat. 

To meet its financial needs the commune must depend largely 

on the revenue which it is able to generate itself. Most of the 

revenue, of course, comes from the numerically superior sector of the 

population--the rural abita. And the major occasions for exacting 

this revenue are occasions on which transactions in foodstuffs and 

animals occurs. Probably the major single source of municipal revenue 

are the market taxes. Every seller entering the marketplace with 

produce of any sort must pay a tax according to the type and quan

tity of the merchandisE.. But buyers entering merely to purchase 

are also generally charged a small entry fee at the gateway to the 

market. 

But the commune has other sources of revenue as well. Of 

great importance is the revenue which comes from municipal interven

tion into various sorts of transactions with livestock. Taxes are 

charged for the sale of major livestock. Taxes are also charged 

when a large animal is slaughtered, be it for comercial reasons or 

ritual reasons. Many stray animals are also captured; if these are 

sold, the money belongs to the ~· If the owner reclailll5 them, 

he must pay the connnune a fine. The importance of animals in the 

local peasant economy is thus l.!onverted into a source of revenue for 

the municipality. 
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But there are yet other sources as well. Of' particular interest 

is a tax which is charged when a peasant 1 s sugar cane is weighed for 

sale. There is also a cemetery tax charged to households who bury 

one of their members in the public cemetery, or to ia.dividuals who, 

in preparation for their death, erect a tomb in that locale. There 

are taxes charged for various kinds of licenses, particularly the 

licenses required to engage in any but the small<::st scale trade. 

Town dwellers are charged a small annual property tax, not on their 

land, but on their house. And there is even an "entertainment 

tax" ( taxe sur les spectacles}. The only public "spectacles" which 

fell under this rubric during fieldwork were the weekly cock fights. 

In short the municipality relies heavily on the vehicle of taxation 

as a means of meeting its own financial needs. 

Although exact figures are, for several reasons, difficult 

to come by, it is estimated that the commune's annual budget is 

perhaps some $6,000 per year (30,000 Haitian gourdes). 1 About 

25% of this is remitted back to Port-au-Prince as the connnune's 

annual contribution to the central government. The remainder is 

deposited in a specie.! account in the B<l1'h:i:t'e Nat-ional de la R8publique 

d'Haiti and used for the commune's purposes. Virtually all of the 

money is used in the payment of the salaries of the various muni-

cipal fu..ll.ctionaries and employees. 

There are perhaps some two dozen individuals whose salaries 

l. For specific information on the administration and finances of 
the town, I a.m relying heavily on information provided by Romain (1973), 
whose inside "track 11 into many of the town's affairs gave him n 
vantage point which few outsiders could achieve. 
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come from this fund. Aside from the magistrat communal, the 

highest paid employee of the commune is the president of the 

Municipal Council ( $100 per month) followed by his two advisors, 

who earn half that salary. In addition there is a wide variety of 

lesser employees, including a municipal treasurer, a secretary/typist, 

town school directors, three managers (one for the marketplace, 

for the slaughterhouse, one for the cemetery) , inspectors, tax 

collectors, and even four street sweepers. The magistrat is generally 

appointed, as wo.::; indicated earlier. It is, in turn, his prerogative 

to then appoint most of the above mentioned town employees. It is 

no secret that kinship ties and political loyalties generally de

termine the allocation of these positions. The amcunt one earns 

is small. Even the modest salaries are not paid in full. The 

higher paid employees may have to relinquish between 15% and 20% 

of their salaries for various types of contributions (including 

an enigmatic "pension plan 11 ). Most lesser employees pay back a 

smaller percentage of their eu!"nings. There is furthermore no gua

rantee that the commune will be solvent every month; on the 

contrary it is taken for granted that during some months the salaries 

will be less, or even totally suspended. But despite this, the 

communal jobs are highly sought after. 
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CENTERS OF INTERACTION BETWEEN TOWN AND COUNTRY 

Though the revenue for the above mentioned activities 

principally from the peasants, the activities themselves tend to 

be confined to the tol>-'11. But a clearer notion of the structural 

position of the bouk. vis-8.-vis the rural hinterland emerges if we 

make a brief inventory of the specific locales in the town where 

peasants interact with representatives of the various insti

tutions and indicate the nature of the interaction which occurs. 

Bureau d'Etat Civil 
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Of particular importance are the occasions in which the peasants 

are obliged to go to the Bureau of Civil Registry. The basic fun

ction of this office is to register all the births, marriages, and 

deaths which occur in the entire municipality, coi.Ultryside as well 

as town. The office is in the hands of a special Officer, the 

seriousness of whose duties are indicated by the fact that he is 

sworn in. Records are kept in duplicate in two separate books. 

Monthly reports are sent to the capital indicating the nwnber of 

vital events that occurred. Officials who have made mistakes in 

recording these matters have been known to have been brought before 

a tribunal and punished for their carelessness. 

If the records were in fact completely accurate, they could 

be nationally compiled and some important demographic indices could 

be derived. But in actuality the system has some flaws from the point 

of view of completeness. Births are recorded only when the child is 

brought in to be baptized, an event which does not generally occur 

until several months after the actual deliven•. The many neonatal 
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deaths which occur mean that many children are never baptized~ and 

their births are hence not recorded. By the same token, of course, 

their deaths pass unrecorded as well. Furthermore a record of' the 

marriages which occur is virtually useless as an indicator of the 

:frequency of new conjugal unions in the population. The vast 

majority of unions are of the extralegal ~type, and hence are 

never entered into the civil registry, unless {as frequently 

occurs) the u...-J.ion is subsequently legalized. 

The importance of the Bureau of Civil Rzgist,ry, then, must be 

viewed less in terms of the completeness of the books which are handed 

over to the government than in terms of the various pieces of paper 

which are delivered to the peasant households. The birth certi fi

cate (called a batiste, since the occasion of its writing up is the 

baptbm of the child) is a very important document. In those 

majority of unions which are extralegal~ the child will have inher

itance rights in the land of his father only if his father "gives 

him his batiste, 11 that is, recognizes him at the time of his baptism. 

The vast majority of children do in fact receive their batiste, and 

hence their recognition, from their fathers on this occasion. 

Thus illegitimacy most certainly exists in rural Haiti~ 

despite its alleged unimportance in other Caribbean settings. The 

occasional child who has not been given his batiste by his father 

not only bears a local social stigma; he is also ieprived of any 

property rights he might otherwise have had in the land of his 

father. The certificate of legal marriage is also a locally important 

document, which is produced on different critical occasions 

(generally by mothers) when the special status of a fully legitimate 
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child must be demonstrated in contrast to the status of another 

woman's child who has merely been 11recognized. 11 In short the 

papers which the peasant takes out in the Bureau of Civil Registry 

are treated by him as matters of great consequence, and the insti

tution provides one of the major linkages between the peasantry and 

the central government. 

Etudes de Notaires 

Likewise of critical importance are the offices of the various 

notaries who serve in the town. During the period of research, there 

were two resident notaries in the town of Les Bayahondes, both having 

been duly commissioned by the comnume to discharge their functions 

in an official capacity. The most delicate aspect of their work is 

in the drawing up of new land deeds. if the process is followed 

according to the letter of the law, when a person purchases a plot of 

land, or when inheritors formally divide land, a surveyor will 

officially demarcate the plot and a notary will draw up the deed 

indicating the new boundaries. 

In actuality this process is rarely carried out. As will be 

indicated, there are a variety of factors which lead virtually all 

sibling groups to subdivide their land informally without taking out 

new and separate deeds for each of the subdivided plots. Furthermore 

when land is purchased, the transactants generally will merely record 

the transaction in a notary's office, without actually taking out a 

new deed. Nonetheless this formalizing of a bill of sale on the part 

of the notary is considered an essential part of any transac-c.ion. The 

notary 1 s fee depends on the cost of the plot of land; the cost 
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reported may thus be substantially less than what the buyer actually 

paid the seller for the land. But though the sale price which appears 

on the notary's receipt must be taken with a grain of salt, the 

receipt will always be sought. Failure of the purchaser to ac9.uire 

this piece of paper can result (and has resulted) in eventual loss 

of the plot, as heirs of the seller press their claim that their 

parent had not sold, but only rented, the land to the individual in 

question. The offices of the official town notaries, then, 

are yet other critical locales where important pieces of paper are 

prepared for inhabitants of the rural hinterland. 

Bureau d r Arpenteur 

In times past, at least, the surveyor's office was also an im

portant locale where peasants interacted with the authorities of the 

central government. The large land sales of the nineteenth century, 

and the post-mortem subdivision of large landholdings by sibling 

groups, appeared to be generally carried out with the aid of official 

land surveys. The payment for services rendered was frequently made~ 

not in cash, but in land. For example the surveyor who demarcated the 

boundaries of the individual plots ir.heri ted by Colonel Romain, t!le 

original recipient of the land from Petion, was paid 40 carreaux of 

land for his services. 

But in this century the surveyors are rarely used by the peasants. 

(The matter will be discussed at more length). There bad been 

three official surveyors residing in the bouk. Two of them long 

since departed for Port-au-Prince. And as of several years ago the 

last remaining surveyvr packed his bag and emigrated to the U.S. 
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As business is not exactly booming, no val unteer has come to the town 

to replace him. 

Bureau d ~Irrigation 

The Irrigation Bureau on the contrary is a locale of active,cri

tical importance for virtually every peasant household in the muni

cipality. Though many of the lands cropped by the peasants are not 

irrigated (either because they are naturally moist marshland or be

cause they are out of the reach of the groundwater sources which 

provide the irrigation for the region), a substantial percentage 

of the plots on the Plain are cropped with the aid of irrigation. In 

addition to a small number of minor springs, whose waters are not 

closely controlled by the authorities, there are three major sources 

of groundwater whose use i§_ goverl1l'C.entally regulated. A system of 

open canals and sluices crisscrosses the Plain to channel the 

water f'rom these sources. 

A rather intricate organizational structure is maintained 

to administer the services of this physical irrigation structure. At 

the head is the Contr6leur d'Irrigation~ who appoints three assis

tants (called syndics). Each of thes syndics in turn is delegated 

the responsibility for allocating the water from one of the main 

sources. The syndics in turn each appoint a number of assistant 

"canal bosses" {chefs de c~) in the various communities around 

the Plain. And these local bosses will in turn periodically organize 

the cultivators of the community for obligatory service in maintaining 

and cleaning the canals and trenches which service that particular 

region of the Plain. 
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But the peasants pay for their water not only by providing 

labor to facilitate its flow. There are levies exacted of' every 

cultivator whose ge.rdens are irrigated from these canals--a type 

of" substitute for the J.and taxes which have never been imposed 
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in Haiti. The amount paid depends on the amount Of l.and the cultivator 

irrigates. It is no secret locally that many types of suppl.emen-

tary oblique payments are made to the local authorities as well.. 

The groundwater rarely suff'ices to water the entire plain, especiaJ.l.y 

in the dry months when lack of' rain in the mountains has depleted the 

quantity of water !'lowing down to the plain. On such occasions 

extra payments appear to enhance the likelihood that one's garden 

will get water. Many times payment will not be in cash. One 

stratagem, f'or example, is to allocate a smal.l section of' one's 

garden to the authority in charge, cultivating it f'or him and guaran

teeing him the fruits of that small section. This of course enhances 

the probability that that particular garden will not be one of the 

ones passed by when scarce water is being allocated. 

In short the irrigation system which waters the Plain is an 

important focus for the local organization of collective labor,and 

an important lever with which to wield locaJ. power. Thus the 

Irrigation Bureau located in the town is perhaps one of the most 

important areas of' contact between the peasant and the government. 

Though exact figures are not availabl.e, it appears that the post of' 

Contr6leur d'Irrigation is the mont highly paid post in the entire 

commune, surpassing even that of the magistrat. If such be the 

cRse it is a fitting recognition of the power that the incumbents of 

this position wield over the economic lives of the commune's inhabitants. 
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Tribunal de Paix 

Of less universal use, but of great importance to the peasants, 

is the town courthouse. Land disputes are commonly reported in the 

literature to be the most frequent occasion of resort to the 

courts in rural Haiti. The impression was that in Les Bayahondes 

other types of disputes--intrafamilial violence, defaulted lonas, 

theft--in their combined totality accounted for more of the activity 

in the local courtroom. The Tribtmal in Les Bayahondes is manned by 

four individuals. The head is a governmentally appointed (though 

locally born) titular judge (justice of the peace); he is aided 

by an assistant judge, a clerk, and a low;;r le-vel assistant. 

The other institutions mentioned earlier are ones which in 

general the peasants actively seek out. The courtroom is a locale 

which the peasants--even victims of one sort or another--try 

their best to avoid. To drag someone to court (men€ moun dev§. 

§istis) is seen as a last-straw act of desperation; to be 

called to court is a frightening misfortune. Though most 

peasants never see the inside of the courtroom, the tribunal de 

~aix is one more town-based institutions which deeply affects the 

fortunes of those peasants who do enter. 

L'Ecole 

The town schoolhouse is yet another locale where an increasing 

percentage of peasant households are entering into a new type of 

relationship with the outside world. In this case, of course, it is 

the children of these households, :rather than their parents, who are 

the individuals mo.st directly involved in this contact. As is the 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

144 

case with the administration of government, the administration of 

education within the territory of the Republic is based on an insti

tutional duality which appears to have few analogs in other Caribbean 

societies. The schools of the nation are administered by two 

separate cabinet level ministries. Schools in the capital city and 

in larger municipal capitals are administered by the nepartement de 

1' Education nationale under the direction of the Minist€re de 1' Education, 

and are called €coles urbaines. But schools in the rural areas, and 

in smaller towns such as Les Be.yahondes, fall under the bureaucratic 

domain of the Departement de !'Agriculture, and are called eccles 

rurales. At the primary ::.evel, vrhich in both systems comprises seven 

years of schooling, the curriculum of rural schools, though theore

tically containing a slightly greater emphasis on agriculture, does 

not appear to differ greatly in practice from that of urban schools, 

though the level of preparation of the personnel in the latter is 

substantially more advanced. In both systems the students are 

awarded a Certificat d'Etudes Primaires at the end of the seventh 

year. 

The one public school which is functioning in Les Bayahondes 

provides education only at the primary level. Furthermore the majority 

of peasant children who begin their studies (at the level called 

~) will have dropped out long before reaching the Certificate 

level. Unlike incumbents of positions in the civil administration, 

the school director and the teachers are generally outsiders, 

Their assignment to this out-of-the-way town is quite openly looked 

upon by some of them as a form of unpleasant and hopefully temporary 

exile. The salaries of r-....ral teachers are low. It was learned during 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

fieldwork that at least some of the town school teachers augment their 

salary by giving "extra attention" to a child--including, apparently, 

some actual instruction after school--if parents pay a small sum 

each month to the teacher. It is not known what percentage of the 

parents actually pay for this special attention; but it was commented 

on that the high :rate of failure and obligatory grade repetition 

occurred principally among the children of those parents who did not 

see fit to purchase this special attention for their child. 

Though the situation was different several decades ago, when 

the government had to fine parents who did not send their children to 

school, there is nowadays a genuine enthusiasm in the rural areas for 

the schooling of one's children. The expenses incurred are seen as 

being heavy. Uniforms and books must be purchased; the children must 

be given shoes; and at least a small SJOOunt of daily lunch money must 

be given as welL This notwithstanding rural families in this region 

who nowadays do not send their children--males and females--to at least 

two years of schooling are the exceptions in the communi ties. 

The quality of the ·education received is rightfully questioned. 

The low level of academic preparation on the part of most rural 

schoolteachers, and the authoritarian, rote-memory, oral recitation 

techniques commonly employed would themselves militate against effec

tive learning. But a major impediment is the fact that the books 

are written in a language that is totally foreign to the children: 

French. Though Creole is erroneously dismissed by uninformed commentators 

as "poorly spoken French," it ±s in fact a separate language 

which differs from French in many critical sectors of its syntax. 

And though the lexicon has a predominantly French -oase, Creole 
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nonetheless contains many words not intelligible to a French 

speaker, The two languages are mutually unintelligible, despite the 

claims of many Francophone visitors to Haiti that they can understand 

Creole, Thus the Haitian child has to learn to read and write in 

what is essentially a foreign language; and very many village children 

were seen who had spent several years in school and could still not 

read and write. Not only the books, but instruction as well, is 

supposed to be in French. Most instruction is ,however, in fact 

delivered in Creole. But the functional literacy of children remains 

substantially low, principBJ.ly because all written materials are 

in a language which nine out of ten of them will never master. 

But such questions--the level of training of the teachers, the 

desirability of Creole instruction as Ol?posed to French--were 

not part of the generally expressed concerns of parents in the 

villages, Though individual teachers would be the subject of critical 

comments, the system itself was generally acc<:!pted as the possible 

gateway through which their children--especially their mail:e children-

might eventually find some sort of non-agrarian employment. And an 

increasing number of parents are thus sending their children to the : 

school in Les Bayahondes, 

But so strong is the demand for schooling that many types 

of private instruction are springing up as well. A very practical 

type of private instruction given to f'eme.les are the now widespread 

sewing lessons. Though young girls are now generally sent:. to school, 

many will drop out to take these sewing lessons (al nB. kouti), many 

parents seeing this as a lJJ.Ore promising source of future income for 

the young girls. But private instruction will be given in the 
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three R 1 s as well. There are two church-related schools in the bouk 

(one associated with a Conservative Baptist church, the other with 

an Adventist church) and a Catholic school is currently under con

struction. Neither the curriculum of these schools, nor even the 

sequence of grades which they incorporate, need necessarily coincide 

with those ox· the governmental schools. Neither of the above

mentioned Protestant sects had adherents in Kinanbwa, and thus none 

of the villagers utilized these schools. 

But in addition to such formalized centers of private instruction, 

the town streets and villages are experiencing a surge of private 

individuals who, for two or three gourdes a month, give daily 

lessons (bay 1es5) to very young children, a type of pre-school 

preparation, Two such individuals were functioning in Kinanbwa 

during the course of fieldwork. Their status is totally unofficiel; 

their teaching methods would generally be c.haracterized us antiquated 

and ineffective by a critic. But their services are eagerly sought 

after by a growing number of parents who hope to prepare their 

children--"teach them how to sit still, 11 accustom them to wearing 

shoes--for eventual entry into the town school. Most "graduE>.tes" 

of these pre-school centers appear to start at the bottom rung in the 

official school system. But at least one individual in Les Bayahondes 

(Michel Romain, the author of the manuscript quoted earlier) gives 

private tutoring to children who subsequently move directly into 

higher levels of schooling in the capital. 

In short patterns of formal education are becoming an increa

singly prevalent source of involvement with the outside world on 

the part of the peasants of the commune. Though one may be skeptical 
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about the eventual occupational payoffs of such endeavours in view of 

the basically unaltered structure of life-chances with which most 

students will eventually be confronted, nonetheless the increasing 

stream of children who are attending educational institutions of one 

s art or another is a pattern which is truly impressive {cf. Lahav 

1975), Its economic meaning for the individuals concerned is per

haps a matte:;.' ·::;f uncertain outcome. But in terms of the central topic 

of this discus::;ion--the various types of involvement with to-wn-based 

institutions on the part of outlying villagers--the government-run 

school is becoming an increasingly important locus for such contact. 

Le Dispensa;re 

Another to'Wll based institution whose importance to the peasantry 

increased substantially during the period of' fieldwork was a govern

mentally built and staffed health center. The center was merely one 

of a number that were built in the late forties when Fran~ois 

Duvalier was Director of Public Health under the government of 

Estim€. When it first started functioning in the early fifties, the 

center was regularly visited by a physician. But by the time 

fieldwork began in the early- seventies • no doctor had been there 

for some time. The center was staffed only by a village woman who, 

for a fee, would bandage wounds, give injections of various sorts 

(~ ..Ei:.&), and dispense a wide variety of pills, salves, and 

potions. The center was, needless to say, never very crowded. 

In the 1970's however new life was injected into the dispensary 

with the onset of a rural public health program directed and admin

istered by the Division of' Family Hygiene in the Ministry of Public 

Health a.nd Population. A young physician, recently graduated from 
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the school of medicine in the university, was sent to live and vork 

full time in Les Bayhondes in fulfillment of a committment to perform 

such services now required of medical graduates. In addition a 

number of nurses and paramedical personnel were also sent to 

reside in the town. And finally members of many surrounding rural 

connnunities were selected, trained, and paid as community agents to 

serve as liaisons between the health center and the conmr..t.?J.ity. 

Falling under the auspices of the Division d'Hygiene Familiale, 

the program has come to focus on preventive medicine, maternal and 

child health care, and family planning services. Of particular 

importance is the prenatal care given to pregnant women, and the 

apparent depressing effect this is having on the occurrence of neonatal 

tetanus. Likewise of potentially great impact is the dissemination 

of family planning information and services now being carried out--

and apparently being sought after by a growing number of women who 

are less fearful now of the harmful physical consequences that were 

originally thought to be a guaranteed result of using contraceptive 

devices. Thus the town 1 s public dispensary' is becoming an increa

singly frequent locus of contact between the peasant hinterland and 

the outside world. 

With respect to this domain of modern medicine, however, 

the town has no monopoly. In some areas it does. The peasant who wishes 

to recognize a child, for example, must do this in the Les Bayahondes 

Bureau d 1 Etat Civil. But a peasant who wishes modern medical services 

is free to seek them in the capital--and many do. People with minor 

health problems will go to the town dispensary. But people with major 

health problems, which persist despite the folk-rituals to which 
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such a. large percentage of the population resorts, will frequentl.y go 

to the capital to visit the off'ice of a p:ro dokte lavil (a 11f'amous 

city doctor"). The young physicians who are sent to Les Baya.hondes 

tend not to be considered dokte definitif ("real doctors") but are 

seen as assis-r;ants of some unspecif'ied sort. Furthermore, though most 

deliveries are made right at home with the aid of a rural midwife, 

a growing number of younger women now go to the public maternity 

ward in Port-au-Prince to deliver their children. But whether the 

contact 'With modern medicine occurs in the town or in the capital, 

there seems little question that the involvement of the peasantry in 

such interactions is on the increase. 

L'f.glise 

Though not part of the governmental complex, the Catholic church 

located in the town of Les Ba.yahondes is one final locus of critical 

contact between the peasantry and the world beyond the community. 

The position of the Cathol.ic Church vis-8-vis the Haitian government 

and the Haitian people is by no means identical with the general posi

tion of the Church in Latin America. But there are many similari

ties. Following t'be revolution, the Church in effect abandoned Haiti 

in view of a number oi' policies oi' the early Haitian l.eaders. For 

decades Rome woul.d not formally' recognize the Haitian government, and 

clergy were forbidden (by the Vatican) to enter the country. The 

priests who were present in Haiti during this period were :frequently 

defrocked renegades or outright impostors.. It was only in 1860 that 

the schism was healeli, as a Concordat was signed, an Archbishop and 

a r.umber of priests, nuns, and brothers were sent, and the country 
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was divided up into parishes. 

Except for Port-au-Prince, where several parishes coexist within 

the same political unit, parochial boundaries correspond in general 

to municipality (commune) boundaries. Thus, some fi:fteen years 

af'ter it was made a commune, Les Bayahondes was (in 1903) made a 

parish as well. Immediate steps were taken to replace the thatched 

cottage, which had up till then served as a chapel, with a church. 

The resulting stone edif'ice is by far the most impressive construction 

still standing in Les Bayahondes. None of the subsequent buildings 

which were built during the economic heyday of the town came near it 

in size. The rectory beside the church is a very elaborate wooden 

house, complete with tower, clock, and bell, and was in fact a 

private residence constructed before the actual church, but subse

quently donated by its owner as a residence :for the priest. Though 

there are now more Haitian priests in the country than be:fore, the 

priest who was stationed in Les Bayahondes during fieldwork was a 

Frenchman. 

Involvement with the church on the pa.rt of most peasants is 

circumscribed, but very real. In the village of' Kinanbwa fewer than 

two out of ten aG.ults (16%) described themselves as belonging to one 

of' the various Protestant sects that have been evangelizing in the re

gion with increasing energy over the past decades. The remaining 84% 

of the peasants describe themselves as katolik. Of these Catholics, 

:fewer than one out of' four described themselves as "pure eathol.ics" 

(~,!£!)--i.e. not mixing their religion with any devotions to 

spirits of the local ancestor cult. The remaining three out of' four 

Catholics, however, described themselves as openly adhering to the 
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rites of the folk-cult which in these pages will be referred to 

as voodoo. This cult is publically condemned by the Church as 

diabolic superstition, and devotees of the cult are excoriated for 

trying to mix the service of God with the service of Satan. But 
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the incompatibility of the two lines, so clear to the priest trained 

in Catholic theology, is not at all obvious to the s€vit€ whose 

theology has other sources. 

Far from being incompatible with his service to his ancestral 

spirits, certain types of involvement with the Ch'\.C:'ch are part and 

parcel of the religious behavior of the practitioner of voodoo. 

He cannot take the Church or leave it, There are certain times in 

his life--few in munber perhaps--when the,peasant will have to 

become involved with the Church whether he serves the ancestral 

lwa (spirits) or not. 

Of prime importance are the rites of baptism. Some· three or 

four months after their birth, children in Kinanbwa are taken to be 

baptized. In a certain sense it is this rite which many see as giving 

the child a ~ ( "soul 11 ), of making it a full human being. The child 

that dies unbaptized is unceremoniously buried in the bushes. He 

will then turn into a lout e.. those harmless but annoying spirits who 

p€ze moun na. dOmi ("press people in their sleep"), creating those dreams 

where a person who wantb tv run is paralyzed. It is baptism that, 

even in the folk theology of practitioners of voodoo, turns the child 

into a person. 

But if the theological consequences of baptism are important, its 

juridical consequences for the individual are even more so. For it 

is on the occasion of the child 1 s baptism that his civil birth certificate 
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is issued; and this is the occasion on which those majority of children 

whose parents are not legally married come to recognition on the 

part of their fathers, receiving the batiste with the father's name 

on it. Finally the social conseq_uences of' baptism are also important. 

This is the occasion on which ritual kin are acquired by parents, and 

on which children acquire a godmother and godfather, individuals to 

whom they will turn to at different points of their lives. I was told 

by foreign health workers that in other parts of Haiti some people 

"don't even bother baptizing their children." I find this hard 

to believe. Such behavior would at any rate be unheard of in Kinanbwa. 

In this sense even the most ardent devotee of voodoo turns to the 

Church for this particular ceremony--becomes involved with this 

external institution, with its representative in the town of Les Bayahondes. 

But there are other rites as well. Of increasing importance 

in recent years is the act of preparing one's children to kominYi§, 

to receive first communion. Children may be 12~ 13, or even older 

before their parents decide to undertake the expenses involved in 

purchasing the proper clothes and--very importantly--preparing the 

subsequent reception for the neighbors. Not all parents can 

afford this. In fact only 60 of the roughly 450 Catholic children of 

proper age in the village have actually been sent through this rite. 

For this very reason--its expense--the act of doing this to one's 

child is a public assertion that one is not doing so badly from an 

economic point ~f view. 

But even more important in this regard is the ceremony of 

legal marriage. Most couples do not get married; those who do, 

as will be explained below, are taking an important step "up 11 in 
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the world--a step that is possible only via the portals of the 

church. And finally burial from the church is also seen as an essen

tial finale to life, even if the deceased was a priest or priestess 

of the voodoo cult. No case occurred during fieldwork of any indi

vidual being turned away from the church at this moment. In short 

the large stone church in Les Bayahondes is one final locus--

a special locus, it is true--of critical interaction between the 

peasant and repersentatives of the outside world. 

To sum up: the population of the village of Kinanbwa are 

members of a peasant social sector. They are peasants not only because 

of the nature of their economic pursuits. They are peasants also 

because their lives are .linked to forces whose loci are outside of the 

community in which they live. This abstract concept of social 

linkage to a large degree takes the concrete form of periodic inter

actions between the peasants and the personnel of various institutions 

based in the nearby town of Les Bayahondes. The economic power of 

Les Bayahondes over the outlying hinterland has drastically declined 

in past decades. Though people still visit the marketplace, many of 

the vi tal economic connections between the peasants and the outside 

now bypass Les Bayahondes, as the villagers hook up directly with 

the capital, going to Les Bayahondes merely to catch the truck. 

But the town is still a center of political and administrative 

power in the lives of these people who are now economically less 

dependent on the town. T'ne -varied institutions from which this 

power is exercised have been briefly described. Each of these insti

tutions--the Bureau of Civil Registry, the court, the school, the 
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Irrigation Bureau, the church--could be the subject of a separate 

monograph, in which the nature of the interaction between peasant 
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and institution would be described, and the impact of that interaction 

on the peasants' lives assessed. But the purpose here has been 

merely that of inventorizing these institutions and to specify 

briefly the nature of the interaction between the personnel 

therein and the peasants of the outlying rural communities of 

the Plain. 

INSTITUTIONS OF MILITARY CONTROL 

But the institutions described above fall for the most part 

under the rubric of civil apparatus. There are other types of control 

structures in peasant societies which involve the exercise of a some

what more coercive type of power. Probably in most stratified soci

eties the exercise of coercive control has come to fall under the 

sway of two separate hierarchies. Problems of internal control will 

generally fall under the authority of a police force of some sort. 

Matters of external defense on the other hand will be turned over to 

the charge of some sort of militarY apparatus. 

This flUlctional differentiation has in fact emerged in Haiti as 

well. What has not appeared is a neat institUtional division 

between a military apparatus charged strictly with external defense 

and an autonomous police force charged strictly with internal order. 

Though there is a police force in Port-au-Prince, the rural hinterland 

is in fact governed by members of the military apparatus. This 

means on the one hand that the military has a constitutional mandate 

to intervene in internal affairs in addition to their duties as agents 
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of external def'ense. On the other hand, from the point of view of 

the peasant, it means that at the highest institutional levels of 

society he is constitutionally subordinate to members of' an apparatus 

which in many other societies need:. a specially defined crisis of 

"martial law" to exercise such direct authority over the civilian 

population. 

But the demands of' internal policing differ in so many aspects 

from the problems of external defense that a clear differentiation 

between the execution of the two functions in Haiti has occurred, 

despite their institutional Wll.fication at the highest levels, 

This differentiation manif'ests itself not only in the existence of 

a separate group of agents (with the formal title of "rural police") 

within the military hierarchy to carry out these internal functions; 

but also in quite clear distinctions which the peasants themselves 

make between regular members of the army and those local members of the 

military hie::rarchy who directly intervene to police peasant affairs. 

CONSTITUTIONAL PRECEDENTS 

Throughout Haitian history the constitutional focus of' this 

internal policing has been at the level of the rural section. I 

have indicated the purely administrative character of this unit. 

The rural section is not a commnnity, but a group of contiguous commu

nities which have been administratively lumped under the authority 

of a chef ~ ~· The inclusion of a particular community into 

this or that rural section is more a function of geographical 

propinquity rather than of genuine communal links. to the other 

communities in the section. Likewise an entire section may be admini-
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stra.tivel.y switched ftoom the jurisdiction of one commune to that of 

another, as in f'act happened to one of the sections that is todlcy 

under the jurisdiction of' Les Ba.ya.hondes. But despite the flexi-

bility of' specific administrative placements, the section itsel.f' 

as an administrative unit goes back at least to the Code Rural. 

of 1826, quite probably goes back to the col.onial. period, and 

may possibly even have roots in certain pre-colonial institutions 

(Lahav 1975:52-5). 

The most recent constitutional definition of the status of' the 

section is to be found in the Code Rural Dr. Franr;;ois Duvalier. 

One of the major differences between this document, written in 1962, 

and its most important predecessors {the Code Rural of 1826 and the 

Code Rural of 1864) is the provision it makes for a civilian compo-

nent to the governance of rural sections. Previous codes envisioned 

the governing of the rural areas principaJJ.y by military 

authorities. The Code Duvalier, on the other hand, while continuing 

the functions of these military authorities, nonetheless al.so provides 

for the creation in each rural section of a popularly elected civilian 

Caasei:l: El'!..aministration. Such a pl.an ignores the artificial character 

of the section, implying thE'.t there "is some of community involved. 

But at any rate the introduction of civilian authorities into the 

eountr,fside has yet to be carried out in practice. The rural sections 

of Les Baya.hondes are still governed by basica.lly the same types of 

military figures as the ones which governed the sections from the 

earl.iest days of the Republic. 2 

2. A civilian militia was formed under Duvalier (t~~e t6t0 makout) 
but was not functioning in Lea Beyahondes during f'ieldwurk. 
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THE TOWN KAZEN 

'lhe military status o:f these authority figures would be somewhat 

di:ff'icu.lt :for the outsider to detect by simple visual inspection. The 

only: figures in Les Bayahondes who are immediately identif'iable as sol

diers or o:fficers are those uniformed members of' the regular Bl'ley" 

who are stationed in the town of Les Beyahondes. One of' the most 

noticeabl.e edifices in the community is the ~ (HC: kazE!n). 

Though visually imposing in the context of' its surroundings, the 

kazE!n is actually a lower level military outpost (e.vant-poste) 

commanded by a corporal (kaporal.) who is assisted by one (or at most 

two) common soldiers (,mg_). These individuals constitute the most highly 

visible authorities for visitors to the community. They blow the 

whistle when an occasional outside vehicle comes into the town, taking 

down license plates~ names, and the like. But the scope of' their formal 

authority is limited for the most part to the town ;itsel.f. They 

only rarely ventured Outside of the town limits, and even then usually 

not on a police mission. And though more itlPortant residents of the 

hinterland woul.d bring their problems directly to the kadn~ most 

of the peasants in fact rarely came into contact with these sol.diers ~ 

and referred to them quite opeD.ly as moun sa Yo ("those people~'), 

outsiders who do not really know what is happening locally. 

The sol.diers ~ in fact outsiders to the region. The ones that 

were stationed there during fieldwork were not born in the region, 

but had merely been stationed there, at least some of them consi

dering the assignment somewhat in the nature of a hudship post. They 

rarely lasted for a long period of time. Replacements and reassign-
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ments were frequent, though there seemed to be cycles whereby the same 

individuals would, after long absences, be restationed again in Les 

Bayahondes. At any rate the roots which these individuals had in 

the town appeared to be shallow, and they had virtually no functional 

contact with events in the rural areas. 

THE RURAL POLICE 

Not so with another group of individuals who, though for the most 

part wearing no uniforms, were nonetheless the true wielders of 

significant local authority beyond the town limits. The most import

ant figure in this local hierarchy was its commander, a military 

figure called the chef de section (HC: chiH seksy6-ii). Though rarely 

wearing military clothes the chef was easily identifiable by the light 

blue denim shirts and pants he wore, the badge that was usually 

pinned onto his shirt. and the revolver that frequently hung from 

his hip. Both when referred to and when addressed directly, he was 

occasionally called ofisye ("officer") by the people arormd him. 

But probabl;r with greater frequency he was simply called by his nick.na.I1e 

(~ ~), He had been ruling in the section for several years be-

fore fieldwork had begun. And though the military personnel of the 

kazen would come and go. the chef was still there long after field-

work terminated--was still there when the community was briefly 

visited several years afterwards, If the to"WD' s soldiers were outsiders, 

the chef was born locally. And if the kapors.l was generally to be 

found sitting (or napping) in the kazen, the chef would in contrast 

be out making his rolUlds somewhere in the countryside. 
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But in the governing of the rural section, the chef does not 

operate alone. On the contrary he is the head of an impressively large 

non-uniformed police force that extends down into virtually every 

one of the smaller hamlets of which the section is an administrative 

composite. By no· means will every community have its own chef de 

section. Kinanbwa, for example, is a member of a rural section which 

has twelve other bitasyO as well. There is only one chef in charge 

of' all these communities. But he does not have an office in each of 

the communities. Nor does he have any sort of central headquarte:t>s 

in the town of Les Bayahondes. He runs the section, rather, from 

his own home, located in the particular bi tasy6 where he and his 

family happen to reside. His control over the other communities is 

maintained on the one hand by the making of periodic rounds. But of 

much greater significance in the governing of the section was the 

appointment by the chef, in virtually every one of ti::e constitutent 

villages, of a special assistant who was regarded as the eyes, ears, 

limbs, and voice of the chef in that particular community. In this 

manner a hierarchy of rural police power is formed vhi~h effectively 

penetrates ever-y hamlet in the section, even though on an administra

tive level these hamlets have no juridical status, are in that 

sense 11beneath" the level of the law. But vhat legislators miss, their 

local agents supply. Even the smallest hamlet is brought lmder 

effective police control through this hierarchy created and commanded 

by the chef ~e section. 

The local terminology appears to differ from region to region, 

but the organizational reality appears to be fairly uniform throughout 

rural Haiti. The local assistants appointed by the chef were called 
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marechal (marshall) in the region of Les Bayahondes. And each 

marechal further had another local assistant called notab. Comhaire ( 1955) 

found a similar usage in the region of Kenscoff, in which a group of 

community representatives called marechal mE::t with the chef every week 

to discuss the affairs of the sec'!; ion. Though his reference to them 

as "community elders" is misleading in its implications, the organiza

tional structure which Comhaire found' appeared identical to that which 

functioned in the Plain. Lahav (19'75:60) reports the existence of 

a more complex hierarchy in Verretes, There a layer of ad1oints 

interposes themselves between the chef and the village-level police, 

who are apparently called in that region ~ (a term virtually 

never beard from villagers in Kinanbwa). But despite such differences 

in all cases the chefs de section create local penetration structures 

which bring the arm of the law down into the villages whose existence 

to this day has not yet been juridically recognized by the framers of 

Haitian constitutions. The law provides only for the appointment of 

assistants to the chef. But the particular form the structure 

of police control will take in a particular region will be largely 

governed by local tradition and by adaptive adjustment to local 

social reality on the part of law enforcement officials who are them

selves intimately familiar with that reality. 

In times past the power of the chef de section was apparently 

even greater than it is today. A well known anecdote concerns a 

past president of Haiti who was visiting the rural areas. Desiring 

to converse with the local people, he addreased himself to an old 

peasant, and explained who he was and what he was trying to do for 

Haiti. After the conversation the peasant wished the President well 
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and exhorted him to continue in his e:fforts, that with perseverance 

and God's help, the president might one day even aspire to become a 

chef' de section. Though the anecdote is occasionally told to ill.us

trate the stupidity of' the peasants, it is probably more a reflection 

of the power and prestige which these local authority :figures used 

to have. 

Even in modern times there are regions where the che:f de section 

is hail.ed by the peasants as the "rather" of the section and has 

come to enjoy a number of' perquisites and prestations on the part of 

the cultivators of the section. In such re5ions he can not only 

expect regular offering~ at harvest time, but can also count as a 

matter of course on unremunerated labor in his gardens by other 

cultivators (cf'. Comhaire 1955:620). Though these patterns were 

somewhat on the wane in the lowland section of Les Beyahondes, they 

had not entirely disappeared when fieldwork was being carried out. 

Because of the influence which these chiefs wield locally, 

a government which wishes to control the peasants must be able to 

place "its own men" in these critical ruling niches. More than 

one administration has in fact attempted to infl.uence the course 

of local l.ife by intervening in the assignment of individuals to 

the role of chef de section. During the American occupation the 

central authorities tried to place a different "type" of individual 

in the seat of local power. Ef:f'orts were made where possible to 

remove many of' the semi-literate or illiterate peasant "patriarchs" 

who up till then had commanded the rural areas, and to replace them 

with individuals more to the taste of the occupying forces. They 

needed individuals more able to do the type of bookkeeping deemd 
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administratively desirable, who would lead monogamous marital lives 

purged of extralegal plasaj and polygyny so rampant in the country

side, and, above all, who would have no part in the potentially 

subversive Yoodoo rituals which the occupying forces were trying to 

stamp out. Thus the tendency vas to appoint individuals who were 

not only somewhat more educated than the traditional chefs de 

section, but who were also converts to Protestantism (cf'. Comhaire 1955). 

If any gains had been made in this direction by the occupying 

forces, they had long been wiped out by the time fieldnork in Kinan

bwa began. The chef who ruled the section was, as far as could 

be ascertained, basically literate. But in his marital life be 

f'i t the mold of the traditional chefs of times gone by. He had 

several wi--res in the section, one of them who lived in Kinanbwa. 

And though the chef himself gave no evidence of being an ~ 

(voodoo shaman), he was a known sympathizer with and patronizer 

of ceremonies; and his wife in Kinanbva frequently functioned 

as an~ (female assistant to an Oug§.) during voodoo dances. 

There were two individuals who, at different times filled the role 

of mar€chal in the village during fieldwork. Both of these indivi

duals were also actively involved in voodoo rituals, being publicly 

possessed by spirits on several occasions. The older of the two 

was also a polygynist. In short the efforts of certain groups to 

create a di f!ferent type of rural authority have come to naught. 

The reins of local power are back in the hands of individuals who 

fully accept, and themselves practice, certain behavior patterns 

which have come to symbolize folk life in the peasant hinterland. 
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More recent governments have been less concerned with the 

educational, religious, or marital characteristics of the chefs than 

with their political allegiance. As a result of certain steps taken 

by the government of Fra.ngois Duvalier, for example, there has 

recently been a tendency for the central government to pla;r a more 

direct role in appointing, or at least approving the appointments of, 

individuals to the position of chef' de section (cf. Lahav 1975). 

Even today in Les Bayahondes and Kinanbwa one is impressed by the fre

quency with which individuals aspiring to power will let fall referen

ces to their connections in the .E!!! (the National Palace), or to 

their intimacy with individuals who have a direct pipeline to said 

palace. To the degree that the valued connections have come to 

lie in this direction, rather than in the direction of the military 

commandant in district headquarters, the civilian authorities in 

Port-au-Prince have succeeded in making themselves more o"f a. force 

to be reckoned With than appeared to be true in the past. 

But the influence of the central government is nonetheless 

relative. The current incumbent of the position o"f chef in the sec

tion where Kinanbwa. is located has survived a. change of' na.tional 

government, and bas been left completely untouch~d by the rise and 

fall of different political fortunes in the town of Les Bayahondes. 

Though there are many lines he must toe, and though he must chart a. 

careful course through oceans of administrative rigmarole, viola.tions 

of' which would give ammunition to potential rivals for his job, the 

chef is for all practical purposes in vir-tually unchallenged control 

o"f his section. 
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The effectiveness of his rule in the section stems largely from 

the knowledge his mar€chal have of matters in their respective commu

nities. So much a part of the local scene are these marechal that 

it is difficult for an outsider to ascertain exactly who they are. 

The chef himself may be identifiable by his badge, his gun, and by the 

authoritative bearing which frequently accompany these trappings. The 

~Tillage level ma.rechal and notab are, at least in the commnne of Les 

Bayahondes, not so identifiable. They wear no uniform or badge. The 

only indir<2ct sign of authority they commonly carry about, if any, 

is a tY}le of cane (generally pruchased in Port-au-Prince) with 

alternating bro'Wll and black stripes, in imitation of the now scarce 

kokomakak clubs. But since ot!ler pretenders to local prestige-

including ritual specialists--will also carry such bat6, cnly 

inquiry will permit an outsider to determine who the local 

authority is in any particular village (cf. Lahav 19'75). 

This quality of inconspicuousness on the part of village level 

law enforcers is by no means the product of some sort of intentional 

secret-police camouflage. If they look and sound like ordinary 

peasants, it is because the vast majority of them ~ ordinary 

peasants. The income which village-level marechal and notab earn 

in their official capacity is not to be sniffed at; but neither would 

it support full-time exclusive dedication to this type of activity. 

Their economic mainstay is still cultivation of the land. The 

only member of the rural police force who can count on a monthly 

check from the government is the chef himself-and even his salary 

may fail to materialize several months a year. The financial under

pinnings of local police work are thus fundamentally different from 
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what they are in most contemporary Western settings. Though law 

enforcers in most settings appear to be able to generate some extra 

income from their positions if they are so inclined, the general 

assumption in most settings is that the government pays police per-

sonnel from taxes imposed on the population. It 5;:-. considered 

inappropriate or illegal for law enforcers to generate income them-

sel·ves in the course of their activities. This, however, is not 

the manner in which the rural Haitian system i'unctions, In this 

setting the law enforcel'S are expected to generate most of their 

own income. Once this principle is realized, many other patterns begin 

to fall into place, and in 1 manner which removes many of the sinister 

implications which could otherwise be attributed to local police 

behavior. 

One offshoot of this in Kinanb"wa is that the person who has 

a complaint and who requires the services of the local marEichal 

should take it for granted that the marEichal may request a few 

gourdes to "pay for his meals 11 while working on the plaintiff's 

case. On one occasion during, f'ieldwork, before I had grasped this 

aspect of the system, I had occasion to require the services of the 

local marEichal, and, when asked to contribute a few gourdes for 

his time and energy, refused to comply with such blatantly corrupt 

demands. As a result of my refusal, simply no action was taken on 

what was locally recognized to be a legitimate complaint. This 

aspect of the local system now appears to be taken for granted, 

an expected step in the normal procedure for calling in the law. 

This can, of course, be labelled '!corruption" {e.g. Lahav 1975:61). 

But if so, the corruption has a systemic base. In the absence of 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

a regul.ar sal.ary from the government, this type of' payment emerges 

as one l.ocal. systemic "substitute" f'or f'inar..cing essential. l.aw enf'orce

ment acti viti es • 

But by no means are these somewhat minor payments the onl.y--

or even the principal--source of' income f'or l.ocal law enf'orcement 

agents. The bulk of' the revenue which the l.ocal. police system gene

rates comes rather f'rom a compl.ex structure of' 'fines end fees 

regulated by law, and imposed in the course of' normal police work. 

An inventory of' the major sources of' income has been made by 

La.hav ( 1975 ) • To understand this income, it is usef'ul to have 

a general overview of the type of' issue in which the chef' and his 

assistants typically intervene. 

There are some fundamental dii'i'erences between the original f'unc

tion of' the rural police and their current f'unction. And even now 

there are gaps between what they are statutorily mandated to do and 

what they actualJy occupy themselves with in the course of' their 

daily activities. The f'irst appearance of rural police in Haiti dates 

back actual.J.y to bei'ore the rounding of' the Republic. In their 

original function, their main role was to be that of' enforcing labor 

on the plantations, punishing any malingering or absenteeism on the 

part of' the recently J..iberated slaves. With the total disappearance 

of' the plantation society, of' course, this particul.ar role became 

meaningless and was simply dropped--even "from the books. 11 They 

came to be assigned, rather, functions which make more sense in the 

context of' a peasant society. 

But even within this peasant context, chef's de section have been 

reported to have f'unctions which were simply not observed to be the 
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case in Kinanbwa. Some of the chef's alleged functions come from 

sources whose reliability is extremely low. In one journalistic 

account of the Duvalier regime, for example, it is written: 

The most important man is the Chef de Section, who 
represents the government in all its functions, from 
tax collector to policeman. He has to be consulted on all 
matters. It is not uncommon for him to require the 
paying of tribute .... His word is final. The man literally 
has the power of life and death (Diederich and Burt 19'70: 32). 

This is an inaccurate caricature of the Haitian chef de section, a 

caricature which is highly consistent with the overall sensationalistic 

and gruesome tone of the book from which it was quoted. The chef de section 

does not spend his days collecting tribute and dispensing death. 

But even highly credible works have referred to activities on 

the part of local chefs which the chef in the research area was not 

observed to carry out, indicating regional diversity. For example 

a traditional role of the chef has been the registration of births and 

deaths in the section. Up until the 1960's he was statutorily 

charged with this task; and even after it was placed in the hands of 

other individuals by the Code Franc;ois Duvalier of 1962, the chef 

continued to carry it out in practice in at least some parts 

(Lahav 1975: 76). In Kinanbwa this was not observed to be the 

Births and deaths were reported directly by parties concerned to 

authorities in the town. Another occasional function of the chef 

hB.s reportedly been that of advising the cultivators with respect to 

the proper care of their gardens. At no point was the chef or his 

marechal observed to intervene or even advise in these matters in 

Kinanbwa, and most cultivators would probably have been startled if 

they had received unsolicited advice from this quarter. 
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In the community of Kinanbwa by far the most frequent issue 

provoking the intervention of the marE!chal were problems associated with 

livestock. In times past the gardens of the plain used to be fenced 

in. For decades this has no longer been the case. Boundaries 

between fields are generally marked only by small irrigation ditches. 

The absence of fence boundaries brings no disputes betweenowners 

concerning land rights--but it offers free rein to animals. Cows 

and horses are generally tethered in fields with ropes (kOd) 

tied to stakes (piket). At least once~ and usually several times~ 

a day the owner or his children will come to change the position of 

the stake (~ bl2t) or to lead the animal to water. Very frequently, 

however, the animal will either break the rope (kase kOd) or 

pull up the stake (rachE! piket). Animals who break free in this 

manner inevitably seem to find the grass (or the crops) greener 

in the field of a neighbor. It is furthermore known that certain 

individuals are not at all unlikely to sink the stake into soft groWld 

or to tie their animal with a frayed rope, enhancing its chance of 

breaking loose and fattening itself on r.earby forage which may be 

better th~'>.n that which he, the owner, can provide at the moment. 

The case C'f pigs and goats is, if anything, even more troublesome. 

These animals are generally not tied up in the fields, but are rather 

left to wander around the village. In many instances, however, they 

will wander beyond the vi:i..lage confines into the adjacent gardens. Pigs 

in particular have been known to destroy large areas of gardens planted 

in root crops. In nearby villages where some plots are still fenced 

in, owners will fasten sticks in the form of triangular collars 

around the necks of pigs and goats, in hopes of making their passage 
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through neighbors' fences less easy, But since most of the gardens 

around Kinanbwa lack fences, pigs and goats with a wanderlust create 

problems for cultivators. 

The damage thus done by livestock--large or small--to crops is 

perhaps the major source of intracommunity conflict and is the major 

issue requiring the intervention of the authorities. If the owner of 

the garden caputres a neighbor's pig or goat in his garden, he may 

simply kill it. What is generally done is for the garden 

owner to sing out, in a tone used especially for such occasions, 

announcing he has captured such B.tld such an a.."limal (described in 

terms of its earmarks). If the owner, or a meml:ler of his family, 

hears the announcement, he will go running to the field and will try 

to bargain with the garden mmer for the life of the animal, offering 

to pay for the damages. If the owner of the animal does not come, or 

even if he does, the garden owner will frequently kill it, cutting 

off the bead and distributing the carcass in certain traditional 

ways. 

With cows and horses the procedure is fW1damentally different. 

Garden o•mers may not dispatch these animals, but must rather capture 

them and bring them to the house of the chef or the village mar€chal. 

He will tie them to a specially designated pole or tree (m€t€.-l n§. 

£2!2.) . He will then inspect the garden to assess the amount of 

damage done. The owner must then pay these damages plus a number of 

ot:her fines, or the animal will be publicly auctioned. The chef 

or the mar€.chal charges several fees in the course of this procedure, 

including a fee for the assessing of damages (k6statasy0) .This 

chain of events appears by far to be the most frequently o.::curring 
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context :for interaction between the peasant and the local pol.ice, and 

appears to constitute the greatest source of income for the 

latter. 3 

But there are other sources of intravill.age :friction in which 

the authorities will regularly intervene. iParadoxicaJ.ly the cause o'£ 

the most violent verbal scuffles between neighbors is a doma.in in 

which the local police have no real say: irrigation. During the dry 

months when water is scarce frequent altercations can be heard be-

tween neighbors competing for this scarce resource. Either there 

is a dispute between garden neighbors as to the timing of the 

distribution--for which reason watches have become genuinely needed 

commodities and not mere status symbols--or a cultivator :farther 

upstream will surreptitiously siphon off (usually at night) part of 

the water from a canal destined to a cultivator farther downstream. 

But such disputes are more properly the domain of the irrigation au-

thorities end his canal bosses in the villages. The rural pclice 

will intervene only if the disagreement erupts into physical violence, 

which virtually never occurs. 

The infrequency of open physical violence in the community was 

truly remarkable. The occasions on which the heaviest drinking occur--

various types of ritual events, especially voodoo dances--will be 

peppered with antagonistic verbal behavior. It was only somewhat 

later in fieldwork that I realized that these screaming bouts and 

insults, which seemd like an almost certain prelude to fistcuff's, 

3. Lahav (1975) reports this as well, but seems to imply that 
all stray livestock, even pigs and goats, will be impounded. This 
seems unlike1y. 
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were in actual.ity somewhat ritualized and ''part of" the show." There 

was little question that genuine steam was being let of'f:, much of' it 

negative. But these outbursts were subtly incorporated into quasi

ritualized sequences whose finale was the pacifying intervention of: 

bystanders and, f'requently, a smiling embrace between individuaJ.s who 

moments before appeared ready to kill each other. This incorporation 

of aggressive sequences into ritual events was perhaps one of the 

f'actors suppressing outbreaks of violence. The severity with which 

such outbreaks are punished when they do occur, of course, mu.st be seen 

as an even deeper conditioning f'actor which might itself partially 

account for the appearance of' this above mentioned ri tus.lization of 

violence. But whatever the cause, it was rare :f"or the chef or the 

ma.rEcha.l to become involved in violent attacks between neighbors, 

simply because such physical outbreaks were rare in the village. 

When physical violence did occur, it was generally between 

members cf the s~e household and consequently not seen as a matter 

o:r intervention by the authorities. The oost frequent form of' intra

familial violence took the form of child beating. Children o:r both 

sexes are liberally clouted by parents o:r both sexes with straps and 

switches. Parents rarely hit children directly with their hands, 

and were never seen to slap them in the f'ace, the slap (sou:f'let) being 

considered an extreme interpersonal insult. Such child beating was 

not defined as violence, of course, and the authorities never 

intervened. Neighbors would frequently intervene and ind~ed .... ·'peared 

expected to do so, thus making it saf'e f'or enraged parents to vent their 

anger knowing that they would be stopped if' their behavior became extreme. 

As for child beating, the literature on Haiti reports that even adult 
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sons with wives and children of their own will be publicly whipped 

by their fathers (cf. Herskovits 1971:128). Though older men felt 

this was proper, in fact such beatings never occur in the village, 

child beating being virtually restricted to smaller children, tapering 

off drastically as the child passed through adolescence. 

Another form of intrafamilial violence took the form of clashes 

between husbands and wives, and on at least some occasions the 

marGchal was called on to intervene. This was espeC'ially true in those 

cases where the beating was done by the wife on the husband, rather 

than vice versa. Though most references in the literature to 

physical violence between spouses concern wife-beating, and though 

this did occur in Kinanbwa, the converse occurred more frequently, or 

at lzast received more public notice. In carrying out this, women 

would not use switches or straps, but would hurl large pieces of 

firewood or even rocks. It was such cases which motivated the inter

vention of the mar€chal, rather than the culturally more "acceptable" 

pattern of wife-beating by the husband. 

If physical violence was not a major source of intracommunity 

conflict, there were other matters between households in which the 

authorities did occasionally have to intervene. One type of 

event involved defaulting on loans. Many small loans will be made 

between neighbors, frequently without interest, for short periods 

of time. There were a few loan sharks in the region who did charge 

10% per month; but loans between villagers appeared to be made 

for the most part without interest, especially if the borrower 

had run into some sort of emergency (t€ ge yoU ka). In cases of 

default, +.he authorities would occasionally be called in. The 
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borrower would be arrested in the town kazen and kept there until 

his kin came up with the money. Most cases are solved by the 

village authorities before events take the extreme turn of involving 

the tow military. 

It was vezry rare for borrowers to deny they had borrowed, even 

though they had signed their name on no piece of paper, The reason 

given: si ou re ·sa, ya tchiye-ou. If you do that the lender will 

kill you. There are frequent references to people 11killing" other 

people, but reference is almost always being made to sorcery, never 

to physical killing. Sorcery is feared, and there were individuals 

in the village who had the reputation of resorting to sorcery 

on many occasions. And persons who suffered economic disaster 

would frequently attribute it to precisely this cause. If a 

person was caught, he was punished. The only case of this that 

occurred during fieldwork was the case of a woman who lifted 

her skirt in a certain way to a young child playing on the ground 

a..'ld the child reported seeing a certain type of charm tied to 

the tody of the woman. The parents of the child had the women 

arrested in Les Bayahondes, but she was freed soon thereafter. 

Though sorcery, if caught, is punished, and though sorcery is 

a freq_uent theme in village conversation, it was rare for it 

to be caught and was thus not a matter with which the authorities 

had much involvement. 

The problem of thievery was also rare in Kinanblfa during the 

two years of fieldwork. Rumor had it that in a number of bitasyO 

to the north of Kinanbwa thieves had broken into the unoccupied houses 

of several families all of whose members had moved to Port-au-Prince 
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but who had left many o"£ their possessions in the house. When thieves 

are apprehended, the treatment may be an immediate clubbing by the 

marechal or chef who apprehends him if any resistance is put up and 

almost certainly subsequent clubbings ll~· the kaporal in the town 

kazen. Thievery is considered a serious crime, and news of it causes 

angry reactions, especia.l.ly among the old, who view its increase as 

a sign of the turn for the worse which loca.l life has taken. 

But problems of thievery and violence are simply not the normal 

fare of the rural police. Their activities more heavily center--

and their income more heavily depends--on various probl~ms which 

arise in the realms of crops and l.i vestock, particularly with respect 

to the damage which the latter does to the former. That is, the 

nature of rural police activities are heavily informed by the nature 

of the peasant economic pursuits which support the communities 

policed by these individuals. 

This chapter has briefly discussed the various institutions in whose 

context the linkage between peasant and outside world takes concrete 

form. On the one hand there are a. number of civilian institutions whose 

representatives are located in the nearby to'Wn of Les Bqahondes. 

Because of the critical structural role which the town plays in the 

lives of the peasants~ its history was discussed, and the contemporary 

to'Wn-ba.sed centers of administrative and social power were briefly 

described. But in addition to these civilian authorities there 

is a local military and police structure whose field of operation is in 
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the villages themselves and whose principal agents are the 

chef de section and the mare!chal whom he appoints to be his 

representatives in individual villages. The basic functions of 

the.se individuals were briefly described. 

:.-l.t_:·,.c.gt'S described in this chapter the 

only , "~.:-~ in -,-thich ;;;: _ Feas'lllt int•:racts with agents of the 

outside -,.;orld. The village vromen who market produce in the 

capital interact not only with urban consumers, but also with 

truck drivers, market tax collectors, and others. Even at 
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village level there are occasionally somewhat more direct contacts 

between the peasant and his central government. Of' particular 

interest in recent years was the participation of very many Kinanbwa 

males in the civilian militia formed under Frangois Duvalie:"', 

officially called Volunteers of National Security, popularly known 

as t5t6 makout. Of more contemporary curiosity are the occasional 

trips the villagers make to the capital to participate in one or 

another IllE'.SS rally before the National Palace. But the local 

branch of the militia has long since been disbanded; and the 

rallies in the capital are infrequent. 

The major significant linkages which the peasant has to the 

outside world are thus lodged in the institutions and agents described 

in this chapter. But though important, these outside hookups play 

themselves out, so to speak, on the periphery of daily life. The e 

are external forces with which the village interacts; but it has 

an internal life as well. The outside has shaped its history; but an 

internal dynamic has guided its evolution as well. The historical 

antecedents and external linkages of Haitian peasant life have now 

been examined. It is time to turn to the village itself. 
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KINANBHA: THE CONTEMPORARY COMMUNITY 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE VILLAGE, LAND, AND CROPS 

The town of Les Bayahondes is surrounded by a number of smaller 

communities, of which the town itself is the administrative center. 

Kinanbwa., the community in which most of the fieldwork presented here 

was carried out,1 is located a few kilometers to the south of Les 

Be.yahondes in a section of the Plain that, though appearing level to 

the untrained eye, is in fact located in a slight depression a few 

meters below sea level. 

The choice of a community of the Cul-de-Sac Plain as a research 

site was to resul.t in the identification of several significant ethno-

graphic patterns that suggest the existence of genuine subcultural 

differences between lowland Haiti and highland Haiti, differences 

that appear to be rel.ated more to ecology than to simple regional 

variation. But up until now the anthropological literature on rural 

Haiti has leaned somewhat heavily toward the study of highland 

lif'e. 2 Weaknesses in the census of 1950 (Organization of .American 

1. The factors which led to the selection of Kina.nbwa as a research 
site, and the methodology used in the study ar':! all discussed in some 
detail in Appendix A and Appendix B respectively. 

2. Herskovits (1971) worked in MirebaJ.ais, SiJ:1111sun (1940; 1941) in 
Plaisance; Bastien (1951) and Metraux et. al. (1951) in Ma.rbial; 
Underwood (1964; 1970) on the BeaumontP'"!ate"au; Comhaire-Sylvain (1961} 
in the mountain town of Kenscof'f'; and Mintz (1959; 1960a; 1960b; 1961a; 
196lb; 1964) in market places in diff'erent parts of Haiti, including 
Port-au-Prince. Moral. (1961), whose massive work is generally regarded 
as the major source of' in:formation on the Haitian peasant in general, 
visited most regions of Haiti, including the plains. But the visits 
were brief and no extended, systeme.tic fieldwork among any specific 
group of peasants is reported or evidenced in his "WOrk; and for many 
ethnographic statements he depends on Bastien 'a earlier work. The 
work of the economist de Young (1958) offers a provocative interpre-
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States 1972: 633-5) make it difficult to say w:nat percentage of the 

peasantry lives on the plains; but it is known that settlement is in 

general denser in the plains and valleys than in the mountains, and 

that consequently the model of the highland Haitian peasant which 

has appeared in some detail represents merely one of the ecological 

variants present in Haiti. 

tation of rl.U'al Haitian economics in general, but contains no actual 
data collected by the author in any specific community. The study by 
the geographer Wood (1963) contains some insights into land and 
settlement patterns on the plains as opposed to the mountains in nor-
thern Haiti, but for the most part is primarily concerned with soil types 
and topography rather than peasant lifeways and behavior. There is 
some information, principally but not exclusively economic, in the 
mimeographed report prepared for USAID personnel in Haiti by Schaedel {1962), 
who employed three Haitian anthropologist::; for several months to visit 
briefly several towns and hamlets in different parts of Haiti, inclu-
ding several lowland communities. Thus the information is understan-
dably incomplete, in light of the pressure apparently placed on the 
author to cover the entire country within a brief period of time. The 
report does contain some interesting economic information t.hat otherwise 
would not be available. The credibility of the entire report is under
mined, however, by several unfortunate passages, such as the author's 
undocumented musings on the sexual anxieties of the Haitian peasant 
(1962:22) and his conclusion that whereas Americans tend to have a 
sense of duty, Haitians (like "most Latins") do not, and are instead 
concerned principally with their 5ndividual selves (1962:113). Such 
assertions are made with no less authoritative conclusiveness than 
the economic data, and the distinct impression thus emerges that the 
accuracy of these latter may perhaps be no more credible than that of 
the former. P.olly's work (1955) on agriculture in Haiti is an attempt 
to point the we:y toward a more modern approach to cropping and land 
management in Haiti and as such deals with peasant cultivation (and 
peasant character, cf. 1955:49-55) strictly from the point of view 
of what -c.he author thinlts is wrong with them. Information about the 
peasants consists not of systematically collected information, but of 
impressions (overwhelmingly and dramatically negative) which the author 
apparently gleaned during several years of trying to help them overcome 
their "indolence" and to improve their 11 W1informed and superstitious 
mind (1955:50)" as a County Agent and teacher of agriculture. Few 
ethnographic insights into peasants of the plain were thus to be found 
in this work. In short the Plains simply lack the in-depth coverage 
that had been provided by various ethnographic works carried out in 
various highland peasant settings. 
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THE PHYSICAL SETTING 

Because Kinanbwa is en agrarian community, the quality of life there 

is intimately linked to the quality of the physical surroundings within 

which agrarian activities unfold. The surroundings in this case are 

somewhat austere, belying Haiti's occasional public relat:icns image 

as a beckoning island of lush Caribbean jungles. In reality there 

is no characterization that would apply to the conntry as a whole. Haiti 

is rather chara~terized by internal microenvironmental variety, 

Kinanbwa occupying only one specific type of niche. In terms of 

its overall physical structure, Haiti is for the most part an alter

nating series of mountain chains and valleys, The physical origins 

of the island are to be fonnd in a series of orogenic events which 

occurred during the Pliocene, events which resulted in the emergence 

of an island with thirteen distinguishable physiographic units. To 

a much greater degree than its neighbor • the Dominican Republic, 

Haiti is mountainous. Almost four fifths of the nation•s surface is 

mountainous; only 17% of its surface could be categorized as plains. 

In a very obvious fashion the mountainous physical structure of 

the Republic exerts major influences on the agricultural activities of 

the population in at least three manners. In the first place the exis

tence of regions of high altitlll!l.e (several over 2,000 meters) in close 

juxtaposition to regions of low altitude creates Q.uite remarkable 

patterns of micro-climatic variation even within a given part of the 

country. This means that colJllii.tmities physically close to each other 

but at different levels of altitude may have quite different cropping 

patterns in terms of the timing of agricultl.-'ral activities, or even 
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in terms of the crops which are planted. Secondly the fact that much 

of the small-holding cul ti vat ion is carried out on extremely sloping 

land places obvious constraints on cropping technology- and creates a 

special danger of rapid erosion to which much of the cormtry's hilly 

land has already fallen victim. But thirdly, and most importantly, 

from the point of view of KinanbYra, the existence of regularly arising 

mountain be.rriers creates drastic differences in rainfall from one 

region to another. The mountain chains, which are set in a general 

southeast/northwest direction, constitute a direct barrier to the 

prevailing northeast winds and create an alternating succession of 

rain shadows and areas of much rainfall. Thus many of the plains in 

Haiti take on a semi-arid character because they fall in the rain 

shadown of mountains to the north or northeast. Kinanbwa, located on 

the Cul-de-Sac Plain, is in precisely such a location. 

In several ways the Cul-de-Sac Plain is perhaps the most unusual 

of the major physiographic units in Haiti, and its geological idiosyn

cracies have not been without repercussions on the lifeways of the 

various human groups which have made the Plain their home at one 

historic epoch or another. Though the referent of the term "Cul-de-Sac 

Plain11 has changed throughout Haitian and French colonial history, 

the name as used here refers to the flat lowland region stretching 

eastward from the capital city of Port-au-Prince. The northern boun

darie!;; of this plain are the southern slopes of the mountains of 

Trou d 1 Ea1•.; on the south the Plain is bordered by the Massif de la 

Selle, a chain of mountains containing the highest peak in Haiti. The 

western limit of the Cul-de-Sac is the bay of Port-au-Prince; its 

eastern limit is the boundary with the Dominican Republic. With respect 
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to this l.atter boundary, the physical characteristics of the Cul-de-Sac 

remain unchanged on the other side of the border, though the name of 

the pl.ain now changes to El Vall.e de Neiba. 

Though the Cul-de-Sac presents an image of flatnes3 to tne casual 

observer, the pl.ain is in f'act e. geological syncline sJ.oping gently 

from both the north and the south to a low point in the center. 

This plain, which was formed in the Pliocene, was fl.ooded during the 

Pleistocene, as is evidenced by numerous marine deposits. In effect 

the southern peninsula of' Haiti was once separated from the rest of 

the island, and what is today the CDJ..-de-Sac Plain was the inundated 

watershed between the two sections. Probably one of the results of 

this marine invasion was the brackish body of water, one hundred and 

eleven square kilometers in surf'ace, called L1 Etang Saumi.tre, located 

in the northeast quadrant of the Plain. 

Though neither a current inhabi tent, nor a casual observer of' the 

Plain would be aware of the former deluge, the present inhospitable 

saline physical condition of' much of the Plain is :f'ul.ly consistent with-

a lingering reminder of--this ancient oceanic inundation. The central 

part of' the Plain, within which the research community is located, has 

about 40,000 hectares of' lal'id, of which some 1.0,000 hectares are 

highly saline. In general the soils of the Pl.ain have been :formed 

by the process of' alluvion; the principal rivers descend from the 

mountains to the south bringing with them a concentration of'_calcium 

carbonate, giving much of the soil a grayish cast. In many of the 

poorly drained semi-arid sectors of the Plain, the soil has become 

permanently sal.ine and pale. Though the mountain rivers descending to 

the Plain are used for irrigation, the l.ack of' adequate drainage has 
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resulted in an intensification of the salinity as a consequence of the 

steady employment of irrigation. 

Throughout much of the Plain the annual precipitation averages out 

to about 800 rom., creating a semi-arid situation in which various 

types of cacti, bayahonde, and other xerophytic plants are the pre

dominant types of natural vegetation. The heaviest rains tend to 

fall in May (about 150 mm.); a second peak is reached in October. 

But even in these rainy months the downpours tend to be of short 

duration. 

The meaning of the arid and forbidding appearance of much of the 

region goes far beyond the unpleasant surprise it may cause to unpre

pared visitors. The paradoxical combination of surface aridity with 

subsoil drainage problems--i.e. the alternating danger to crops from 

too little water or too much water--places obvious constraints on the 

agricultural activities of a small cultivator in such a region. And 

the general tone of daily life is constantly influenced by the alter

nating scourges of mud and mosquitoes in the rainy months and almost 

unremitting dust storms raised by a prevailing easterly wind during 

certain dry months. The inhabitants themselves comment on the uncom

fortableness of life in their region. There is furthermore the annually 

recurring fear of hurricanes. The Cul-de-Sac Plain has been a fre

quent corridor for tropical storms, and on more than one occasion the 

inhabitants of the Plain have had to abandon their houses and seek 

higher ground closer to the mountains. 

When the specifics of local agriculture are discussed, it will 

become clear that not all is as bleak as the preceding paragraphs might 

imply, that there are in fact local pockets of excellent soil with 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

abundant irrigation. But the fact still remains that these zones 

are oases in what from many points of view borders on being a type 

of desert, It is the above-mentioned sterile and generally inhos

pitable ambience which comes to the fore in any realistic overall 

characterization of the region. 

THE FOUNDING OF KINANBWA: FOLK HISTORY 

It was in this region that the ancestors of the current inhabitants 

cast roots. During fieldwork I made efforts to determine what were 

the specific antecedents of Kinanbwa, suspecting perhaps that the 

current inhabitants might have been descendants of the slaves who 

had worked on the plantations in this region. Peasants of the area 

still refer to individual commun:i.ties as 11plantation11 (bitasy6). 

Fuel was added to this suspicion when I was told early in fieldwork 

that Kinanbwa had been founded by a bl§. (French:blanc), The 

villagers claimed that many of them were actually descendants of 

this bHi, however. This version was somewhat inconsistent with 

a simple plantation theory of the origins of the community. But 

nonetheless widespread references to a blfi. as the founding patriarch 

appeared to bring the origins of the community back to the pre

revolutionary colonial period. 

This theory was eventually to prove false, however. Subsequent 

evidence, both ethnohistorical and documentary, was to reveal a fun

damentally diffe:.-ent genesis of this community. Kinanbwa was to prove, 

not a lineal descendant of a colonial plantation, but rather the 

offspring of the society-b1.Ulding processes which occurred in Haiti 

some time after the revolution and founding of an independent republic. 
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Though the founding of the community was still a matter of vivid 

local tradition, the colonial and revolutionary period had in fact 

largely vanished from the traditions handed down by word of mouth 

across the generations. 3 

184 

3. The attempt to reconstruct the history of Kinanbwa raised metho
dological questions, The community was, of course, not mentioned in 
any of the documents of the colonial and immediate post-colonial 
period--it did not yet exist. Nor was Kinanbwa--or any other of the 
local hamlets--ever mentioned by any of the visitors to this region 
in the 18th or 19th centuries, nor does any mention of Kinanbwa 
appear in any of the few official documents surviving from this 
period of Haitian history, 

But early in fieldwork it became clear that what was lacking in 
written documentation might be compensated f':Jr in or~l history. From 
the beginning villagers had manifested an interest in and tendency to 
discuss their past. The reasons for this interest seem fairly clear. 
Because of the importance of landholdings to community members~ and 
the large role which the inheritance process plays in the creation of 
such holdings, people are able to trace their descent back several 
generations. But of equal importance in preserving verbal records 
of genealogical lines are the periodic public rituals of the local 
ancestor cult. In these rituals the founding ancestors and their now 
defunct descendants are publicly invoked by name. 

It is now widely recognized in anthropology that oral histories 
of a community may contain a great deal of functional IIJYthology in 
addition to historical fact. There may be local "reinterpretations" 
of the local past which provide a rationale and justification for certain 
features of the present. In this sense the legends concerning the 
founding of Kinanbwa undoubtedly have evolved under the pressure of 
selective retention of some information and filtering out of others, 
and perhaps some actual distortion. 

But there are safeguards. There are reliable analyses available 
of early Haitian history; some of these have already been discussed. 
The manuscript of Romain (1973) has furthermore provided insights into 
the founding of the community of Les Bayahondes. When the folk 
legends concerning the f0unding of Kinanbva do in fact dovetail with the 
materials presented in such sources, ve can assume that W(; are dealing 
vith substantially factual tradition and can give at least some 
credence to the version of the fo1lllding days which emerges on this 
basis. It is in a critical comparison of tradition with documented 
history that I haYe reconstructed the process which led to the 
founding of Kinanbwa. 

In addition to the stories that were heard informally from the earliest 
days of fieldwork, the history of the community's fo1lllding was formally 
elicited from several informants in tape recorded interviews. Many 
long sessions were also spent in constructing the genealogies of all 
the adults who had been born in Kinanbwa. 
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WHAT HAS BEEN FORGOT'i'EN 

The results of my historical probes were highly revealing. 

Though the community's sense of history became evident, it became 

immediately clear that the historical priorities of the villagers 

were quite different from mine. They r":!tained certain things that 

seemed puzzlingly trivial to me. They had 11filtered out" and 

collectively forgotten other things that seemed crucial to me. 
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The historical focus of the villagers differed from the fo-::us which 

I had extracted from my own reading of Haitian history. 

African Ancestry 

In the first place there were no commonly shared traditions 

concerning an African ancestry. With one possible exception (that 

of a man who recalls his grandmother telling him that some of her 

ancestors had supposedly come from a distant land called Gine) the 

majority of old people questioned on this issue were puzzled by my 

references to a foreign origin for the present day Haitians. The 

folk legends of origin began in Haiti; there were some vague notions 

that a people called ~--"Indians "--had been here, but people felt 

that they somehow coexisted with the Haitians, who, it was generally 

assumed, had always been here. Africa had in one sense disappeared 

from the community. 

In another sense, of course, Africa had by no means disappeared 

from the community. Not only are there a number of behavioral practices 

which can arguably be traced back to the pre-slavery African origins 

of the ancestors of the contemporary villagers. But there are abun

dant terminological survivals as well. Reference is frequently made 

to ~ and ..5.f.!!§_ as the abode of the spirits. And the realm of 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

186 

lafrik ~ (French: L'Afrigue Guinee) is furthermore associated with 

a journey over (or under) the water. The phrases nii lame (French: 

"dans lamer;" English:"in the ocean") and iiba dlo (French: "en bas 

de 1 1 eau;" English "unC.er the water") frequent accompaniments 

to references to lafrik and gine in ritual chants. 

Nonetheless what is important about these references is that 

lafrik and ginG are seen as being the abode of spirits. Several 

informants did not know, for example, that lafrik was also the name of 

a contemporary world region, analogous to lamerik, where ordinary 

human beings live. And the notion that their own ancestors had phy

sically crossed the sea seemed quite alien to the version that villagers 

gave of their own history. The only adult villagers who had some 

idea of an African past were those handful of individuals who had 

learned of these historical events in school. Though I had expected 

otherwise, the African origins of the population were not, in short, 

a salient element in the local folk traditions, and were in fact 

completely unknown to at least some of the villagers. 

Slave Period 

But equally surprising was the finding that memory of the sla

very period was also not a major component of local folk history. 

People d.id not allude to any notion of bondage to others as one ele

ment in the lives of their distant ancestors. As in the case of the 

African past, there were a number of local traditions which can 

perhaps be seen as oblique survivals of notions of slavery. Of par

ticular interest is the tradition of the zObi (English "zombie"), 

the person magically killed and clandestinely resurrected who is used 

as an tmremunerated worker on the gardens of the individual who has ar-
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ranged for such sorcery. Frequent references to this theme, and the 

precautions that are taken to prevent such a misfortune from happening 

to one's kin, can perhaps be seen as a local allusion to the slave 

period. But the allusion is at best oblique, and the connection is at 

any rate questionable. The slave period of Haitian history was not, 

in short, part of the oral tradition in which their community's his

tory has been handed down to the contemporary villagers. 

The Haitian Revolution 

But yet a third major objective element in the population's 

history--that of the Haitian revolution--has likewise faded out of 

local tradition. A few informants had knowledge, it is true, that in 

the past there was a great war in which the Haitians fought and expelled 

the whites. But the notion seemed to be that the whites had invaded 

Haiti to occupy the valuable land, and that the Haitians--who had 

always been there--successfully repelled them. But even this tradi

tion did not appear very strong or clear. Some people felt that the 

only armed conflict between whites and Haitians was that between the 

American marines who occupied the country earlier this century and 

the caco's, bands of armed Haitians ("bandits" or "revolutionary 

guerrillas," depending on one's point of view) who resisted them. 

These historical events ~ part of local history, since many of the 

older villagers had actually lived through them. But the revo-

lution of the 1790's, which outsiders tend to view as the foun-

tainhead of the Republic of Haiti, has not in fact been incorporated 

as a major contributing element in the version of local history pre

served by the villagers. 

In short three features of Haitian history which I had expected 
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would turn up as cornerstones of local t:..·adi tion--the African past, 

the slave period, and the revolution--were in fact unimportant or 

even non-existent in the version of local history which villagers 

learn from their parents and pass on to their children. 4 Despite 

the widespread interest in the village's past and the spontaneous 

manner in which the historical events were discussed, the content 

of the traditions had little to do with the content of Haitian 

history as found in conventional textbooks. 

WHAT HAS BEEN REMEMBERED 

The vision that the villagers of Kinanbwa have concerning the 

origins of their community tend to focus on a number of specific 

events whose significance becomes meaningful in the context of 

certain local patterns of economic and social organization. Local 

history begins when a man named Pierre Mislette came to settle in 

Kinanbwa. It was this man who was to come to be regarded as the faun-

4. Why this should have been so is matter for discussion elsewhere. 
It certainly is not the case in at least some other Caribbean contexts, 
where knowledge of these elements is an important cornE:rstone of 
local tradition. But it was emphatically not the case in the probing 
which I made into the history of Kinanbwa with various villagers of all 
ages. The few references to these matters heard in the village 
came almost exclusively from people who had learned them in school. 

This may not be the case all over Haiti. With respect to the 
African past, Herskovits, for example, says that one element of the 
11lUlderlying philosophy" of the Haitian is that his ancestors brought 
certain deities with him from Africa (1971:142), which seems to 
imply that his informants specifically referred to this aspect of 
their past. And with respect to the Revolution, Bastien (1951) 
also refers to a local tradition in Marbial where whites fleeing 
from Des salines buried treasure in different parts of the mountains. 
Such traditions simply did not surface in Kinanbwa. The strong sense 
of the past manifested by the villagers focused on elements that differed 
from the major emphases that are given when outsiders discuss Haitian 
history. 
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ding ancestor of a major section of the community, as the met 

bitasy6 whose name woul.d take first place in the rituals that sub-

sequent generations would hold for the community's :rounders. It is 

not known in what year Pierre Mislette came, merely that it was 

10t8, l.ong long ago. Nor is it known from where he came. He is 

reported to have other rel.atives toda.y in Saint Marc, a seacoast 

town in the Artiboni te, but his origins are obscure. 

Some things are known about him, however. I was first told 

that he was a bU.--a 11white 11- 11j~t l.ike yourself" (bl.§. ti.k.' ou mem). 

But this statement was later qualified. Most assert that he was 

rather the ~ of a white. Physically Pierre Mislette is described 

as having been .!2!!J_, literally "red. 11 This term, however, was the 

same one that was generally used to apply to my wife and me in 

describing us physically. 5 Thus Pierre Mislette was the light skinned 

child of a bl6.. This was the first bit of information that I learned 

5. Though in English we would be called "white," in the village 
people would generally refer to us as "red" when specificall.y refer
ring to the color of' our skins. Though the term bli. is etymologically 
related to the French word for ''wRite" (blanc), tiie"'referent of the 
word has somewhat shifted in common Creole parlance. To describe 
a person as bli. is to say that he is not a Haitian, not to say that 
his skin is necessarily white. Thus an .Arlerican black who visited 
us during fieldwork we.s referred to as a bli. nwa by our neighbors 
(literally a "black white") with no apparent 'S'eii'se of' linguistic 
paradox. Thus the term blil woul.d in many instances be more appropri
ately translated as "foreigner," rather than "white." In terms of' 
color distinctions, the villagers adhered in their conversations to 
what was basically a. bipartite division between people who were 
light skinned (!.2J!.1J and people who were dark skinned (nwa). In 
this sense, though we were thE! only blli. ("foreigners") in the 
village, we were often described as having the same color 
( g! ~m koul.e) as many other vil).a.gers who were also lighter 
skinned (.!:QYJ..). Finer distinctions, of course, exist in each of' 
these categories, and under forma.). elicitation other terms also 
emerge. But what most struck us was the f'undsm"'::.tall.y bipartite 
division that occured in spontaneous conversation, and the :fact that 
we were phenotypically classed with individuals who in our own cultures' 
color schemes (American and Dominican) would have been classed differently. 
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about this founder. The Salience of his ''redness" in the folk 

history which was given to me may have been partially a function of 

my own redness. But it was an element that was brought up whenever the 

founder was mentioned. 

Another essential element in the history of Pierre Mislette 

was that he married a local worean. This would indicate that there 

were already people living here before he came. B;..,."'t the villagers 

were unclear about this; some were in fact taken by surprise when 

I pointed this out, as they had simply never given much thought to 

the origins of Pierre Mislette's local wife. The commnnity's 

history concerns him, and he was an outsider who came in. This 

element of the history may in part be accounted for by the matri

local residence patterns which strongly prevail (both normatively and 

statistically) in this region of the Plain. It is assumed that 

Pierre Mislette followed this pattern as well. 

But the most important element of the folk history o.f the 

commrmity is the record that Pierre Mislette purchased land .from 

an individual named Cadette Laplanche. It is this element which 

is the cornerstone o~' the commrmity's history of itself, the notion 

that the formding ancestor had purchased the land on which so many 

of his descendants were still working. An inunediate anthropological 

reaction is to question (not overtly to the villagers, o.f course) 

the hl:storicity of this village tradition, to determine to what 

degree this was a legend justifying the present day landholdings of 

the villagers, rather than strict historical fact. But fact or 

fiction, it vras clear from the outset that the purchase o.f land by the 

met bitasy6 was the major theme in the village's history of 

itself. The villagers did not refer to Africa; they were 1.maware of 
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the previous slave status of their ancestors; they never heard 

of Toussaint, Dessalines, or other giants of the Haitian revolu

tionary period. What they did know, and pass on to their children, 

was that the met bitasy6 had come from elsewhere, had married a local 

woman, and--above all--had purchased land. It was here that 

loo::al history began. 

To what degree can this version be accepted as history? No 

record of the transaction appears in any notary's office in Les 

Bayahondes; the transaction would have occurred long before the 

few records which now exist had been begun. And the deed which 

Pierre Mislette must have received has long since been destroyed. 

Despite this lack, however, there is rather convincing evidence that 

the legend is historically true. On the one hand we have already 

seen the importance which lend plll'"chases played i:.1 solidifying the 

holdings of many early 19th century peasants. The legend is thus 

eminently consistent with what is known of Haitian history in the 

period when this purchase would liave been made. 

But there is more direct evidence as well. Romain's records 

(1973) indicated not only that his ancestor, Colonel Jean Romain, 

had received a presidential land grant. The records furthermore 

detailled what the Colonel did with that land. Most of the more 

than 600 carreaux contained in the plantation were left to his 

descendant. But Romain disposed of 147 carreaux (some 450 acres) 

in other ways. Eighty six of these carreau.'C were willed out to 

various individuals. But there is a record also of sales of' 

61 carreaux to various individuals. One individual straddled 

both groups. He was willed some land by the Colonel, and he 
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This man's name was Cadet Laplanche(Romain 1973:4). But the 
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Kinanbwa tradition, it will be recalled, had stated that Pierre Mislette 

had purchased land from an individual with precisely that name. Thus 

the manuscript by Romain, who has records of a land transaction 

between an individual with that name and Colonel Romain, has imbued 

the Kinanbwa tradition with a high degree of plausibility. 

The plausibility is enhanced by the fact that 10 of the 15 

carreaux which Cadet Laplanche had acquired were located precisely 

in the location of present day Kinanbwa. This land was purchased 

by Laplanche principally as a place to graze animals. The other 

five carreaux had been purchased with the same objective in mind, but 

they were on higher ground in another section of the Plain, since 

the land on which Kinanbwa today stands was (and still is) frequently 

inundated during the rainy season. 

In short it now seems beyond question that the traditions 

of the community's founding handed down across the generations in 

Kinanbwa are not mere legends which were concocted to validate present 

day landholding claims, but are probably historical fact. The founder 

of Kinanbwa was neither e. slave who simply stayed on his plantation, 

nor an immigrant squatter who settled on land which nobody else was 

interested in. On the contrary: a powerful military figure had been 

given the land, and was generating revenue from that land by selling 

part of it off. There is a record that the specific_ site where 

Kinanbwa today stands was purchased by an individual whose name 

appearS in the VillagerS I traditions, and the met bitasyQ Of the 

community was subsequently to purchase land from this individual. 
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Thus the combined utilization of documents and folk traditions has 

given us a glimpse of the manner in which the birth of Kinanbwa was 

linked to larger processes ~Nhich were shaping the formation of 

Haitian society in the first half of the nineteenth century. The 

community was born under the impetus of a dual dynamic consisting 

on the one had of several revenue generating strategies on the 

part of ruling groups and on the other hand of resource acquisition 

maneuvers on the part of smallholding yeomen. Faced with the 

demands of consolidating their power, Haitian presidents were to 

give away large tracts of land to military figures who would 

subsequently generate revenue therefrom by selling part of them 

off plot by plot. 

As with other ex-slave groups on other Caribbean islands, the 

ancestors of the present day villagers of Kinanbwa actively availed 

themselves of these opportunities. But this initiative in the acqui

sition of land, this willingness to raise and subsequently invest 

the necessary cash in the building of an independent, privately 

owned l·andholding, was not to vanish with the founding generation. 

This pattern on the contrary continues to give shape to the economic 

careers of the villagers of today. As discussion turns now to an 

analysis of the u.."lderpinnings of contemporary peasant life, the 

structural continuities between the past and the present should 

become evident. 
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LOWLAND SETTLEMENT PATTERNS 

In its overall shape and appearance, the village is virtually 

indistinguishable from most of' the other villages which dot the Plain, 

creating somevhat dense clusters of human habitations surrounded by 

huge expanses of only partially cultivated land. This pattern of 

nucleated settlement is only partially a choice of the inhabitants of 

the region. For the very ecology, of the lowland region itself 

has come to exercise a profound impact on the morphology of human 

settlement. The Plain is frequently inundated; the villagers will have 

to abandon their houses and seek high ground about once a decade. 

And even in normal years there is frequent flooding of the gardens, 

Thus houses in the region have come to be constructed on stretches 

of ground which are not only less suitable for cultivation, but are 

also at least slightly higher than the surrounding fields. 

In view of this threat the practice of nucleated residential 

clustering has emerged as the normal settlement pattern in this 

region of Haiti. The peasants of the Plain tend to build their houses 

in rather close proximity to one another. 6 From these nucleated resi-

6. If the inhabitants had their way~ their settlement of the Plain 
would be characterized by a somewhat greater degree of residential 
independence. The ideal of many cultivators is eventually to purchase 
a plot of ground on which to build a house, to move off the communally 
inherited residence grou•·1d on which most of them still live, and on 
which any unfriendly co-inheritor can stride by your front door and 
give you a piece of his mind ( jour€-ou. m§.k€-ou d€ga) and you are 
powerless to send him scooting (kwap€-1). Only if you have purchased 
your own house site (plasma kay) are you truly master of your own 
front yard. There are regions in Haiti, especially in the mountains, 
where a larger number of peasants appear to achieve such residential 
independence. Either the houses are constructed out near the fields 
which the cultivator works; or the cultivator purchases a plot of 
residential land within a community and fences it off from the land 
of his nearest neighbor, forming an enclosure that has the air of a 
true compound (cf. Simpson 1942; Bastien 1951). 
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dential clusters cultivators disperse each day to work gardens which 

may be quite a distance from their homes. 

But the same dynamic which has encouraged the adoption of nucleated 

settlement has simultaneously militated against the emergence of fence 

building between houses--i.e. against the forming of visually discreet 

mini-compounds within the larger residential cluster. This creates a 

marked duality in local patterns of owning land. There exist on the 

one hand patterns. of strong ·individualism with respect to land owner

ship. but they apply only in the domain of cropping ground. Their 

strength in this domain cannot be overemphasized. Even when culti

vators do not take out individual deeds to plots--as~ for example, 

when siblings informally divide the land left by parents--the plots 

are henceforth treated as the private property of the individuals 

to whom they have been allocated by mutual agreement. T"ne new 

proprietors behave as genuine owners of the land, and in many cases 

will even sell it if the need arises. 

With residential land, however, the case is quite different. A 

large section of the original holding purchased in the 19th century 

was not placed under cultivation by the founder, but was set aside as 

residential land. Generation after generation, descendants who have 

remained in the region have continued to build their houses on this 

land. The original cropping ground has been split '.lP into literally 

hundreds of privately owned plots, many of which have been alienated 

to outsiders. This special plot of residential land, however, desi

gnated as the gr§. lakou ("big compound"), continues to be treated as 

an undivided unit. An individual who can claim descent from the 

earliest founders may build his house on this lakou. 
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To some degree this land is then "his, 11 While his house is standing 

there nobody can evict him. And there is a small, undefined space 

in front of the house which is referred to as the aeva-pOt ("in front 

of the door") and which is considered as the individual 1 s territory 

on which no other inheritor should build a house. 

But the land is not "his" in the same sense that cropping ground 

is considered his. He can sell cropping ground. He cannot, however, 

sell the land on which his house is built. If he sells the house, 

it must be to another inheritor who also has residential rights in 

the general lak.ou. Otherwise the purchaser would have to dismantle 

and relocate the house. it is in this principle that the duality 

in local land tenure is most clearly manifest. Cropping land may 

be sold. It is informally divided among siblings, each inheritor 

then having rights to dispose of it as he wishes. Residential land 

is ~. but it is not divided. It cannot be sold, but rather 

continues to be part of an undivided compound which belongs to all of 

the descendants ( eri ty€-a-yo) . In short, as part and parcel of the 

nucleated settlement patterns, by virtue of which houses are built 

at a distance from the fields, there are also two coexisting land 

control mod~s, a private property mode and a communal usufruct mode. 

The former applies to cropping ground, the latter being in contrast 

more prevalent in the realm of residential land. 

The result of this residential clustering over the generations 

has been the grad-..tal growth of an impressively large cluster of 

some 350 man-made structures, most of them thatched and wattle daub. 

There is no linear ordering of the houses. Though most of the 
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structures are built along a general east/west axis, their placement 

with respect to one another follows no easily visible pattern and 

indeed strikes the first-time visitor as somewhat haphazard, if 

not erratic. 

There is, of course,little erratic about the physical organi

zation of the village. There is an impressive internal ordering of 

the population, an ordering which becomes clear only when the kinship 

connections linking the residents of contiguous hous""s have been un

ravelled. There are in fact functional micro-clusters of residences 

within the larger macro-cluster; siblings (especially sisters, as 

will be discussed below) tend to build their houses in close proximity 

to one another. Matrilaterally related first cousins will thus tend 

to be closer to each other than to more distant relatives. Nonetheless 

there are virtually no physical indications of where one social group 

ends and the next begins. There is no large fence or boundary surround

ing the entire grand lakou. Nor are there many fences separating the 

smaller lakous from one another within the larger tract of land. 

We are thus dealing with a settlement morphology which differs 

greatly from that generally reported in the literature on the 

Haitian peasant. Because most observations of Haitian peasant life 

have been carried out in IOOuntain or at least upland settings, descrip

tions of Haitian peasant settlement tend to e~hssize the scattering 

of small, fenced-in, physically discrete compounds built in purposeful 

proximity to the gardens of their inhabitants. The nucleated settlement 

patterns of the Plain • partially a product of lowland ecology • present 

a striking physica..l. contrast and an important subcultural variant 

whose internal dynamics will he£e be explored. 
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EXTERNAL MORPHOLOGY OF THE LOWLAND HOLDING 

But differences between mountain life and life on the Plain are 

not restricted to the physical deployment of the population. Of much 

greater impact are important differences in the morphology of the 

landholdings on vhich that population lives. As in the case of' 

physical settlement, a number of critical features of local landholding 

morphology are offshoots of certain pre-existing physical givens 

characterizing the lowland environment, 

UNCULTIVA'l'ED STRETCHES OF LAND 

A critical q_uestion for the population of any agrarian society 

concerns the amount of land that is actually available for cultivation. 

Popular images to the contrary, most of the land of Haiti is not under 

cultivation. probably never has been, and almost certainly never will 

be. The former reasons, however~ differ profoundly from current 

causes of uncultivated expanses. Before the arrival of the Europeans, 

most of the island was covered with primacy forest growth set in a 

fertile if thin layer of tropical topsoil. By the end of the French 

colonial period, however, much {though probably not most) of this 

soil had been cultivated with a market-oriented, get-rich-quick 

plantation technology from which systematic strategies of soil conser

vation or soil-restoration were generally excluded. 

Nor is there evidence that the cropping technologies used by the 

slaves on their own plots included specific conservation techniques. 

In the land abundant situation of the colony, and in the absence of 

incentives for more careful land use, any preservation techniques 

brought from Africa would have been rendered meaningless and would 

certainly have disappeared. In short, neither in the collective labor 
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channeled into the plantation crops, nor in the domestic labor allo

cated to provision plots ·:did soil conservation strategies aJlpea.r 

found as part of the local technological repertoire. 

In the light of such plant.ation-based technological antecedents, 

the conte:!IIPorary ecological denouement is not in the least surprising. 

The passenger on an airplane traveling between the Dominican Republic 

and Haiti needs no announcement from the cockpit that the Haitian 

border has been crossed. When vegetation that still characterizes 

much of the less populated Dominican side of the border becomes suddenly 

and noticeably sparser,. the traveler is probably flying over Haitian 

soil. The process of ecological degeneration in Haiti has been more 

serious in the mountains. But already in the colonial period the 

fertility of many lowland regions, including the Cul-de-Sac Plain, 

had been damaged by human cul ti vat ion. M::lral cautiously estimates 

that perhaps only 7, 000 square kilometers are in fact now under 

cultivation in Haiti (1961:121). This would mean that some three 

quarters of the nation's soil is not cultivated. It would also mean 

that the simple man/land ratio of some 500 persons per square mile 

would have to be raised to perhaps 2,000 persons per square cultivable 

mile. 

This somewhat changes the image of the island. Rather than 

being a territory in which "every square foot of lend" is under some 

sort of cultivation, Haiti rather emerges as an island on which 

cultivation occurs as an exception to a more general pattern of 

unused, unusable tracts of la>:1d. This is precisely the image which 

strikes a visitor to the Kinanbwa region. The fields of' cane and 

sweet potato which dominate one portion of the Pl.ain clearly appea!" 
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to be oases in what is basically an uncultivated steppe. And the 

comments of older informants indicate that in times past, even less 

of the local land was under cultivation. The increase in the number 

of people has resulted in the utilization for cultivation of quasi

saline plots of ground on which the patriarchs of old would not have 

deigned to waste their energy. 

Though more land in the region has been brought under cul ti vat ion 

in recent decades, the fertility of the land has plummeted. Even 

allowing for the eXaggeration that can be expected in reminiscences 

of the good old days, the yields of rice and sweet potato which 

used to come from a ~ ~ in the olden days were substantially greater 

than current yields. Some older informants attribute this decline 

to the hand of God, (Quite interestingly, the African lwa are not 

seen as being frequent interveners in such agricultural matters. 

Though garden magic does occur, the sphere of activity of the lwa 

tends rather to restrict itself to human heads and bodies). Other 

informants refer to the hurricanes which have inundated the Plain in 

recent decades, increasing the salinity of the soil. 

The presence in an agrarian society of much land that is not under 

cultivation is in itself not symptomatic of a system in trouble. It 

may in fact be a sign that the system is functioning well. There 

are horticultural and agricultural systems that rely on the periodic 

and systematic fallowing of land. In many such systems, especially 

swidden horticultural systems, it is part of the normal state of 

affairs for a greater quantity of land to be fallow than under actual 

cultivation. Is it perhaps possible to interpret the situation of 

Kinanbwa in this light? Is the presence of so much uncultivated land 
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merely the sign of systematic fa.J..lowing technicques? 

This does not unfortunately appear to be the case. Regular 

fallowing is simply not part and parcel of the local c;.~opping cycles. 

Fields will be worked until they are exhausted (bouk€). Only then will 

they be left to rest (~). To validly assess the extent of systematic 

fallowing in Kinanbwa, a distinction has to be made between tn-..ly 

uncultivable land which has never been planted~ and other plots which 

were once under cultivation but which were not planted at the ~time of 

research. It is on such plots that intentional fallowing, if it occcrs, 

should be found. There are some 350 plots in the villagers' holdings 

that were currently described as "fallow" (a t€). If these plots 

are included in the plot inventory of the community, then perhaps 

20% of the corm!runity's land is being left fallow. But the 

reason for leaving each of the plots fallow was also ascertained from 

the plot's owner. These reasons are given in Table 5 ·-1. 

TABLE 5·-1 

Reasons for Leaving Plots Uncultivated 

N 

Plot too salty 30% 106 

Plot too wet 18% 64 

Plot too dry 14% 50 

Plot resting 10% 35 

Between crops 9% 32 

Pasture use 5% 18 

Other 13% 45 

TOTAL 100% 350 
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This table gives evidence of the absence of genuine systemic 

fallowing. Not only are the 350 plots themselves a small percentage 

of the entire plot inventory of the community {about 1,500 plots). 

But the vast majority of these plots are being left uncropped for 

reasons beyond the control of the cultivator. Most are too salty; 

others are too marshy; yet others lack sufficient access to ground-
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water irrigation. If we liberally assign the other reasons--"resting, 11 

"pasture, 11 "between crops, "--to the category or genuine fallow practices, 

then at most 85 plots out of a total crop inventory of over 1. 500 

plots are being left fallow. Obviously we are dealing with a 

system in which land restoration via fallowing is not standard 

practice--is in fact somewhat rare. In this light neither the 

hand of God nor Hurricane Flora are necessary constructs in accounting 

for the region's decline in soil fertility. 

There is virtually no source of effective soil revitalization 

available to the local cultivators. Old timers talk about the 11brush 11 

which used to cover this part of the Plain before it was all cleared 

for gardens. Unfortunately the brush never comes back. When 

fields are left uncropped they are systematically grazed with cows 

and horses. The vegetation that reappears is more in the nature of 

xerophytic stubble than the nourishing secondary growth of classical 

swidden systems. As a result the preparation of land for planting 

does not involve the felling, desiccation, and subsequent burning 

of underbrush that is reported in the mountains (Bastien 1951 :147), 

D ~spite the jeremiads of agronomists. this' device does provide some 

nutrients to the soil for at least one ·cycle·. But it is not practiced 

by the cultivators of the Plain. Their only so·urce of soil replenishment, 
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then, is the rotting of the post-harvest stubble purposefully left on 

the fields after a cropping cycle, or the droppings of cattle and 

horses which are freq_uently sent to graze on fields not currently under 

cultivation. Such techniques are simply unable to restore fertility 

to overworked land. 

In short a prominent external feature of the local landscape is 

the presence of large tracts of land that are U."lworked. These 

tracts of land are being left uncultivated, however, not as part of 

a systematic fallowing strategy, but simply because they are uncul

tivable. Though much (perhaps most) of the uncultivable land in 

this particular region of haiti has never been under cultivation for 

reasons of inherent unsuitability, much of the land in Haiti, and 

at least some of the local land, has been rendered uncultivable by 

a fallowless cropping technology with historical roots in the colonial 

period. 

MICROENVIRONMENTAL VARIETY 

As was seen in Table 8-1, there was substantial variety in the 

reasons for leaving plots uncultivated--a variety which stems from 

the variety of the land itself. Even within the general ecological 

region of the Cul-de-Sac Plain there is a gr~at deal of microenviron

mental variety with respect to land productivity. The major relevant 

dimensions are soil type, salinity, natural moisture, and availability 

of groundwater irrigation. Throughout Haiti there appears to be a 

widespread folk distit:ction made by peasants between "hot land" (te cho) 

and "cold land" (te fret), the lattE'r being higher up and generally 

more productive. This folk-distinction was also encountered in 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

204 

Kinanbwa but revolved less around the altitude of the plot than its 

natural moisture. 

This dimension of natural moisture proved to be the major dif

ferentiating criterion used by the peasants in categorizing plots of 

land. Because the Cul-de-Sac Plain is on a syncline, because the village 

of Kinanbwa is located in a fairly low part of that Plain, and be-

cause there are two bodies of water in the vicinity of this community, 

much of the land is of a marshy quality. Though this marshiness fre-

quently causes drainage problems resulting in crop loss, nonetheless 

the scarcity of irrigation water to plots not enjoying this natural 

moisture is an even greater disadvantage. It will be recalled that 

this region of the Plain has low annual rainfall, and that the major 

irrigation sources are on the other side of the Plain, Water shortage 

is a constant headache for owners of such plots. Thus the possession 

of a marshy plot of land is seen as being a much greater good than the 

possession of an equivalent amount of dry land. This is especially 

true if the dry land has access to QQ. water, but is generally true 

even if the plot is served by an irrigation canal. 

At any rate the major taxonomic division in the local folk

categorization scheme for classifying land is made along this dimen

sion. Plots whose natural subsoil moisture frees them from the need 

for regular irrigation are referred to as te frech€: and occasionally 

as~ (Fr. marecage). Plots which need irrigation (whether 

they actuaJ.ly receive it or not) are referred to as te rouzay. This 

division between te rrech€: and te rouzay, because of the critical local 

importance of this marshiness, has "dethroned" the hot/cold distinction 

which appears to dominate the folk taxonomy of land in ether parts of 
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Haiti. Hot/cold distinctions can still be found in Kim'l.nbwa, but 

I usually had to purposefully elicit them. The must functional dis-

tinction which emerges in spontaneous conversation is the one between 

11fresh 11 land and 11irrigation11 land. 

The relative frequency of' the two types of' land is given in 

Table 5-2. But though marshy land accounts for 35% of the plots 

in the community, it accounts for much less of the cultivated 

land surface. Perhaps because it is more valuable, te :fri§cbe 

has been the object of more serious fragmentation than dry land. 

The mean size of the universe of frecbe plots is less than half that 

of the rouzay plots, indicating that valuable marshland probably 

accounts for less than 20% of the locally cultivated land surface. 

But though it accounts for little of the land surface, it 

accounts for a much greater proportion of local income. For it is 

TABLE 5-2 

Distribution of the Two Major Land Types 

Number of plots in each category 

N 
T€ fr€ch€ 35% 423 

T€ rouzay 65% 798 

TOTAL 100% 1221 

on such plots of land that rice, the major cash crop of the region 

in terms of the income it produces, is grown. Paradoxically, however, 

the same factor which imbues their land with such value--natural 

moisture--also makes it extremely vulnerable to the loss of harvests. 
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Very frequently the water is too abundant and will simply not drain 

off. Rice usually survives at least to some degree. But this 

water wreaks havoc on the crop which rotates ¥Ti th rice in the local 

annual cropping cycle: sweet potato. The cultivators, when ques-

tioned individually, reported having lost several hnndred harvests in 

the past on one or another of their plots. I ascertained which crops 

had been lost in each case. The answers are tabulated in Table 5·-3. 

TABLE5 -3 

Vulnerability of Different Crops 

Number of plots 
on which each crop has been destroyed 

N 

Sweet potato 66% 364 

Rice 20% 111 

Sugarcane 5% 21 

Beans 4% 23 

Millet 4% 20 

Others 1% 8 

TOTAL 100% I 553 

This table is anthropologically surprising. As will be seen below, 

sweet potato accounts i'or only a fifth of the local cropping cycles, 

yet it accounts for two thirds of the harvest losses. In cross-

cultural perspective this is an extremely unusual state of affairs. 

Root crops such as sweet potato are generally the sturdiest of the 

cultivates in the crop inventory of an agrarian community in the 

tropics. They resist the droughts, illnesses, and winds which wreak 
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havoc on frailer grains and fruits. But the ecological conditions 

of much of the Cul-de-Sac Plain turn the tables on these crops. 

Though they resist other plagues, they are particularly vulnerable 

to the subsurface marshiness which characterizes much of the land 

in this region. The specific destroyer of sweet potato is a pe.rasite 

called locally the ti-l§.deg. But it is under conditions of excessive 

moisture that this plague is most likely to occur. 

The preceding may be summed up. There is a great deal of variety 

in local land, From the point of view of human utility, the most 

salient dimension is that of natural moisture. This objective 

importance of moisture is reflected in the local taxonomic system, in 

which the principal dividing line between the major folk taxa--

te freche and te rouzay--is precisely this dimension. And though 

its unfailing ability to produce rice renders tE! freche more valuable 

than te rouzay, it is simultaneously vulnerable to dangers from that 

-.'ery subsoil mosture which imbues it with its superior value. 

MODAL SIZE OF HOLDINGS 

If the type of' land a cultivator has largely determines his 

cropping possibilities, of even greater importance is the size of his 

holding. In terms of the overall size of contemporary holdings • the 

unanimous opinion of villagers is that they are on the whol.: smaller 

than the holdings of their grandparents. There are still individuals 

who through land purchase manage to acquire holdings that excel those 

of their parents. Furthermore much more of the l.q,nd is now under cul

tivation than was true in the land-abundant days of yore. But on the 
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whole, in the presence of population growth and low permanent emi-

gration rates, holdings today are substantially smaller than they 

were in times past. The size of currently cropped holdings was 

computed in the following manner. A plot by plot elicitation. was 

made of the holdings of each of the 228 cultivators in the village, 

using the village interviewers, remuneration devices, and veri fica-

tion strategies discussed in the Appendix on methodology. One of the 

variables elicited was the approximate size of the plot. All plots 

which the cultivator was cropping, -whether they were purchased, 

inherited, rented, sharecropped, or cropped for his wife, were 

counted as parts of his 11holding." The size of the holding then was 

the combined sizes of the individuhl plots. Under this breakdown 

no cultivator was landless, in the sense of having access to no cropping 

groWld at all. And fewer than two dozen cultivators were sharecropping 

all of their land. That is, the image of the Haitian peasant as 

a 11proprietor" of at least part of his holding was verified. The 

average holding contained slightly less than two hectares (one and 

a third carreaux). The distribution of holding sizes is presented 

in Figure 5-l. 7 

'T-. These figures, computed from a plot by plot count, fell within 
the range of what many informants had impressionistically .estimated-
"between a carreau and a carreau and a half"--as the average local 
holding. Nonetheless it is somewhat higiler than most other published 
estimates of Haitian peasant holdings. The lowest estimates come 
f:t:>om Bastien (1951) and Schaedel (1962). Bastien said that it was 
his impression that 50% of the households in his community in 
southern Haiti " .•. are owners of gardens whose surface varied between 
a quarter and a half of a hectare." This is extremely small. Schaedel, 
in reporting the average size "farm" in a community not far from 
Les Bayahondes, gave the figure of two thirds of a hectare as the 
community average. These are virtually non-viable holdings, and the 
cretiibility of both Bastien's and Schaedel's figures is low. Working 
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FIGURE 5-l 

Distribution of Holdings by Size 
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From this figure it becomes clear that there are intracomrnunity 

differentials with regard to holding size. Data will be presented 

later indicating that these differentials are more a function of 

age than of eC'onomic stratification. Furthermore though the mean holding 

is about two hectares, only some two out of ten individuals have 

holdings of more than three hectares, The upper limit of cropped 

in the exact same region as Bastien at the same time, but collecting 
quantitative data plot by plot, Comhaire-Sylvain found that the average 
holding was about 5 acres {1952:182), which is four or five times what 
Bastien impresionistically reportP.d, Similarly, working at about the s.ame 
time in the North, Simpson estimated that the average holding was 
between three and six acres (1940: 500), which is close to what was 
found in Kinanbwa and to what Comhaire-Syl vain had found. It is 
interesting that non-anthropological survey takers systematically 
come up with lower figures for the typical holding. T'ne Census 
of 1950 came up with only 1. 2 hectares as the typical holding 
for this region of Haiti, and a survey cited by the Organization of 
American States found a modal holding size of 1. 5 hectares, as compared 
with the modal holding of 2 hectares in Kinanbwa. Either the peasants 
are concealing from survey takerCJ or exaggerating to the ethnographers, 
Since peasants generally conceal wealth, the former seems mot'e likely. 
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holdings in the community is about seven hectares, and holdings of this 

size are rare indeed. 
8 

DISPERSAL OF HOLDINGS 

As in the mountains--or, paradoxically, perhaps even more than 

in the mountains, the peasant of the Plain must walk a great deal to 

reach his gardens. The literature on mountain peasants portrays a 

typical holding characterized by internal fnnctional duality. "House 

gardens" with subsistence crops are p:ianted near the home. Farther away 

will be planted larger gardens on which other crops, frequently cash 

crops (espcially coffee) will be grown (Moral 1961:187; He:rskovits 

1971:67; cf. also Underwood 1964; Bastien 1961). 

The Kinanbwa cultivator, in contrast, has £Q_ gardens near his home. 

8. An argument could be made for a different breakdown. of holdings. 
To identify differentials a person's holding m.ie-.llt be computed as the sum 
of plots he owns plus the plots he gives out on a sharecropping 
basis. rather than those which he himself sharecrops. If this breakdow 
were made {and it would create problems more serious than the problems 
in the breakdown I have chosen)~ the curve would have skewed a bit 
more to the right. There are a small number of individuals who give 
out several plots on a sharecropping basis. But individuals who give out 
more than four plots on a sharecropping basis--the local gro abi t§.-
nonetheless control less than 10% of the land cropped by the community. 
There are numerous land circulating mechanisms operating to depress 
the incidence of permanent, intergenerationally perpetuated landholding 
differentials. These mechanisms will be discussed as central components 
of the adaptive adjustments made in the local land tenure system. 
The task here has been merely to establish within reasonably accurate 
limits what the size of local landholdings is. If the holdings of 
Kinanbwa (and those of Marbial reported by Comhaire-Sylvain 1952) are 
somewhat larger than those reported by conventional survey or census 
takers, it is because systematic attention was paid to the phenomenon 
of sharecropping, and the holdings were elicited on a plot-by-plot 
basis, rather than asking a respondent for a global estimate of his 
holding size. What is crucial is that intracommunity sharecropping is 
a structurally important feature of local land tenure. The effective 
size of holdings will be seriously underestimated unless the share
cropped plots are carefully enumerated. 
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Though pigs, goats, and chickens are turned loose to forage within 

the village itself, no form of gardening takes place within the 

commrmity confines. On the contrary the fields are on the whole 

quite some distance f'rom the community. The cultivators do not 

11live on their plots 11 and the time spent in walking from house 

to field and back adds up to a significant amount of time in the 

course of a cropping cycle. 

This is especially true since the land immediately surrounding 

Kinanbwa in three directions is highly saline and many of the 

better gardens are some distance away. Table 5-4 gives an idea 

of the magnitude of this pattern. One of the variables I elicited 

on each of the gardens cropped by the villagers was its location. 

TABLE 5-4 

Traveling Time Between Home and Garden 

Less than a 
30 min.walk 

30 min. to 
an hour 

Over an 
hour 

39% 

48% 

13% 

iOO% 

N 

475 

590 

159 

1224 

From there it was possible to compute the approximate walking time 

from the village to the particular field. As the table indicates 

some six out of every ten fields are at least a half hour--generally 

somewhat more--away from the village, Thus where the independent 

hill peasant looks out his front door and gazes on his fields, his 

counterpart on the Plain looks out and sees his neighbor 1 s children. and 

chickens. To survey the work of his hand, he has to hike a bit. 
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SYSTEMA.TIC FRAGMENTATION OF HOLDINGS 

If the entire holding of the cultivator were contained in one or 

two plots, the traveling time vould still be a factor to reckon with. 

But holdings are generally much more fragmented. The •.total aggregate 

walking time of the entire community is not thus increased or diminished, 

since it is rare to visit more than one garden in a day. But the 

probability that an individual cultivator will have a distant garden 

is thereby increased. The degree of actual fragmentation goes far 

beyond what has l'>een indicated in the literature, which still occasionally 

refers to the Haitian peasant cropping "his plot of ground, 11 

the living which a husband and wife eke from "their garden." Such 

statements harbor monoplot assumptions that are at odds with the 

contemporary ree,li ty. The only precise studies found on this 

matter were both quoted in a documentation of the Organization 

of American States. One study quoted found that the average holding 

had 2.3 plots; the other study showed only 1.8 plots per holding. 

Both of these figures are incredibly low vhen one ta~es into account 

the ethno5I'aphic literature which has emphasized the great amormt 

of manuevering that is done by the peasant to augment his holdings" 

They inherit from both parents; but they also purchase, rent, and 

sharecrop land as well. How then can they possibly have only 1.8 or 

2.3 plots? The construct of 11 concealment 11 comes to mind. 

The data collected in Kinanbwa gainsay such conservative esti

mates of the number of plots in the typical holding. Even though the 

data were collected by village interviewers, we may still assume there 

was at least some underreporting. Nonetheless the average holding in 

Kinanbwa turns out to be split up into no fewer than 5.8 plots, the 
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FIGURE 5-2 

Fragmentation of Landholdings 

50 

Number 

of 

Cultivators 

(N=223) 
17 

7-11 12+ 
Number of plots 

in the cultivator's holding 

median number being 5, the mode being 6. The data are represented 

graphically on Figure 5-2. To interpret the figure~ read: "There 

are 38 cultivators whose holding has 5 plots, there are 47 culti-

vators whose holding has six plots, etc." 

The dynamics underlying this fragmentation are to be found on the one 

hand in the manner in which the inheritance partition is done locally. 

A holding of four plots which must be divided among four siblings, 

for example, stands a good chance of being divided into sixteen 

plots. Many individuals would prefer a small piece of each of the 

plots than a whole plot left intact. Comhaire-Sylvain also found 

this pattern, and attributed it to "deep-rooted feelings of distrust 

of one another among the peasants (1952:182)." 
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It is true that Kinanbwa siblings probably mistrust each other 

as much as siblings in any agrarian system where land is transmitted 

via inheritance. But it seems unnecessary to resort to the charactero

logical construct of mistrust as an explanation for certain features 

of the basic landholding morphology of a society. If cultivators opt 

for fragmentation even where the acquisition of more consolidated 

holdings would be possible~ there is a good chance that a different 

type of calculation is at base. In this instance a good case could 

be made for risk-minimizing behavior as an explanation for the 

intentional fragmentation. 

Against what risks are the cultivators defending themselves? When 

data are presented on the market orientation of the Kinanbwa culti

vator~ it will become clear that market fluctuations in themselves 

constitute an important source of insecurity. But the greatest 

insecurity facing the Kinanbwa cultivator is the simple physical 

insecurity of not knowing for sure whether the crop he has planted· 

will in fact give a harvest. Reference has already been made to 

the crop losses~ especially in sweet potato, sustained on te fr€che, 

local "wetland. 11 It became clear early in fieldwork that, though 

a majority of individual crop cycles appeared to make it through to 

harvest time, there were a substantial minority that did not, and that 

this risk was a salient factor in the concerns and behaviors of the 

cultivators. Some attempts were made to assess the quantitative 

importance of these crop losses by simply asking cultivators for 

each one of their plots whether they had ever completely lost a 

harvest (pedi rtikOt) on it. The answers are given in Table 5-5. 
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Yes 

No. 

TOTAL 

TABLE 5-5 

VulnerabilitY or Plots 
to Crop Damage 

Has a harvest ever been 
lost on the plot 'l 

N 

37% 453 

63% 769 

100% 1222 
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The fact that some 'four out or every ten pl.ots have at one time 

or another lost a harvest provides important incenti vee to cultiva.-

tors to diversify their holdings as much as possible. But the 

manner in which the crops were destroyed is equally instructive. 

A t'oll.ow-up question as to the cause of the harvest l.oss vas posed 

if' the cultivate~ indicated that one had occurred. The answers 

are given in Table 5 -6. 

The f'a.ct that both drainage problems cbn the one hand, and aridity 

problems on the other, enter into crop losses means that the culti-

vators are literaJ.ly getting it "from both sides" and are in an 

unusually unpredictable situation. Though there are rarely aridity 

problems or salinity problems on te f'r€che, te rouzEey" can have all 

~ problems, and this land accounts for most of' the cropped plots 

in the community. In short the lowland ecology of the plain, with 

alternating aridity aD--~ drainage problems, is a very vulnerable 

environment in which ~-·: •.'IJurSue agrarian living. If' siblings would 

rather have four smaller plots in f'our different locations than one 

larger plot all in one piece, the reason is probably less mistrust of 
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Land too vet 

Land too dry 

Salinity 

Other 

TOTAL 

TABLE 5-6 

Causes of Crop Destruction 

66% 297 

26% 116 

4% 18 

4% 22 

100% 453 

each other than mistrust of an environment which has displayed 

its treachery on many occasions in the past. 

216 

But strategies of diversification against ecological risk account 

for only part of the process of fragmentation. The fragmentation of 

holdings is also a partial by-product of feverish community maneuvering 

in the rental, purchase, and sharecropping of land. The dynamics of 

this maneuvering will be one of the central topics of the evolutionary 

analysis. And when plots are sold, rented, or shared out with a tenant, 

it is frequently done in a piecemeal fashion, dividing the plot up, 

and transacting or sharing only a part of it. The turnover in these 

maneuvers is furthermore impressively rapid-- 11hectic 11 one might be 

tempted to say in IllE\.ny cases. 

I had gained a sense of this land maneuvering early in fieldwork 

and tried do capture it in figures. It is frvm the data collected on 

tbesepatterns that the operation of a microevolutionary process was 

first perceived. To glean some idea of mol)ility in land I ascertained 

for each of the plots the length of time its current cropper bad been 

working it, in whatever capacity (k6bye dat li ge sou te-a). The 
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someWhat astonishing data in Table 5-7 confirm the general impression. 

A model of land tenure depicting lifelong attachment to plots inherited 

from one' s· ancestors is obviously out of kilter with the reality of 

Kinanbwa. In about half of the plots, the current croppers have been 

there for less than five years. In this feverish land shuffle~ the frag-

mentation that is a natural by-product of the local inheritance 

system is further intensified. 

TABLE 5-7 

Rapidity of Turnover in Land Control 

Number of years each plot has been cropped 
by the person currently working it 

1-2 

3-5 

6-9 

10+ 

TOT!L 

31 

22% 

31% 

22% 

25% 

100% 

~~ 

274 

380 

263 

305 

1222 

The implication of' this table is profound. It means that 

even older cultivators continue acquiring--and relinquishing--

control of plots throughout their economic career. But there 

is an order to this, an order that is intricate and relatively 

~' the product of a microevolutionary change in local land 

tenure. The exact analysis of this "land shuffle 11 must first 

await the presentation of more background data, however, and 

will not be 'l!ldertalten till the final section of this work. 
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To label the fragmentation as an "adaptive maneuver" is looking 

at the process only from the point of view of the problems immediately 

confronting the cultivators, problems which lead them into adopting 

these short range solutions. To see the strategic elements in 

their behavior, and to detect its evolutionary impact, is not however 

to state that the entire process is necessarily adaptive in the 

long run as a final solution. The evidence is that it is not. 

One by-product of this fragmentation is that the actual plots on 

which food is produced are truly small, much too small to support 

any type of agrarian activity except the labor intensive variety 

currently practiced. The degree of this fragmentation can be 

assessed in Table 5.-8, which shows the sizes of individual 

plots {as distinct from the 11holdings, 11 which are combinations of 

several plots). The median size plot in Kinanbwa has a small quantity 

of land which is locally referred to as a demi-ka ("half a quarter 

of land11 )--i.e. one eighth of a carreau. (This is close to a fifth 

TAllLE 5-8 

Distribution by Size of Individual Plots* 

N 

• 03 Cx or less 25% 304 

.031 - .12 Cx 26% 315 

.121 - .25 Cx 28% 341 

• 25 - • 5 ex 16% 191 

Over .5 Cx 5% 74 

TOTAL 100% 1225 

*Measured as percentage of a carreau 
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of a hectare, or about two fifths of an acre). But this median 

figure masks a great deal of variety in terms of the sizes of 

individual plots. About a quarter of the plots are in fact substan

tially smaller than this fifth of a hectare. On the other hand~ 

larger plots are somewhat rare, Fewer than 5% of the plots approach 

the size of a hectare, and very few of them actually attain that size. 

The size data on the 1225 plots is broken down in the table using 

decimal points, The decimal points should be taken with a grain of 

salt, since the sizes were elicited from the cultivators, who described 

the plots in terms of locally used measures such ~s dEimi-ka ("half 

quarter") , _!! ( 11row11 ), bout ("end section") , ll£ ("line") , lalEi 

( 11alley"), in addition to more standard measures such as "quarter" 

"half carreau" and the like. Each of these folk measures has a rough 

correspondence to a quantity of land, permitting construction of 

a reasonably accurate size distribution. 

The preceding may be summed up. As a supplement to ethnographic 

case studies of individual cultivators, efforts were made to gather 

quantitative data permitting characterization of the typical holding 

of the community, and the range within which intracommunity land diffe-

rentials expressed themselves. Special data gathering procedures 

were utilized to maximize the chances of eliciting economic data that 

were complete and accurate to the degree that completeness and accuracy 

are feasible in such a sensitive area. The result was a picture of a 

community in which holdings were somewhat larger than those traditionally 

depicted in the literature (though still small in cross-cultural 

perspective) and in which the average cultivator was working 
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a substantially larger number of plots than is commonly believed, 

evidencing a much higher degree of economic energy and maneuver than 

conventional accounts would lead one to suspect. In· addition to being 

small and dispersed, the holdings are also characterized by internal 

diversity of land types, a diversity made necessary, or at least 

immediately adaptive~ by the ecologically based inse.::urities which 

accompany local agrarian pursuits. Some four out of ten plots were 

reported to have had at least one (and frequently more than one) 

harvest destroyed, a state of affairs which casts systematic plot 

fragmentation in a new light as a sensible adaptive strategy for mini

mizing the risk of total economic disaster in any given cropping year. 

The data have been presented in the f'orm of simple frequency 

distributions. They do not tell the entire story; they m.iss the 

dynamics of how the patterns are actually produced. But they 

have been a necessary prelimina:r.r to give us a reliable quantitative 

placement of the cultivators of this community. These data on 

holding size, plot dispersal, land types and the like provide a picture 

of the external contoUL·::; ui luo.::al lw1Uholdings. It is now time to 

look more closely at the individual plot, and examine at least briefly 

the manner' in which it ia prepa:~:ed, arranged) and exploited as a source 

of income and f'ood. 
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INTERNAL MORPHOLOGY OF THE LOWLAND PLOT 

The patterns which have been described_ in the preceding section 

basically involve quantities and distributiOns •. In this s~ction I 

will briefly present certain basic features of local land ~· A 

detailled sequential account of cropping techniques would be tangential 

to the main thrust of the presentation. What I will do here rather 

is to provide enoug.l:! background information on the Etructure of local 

agriculture to place this particular food producing system in broad 

anthropological perspective. There are three anthropologically 

"interesting" dimensions which form a usef,'"-l conceptual grid for 

briefly characterizing this agrarian system and placing it in cross

cultlli·8.l perspective. On the one hand, we can look at the local 

"agrarian architecture," the manner in which land is physically 

readied to receive crops. We can then look at the general manner 

in which the crops are placed on the plot. And finally, pe:chaps 

most importantly, we can look at the ~ of crops that are systema

tically chosen, paying particular attention to their "cash crop" 

or '~subsistence crop" character. The critical dimension of labor 

mobilization and labor inputs will be given separate analytic 

treatment. 

LOWLAND AGRARIAN ARCHITECTURE 

The agrarian architecture prevalent in the fields of Kinanbwa, 

the 'hysical preparation and arrangement of the land for planting, 

uses in a sense a somewhat "maverick" design principle that cannot 

be fit into either of the major land-use types dominating most 

discussions of agrarian sy::tems. On the one hand it is not a traditional 
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swidden system where the physical morphology of the plot retains the 

appearance of a "state of nature" to which principles of methodically 

arraigning plants one after the other are somewhat alien. There is 

an impressive degree of highly visible physical order in the 

arrangement of the land in the Kinanbwa plot prior to planting. 

But on the other hand neither does local field preparation 

conform to the long furrow system which characterizes modern agri

culture and many traditional peasant systems where animal-drawn 

ploughs are used in the :preparation of the land. The preparation of 

land in Kinanbwa is done strictly with the hoe. Hoe cultivation 

is generally associated (in the literature) with highland cultivation 

and thus will frequently be associated vith svidden plot morphology. 

Such a morphology has in fact been reported as characteristic of 

different regions of Haiti (Bastien 1951; Moral 1961). But in 

Kinanbva we have the interesting situation of the hoe being 1.12ed as 

the only major gronnd preparation tool functioning in a lowland 

environment. The result of this is a characteristic plot morphology 

that is neither swidden nor furrm1 in its basic design. 

In the vast majority of cases the fields of Kinanbwa are 

converted into well ordered rows of' small squares, somewhat reminiscent 

of certain types of paddy morphology, except that the squares are 

generally smaller. But within the guidelines of this general 

11checkerboard" design principle, there are tva major variants. 

In one variant the major crop will be planted on the floor of the 

square. This is the structure that is generally used for most grains, 

incl ud.ing rice and beans, and also for certain tree crops, such as 

plantains. The square is ref'erred to as a karo, and may be f'rom 10 

to 15 feet on each side. To diotinghish this terminologically from 
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the large land measure of the carreau (pronouced the same}, villagers 

sometimes refer to this smaller plot division as a ti-karo. 

The other variant, which is by far the more laborious (and 

visually more impressive) of the two, is the variant that is used 

for crops that will be planted, not on the floor of the sq,uare, 

but rather on top of or on the side of the will itself. This variant 

:is given a name (bit) which is cognate with the French word ·ror 

mound ( 11Dutte"). But the structure itself is very unlike the conical 

mounds, for example, on which the aborigines of Hispaniola were reported 

to plant manioc. The bit of Kinanbwa are well orderaisquares, left 

W"lclosed at one point, whose exceptionally thick walls (six or 

seven inches wide) may be anywhere from 12 to 18 inches high, in 

contrast to the narrower, three or four inch high walls of the above 

described ti-karo. But if the walls of the bit are higher and wider, 

the surface of the floor is substantially less, the individual 

quadrangular bit structure occupying only a third or fourth of 

the area occupied by the larger ti-karo, 

Whereas the strategy of the ti-karo then is to leave as much 

space as possible on the floor, the strategy- of the bit is to have 

most of the surface taken up by the thicker walls, since is is 

there, not on the floor, that the plants will be inserted. The bit 

is given even additional wall space, and reduced in floor area, by the 

construction of perpendicular protuberances from the main wall into 

the center of the square, protuberances which extend about half 

way across the floor, creating the impression of the letter 11F11 • 

Whereas the ti-karo is used for grains and most fruits, the bit is 

used for sweet pvtato and sugarcane. 
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Both structures are ·utilized principally with a view to :facili

tating the irrigation process, which is also done with the hoe. For 

this purpose the individual. bit and ti-kare are organized into 

higher-order rows (!:!). During the irrigation process the culti

vator will proceed row by row, channeling the water by erecting 

barriers which will divert the water into a particular row, and 

proceeding square by square watering the ground within that row. 

When all the squares of a particular row are :finished, the earth 

barrier is demolished and rel.ocated so that the water vTil1 flow into 

the next row. 

Briefly summarizing, the agrarian architecture conventionall.y 

used in Kinanbwa involves the imposition of a high degree cr ;physical 

order on the plot, unlike the less structured morphology of' 

traditional swidden horticulture. The order imposed, however, is 

not that of the elongated furrow, but that of the checkerboard 

divided into squares. Though comparative research has not been 

done, the context for the utilization of such an agrarian design 

appears to be l)lovland cultivation 2) utilizing irrigation and 

3 )hoe technology. 

RESTRICTED INTERCROPPING 

If the agrarian architecture of Kinanbwa bas a number of fea

tures which set it a:part from swidden or plough systems , its stra

tegy of crop placement is equally hard to categorize. No documented 

peasant community practices genuine monocropping. Every peasant 

group will plant a variety of cultivates. The question is whether 

the different crops are grown apart on separate plots or are intercropped 

on the same plot, 
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There is a great deal of systematic intercropping in Kina.nbwa, 

but it appears to differ greatly from the intercropping practices 

reported in the hills. In a classical. swidden system there may be 

no "principal crop" on a plot. A number of essential cultivates ma:y 

be strategically mixed on the plot in such a manner that they 

maximize exploitation of' the soil nutrients, but do not inter fore 

with each other's growth. In Kinanbwa, on the other hand, inter

cropping occurs only in certain fixed contexts and is a temporary 

phase in the 111.:\.fe history 11 of a pl.ot. It generally takes place in 

newly clear!:'d fields which will be dedicated to a perennial (generally 

either sugarcane or plantain) but in which a harvest of some other 

crop can be quickly "snuck in" before the major crop has grown to 

the height where its shade will interfere with the intercropped cul.

ti vate. When new sugarcane is planted, the intercropped plant is 

inevitably sweet potato in Kinanbwa. The sweet potato is planted on 

the crest of the bit, the sugarcane being planted on the lower part 

of the wall. When a new plantain grove is started, a quick grain 

harvest (usually beans} will be inserted. Both plantain and bean 

are sown on the floor o~ the ti-karo. 

Though this is clearly intercropping, it di~~ers radically in 

certain ways f'rom ttadi tional swidd.en intercropping. During most 

of the cropping cycle the plot on which sweet potato or beans have 

been intercropped will be a one-crsP..J2!.21. After the initial harvest 

of the intercropped cultivate has been made, no other plants will 

be intercropped during the life of the g'9.rden, as competition :rrom the 

now advanced sugarcane or plantain would prevent such intercropping. 

This period of monocrop maturity can last f'our or f'ive years in the 

case of' sugarcane and several decades in the case of' plantains. Thus 
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in such cases intercropping emerges as e. momentary expedient, a 

tactic for extracting a 'few extra gourdes from the plot. It is not 

a generalized strateg;r oi' continual crop management and crop staggering 

as in a genuine swidden system. 

Other crops such as rice and shallot are not intercropped. What 

is occasionally done is to plant an ancillary crop on the wall of 

a ti-karo when rice or beans are being planted on the floor. But 

for all practical purposes, the plot is treated as a monocropped 

garden. Though these other crops--usually vegetables of different 

sorts--are highly visible, their importance in the diet and crop 

inventory of the community is so small that they did not even warrant 

enumeration in the quantitative analysis of crops that will be given 

in the following section. In short~ the plots of Kinanbwa are not 

strictly monocropped as in a modern Western system. But neither 

are they systematically intercropped in the manner of the traditional 

highland swidden. 

PATI'ERNS OF CASH CROPPING 

It is relatively easy to make an inventory of the crops in a 

given community. It is much more difficult to assess their relative 

economic importance, since this latter can be defined in so many 

different ways. There are eight cultivates--rice, sweet potato, 

sugarcane, beans, cillet, plantains, eggplant, and shallot--which 

occur with sufficient frequency in Kinanbwa to merit enumeration. 

In terms of the amount of space regularly occupied, sugarcane occupies 

larger tracts of ground--perha-,s half of the cropped land in the 

communi ty--f·or longer periods of time than any other of the crops. 
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But though sugarcane dominates so many of' the f'ieJ.ds~ it is para.doxically' 

not the most "popular" crop in another sense. The price paid for it 

is relatively low. A di2mi ka of rice or shallot, for example, wil.l 

produce multiples of the cash income produced by the same quantity of 

land pl.a.nted in sugarcane, And what is more important, these other 

cultivates will produce this income in a third of' the time. First 

harvests of sugarcane stands are generally not made bef'ore 1.8 months. 

Three cropping cycles of' other crops can generally be made in the 

same period of time; and the crops themselves may yield more income 

per unit of land, as has been pointed cut. 

If sugarcane is so important in the local crop inventory, it 

is principally because so much of the land is arid. Sugarcane has 

low water demands in relation to other crops; water shortages may 

reduce its yield but will not destroy it, as will occur with beans, 

for example. Sugarcane furthermore will grow in land whose salinity 

would "burn up" (broule) most other crops. Salinity, in fact, is 

to some degree an advantage in the case of sugarcane. It will make the 

individual stalk slightly heavier and hence draw a better price. 

Thirdly sugarcane has extremely low labor demands during most of the 

life of the plot. Though a great deal of maneuvering will have to be 

done at harvest time to mobilize labor, the individual cultivator 

can handle large quantities of cane during m:JSt of its growing season. 

Final.ly, though sugarcane pa,ys relatively little, the cultivators like 

it because ou Jw~n tout kOb-la isitm--you get the money in one l'I:.IIlp sum, 

without worrying about m!l.rketing it in the interne.). market system. 

In short, sugarcane has a number of advantages which account for its 

prevalence in the fields of Kinanbwa. 
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But though sugarcane is occupying so much of the J.and, it must 

be recalled that most of the land on which sugarcane stands would 

not produce other crops, either because of' saline soil or lack of 

adequate irrigation. A different tYPe of' analysis will produce 

a more realistic picture of the rank-order of importance of 

diff'erent crops. For each of the plots, I determined what was the 

crop currently planted thereon. In addition to this I also questioned 

the cultivators about the ~ .£!:9P. which would be planted on that 

plot of ground in the year of the survey, to get a complete picture 

of an annual cropping cycle for the particular plot. Thus in effect 

the unit of analysis is the cropping~' each plot having two 

cropping cycles per year, except those which have sugarcane or 

plantain. Over 2,000 11cropping cycles" occurred in the community 

during the final year of research. A plot on which sugarcane and 

sweet potato were intercropped I have counted as two cycles. Table 5 i-9 

determines the number of cropping cycl.es all.ocated to each crop in the 

year in which the survey was made. 

Under this breakdown the economic role of sugarcane in the commu

nity is placed in its proper context. It emerges as accounting for 

about a fourth of local cropping cycles, wit.h about the same frequency 

as rice. The average sugarcane plot, however, is over twice as large 

as the average rice plot, which increases the physical importance 

(and visual prominence) of sugarcane. But in terms of per hectare 

cash yields, its worth is substantially less than that of a rice 

harvest, making its overall contribution to village income somewhat 

less. 
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TABLE 5-9 

Preponderance of' Different Crops 
in Kinanbwa Gardens 

Number of' cropping cycles dedicated to each 
cultivate during research year 

N 

Sweet potato 29% 709 

Sugarcane 26% 651 

Rice 25% 617 

Beans 5% 127 

Millet 5% 109 

Plantains 4% 101 

Eggplant 2% 40 

Shallot 1% 20 

Others 3% 84 

TOTAL 100% 2458 
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There are two crops in the local inventory--plantain and shallot--

whose per hectare cash yield is greater than that of rice. If rice 

is planted with greater freq_uency, it is because of the availability 

of marshy te rreche which accou.."lts for almost four out of ten 

plots in the community, Plantains and shallot both have requirements 

not easily met on most of the land of Kinanbwa. 

What should be clear from this discussion is that the cropping 

decisions which a cultivator makes are generally made in view of 

the salability, rather than the edibility~ of the cultivates. The "classic" 

peasant has of course generally been involved in E<C':)!l.Omic structures 
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that transcend the boundaries of' his community, But peasants 

frequently seen as selling their "surplus," If this is taken literally 

to mean that the peasant grows what his i'a.mily eats, puts aside enough 

for domestic consumption, and sells the rest--the model does not apply 

to Kinanbwa. On the contrary, many of the major cultivates are 

not consumed as staples in the village, and the two major staples 

(millet and cornmeal) occupy an extremely low place in the local 

crop inventory. The peasants of Kinanbwa, in short, tend to sell 

what they grow and buy what, they eat. 

The extent of this can be assessed by dividing the cultivates 

into three major categories: exclusively cash, principally cash, 

and mixed cash/consumption. Sugarcane, shallot, and eggplant 

would go into this category. Much sugarcane is chewed, it is true, 

and small q_uantities of' shallot and eggplant may be eaten. But 

virtually all of' these items are sold in their entirety. The same 

is true of rice, beans and plantains, but to a someYThat lesser degree. 

Rice and beans are eaten by the ordinary household somewhat in the 

nature of "special occasion" foods. But better off households will 

attempt to store a larger q_uantity of these than is true of shallot, 

for example. Nonetheless in cases observed the q_uantitY saved as 

opposed to the quantity sold never even approaced 25%. These three 

crops would be "principally cash" crops. 

The case of sweet potato is changing. It used to be a subsistence 

crop par-excellence. But a demand for this item has grown in the 

internal market system, and at least half of the sweet potato grown 

by villagers is now sold. Nonetheless a cultivator will generally 

set apart rows which are specifically used for the daily food of lilis 
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household. Thus I have labelled this as "mixed cash/consumption." 

(I ha.ve included millet in this third category as well). 

Table 5-10 joins these eight cultivates into the three above 

mentioned groups, and ascertains what percentage of local. "cropping 

cycles" are dedicated to each general type. It becomes immediately 

TABLE 5-10 

Prevalence of Cash Cropping 

Percentage of cropping cycles dedicated 
to each type of cultivate 

Exclusively 
cash 

Primarily 
cash 

Mixed cash/ 
consumpt. 

TOTAL 

~0% 

36% 

34% 

100% 

N 

711 

845 

818 

2374 

clear that the label of "subsistence cultivator~" frequently employed 

by developmental agencies to describe groups such as the Kinanbwa 

cultivators, is grossly misapplied. About seven out of ten local 

cropping cycles will be dedicated to crops that are totally or 

principe.l.ly destined to market. The Kinanbwa cultivator does not 

have any major item in his crop inventory grown exclusively for the 

consumption of his family. 

It is easy to look from afar at a wattle-daub village and its 

hoe-toting inhabitants and apply labels such as that of subsistence 

cultivator, fancying that here is a community where money plays 
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but a small role. But if the f'abric of local economic life is un

ravelled strand by strand, the observer may be surprised at the number 

of coins that come clinking from the seams. 

One solution would be to change the label and call these culti

vators "farmers" rather than "peasants." But until more quantitative, 

plot by plot analyses are available on so-called classic peasants 

who supposedly sell only a surplus and whose principal goal is the 

fee-ding of their family, a safer move would be to lues en up the 

definition of peasant. I suspect that if plot-by-plot counts of 

cropping cycles are done in this fashion in a number of peasant 

commnnities both inside and outside the Caribbean, a great many 

peasants will turn out to be much more deeply involved in local cash 

markets than has heretofore been suspected. And the involvement will 

not be that of a seller of occasional surpluses~ but rather that of 

a cash-oriented cultivator~ whose very choice of crops is made 

with both eyes on the marketplace. 

The impression that emerges from observing the course of 

events in a Haitian community is that the trading activities 

of the women provide most of the cash. And there are in fact 

periods of the year--between harvests--when the women do in fact 

supply most of the food {cf. Murray and Alvarez 1975:122) in the 

village. But the high visibility of these female trading activities~ 

and the somewhat greater economic autonomy which the Haitian woman 

appears to enjoy in comparison to her Spanish-speaking counterpart 

across the border, for example, could lead to an overemphasis on 

the percentage of annual income supplied by female trading as opposed 

to male gardening. 
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Though domestic income analyses will not be undertaken here, 

it appears that for most households the gardening activities of the 

men still play a preponderant role in generating income, the 

trading activities of the women being on a somewhat smaller 

activity involving capital that rarely reaches the sum of $100.00. 

In the tradition6.l system as reported in the literature, the very 

stock which the woman sells comes from the garden of her husband. 

This is rarely the case in Kinanbwa. The village women are professional 

traders who leave the village, not with produce, but with capital 

and/or credit contacts. Those husbands who do underwrite the 

trading activities of their wives--and most husbands appear to 

contribute at least something to their wives 1 trade--do so with 

cash rather than agricultural produce. The three major crops-

sugarcane, sweet potato, and rice--are marketed through channels 

which generally do not involve their wives. Sugarcane goes directly 

to the Company, sweet potatoes are generally sold in the garden 

before harvest to ambulant intermediaries who harvest the crop themselves. 

Only rice will occasionally be brought to the capital by village 

women, and many do not do this. Thus when a husband contributes to 

his wife's "commerce, 11 it is generally with money from produce which 

he has produced and sold. 

These agricultural activities by themselves appear to generate 

more income than the trading activities of the women considered 

separately. This impression was generally shared by the cultivators, 

who when questioned in general as to whether farming { .iade gasO) or 

female trade {kames dam) brought in more cash, overwhelmingly·- ·ctrose 

:farming as a more important element of the domestic econoiDY ( c:f. Table 5-11). 
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TABLE 5-ll 

Perceived Economic Contribution 
of Farming versus Trade 

Farming 

Trade 

TOTAL 

"Which do you think produces 
more income?" 

N 

86% '· 194 

14% 32 

100% 226 

This does not appear to be merely a male point of' view, but 
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reflects economic reality for most households in the village. The 

income potentialities of female trade are f'airly constant, but 

rel.ativel.y' small except for those commanding larger degrees of 

capital which permit them to enter the ranks of' the "tre~reling 

intermediaries" (cf'. Murray and Alvarez 1975). Most of' the vill.age 

women :f"unction as smaller sca.J..e retail.ers (rev~.aez) on the capital 

street markets. 

But at any rate it is clear that an essential f'eature of the 

internal dynamcis of farming in Kinanbwa is that they are strongly 

governed by considerations of an external market. To the degree that 

"surpluses" are sold, this is true of' any genuine peasant community. 

But in rural Haiti this "surplus" model of' market involvement is some-

what at odds with the f'acts. The crops themselves are chosen less with 

a view to consuming them than with the clear intention of selling 

them. 
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In concluding this brief' description of cropping patterns in 

Kinanbwa, it will be useful to emphasize the somewhat unusual 

position, in Caribbean context, in which these cultivators stand 

vis-8.-vis the Sugar Company. The Company in Caribbean history 

has been en economic f'orce engineering .profound structural changes 

in the lives of rural dwellers. Most Caribbean sugar has, in 

the modern age, been produced under two conditions. One arrange

ment has been f'or the company (be it private, or governmen-cal as 

in the Dominican Republic) to purchase or rent land and to hire the 

labor to work the fields and cut the cane. An alternative arrange

ment has been for the Company to enter into contracts with large 

landowners, who will grmr the cane as colones of the Company. The 

Company provides capital, machinery, technical assistance, and the 

like, for different phases of the productive process. The colona 

himself then hires the necessary labor to produce and cut the 

cane. The two arrangements diff'er in terms of who owns the cane 

while it still stands in the field. But in either case the cane 

is grown by highly capitalized economic actors and cut with the 

labor of a rural proletarian workforce. 

The Haytian American Sugar Company utilizes both of these 

arrangements in different places. But the cultivators of Kinanbwa, 

though they are clearly part of the sugar econom;y, have entered it 

as genuine yeomen. They own their land. The sharecropping the.t is 

done in the community is done on the land of other villagers; the 

Company does not control a foo.f; of the ground work~d by the cultivators. 

And though some tasks in some crops are done with local wage labor, the 

cutting of cane is p8.1'a8.o:idc;a.lly one of the few tasks that is ~ done 
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with wage labor in Kinanbwa. The cane is inevitably cut with a 

type of peasant exchange labor whose dynamic will be described 

below. Though this matter will not be pursued here, the cultivators 

of Kinanbwa and other similar communities have "held their gronnd. 11 

From one point of view their position in this sugarcane 

econontY is weak. They have no "contracts" of any sort. They 

plant cane knowing that the Company will buy it. The price they 

are paid per ton is several dollars less than what is paid to 

colones in the Dominican Republic, for example. They are not even 

present at the weighing of the cane; they load their cane on a 

train ·wagon (~} and a few days later receive written notice 

of how much it weighed and how much they can come to collect. 

They even have to pay a type of "tribute", as regular practice, 

to the local representative of the company in Les Bayahondes to 

secure a ~--i.e. a "date" for cutting and delivering cane. Some 

who have refused these few gourdes have been kept waiting for 

months, to the detriment of the crop. 

Yet despite these weaknesses in their _position, they are one 

:;.f' the few communities in Caribbean history that has been able 

to "make a living" from the sugar economy without turning into 

a proletarian labor force. They continue to be peasants. They 

grow sugarca..:e--but it is one among several crops. The bulk of 

their economic activities are oriented toward crops destined for 

the internal market system. And above all, the vast majority of 

them do not sell their labor in the fields, would in fact be angered 

and insulted if any fellow villager offered them such employment. It 

is to this question of labor that discussion will now turn. 
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CHAPTER . SIX 

THE MOBILIZATION OF LABOR 

The story of the Ca.i'ibbean is l.argel.y the story of labor needs. 

But more speci:fically it has been the story of the quest for "allen" 

labor. And in this sense Haiti has been a true Caribbean society. 

Much of the history of Haiti has been dominated by the maneuvers of 

different groups to get others to work. their land. The slave trade 

which peopled the island with Africans was the most dramatic mani-

f'estation of this quest for alien l.abor. But the policies of the ear-

liest Haitian leaders were also aimed at getting others--the masses-

to labor on the fields as well. One might suspect that the major 

shift brought about by the triumph of the peasantry was the bringing 

of a sudden halt to this hungry search for the labor of others, that 

henceforth the story of the island would be that of' individuals work-

their .Q!!!ll.and. If' one were to phrase it this We¥, one woul.d be wrong. 

Though in a radical.J.y dif'f'erent fashion, the contemporary culti-

vator of' Kinanbwa continues in prof'ound dependence on the l.abor of' 

others. His succes in l.if'e entail.s not only the acquisition of' l.and, 

but the systematic mobilization of' the energies of' other individuals 

as well. The emphasis of' the preceding chapter was on 'the landhoJ:ding 

cul.tivated by the peasmt.Much of' b.is behavior will not be understood, 

however, unless his radical dependence on the l.abor of' others is 

clearly perceived, and the structure of' l.ocal l.abor mobil.izing al.terna-

ti ves available to him is identif'ied a.nd described. Thie domain is of 

particul.ar importance, because it was a demographical.l.y generated 

disruption of the traditional l.abor mobil.ization system which triggered 
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off the evolutionary transformation which will be documented in_these 

pages. The impact of labor needs did not cease, then, with the 

ejection of the French. They continue to dominate the life chances 

of the contemporary yeoman. 

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

HOE TECHNOLOGY 

The general dependence of cultivators on the recruitment of the 

labor of others will be to some degree a fnnction of the prevailing 

tool inventory of the society. The greater the quotient of human 

energy inputs, as opposed to animal or machine inputs, the greater 

will be the needs of that particular system for human labor, and the 

greater will be the vulnerability of the system to human labor 

shortages. 

The agrarian system of rural Haiti is dependent, to a degree that 

is perhaps lUlUsual in lowland peasant settings, on energy inputs flow

ing directly from human organisms. Though there are horses and mules 

in the connnunity, most cultivators do not own any. A."l..d those that 

do own them use them strictly for ·purposes of transportation and 

carriage, never for field traction. A small number of individuals 

own teams of oxen; but these are never used to pull plows. Their 

use is confined rather to the pulling of kabwa, large wheeled wooden 

carts generally used to transport nPwly cut cane from the gardens 

to the location of the tracks where the cane will be loaded'. Cows, 

pip:s, and goats do play an impo!·tant rulre .i.n tne domest.ic economy of 

most households. The distribution of th!:.:se three animals in the 

community is seen in Table 6 -1. Some two out of three households own 
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Cows 

Pigs 

Goats 

TABLE 6-1 

Distribution of Maier Li-vestock 

Percentage of cultivators owning 
a given riumbev of animals 

None One More than 1 TOTAL 
'% (Nl % (Nl % (Nl L_ill_ 

33% (74) 36% (82) 31% (fo) 100% (226) 

32% (72) 28% (63) 40% (91) 100% (226) 

36% (81) 20% (45) 44% (100) 100% (226) 
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at least one of each kind. Most hou.seholds that own a cow own only 

Most households that own pigs or goats own more than one. 

But what is important is that animals are not used as a direct 

source of agricultural energy in the community. Nor are the three 

major animals generally used as a source of local human energy--

they are rarely eaten. Except on special days in the year or on 

special domestic occasions, such as when a woman has delivered a 

child or a household is staging ancestral rites, animals are almost 

never slaughtered Slld eaten locally. They are raised almost exclu-

sively for sale, either in Les Bayahondes or in a market closer to the 

capital. 

The tool inventory of the community is thus virtually restricted 

to items manipulated directly by human beings. The four major tools--

the hoe, the ma.:!hete, the knife, and the axe--have iron or steel 

cutting edges, and thus have to be purchased. When they are purchased 

they are blunt. The cultivator himself generally sharpens the latter 

three tools. Hoes, however, are generally taken to specialists 
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(outside of the village) with the proper equipment, who heat and 

pound (bat) them into usable form. The machete and the knife are 

always purchased with their handle. Axes and hoes will frequently 

be purchased without the handle. Some individuals in the village 

earn a few gourdes by shaping and fitting long (generally from six 

to eight feet) handles onto the hoes of other cultivators. 

The quantitative distribution of these four tools contrasts 

systematically and clearly illustrates the special role which the hoe 

plays in this particular culture. Each member of the adult male 

popt.l.lation was questioned as to the number of each kind of tool he 

owned. The figures are given in Table 6 -2. To interpret the Table, 

read across : 110f the 226 cultivators, two of them own no hoes, 

one hundred and fifty four (68%) of' them own one hoe, and seventy (31%) 

of them own more than one hoe, etc, .. 11 A very clear rank order of 

Hoe 

Machet e 

Knife 

Axe 

TABLE 6-2 

Distribution of' the Four Major Tools 

None 
% 

1% 

17% 

24% 

Percentage of cultivators owning 
a given number of tools 

One More thBll 1 TOTAL 
(N) % (N) • % (N) % 

(2) 68% (154) 31% (70) 100% 

(33) 73% (164) 10% (24) 100% 

(55) 71% (160) 5% (11) 100% 

65% (148) 34% (76) 1% (2) 100% 

(N) 

(226) 

(226) 

(226) 

(226) 
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importance emerges among the four tools, Only two cultivators own no 

hoe. A progressively larger number of cultivators own ~o machete, 

knife, and axe in that order. Likewise some three out of ten culti

vators will own~ than one hoe. A progressively smaller number 

of cultivators will own more than one of the other tools. 

'.i'hese patterns are created, not by the different costs of the 

four tools, but by the differenti a1 centrality of their roles in 

local agriculture. Most of the major tasks are performed by the long 

handled hoe. Its role is most clear in the cultivation of sweet 

potato. The hoe is used not only in the laborious turning over of the 

entire plot (raboure te) that precedes the planting, but also the 

subse~uent raising of' the 11mounds" (fouY€ bit) on which the sweet 

potato will be planted, and the pre-planting irrigation of the 

plot (rouze Jade), The sweet potato cuttings (bwatat) are planted 

by hand. But the subsequent weeding of the garden { sakle te) will 

also be done by hoe, as will the various irrigations before the harvest. 

But even the harvest itself is also done with hoe. The sweet potato 

is the most 11tradi tional 11 of the crops. A larger percentage of this 

crop than of any other is set aside for home consumption. It is the 

one perhaps most frequently subject to ge.rden magic (rale jade) in 

which crops will be surreptitiously siphoned off into a malefactor's 

garden. It is the crop which is IJerhaps most frequently given as a 

gift between· households. It is the one crop of which, if a neighbor 

"happens by" when it is being harvested, the ovner of the garden is 

expected to make at least a small gift. It is hardly a coincidence 

that this most traditional of crops is the one which, i'rom beginning 

to end of the sequence, is handled almost exclusively with that most 
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traditional of local tools, the long handled hoe. 

The other tools are, of course also essential to the agricUltural 

cycle. The knife is used in harvesting rice. The type of machete 

used in Kinanbwa is the long and narrow variety, rather than the broader 

and shorter machete used in some other settings. The major use of 

this tool is in cutting sugarcane, but it is also used for a variety 

of other tasks, including the making of the holes in which beans and 

corn will be planted, and in certain types of weeding tasks too deli

cate to be done with the hoe. Though the four tools enumerated here 

are the major items in the local tool inventory, other items also 

occur. Of particular interest are short wooden dibbles used in 

transplanting rice. These are fashioned for the occasion and are 

subsequently discarded. 

NEED FOR SUPPLEMENTARY LABOR INPUTS 

What is clear from the above is that virtually all of the energy 

inputs into Kinanbwa soil flow directly from human organisms, unaided 

by animal or mo.chine inputs of any ltind~ and based on a nutritional 

foundation that is short on protein and deficient in many weys to a 

degree perhaps unparalleled in the New World (cf. Beckles 1975). 

The nutritional question will not be explored here. But it is quite 

likely that this factor would be found to increase the general vulne

rability of the local pop1•.lation to questions of labor n~ed. When 

questioned as to why they sought supplementary labor on this or that 

occasion rather than performing the task themselves, the cultivators' 

frequent response wa.s that they "lacked strength" (mB.kE! kouray). 

They generally did not mean this literally. This phrase in most 

instances is a figura.ti ve wa:;r of referring to time constraints. The 
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person with a large number of plots "lacks the strength" to work them 

himself. In other contexts the phrase means "lacking money." For 

example, a cultivator who uses exchange labor rather than wage labor 

for a given task will explain by saying that he lacks strength, in 

which case koura;y must be glossed as "economic strength.~ But though 

the meaning is changed by context, it is perhaps not without sig

nificance that this phrase, whose primary meaning refers to physical 

weakness, should occur so frequently as an explanation in this 

particular culture, many of whose members do appear to be physically 

undernourished by most international standards. 

Nonetheless one does not need the construct of malnutrition as an 

explanation for the pattern whereby virtually !!2. garden will be 

worked from beginning to end by a lone cultivator. Stated more 

abstractly every single garden is produced with energy outputs stem

ming from several human organisms. The owner of the garden may in 

the long run supply the bulk of the inputs into this or that garden. 

But in all cases the energies of others will have been applied, 

their labor utilized. 

Though it borders on the obvious, it perh3.p.s should be pointed 

out that this absolute need for supplementary labor does not arise 

from the total of labor hours required in the cultivating and harvesting 

of an average sized holding. That is, the number of labor-hours that 

are required to crop an average holding during any agricultural cycle 

falls well within the capabilities of a lone cultivator to provide 

if he could space out his inputs evenly throughout ~he entire cycle. 

But of course he cannot. The need for addi tiona! labor on even 

modest sized holdings com2s from the presence of peak labor periods, 
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days and weeks when certain tasks, which might take a lone cultivator 

weeks to comPlete by himself, must simply be completed in a much 

shorter period of time. Such peak labor periods are produced on the 

one hand by environmental and botanic factors, and on the other hand 

by the existence of a number of "man-made" organizational constraints, 

Most discussions of peak labor periods in agrarian settings allude 

to the environmental and botanical bases of these patterns. Clearing 

and preparing the ground must be coordinated with rainfall patterns; 

planting must be done within a short period; and harvesting of cer

tain crops must be carried out when the crop is at its maturational 

peak. These environmental and botanical constraints also operate in 

Kinanbwa, needless to say, and contribute heavily to the seasonality 

of labor outburst that occur there as elsewhere in the agrarian world. 

However it is useful to point out that there are certain man-made 

factors as well which intensify the seasonality of agricultural act

ivities, and accentuate for individual cultivators the imperative to 

carry out certain key tasks in a brief, collapsed period of time. 

Much of the cultivatior. carried out in Kinanbwa is done within the 

frSlilework of an intricate irrigation system. This governmentally con

trolled gr.:>undwater supply is distributed within the confines of a 

strict monthly schedule, by which every cultivator has a few hours 

of water for a given plot. Planting activities must be coordinated 

with the availability of this water. The presence of this man-made 

irrigation system and its man-made distribution schedule thus serves 

to accentuate and solidify the presence of "peek labor" periods when 

the average cultivator will be constrained to recruit, not only the labor 

of other members of his family, but also the help of neighbors. 
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.But there is yet another such man-made eonstraint creating es

pecially strong telescoped l.abor needs, this time with respect to 

harvesting. The botanica.l. characteristics of some crops impose a 

tight harvest schedule; rice, for example, must be harvested within 

a very brief period, or pa.rt of' the crop will be lost. But there are 

other cultivates, notably root crops, which have a much wider 

leeway. Though there is a peak of maturational development, the 

curve leading up to and declining from that peak is gentle. The 

cultivator has weeks, and even months, of' decision leewey. Sugarcane, 

a major crop in Kina.nbwa, is one of' the cultivates enjoying this 

botanical flexibility. The physical quality of' the cane would not 

be greatly affected were the cultivator to cut two weeks earlier, 

or two weeks later. 

In this sense it would be tbeoretica.l.ly possible for a lone cultivator 

to cut his canef'ield bit by bit, delivering i't to the Company cart. by 

cart. But this botanical flexibility, which might pe!'!!!it- the 

gradual cutting of' a large cane field over several weeks, is coun-

teracted and effectively nullified by the organizational require-

ments of the sugar industry far whose market the Kinanbwa. cane is 

produced. The Company must have cane in l.arge quantities; it is 

interested therefore in purchasing and transporting quantities of 

produce which fill, or nearly fill, a J2!!. (train wagon). Most 

cultivators do in fact plant enough cane to interest the Company-

but they must deliver it all at once. 

The Company assigns them a day (~) on which it will col.lect all 

of the cane of" a given cuJ.tivator; the cultivator is thus constrained 

to cut his entire field on a schedule that will permit the delivery 
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or the cane on a given day. If sugar cane has a leewEcy" when it is 

still on the sta.l.k, this l.eewEcy" disappears once the cane is cut. 

The cultivator who must deliver his cane on such-and-such a d!cy" 

does not have the :option o:f beginning his cutting by himself a month in 

advance and letting the cane accumulate on the ground. It will have 

spoil.ed by the time of the collection day. He is thus constrained 

to recruit l.a.rge quantities of l.a.bor on the two days preceding his 

scheduled deli very. Thus we have a combined botanical./ms.n-made 

structure of constraints which create strong labor recruitment 

imperatives even for cultivators with modest sized holdings. 

In short buil.t into the very :fabric of Kinanbwa J.ife is the 

imperative of labor recruitment. One's own labor is not enough; 

the labor of' others simply must be marshalled as well. In a very 

real and concrete sense, the resident of Kinanbwa must be not 

only a cultivator of' land, but a mobilizer o£ labor as well. I£ the 

calculations of Kinanbwa informants are correct, an individual who 

attempted to undertake cultivation on his own, without any help from 

family members or neighbors, would have to restrict his activities to 

a plot of ground that is non-viably small, or would have to engage 

in superhuman outbursts of sustained labor that are unrealistically 

large. Such a hypothetical individual does not exist in the community. 

Cultivators call upon their f'amily and neighbors, not only when they 

wish to expand their cultivation activities, but even to maintain 

their habitual level of operations. In mobilizing labor, however, 

they do not in genere.J.. invent arr:r new maneuvers. They rather take ad

vantage of a pre-existing structure of conventional labor mobilizing 

arrangements utilized by the community at large. 
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CONTEMPORARY STRUCTURE OF LABOR ALTERNATIVES -

There is a multifaceted structure of labor-mobilizing alternatives 

resorted to by the cultivators. This structure, however is best 

captured within an actor-oriented framework emphasizing the availa

bility to a labor-needy cultivator of alternative strategies by 

which he can acquire such labor. The 11structure of labor alternatives" 

is then converted into a more dynamic mazeWSlf of alternative economic 

paths open to a villager in this domain. Figure 9-1 is a schematic 

representation of all the statistically important labor acquisition 

paths that are in fact utilized in the contemporary community. 

Though the matter is being conceptualized as a series of al

ternative paths, by no means are the paths mutually exclusive. On 

the contrary, it will be an extremely rare garden that is not 

cropped using several of the alternative devices. The use of cer

tain paths almost never will exclude the use of certain others for 

that particular cropping cycle. In general there tends to be a com

bination of tactics for any given cropping cycle. 

The major dividing line on Figut'e 6-1 is the one between 

domestic and extradomestic labor. It is perhaps departing somewhat 

from conventional practice to treat domestic labor as a tYIJe of 

11labor mobilizing strategy" on the part of a peasant, Many discussions 

of the matter treat domestic labor as somewhat automatic, a taken

for-granted by-product of a peasant family system. This view, 

though defensible, misses certain features of local reality in 

Kinanbwa. A cultivator must take positive steps if he is to secure 

the continued labor of his young adult sons. This domain is as 

"problematic" to him, as much a matter of strategy and maneuver, 

is the acquiring of garden assistance from the neighbors. As will 
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Structure of Contemporary Labor:~ions 
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be Seen in a later chapter, the concept.uali zation of domestic labor 

as a variant of peasant labor recruitment permits an analytically 

more powerful analysis of the entire question of labor, and of the 

entire dynamic of the evolution of land tenure in the community. 

If the cultivator decides to resort to non-domestic labor, 

there are seven somewhat dist:inc t a.J.te!'ne,ti ves available to him. 

Two of these involve the entering of symmetric relationships with 

other cultivators sharing the same labor needs as he does. The 

remaining five entail instead the establishing of asymmetric rela

tionships in which the labor needy cultivator enters the higher 

of the two statuses as either wage payer or landlord. 

With respect to this latter maneuver, the giving out of one 1 s 

land for the collection of some sort of rent, certain patterns which 

emerged in Kinanbwa and which wi11 be presented below have forced 

a departure from a convention conceptualization of the structural 

meaning of sharecropping. The agrarian landlord is a figure who 

has somebody else work his land and collects rent. Conventional 

analysis emphasized the rent collection. Here, in view of the 

centrality of' labor needs to the present discussion, emphasis 

will be given to the labor needs which have motivated and sustained 

the emergence of such patterns. Both elements enter in. But patterns 

of intracommunity sharecropping turned out to play a totally rmanti

cipated but structurally critical role in the economic ~rganization 

of Kinanbwa. The dynamic rmderlying these intricate relationships, 

in which smallholding peasants themselves emerge as landlords, loses 

its enigma only when patterns of .lli2£. shortage are identified, 

well as the more obvious patterns of land scarcity which such 
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sharecropping arrangements presuppose. 

The diagram of labor alternatives presented in Figure 6-1. 

is "dynamic" in that it shows a structure of' alternative behavioral. 

ps.tbs. 1 But it is not "diachronic." It is rather a synchronic 

summary of the contemporary situation. Had such a diagram been 

drawn a century ago~ it would have looked somewhat different. Indeed 

a reader familiar with the literature on Haiti will be surprised to find 

that the famous k6bit, the colorful work parties complete with music, 

food, and k1€re, does not even appear on the diagram. In the two 

years of fieldwork, no traditional k5bit was in fact given. The 

symmetric exchange-labor arrangement called locally :2!!. kE!kou 

( cf'. Figure 6-1) is the closest contemporary analog of the tra.-

ditional k5bit. But the music, drama, and ritual fanfare have all 

disappeared; and the number of workers present at any one moment is 

small. Thus the diagram is faithful to the contemporary situation in 

the research community, purposefully eliminating arrangements 

which, though occurring in other times and/or regions, did not 

occur in Kinanbwa. Each of the alternatives will be discussed in turn. 

1. With respect to the Creole terms employed, the same labor arrange
ments will be found under different names in other parts of Haiti. 
It is also worth noting that the diagram adheres more closely to an etic 
taxono!!U of behavioral arrangements than to an emic taxononw of 
folk terms. But it must be emphasized that all of these 
arrangements are in fact util.ized and distinguished from one 
another by the villagers. Even in the absence of specific, locally 
stereot.rped lexical items, for example, there is clear local recog
nition of the differential status implications adhering to the use 
of "asymmetric" as opposed to "symmetric" options. The absence 
of a general term encompassing all S~ymmetric arrangements and 
distinguishing them from a term which encompasses all asymmetric 
arrangements shoul.d not becloud the existence of this analytically 
relevant category in the de facto behavior of the community. Etic 
patterns manifest themselves, and must be captured, even in the 
absence of emic lexification. 
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DOMESTIC LABOR 

The first major category of suPplementary labor power utilized 

by a cul.tiva.tor consists of the energies of his coresident dependents 

(m:>un ki sou k5t-li). All members of the household, wife as well 

as daughter, are described as being~ ("on the account of'") 

the husband rather. Though such domestic labor will be distinguished 

from extradomestic sources of l.abor, it is useful to keep in mind 

that even this labor is "alien," not only in that it is provided by 

muscular systems other than that of the cultivating landowner him

self, but a.lso in that its mobil.ization and continuing availability 

is contingent on the application of certain incentives and sanctions 

by the cultivator. It is, in short, by no means automatic; and its 

dynamic is as much a problem for analysis as is the dynamic of extra

domestic exchange or wage labor. 

THE TRADITIONAL SYSTEM 

It was suggested in earlier chapters that the economic organization 

of rural Haiti passed through two major periods in the nineteenth 

century, each characterized principally by a different state of 

resource-availability. In the earlier pa.rt of the century, l.and was 

"up for sal.e." The contingencies of wea.lth acquisition at that 

period involved maneuvering for land via purchase. But by the 

closing decades of the nineteenth century, most of the land had 

fallen under the control of owners of one sort or another, l"adicall.y 

al. tering the life chances of the generations who were to foll.aw. 

These cohorts were to de.r.!nd on the resource route of inheritance. 

They had other sources of l.a.nd s.cquisi tion, but on the whol.e they 

were to a much greater degree dependent on inheritance than their 
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parents or grandparents had been. The socie.J..-organizational and 

domestic consequences of this turn of events was to be profound. 
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In terms of this discussion a highly significant adjustment was 

to occur in the realm of labor mobil.ization. Though reliable data 

are lacking, the evidence seems to be that during this period culti

vation of the land was carried out in the organizational context of' 

centralized, multi-household lakous under the control of an adult 

male. This met lakou, who in some instances is reported tb have 

even used a military title (Moral 1961.:169), was able to command 

the labor power of his sons for the collective cul ti vat ion of tracts 

of land that were multipl.es in size of the fractionalized holdings 

of today. The continuing availability of the labor of the sons even 

into their middle or late twenties was assured via the granting o:f 

pre-inheritance plots, which not onl.y kept the son physically tied 

to the region o:f his birth, but kept him under the authority o:f the 

parent who had supplied him with the basic resource of land. 

This phase o:f rural Haitian history might be called the 

Era o:f Domestic Power. The resource control exercised by adult males, 

and the absence of signi:ficant landlessness, brought to the :fore 

an economic organization whose basic unit was the patril.ocaJ.ly est

ablished extended :family whose nucl.ear clusters of husband-wives

children remained residential.l.y contigu.ous and organizationally 

united to other nuclear c.l usters in the same compound. Though 

this era was al.so the era of the :f8.IOCIUS kdbits, the "work parties" 

of tradition, "its most sa.1ient hallmark was the supremacy o:f domestic 

labor as the basic principle o:f energy mobilization. 

At present time domestic l.abor is merel.y one source among many 

used by the cultivators. There is no question but that it st;i.ll. pl.a;ys 
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an important role, and that the cultivator who can mobilize domestic 

labor will be less dependent on extradomestic labor. This is illus

trated dramatically in Table 6-3. There were over 125 cultivators 

in the community who had live children and who were g_ueried as to 

whether in general they depended more heavily on domestic or extra-

domestic assistance in the cultivation of their fields. As the table 

indicates, there is a dramatic decrease in dependence on extradomes-

tic labor as the number of children increases. There are 54 cultivators 

Number 
of 

Live 

TABLE 6-3 

Extradomestic Labor Needs as a Function 
of Family Size 

Type of labor on which a cultivator 
depends more heavily 

Domestic Extradomest. TOTAL 

1-3 

4-6 

% 
10% 

48% 

(N) % 

( 5) 90% 

(19) 52% 

(N) % (N) 

(49) 100% (54) 

(21) 100% (40) 

Children 7+ 60% (21) 40% (14) 100% (35) 

TOTAL 35% (1<5) 65% (84) 100% (129) 

*Yates correction applied 

x2=25.4* 
2M 
p = .001 

in this group who have three children or fewer. Nine out of ten of 

these rely· !llOre heavily on extradomestic labor. There were 35 culti-

vators in contrast who had seven children or more. With this number 

of children many will be or the proper age to give efi'ective garden 

help. Only four c:lUt of ten of these "child rich" cultivators reported 

relying more heavily on extradomestic labor, a highly significant difference. 
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This table illustrates various points. On the one hand it 

shows that domestic labor is still an important source of' agrarian 

energy for many cultivators, It furthermore suggests that the 

principal "spigot" of this labor is a cultivator's children, rather 

than his spouse. All of the 129 cultivators in this table were 

currently mated. But only those with a certain number of children 

began freeing themselves from heavy dependence on erlradomestic 

labor. 

But though these f'igures give us some insights into the place 

of domestic labor in Kinanbwa, in another sense they could be 

interpreted as evidence for the unexpectedly low importance of 

domestic labor. Fewer tha.'1 four out of ten cultivators report that 

they utilize domestic labor more heavily than extradomestic labor. 

And it must be recalled that some 100 cultivators in the coJill!lunity 

had not been included in this tabulation, either because they are not 

currently mated, or if mated do not have live :::hildren. These 

cultivators would undoubtedly join the pool of the 84 who rely 

more heavily on extradomestic labor. This would lower the quotient 

of those using more domestic labor to a modest 20% of the cultivators 

of the community. Furthermore even among those who have seven or 

more live children, a substantial minority (four out of ten) still 

continue to depend more heavily on extradomestic labor. In short, 

though the table gives strong statistical in.iication that the 

likelihood of heavier use of domestic labor increases with the number 

of children, it also indicates that the overall quotient of cultivators 

utilizing this as the principal source of agrarian energy is very low, 

perhaps surprisingJy low in view of the 11typica1' peasant's dependence 

on such labor. 
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FElllA.LE LABOR 

To zero in on some of the more specific issues, it will be useful 

to analyze the more general rubric of domestic labor into two com

ponents: labor provided by wives and daughters, and labor provided 

by sons. With respect to female labor, attention will i'ocus on the 

labor of wives and mothers. Young daughters worked on their fathers' 

gardens, but very little. 

Ambiguities in the Literature 

The literature in some cases creates the impression that female 

labor is very important in the agrarian econonzy- of rural Haiti. 

Many accounts leave one with the impression that perhaps the ~ 

of agricultural labor in Haiti is (or at least was) carried out by 

women (Leyburn 1966:201-2; Simpson 1940:513), the men's role 

being principally that of clearing the ground. The women are then 

depicted as having major responsibility for the gardens once their 

husbands have done the heavy work of preparing the ground for planting. 

Many other accounts, while not giving to women an explicitly preponderant 

role in the fields, nonetheless do report that they regularly work 

in the fields {e.g. Comhaire-Sylvain 1961:215; Moral 1961:176; 

Bastien 1951:87-B; Underwood 1964:474). But though these observers 

have emphasized the di!"ect energy inputs that women make in the 

gardens~ there are other observers who make very little mention of 

women working in the fields, or who state outright that the bulk 

of agricul+.ural labor is done by men, the women's contribution .o~urring 

more in the realm of domestic tasks and trade (Herskovits 1971:67-8; 

t-.ti.ntz 1964: 258; Courlander 1960:113). 
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The Kinanbwa Woman: Commereante,Oui--Cultivatrice, Non 

It is this latter viewpoint which corresponds most closely to 

the reality which was observed in ;;:iuanbwa. When dealing with direct 

J.abor in the gardens, women were generally conspicuous by their 

absence. There are some tasks--such a.s the planting of beans, the 

harvesting of rice-in which women were seen to take part. But the 

da;ys of significant f'ema.l.e fiel.d l.a.bor in Kinanbwa have l.ong been 

over. Informants indicate that in times past women used to provide 

much more direct labor in the fi.eJ.ds (though never attaining the 

preponderant role which some sources attribute to them), but that 

the increase in female trading activities which has occurred over 

the past two decades in the research region has resulted. in the vir

tually tota.J. withdrawal of females from significant physical involve

ment with the gardens of' their husbands (cf. Mur~ and Alvarez 

1975:121). 

This linkage of trade with the phenomenon of relatively low 

participation in agricultural activities by Kina.nbwa. females needs 

much more exploration than can be given here. But a brief appeal for 

caution and logic can be made. In their desire to laud the energy 

of the Haitian female, 'Who has frequently been praised as being a 

harder worker than her husband, some commentators have attributed to 

her the superwoman skill of carrying on two incompatible professions 

at the same time. Moral's catchy reference to the Haitian woman as 

"ala fois cultivatrice et commerc,tante" (1961:176) must be seen as 

nattering hyperbole. Moral. is phrase notwithstanding a iiOliial'"l 

cannot--at least in Kinanbwa.--be a culti vatrice end a commergante 

at the same time. As practiced in Ki.na.nbwa. femal.e trade is an activity 
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that is incompatible with the f'ul.l time ca.re of gardens. 

This incompatibility stems on the one hand from competing time 

demands. It would be incorrect to assume that the Ha.i tian :female 1 s 

trading activities necessarily center around the disposal o:f her 

husband's crop at harvest time. Were this the case then she could 

be a field worker who switches to full time trade after the gardens 

have been harvested. But the women of" Kinanbwa follow a fundamentally 

dif:ferent sort of prof"ession. They are professionals who purchase 

virtually all of: their stock. Their activities as traders are hence 

not limite.d to the weeks after harvest. They engage in trade during 

tvel ve months of the year, though in many months they will spend 

da;ys or even weeks back in the village. The i'ull-dme pursuit 

of these trading activities is incompatible with full.-time tending 

of' gardens. 

But the competition ror time is perhaps a less serious obstacle 

than the physical impossibility of being in two pl.aces at once. For 

trade entails not on1y a full commi ttment of time, but al.so extended 

absenteeism. And a community whose economy relies on the activities 

of' absentee femal.es can simply not rely on their full time assistance 

in the gardens. Some basic data documenting this absenteeism can 

be presented. A household census made during fieldwork (cf'. Chen 

and Murrey 1976} showed that there were 196 community members (some 

15% of the population} temporarily' absent in Port-au-Prince at the 

time of the survey. Table 6-4 breaks down this group by' sex. It is 

obvious that trading activities are producing impressive patterns of' 

female absenteeism. The economic implications of this absenteeism 

become even stronger when it is pointed out that the 50 males who 
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are listed as absent are for the :most part children. A much 1arger 

percentage of the female absentees, however, are adolesce::<t or 

adults. 

TABLE 6-4 

Sex-Specific Patterns of Absenteeism 

Male 

Female 

TOTAL 

Sex of villagers who were 
absent in Port-au-Prince 

N 

26% 50 

74% 100 

100% 196 

The same pattern had emerged at an earlier stage of fieldwork. 

In the third month after arrival in Kinanbwa, I did a household 

census enumerating, among other things, the age and sex of all 

individuals who had slept in the house (and who had hence been 

p:cesent in the community) on the night preceding the census. 

Table 6-5 breaks the population into economically relevant age 

groups, and shows the se:;.c ratio within each age group. It can 

be seen that the overall sex ratio was imbalanced, inclining 

to a preponderance of males. But the imbaJ.ance becomes even more 

impressive as the population is broken dmm into economicaJ.ly 

.relevant age groups. There is a marked 60-40 imbalance in the 

teenage grClup, as the girls of this cohort, virtually none of 

whom will have entered conjugal unions, spend lengthy periods of 

time in Port-au-Prince, returning to the community only for brief' 
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TABLE 6-5 

Age..:.Speeific Patterns of Sex Imbalance 

Housebol.d census made during 
first three months o"f fiel.dwork 

Ma.J.e Fema.l.e TOTAL 
% (N) % (N) % (N) 

9 or under 52% (120) 48% (111) 100% (231) 

10-19 

20-49 

50+ 

TOTAL 

60% ( 99) 

54% (123) 

47% ( 45) 

54% (367) 

4o% ( 67) 100% (166) 

46% (104) 100% (227) 

53% ( 50) 100% ( 95) 

46% (332) 100% (719) 

259 

periods, especially at certain :feasts. Mated f'ema.les, especially 

those with young children, return to the community with great :rre-

quency. If asked why, ref'erence is generally ma.d.e to the manner 

in which young wives "miss their chil.dren" or "have to wash their 

husband's clothes." (In the absence o'f their women Kinanbwa. males 

will tote their own water, cook their awn food, and sweep their 

own house. But they were never observed washing their own clothes) • 

These stereotyped public rationales for periodic returns home 

discretely mask other reasons, notably the resumption of' sexual 

activities which such visits permit. But work in the fields is 

emphatically not one of the tasks which the Kinanbwa. woman undertakes 

when she returns for a visit to the community. The present discus-

sion should not be taken to mean that women do no work in the fields. 

They do. But it is important to note that they do much less, 

not onl.y in terms of energy, but in terms of simple time invol.vement, 

than their husbands and sons. 
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"Economic POlYg,Y]lY!': Academic Mrth? 

This dawnpla.ying of the direct agricultural. inputs of females 

~eems to run counter to a pattern wb.ich constitutes one of the most 

f'requentl.y' cited themes in the literature on rural Haitian :f'amily 

organization: the phenomenon of "economic polygyny.'' Virtually all 

observers in rural RB.iti have commented on the widespread patterns 

of plural mating which are (or were) to be found. But many of these 

observers have gone somewhat further, and have attempted to ana.l.yze 

the economic logic behind this pattern. Because the Haitian peasant 

has many small plots~ some of them highly scattered, the argument 

runs, many cultivators have found it to their advantage to have 

several wives, who can undertake the cu1ti vation of these fields. 

The woman 1 s house will frequently be constructed in proximity to 

the garden or gardens for which she will be responsible. Variants 

of this "economic polygyny" occur with astounding and impressive 

i'r~q,11P.ncy throughout the literature (Bastien 1951:142; Courlander 

1960:ll2; Leyburn 1966:195; Mintz 1964:258; Moral. 1961: 175-6; 

Organization of American States 1972:630; Schaedel 1962: 18; Simpson 

1942: 656). 

If the frequency of reference to a phenomenon is any indication 

of its importance, then female field labor must be seen as the back

bone of the rural Haitian econoDtY", and the phenomenon of ecOnomic 

polygyny could be analytically installed e.s the cornerstone of Haitian 

peasant domestic organization. But on close examination, the data 

base supporting this apparently logical and clever stratagem by the 

Haitian male is disturbingly weak. Though the same could be said of 

many other aspects of rural Haitian l.ife, at no point bas an observer 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

261 

ever demonstrated that a majority of polygy-nous males from any sample 

entered their plural unions with this labor-mobilizing objective, or 

even that they are utilizing their wives in this fashion once the 

union has been established. 2 

But in calling into Q.uestion the conventional explanation of 

Haitian polygyny, the bathwater should not be thro;.rn out with the 

baby. There are three distinct elements in the traditional model: 

1. Haitian polygyny has economic underpinnings. 

2. A major economic consideration is shortage of field labor. 

3. Cultivators enter polygynous unions to have more wives 

who will perform this field labor. 

How applicable is this model to the polygy-ny that was found in 

Kinanbwa? It must be pointed out that polygyny was a statisticallY 

important pattern in Kinanb\ola~ much more important than general 

anthropological discussions on polygyny might lead one to ·suspect. 

It has become almost a cliche that a polygynous society is one in 

\olhich men are permitted to have two or more wives, but that only a 

small minority of the men in such a society will be able to take 

advantage of the option. The following ~ statement by an anthropologist 

is not untypical: 

2. Because so few extended studies have been carried out in 
rural Haiti • there is an understandable tendency for authors to 
rely on previously published works when discussing rural Haitian 
economic and domestic life. One offshoot of this is the unwitting 
perpetuation of a number of stereotypes which manage eventually to 
become elements of "received truth" concerning local life. This 
process was observed in the historical section of this presentation, 
when some space was spent challenging the frequently repeated assump
tion that the entire slave population rose up in armed rebellion and 
abandoned their agriculture for more than a decade. In terms of 
contemporary life, the notion of "economic polygyny" !ll9.Y turn out to 
be more of a nzy-th than an accurate characterization of rural 
domestic organization. 
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Even ir.: polygynous societies most marriages must be mono
gamous, for there are not enough women to go around. 
Since the sex ratio tends to be about even, it would not 
be possible for every man to have two or three wives; so 
in polygynous societies, it is usually the wealthier 
or more powerful men of high status who can afford 
additional wives, while the common man must be satis
fied with one (Barnouw 1975:135). 

This appears to be a logical position. Unfortunately it rests on 

an anthropologically unfounded premise, and is in fact not empirically 

borne out in Kinanbwa. The sex-ratio premise implies that conjugal 

unions are generally permanent. This need not be so, and is in fact 

not so in Kinanbwa. It would be possible, using a model with sys-

tematic union fragility~ to construct a society in which there is 

perfect balance between the sexes, in which every man is mated 

during most of his life, but in which every man could nonetheless 

be polygynous at some point in his life. There is a great deal of 

union fragility in Kina.nbwa, and the actual patterns which occur move 

at least slightly in the direction of such a hypothetical model. 

A type of "optical illusion" is created by the fact that so 

many unions--especially polygynous ones--are of relatively short 

duration in Kinanbwe.. One "".ffet.:t of this is that a synchronic view 

of the incidence of polygyny et any given moment in a community will 

underestimate its general aggregate importance for the male life 

cycle. Of some 125 village males who were involved in ongoing con-

jugal unions during fieldwork, fewer than 15 were currently polygy-

nous. But if we look at the 151 ever-mated males in the colllll!.unity 

and ask how many of them have ~been polygynous (even though they 

might not currently be), the matter takes on a different appearance. 

Table 6-6 indicates that fully a third of the males who have been 

involved in conjugal unions have tried out polygyny at least once. 
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AGE 

TABLE 6-6 

FrequencY of PolvgYIJJ 

Percentage of ever-mated cultivators 
who have simultaneously had more than one wife. 

% N 

Yes 33% 50 

No 67% 101 

TOTAL 100% 151 

TABLE 6-7 

PolygynY as a Function of' Age 

Has he ever been polygyuoust 

Under 35 

35-49 

50+ 

TOTAL 

Yes No TOTAL 
% (N) % (N) ~ (rlj 

23% ( 6) 77% (26) 100% (32) 

30% (17) 70% (40) 100% (57) 

44% (27) 56% (35) 100% (62) 

33% (50) 67% (101) 100%(151) 

*Appl.ication of Yates correction reduces 
significance to just beneath .05 

x2 = 6.3· 
2 df 
p = .05 
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B1.1t even this table tends to underestimate the importance 

of this conjugal mode. For many of the men in this sub-population 

of "ever-mated" are in a sense merely beginning their conjugal careers 

and will certainly try out polygyny at some time in their lives. 

We will get a better idea of the importance of polygfny in the local 

life-cycle if we just look at the older men. Table 9-7 breaks down 

individuals in terms of their age, Examining the elderly we see that 

more than four out of ten individuals over 50 will have at one time or 

another been involved in a plural union. If we allow for a bit 

of under reporting, we can suspect that perhaps as many as half of the 

male population will "try out" polygyny at least once in their lives. 

In short the data from Kinanbwa strongly confirm the importance which 

the Haitian literature generally attribll:tes to polygyny. 

It is furthermore clear that polygyny had economic underpinnings, 

in the sense that individuals of lower economic status rarely enter 

polygynous unions, while individuals in higher statuses stand a 

very good chance of doing so. Local authorities such as the 

Ma.tistrat Connnunal, the chef seksyO, the m.arE!chal who assisted the 

chef, tended to have more than one wife. Successful houngans are 

also notorious {or, rather, admired) for the numbC'r oi' wives they 

can afford to have. It is clear that t,he achievement of certain 

local prestige-bearing statuses brings with it the expectation that 

a man IDSJ" begin expanding his domestic relationships by establishing 

independent households (usually in different communi ti.es) . 

But polygyny is not the exclusive prerogative o:r these political 

and religious leaders. Most of the polygynous males in Kinanbwa have 

never been, and will never be, in such statuses. But the impression 
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emerges from living in the village that even the intracommunity 

economic differentials that exist play some role in determining 

whether or not an individual will become polygynous. Though there 

are many exceptions, those who are polygynous tend to be among 

the better off; the very poor rarely have two women. Some 

statistical support is given to this impression by Table 6-8. 

TABLE 6-8 

Polygyny as a Function of Land Purchase 

Has he ever been polygynous? 

Yes No TOTAL 
% (N) % (N) % (N) 

Has he Yes 41% ( 33) 59% (47) 100% (80) 

24% (17) 76% (54 100% (71) 

TOTAL 33% (50) 67% (101) 100% (151) 

*Yates correction applied 

x2 = 4.34* 
1 df 
p = .05 

Though factors of religion and age have not been controlled for, 

nonetheless there is a significant tendency for the polygynists to 

have purchased land. Two thirds of the polygynists, as opposed to 

.fewer than half of the non-polygynists, will have bought land. The 

association is not overwhelming, but neither is the immediately 

visible impression of who becomes polygynous end who does not. There 

are many individuals not among the wealthiest in the community who 

nonetheless are or have been polygynous. By similar token, there 

are many rather well-off individuals who have never been polygynous 

and who give no indications that they intend to become so. There are 
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economic correlates to polygyny which only further exploration will 

1L:lcover. But by no means is it a simple matter of the rich grabbing 

all the available women while the poor either settle for one or 

do without. In terms of plural tmions, there are quite a few 

economically average individuals who in local idiom appear to be 

11 doing all right for themselves" (boule bye). 

When we come down to specifics, the traditional version of 

economic polygyny begins to fare even worse. There is simply no 

indication that those individuals who do enter plural unions take 

on the extra wives principally as a source of agricultural field 

labor for newly acquired gardens, as the conventional model states. 

If this were the case, then the more land an individual has bought, 

the more likely he should be to fall into the category of polygynist, 

But in exrunining the behavior of polygynists, no tendency was found 

for polygyny to be associated with number of gardens worked. And 

of greater importance, no significant association was found with 

8.IIlOunt of land purchased. Table 6 -9 examines the 80 males in 

the conununity who are, or who once have been, in a conjugal union and 

who furthermore have purchased land. If the "economic polygyny" 

model applies--if land purchasers take on new wives to work the land-

then a larger percentage of 11heavy 11 land purchasers should be polygynists 

than is true of the "light" land purchasers. But Table 6-9 indicates 

that the tendency to polygyny is randomly scattered among both groups. 

A slightly higher percentage of the heavy purchasers are polygynists, 

but the edge vrhich the have in this matter comes nowhere close to 

attaining statistical significance. The traditional model simply does 

not stand up under any sort of close scrutiny. 
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TABLE 6-9 

PolYgynY Unrelated to Light vs, HeavY Land Purchase 

Has he ever been polygynous? 

Yes No TOTAL 
% (N) % (N) % (N) 

How much Less thn 
land carreau 37% (13) 

has he Carreau 

63% -(22) 100% (35) x2 = o.43 
2 df 

bought? or more 44% (20) 56% (25) 100% (45) Not sign. 

TOTAL 41% (33) 59% (47) 100% (80) 

The economic polygyny model is contradicted not only by this 

landholding data, but also by attitudinal data purposefully 

collected aroliDd this issue, Though the matter was not a central 

focus of fieldwork, it was clearly important enough to merit at 

least some quantitative documentation. Hence two relevant items 

were inserted into the Agricultural Survey. It was felt that if 

plural wives were in fact an important source of field labor to a 

cultivator, then polygyny should generally be regarded as an economic 

~.to individuals well-off enough to enter such unions. Informal 

conversations with villagers, however, had led to the distinct 

impression that plural wives were an economic drain. 

To verify this respondents were simply asked the general q_uestion 

whether they thought that on the whole two wives were an economic 

benefit to a husband--"boost him up 11--or an economic liability--

"drag him down"? (The respecti!fe Creole terms mote and desan have 

uneq_ui vocal economic referents in local usage). The pattern of 

answers, shown in Table 9-10, is clearly detrimental to a simple 

labor-theory of Haitian pclygyny, at least as it operates in Kinanbwa. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

268 

TABLE 6-10 

Beliefs about Economic Desirability of PolYgynY 

Help 

Hinder 

TOTAL 

Do two wives help a man 
or hinder him? 

N 

5 % 11 

95% 216 

100% 227 

Non-polygynists as well as polygynists tended to view plural wives 

as a distinct economic liability. They do not increase a man's 

assets~ they rather cut into them. 

This response pattern merely validated what informal conversa-

tion with villagers had already appeared to indicate. But a more 

open-ended question was also asked, in which respondents were queried 

as to what advantages they perceived polygyny had, to cause so many 

men to take on more than one wife. The intention was to see how 

many of the cultivators would directly mention :i~l.:!. l~bo:- as a reason 

for entering plural unions, But though a variety of reasons vere 

given, not one of the more than two hundred respondents mentioned 

the wives' contributions to field labor as a motive for entering 

polygynous unions. 

Though they permit no definitive conclusions (apart from the local 

irrelevance of female field labor as a motive for polygyny), the 

answers which the cultivators did give deserve at least passing 

comment (see Table 6-11). Some observers have stated that sex is not 
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the principal f'actor underlying Haitian peasant polygyny. The 

Haitian peasants who were asked, appeared to disagree, The most 

frequently given response, usually invol.ving the word b§.boche ("to 

ball") or pr§. plezi yo_ ("get their pleasure"), indicates that sexual 

TABLE 6-l.l 

''Why do some men have two wives?" 

Baboch, pHizi 

They have the money 

To get more food 

Showing off (~) 

While one's away, 
other tends you 

To make more childr 

Take better care 

Misc. 

TOTAL 

% 
38% 

17% 

15% 

12% 

5% 

4% 

4% 

4% 

100% 

N 

84 

37 

33 

26 

12 

10 

10 

9 

222 

m:>tiva.tions might be pla¥ing a larger role than proponents o:f female 

field labor might be aware of'. Fol.lowing close behind is the consi-

deration o:f "getting more food. 11 Though this might be construed as 

a poetic way of saying the women will grow food in the man's garden, 

in Kina.nbwa it means in f'act that the husband will have more than one 

house in which food will be cooked for him. The notion of social 

prestige comes out in the response of ~~ and the oft-cited notion 

of' the desire :f"or children also is seen as a consideration. But these 

both occur much less :f"requentl.y. The responses lumped under "misc." 
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included response.s such as 110ne woman can be disrespectful (derespet8.) 11 ; 

"he wants to sleep in a lot of' houses;" and others. 

Though such attitudinal survey data are useful in helping us 

to avoid wasting time pursuing a simplistic field-labor explanation 

of Haitian polygyny, they merely leave us where we started. We still 

have not credibly tied in polygyny to other aspects of local e.conomic 

and social organization, an achievement that must remain a matter for 

future work. This discussion was entered here, not to resolve the 

polygyny issue, but to point out that, at least in Kinanbwa, women 

as a group do not make the substantial, direct field-labor inputs 

that they have been reported to make elsewhere. It is not an either-or 

situation. Many wives do some tasks in the fields (especially in plan

ting and harvesting}; a few wives do many tasks; but many wives do 

virtually no labor in their husband 1 s garden. This particular source 

of domestic la"oor, then, though important to cultivators in many 

other cultures, is of relatively little use to the cultivator of 

Kinanbwa searching for assistants to help him in his fields. 

THE LABOR OF SONS 

Of somewhat greater importance to the cultivator are the inputs 

made by adolescent or young adult sons. Though even small children, 

both male and female, can be of some utility to a cultivator at 

different points in the cropping cycle, the agriculturally most useful 

members of his household are those sons who are old enough to 

~ !£!! (literally to "touch a hoe"}. But there has been a profound 

change over the generations in this area. It is still true that sons 

do work on the gardens of their fathers. But it is equally true--and 

will to some degree be shown in figures-that their contribution is now 
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substantially less than it used to be. The change has affected the 

opportilllity structure of both groups (fathers and sons). The 

father can count on his sons for a substantially smaller percentage 

of the inputs into his gardens than was true in past generations, 

Conversely a substantially smaller part of the total agricultural 

activities of dependent males will go into their fathers 1 gardens, 

a substantially larger percentage will go elsewhere, than was 

true in the past, 

The chapters on the evolution of land tenure will go into great 

detail on this question of filial labor. This sphere has in fact 

been the portal through which population growth has "entered" the 

system, forcing adaptive maneuver and consequent evolutionary 

change. The withdrawal of filial labor has not come as a result 

of emigration. Emigration bas occurred to some degree, it is true. 

But most children still stay put. The withdrawal of filial labor has 

come about not as a product of the physical withdrawal of the sons 

themselves, but as a result of the diverting of their energies into 

r,ther local channels. The specific dynamkcs of the change will 

be discussed later, as well as the "competing" channels into which 

so much filial labor is now siphoned off. 

One result of these changes in the objective contributions which 

sons make to the gardens of their fathers is what appears to be a 

radical alteration in the entire local value scheme within which the 

utility of children is assessed. It is an anthropological commonplace 

that the nature of peasant economic organization, with its emphasis 

on the agricultural contributions made by adolescent or young adult 

male dependents, places a premium on having a large number of male 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

272 

children. These latter tend to be preferred over female children. 

To see whether this in f'act held in Kinanbwa, I inserted into 

the Agricultural Survey an item which would elicit preferences in 

this sphere. Direct questions on these matters tend to elicit a 

stereotyped its-up-to-God response (cf. Murr~ 1972; Chen and Murray 

1976), Rather than directly asking, then, whether the individual pre

f'erred male children or female children, I presented the contrasting 

case of two cultivators, 11 just like you," each of whom had four 

children. But one of the cultivators had four boys; the other had four 

girls. The respondent was asked which of the two he thought was 

better off (.Ei ~). A small number said that both were equally well 

off, but the majority indicated a clear preference. The responses, 

perhaps somewhat surprising in cross-cultural perspective, are given 

in Table 6-12~ and show a quite marked preference for f'emale 

children. 

Persons f'amiliar with the economic organization of rural Haiti 

TABLE 6-12 

Preferences with Regard to Sex of Of'fspring 

11Which cultivator is better off''l 11 

One c. 4 boys 

One c. 4 girls 

TOTAL 

35% 

65% 

100% 

N 

61 

115 

176 
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might attribute this pattern to the important economic role which 

women play in the arena of' internal trade. Such an interpretation, 

though :f'ully consistent with local. economic reality, would be none-

theless of'f' target. Before posing the above-mentioned anecdotal 

question, I had asked,in an open-ended manner, each cultivator's 

opinion as to the reasons why people in Kinanbwa "liked to have 

children, didn't like to remain childless . 11 I had expected, of' course, 

that a large number of respondents woul.d mention the work children 

could do in the fiel.ds and at home. The focus of' concern that 

actual.ly emerged, however,was quite d.i:f"ferent. I have coded and 

collapsed the answers into various types, four of' which are 

given in Table 6-13, along with the percentage of the 227 respon-

dents who gave each type of reason. If a. respondent gave more than 

one reason, his answer was coded twice, bringing the total number of 

responses above the number of respondents. 

The data strongly suggest that the current util.ity of children in 

the ongoing domestic econoiey has come to pl.Ecy a secondary role in 

the eyes of the Kina.nbwa parent. The vast majority of responses indicate 

TABLE 6-13 

Perceptions as to the UtilitY of Children 

% of cultivators who mentioned 
different advantages of children 

Agricultural 
e.nd domestic 

Unspecified 
"useful 11 

Old age and 
sickness 

Burial 

%of227 N 

30% 67 

32% 72 

48% 108 

54% 123 
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strong conCerns on the part of parents with respect to sickness, old age 

and death. The surprising emphasis on burial must be seen in the 

light of the very strong ancestor cult which flourishes in the village, 

a cult whose economic function will be discussed in the final chapter 

of this presentation. The emphasis on old age and sickness is probably 

not unrelated t,o somewhat high patterns of morbidity which in f'act 

prevail in rural Haiti. But the entire pattern of responses, with 

the de-emphasis of the specific agricultural utility of children, must 

be seen at a deep level as reflecting the objective decline in the importance 

of filial assistance on parental holdings. 

But the question still remains as to why females should be pre

ferred. Is it because they are seen as being more solicitous about 

parental well-being in old age than male children? These attitudes 

are in fact heard with some frequency, joking references being 

made to the irresponsible nature of males (gasO se vak.abO). But these 

stereotypes are themselves the product of a deeper etic pattern with 

profound social implications: the pattern of matrilocal residence 

patterns. 

Both normatively and statistically, the 11 rule 11 is for newly mated 

couples to set up house next to the parents of the woman, and for 

the husband eventually to build their house there. There were 143 

houses in the community which bad been built by the husband residing 

there. To assess the degree of actual compliance with th:i.s cultural 

rule, I determined on whose compound the house was located. As 

Table 9-14 clearly shows, in almost eight out of ten cases the house 

will in fact be next door to that of the woman's parents, and conse

quently removed from that of the man's parents. 
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TABLE 6-14 

Patterns of Postmarital Residence 

On whose compound did 
the couple build the house? 

Man's 18% 26 

Woman 1 s 77% 110 

Bought land 4% 6 

Other 1% 1 

TOTAL 100% 143 

It is in this light that the initially puzzling preference by 

cultivators for female rather than male children begins to make 

objective sense. Since the importance of sons in field labor has 

declined, the utility of children as supports in old age and death 

has come to the fore. But since it is his daughters who will be 

living next door to him with their husbands and children, it is per-

fectly understandable that he should express preferences for female 

children. It is true that daughters are frequently absent in 

trade; but a parent living in the daughter's compound will benefit 

from the weekly shipments of food which she sends home for her 

husband and children, even though she may not be physically present 

in the compound. His sons on the other hand will either be living in 

some other part of the village or, just as frequently, in some other 

village, next to the parents of his wife. The "plates of food" 

(plat m8.J€) that pass from house to house and on which elderly parents 

heavily depend., tend to be restricted to the same compound. Thus 
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the cll.iltiva.tor's sons will not only be of limited help in his fields; 

they will very likely be absent in his old age as well. 

But my concern here is less with the cultivator's old age than 

with his strategies f"or mobilizing labor in the prime of life. These 

other concerns have been discussed as illustrations of a critical 

aspect of economic life in the contemporary village: the decline 

of the relative importance of domestic labor in the total agrarian 

economy of the community. The decline is subtle, visible only in 

examination of aggregate patterns. One can still see young boys 

working on their father's fields. But v.iewing this through the frame

work of time, their contribution is substantially less than was true 

in the days of old, creating a fundamental shift in the very criteria 

by which children's "value" is assessed. Children are no longer 

primarily valued as workers in the field; they are now seen rather 

as crutches in old age--rather unreliable crutches, in the case 

of male children. 

This shift in perceptions and values is the emic offshoot of 

etic changes in patterns of agrarian labor mobilization. I have 

not discussed in detail precisely how and ~ domestic labor has 

declined. For the factors underlying this decline are the very 

factors which have brc-ught about prof01md microevolutionary changes 

in the local institutions of land access. The entire last section 

of th~s presentation will be devoted. to precisely that matter. 

At present it will suffice to point out that the importance of domestic 

labor has declined. If the cultivator needs assistance in his 

fields, he will have to look beyond his own front. door. It is to 

these extradomestic sources of labor that discussion will now turn. 
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a stance which views the cultivator as purchasing labor whenever he 

recruits another individual to work on his gardens, even his own sons. 

Within such a framework, alternative strategies will be viewed as 

differ• ing in the currencY with which the cultivator will purchase 

the needed labor. In a very basic sense cultivators need "alien 

energy, 11 .s.nd in an equally basic sense, they must purchase it. In 

the traditional framework of rural Haiti, the "purchase" of filial 

labor had been made--and to some degree continues to be made--through 

the granting of pre-inheritance plots of land, which the son may then 

cultivate as though they were his ovn. The recipients of such grants 

are expected to maintain regular asDis"tance to the father on his 

gardens as well. Though this arrangement is not generally described 

as a "purchase," the son can be viewed as trading part of his labor, 

and the father as trading part of his land. 

If intrafamilial labor mobilization can be construed in an 

exchange framework, a fortiori the same is true for the utilization 

of extradomestic labor recrutiement options, where the tit-for-tat 

nature of the arrangement is more openly visible than in the dis

guised and camouflaged exchanges occurring in the utilization of 

domestic labor. The selection of one option as opposed to another 

is largely governed by the particular currency in which the labor

recruiting cultivator wishes--or is able--to make his energy purchase. 

There are wage labor s.rra."'lgements where energy is purchased by the 

direct outlay of cash. There are other arrangements in which the 

cultivator pays his helpers with part of the harvest. And there are 
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others in which the cultivator purchases energy with his own energy. 

Exchange labor arrangements in Kinanbwa~ though they frequently involve 

some provision of food by the landowner to the neighbors coming to 

help him, consist basically of direct energy exchanges, in which a 

day of labor is traded for a day of labor. Finally there are energy 

purchases in which the cultivator pays by temporarily ceding part 

of his land to the "laborer"--i.e. to a sharecropper or renter. 

The "land payments" made by the owner in such sharecropping and 

renting arrangements, however, differ from the land payments of the 

pre-inheritance system by which filial labor is mobilized. The latter 

grants involve permanent foTf'eiture of parental rights in the ceded 

plot. But in the case of' sharecropping, f'or example, the relinquish

ing of' land by the landowner is temporary, and he still receives half 

of the produce from the land. 

In short, there are four major "currencies" with which peasants, 

including those of Kinanbwa, have been known to pay for the elien 

labor utilized in the cultivation of their fields. They may pay 

in cash; they may pay in l_B:!!S!.; they may pay in produce; or they may 

pay in energy. But whatever the form of payment, labor recruitment--

including the recruitme!"!+· 0f members of one's own household--is a 

form of transaction, in which the recipient acquires someth,ing only 

because be is willing to cede something else. 

Each of these options bas its advantage, and each has its disad

vantages. Yet in the long run there bas been a clear selective pressure 

leading to the eventual dominance of one of them over the others, though 

all are still used. Our examination of each one of them will be made 

with a view to exploring the reasons governing the selection of this or that 

option. 
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Exchange labor is a phenomenon whose presence has been documented 

in countless agrarian settings around the world. It is a very broad 

anaJ.ytic category which lumps together arrangements which in their 

details may differ profoundly f'rom one another. It is generally 

contrasted to ~ labor, and in that sense is frequently treated as 

a "moneyless" labor recruiting option, as opposed to the obligatory 

cash outlays which conventional hiring of others entails. But this 

distinction is in a sense erroneous, in that it misses the defining 

feature of a true exchange labor relationship: the obligation which 

the recipient of labor has to reciprocate with labor of his own on 

the garden of the donor. 

In this sense exchange labor may not be a "moneyless" labor 

alternative~ available to a cultivator who totally lacks cash. For 

in Haiti, and in many other peasant settings, the recipient of ex

change labor must, on the day that it is his turn to receive labor, 

provide his neighbors with food end drink (including on occasion 

alcoholic beverages). Mally of these offerings must be purchased. 

There are furthermore exchange labor arrangements in Kinanbwa where 

a donor of' labor may, when it is his turn~ take the group and "sell 11 

their labor to a third party ~nd pocket the cash himself. Cash 

outlays do not therefore necessarily remove a work arrangement from 

the rubric of exchange labor. If groups are constituted whose parti

cipants are obliged to work on each oth~rs' gardens • we are dealing 

with exchang·e labor~ whether or not money mey happen to enter in. 

Using this broader definition two important varieties of exchange 

labor can be identified in Kinanbwa. One variant operates in 

a "closed"mcdality; the othe~ in a highly open one. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

280 

' " KOLDN VAJOU: ROTATING LABOR COLUMNS 

In the "closed" variety, five or six cultivators~ generally 

kinsmen or neighbors of roughly the same age and economic status, 

will form what is called a "pre-dawn column" (kolOn v§.jou). These 

labor columns will spend a specified number of hours (generally 

three or four) on the garden of each member of the column. They 

may form for simply one "round" (!:£.); but generally they survive 

for several rounds, and may even re-unite in the following 

qopping cycle. 

The distinguishing characteristic of these colunms is the strict 

and immediate rotation which is followed in the reciprocation of labor. 

The commonly used slogan describing these--"todS¥ for me, tomorrow 

for you"--is generally adhered to quite literally. They are a true 

~ in that the same contingent of individuals who appear on one 

garden will be present the following day on another garden. They 

are closed, bounded groups in that there are clear notions of who 

has to show up, and outsiders do not generally attach themselves 

to the gro~ once a given round has commenced. 

It will frequently happen that a complete round will be uni-

formly dedicated to the same task--e.g. hoeing the ground in prepa-

ration for planting--on the gardens of all the members. But fre-

quently members will use their turn to involve the group in some 

other task. In that sense the unit of exchange is the labor-hour. 

What members owe each other is not this or that specifi::. task, but 

rather a certain number of hours of labor. 

This arrangement is a fairly straightforward example of classic 

exchange labor. Yet in its actual operation it may turn into a 
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type of wage labor, as was indicated above. A member of the column 

has the option, when his turn comes, to use the labor of the others 

in the manner in which he sees ·fit. With great frequency he will 

contract. the ~ocy out to another community member willing to pay 

wages. {At the time of research three hours of labor cost about 

a gourde and a half per head--i.e. about $0.30 in U.S. currency). 

The member who "owns" the column on that particular day brings the 

group to the garden in question on the assigned morning. On 

completion of the work, he pockets the entire arrangement, since the 

other column members are returning labor which he had given to them 

{or are anticipating labor which he will soon give). 

Variant.s of this closed, quickly reciprocated labor exchange 

have been identified in many regions of Haiti, and have been described 

at different historical periods. Readers familiar with the litera

ture of Haiti will recognize in this arrangement a "descendant" of 

the larger and more flamboyant work societies of 19th and early 

20th century fame. The specific rules of the game may differ from 

region to region. And there is great variety in the terminology 

used to refer to the arrangement. In Kinan'twa the group itself, 

as was pointed out above, is referred to as a "column," though 

the term "squad" is also heard. To partici~ ..Lte in such a group 

are usually said to be "tying down the pre-dawn" (mar€ v§.lou). 

though the verb ma.k6n€! (to yoke, as with oxen) was also heard. 

The use of the term ~ itself is now somewhat metaphoric. Field 

labor in Kinanbwa rarely begins before dawn. The sun will be well 

above the hori:;;on before the first hoes of the pre-dawn column 

dig into the soil. 
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!&coU: OPEN. LOOEELY STRUCTURED MUTUAL AID 

There is another type o'£ exchange labor~ very common in the 

village, governed by a :fundamentally different type of dynamic. 

Though this arrangement bas come to be used for a variety of tasks, 

its most :frequent use is in the cutting of sugarcane, e.nd the 

rules and regulations informally governing the arrangement have come 

to shape themselves to the reality of the canef'iel.ds, There are 

two important features of the suga.r cycle which make the use of 

rotating labor columns somewhat inapplicable.. On the one hand, the 

cutting of a ca.nef'iel.d must be done in a brief' period of time, as 

was indicated in the preceding chapter. There has to be coordina

tion with the Company's s.chedule, But the cultivator cannot begin 

cutting until three da,ys before delivery. Cane cut earlier and left 

to l.ie on the ground would partially spoil and become unacceptable 

to the coJl!Pany. These timing constraints in combination with the 

heavy labor i.nvolved in the task mean that there are exceptionally heavy 

supra-individual labor demands at harvest time. The :rour or five 

individuals who usually f'orm a labor column will not be suf'ficient 

to cut the canefield in the time available. Furthermore the strict 

and immediate rotational modality--11toda.y f'or me, tomorrow for you11-

which governs the closed labor column makes it inappl.icable to the 

cutting of cane. It will be very rare for the members of a column to 

have canefields with back-to-back assigned harvest dates. And the 

particular months in which sugarcane is cut are not months where other 

agricultural tasks are frequent enough to warrant the establ.ishing of 

labor col UI!DlS • In short this particular type of labor exchange is somewhat 

out of rhythm with the demands of sugarcane harvesting. 
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As a result of these conditions a special type of exchange labor 

event is convoked for the harvesting of sugarcane, similar in some 

ways to the traditional ~· It may occasionally be ref"erred to 

locally as a k6bit; but this term is much less frequent in Kinanbwa 

than the term kekou ( 11helping hand," probably cognate with French 

~). The k@kou groups, however, differ from the columns, in 

that they are not closed groups with carefully specified membership. 

Invitations are issued to appear in a field on a certain day; it is 

never known who will appear, though a general idea is had. The 

owner of the garden prepares some food, though not the feasts of 

traditional kObit fame. And a careful mental record is kept by 

all concerned--garden owner as well as assisting neighbors--of the 

number of days which each has put in on the gardens of others. 

The cultivator who has called for neighborly kekou may not 

repay this labor until much later--perhaps more than a year in the 

future--when each individual who has appeared will himself have cane 

to cut. But though the entire event is phrased in the idiom of 

disinterested neighborly" help, careful mental accounting is carried 

out. Anecdotes are told of court judgments made against cultiva

tors who re:fused to help out on the canefields of neighbors who had 

earlier assisted them. The offenders have on occasion had to pay 

five gourdes (U.S. $1.00) to their neighbor who had helped 

them, in payment for the unreturned work day, Though such payments 

are rare, their anecdotal salience gives testimony to the strictness 

of the underlying rules of the game, and cleary sho~..-s that the 

k€kou arrangement, deRpite its informal, open, and neighborly surface 

modality, is in fact founded on a somewhat more tightly built economic 

substructure of intracommunity labor-credits and labor-debits. 
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DISADVANTAGES OF EXCHANGE LABOR 

MYth of the Jovial Field Gang 

I have been stressing the economic imperatives which motivate 

the entering of various types of' exchange labor relationships in 

Kinanbwa. But it is also clear that in some instances an element 

of simple preference enters in. It would be a naive caricature to 

assume that cultivators place their neighbors on their gardens only 

when the task is above their physical capacity to perform by them-

selves. With respect to Haiti, frequent references appear in the 

literature to the traditional communal labor tradition of the 

k6bit, Though there is a solid base of strict economic calculation 

underlying the organization of a k6bit by a cultivator (cf. Metraux 

1971: 320-22), the literature is nonetheless rich in its description 

of the ritual and recreational aspects of these gatherings (Hersko

vi ts 1971: 70; Moral 1961:190-3; Courlander 1960:116-20; Leyburn 

1966:199-200). The impression emerges f'rom the literature, and from 

observation of communal work in Kinanbwa, that there are a nuniber of 

momentary, quasi-autonomous social and personJ:Ll rewards attached to 

working in a group rather than working totally alone. 

But the indisputable presence of these socio-personal payoffs 

should not be allowed to becloud the issue. Whatever interpersonal 

and social dynamics accompany the execution of group labor, it is 

important to keep in mind the solid substructure of cogent economic 

logic which would assure the continuation of s~ch group ,labor even 

were the social dynamics somewbow to cease their operation. 

C:onversations with the cultivators seemed in fact to indicate 

that the social and recreational aspects of group work played a very 
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minor role in their calculations and decisions. To validate this 

impression, basic attitudinal data was collected by the insertion of' 

relevant items into the Agricultural Survey. Cultivators were simply 

asked, in a purposefully general fashion: is it better to cultivate 

your garden completely alone, or is it better to bring in other people? 

The question'e vagueness makes it amenable to different interpre-

tations by respondents; but the answers given are nonetheless highly 

instructive. Table 6-15 shows the simple frequency of the answers. 

As was expected a heavy majority of cultivators chose the "help" 

TABLE 6-15 

Patterns of Preference with Respect to Field Labor 

AJ.one 

How does the cultivator prefer 
to work his gardens? 

23% 53 

With help 173 
I====!=== I 

TOTAL 100% 226 

option. But about a quarter of' the cultivators indicated their feeling 

that it would be better for them were they able to cultivate their 

gardens alone. 

A follow-up question was then asked, in which the respondent 

briefly explained his choice. Of special relevance to the present 

discussion are the perceived advantages of group work over solitary 

work. In including this question, I expected that at least some 

cultivators would refer to the pleasures of jovial company and joking 

conversation, as opposed to the somber silence of solitary labor. 
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No cultivator, however, mentioned this as a factor. The two major 

types of response involved consi'.ierations of timing and time pressure, 

on the one hand, and on the other hand the potentiality which group 

TABLE 6-16 

Perceived Advantages of Group Labor 

Reasons that cultivators gave 
for preferring group labor on gardens. 

Time :pressure: 
ou re travay
la pi vit 

Increase amount 
of land you 
can work: 
ede kouray 

Other 

TOTAL 

64% 

30% 

6% 

100% 

N 

lll 

52 

10 

173 

labor gives of undertaking the cultivation of more land than would 

otherwise be the case (see Table 6 -16). In short tlespi te the 

presence of joking and conversation in exchange labor events, they 

are undertaken primarily as a matter of economic necessity, not of 

cuJ.tural preference. 

Costly in Energy 

Despite their convenience~ howeve:c, exchange labor relationships 

have a mnnber of serious disadvantages vhich prevent them from being 

the sole~ or even the principal, extradomestic labor mobilizing 

strategy in the community. I have indicated thft.t exchange labor is to 
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Bome degree a substitute :for the dwindling stream of' domestic labor. 

But it is a substitute that is extremel.y costl.y in enersr. The 

cultivator who uses his sons in the traditional framework repays 

them with l.and, principallY in the form of pre-inheritance land grants 

which permit them to have gardens of their ow at the same time 

that they are helping their :father on his gardens. But the cultiva

tor who ca.JJ..s in his neighbors will eventually have to repey them 

with his own labor. Thus the use of exchange labor instead of' fil.ial 

labor entails an increase in a cultivator's annual energy investment. 

The problem becomes more acute as the cultivator begins acquiring 

more land. As will be seen, the purchase of sma.ll pl.ots of' land 

tends to begin when cultivators are in their early or mid thirties. 

But the problem becomes most serious when the cultivators leave the 

forties and begin entering their fifties. A critical feature of' the 

traditional system was the provision it ma.de f'or the gradual withdrawal. 

of cultivators from heavy fiel.d labor. Their sons began taking over 

more and more of their land. As we shall see, this is no longer 

the case to such a large degree. Cultivators retain control of' their 

holdings now until old age. But exchange labor is a poor energy 

mobil.iza.tion device i'or individuals in their fifties. The purchase 

of' energy with energy is a feat that becomes ever less f'easible 

as the years roll on. 

Slopw Work 

But exchange labor has one other disadvantage that cultivators 

frequently compl.ain about and that induces them, where possible, 

to use other strategies f'or the mobilization of extredamestic 
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labor. It will be recalled that, when questioned as to whether they 

prefer working with help or working alone, there were fifty three 

cultivators who expressed a preference for lone labor over group 

labor. It must be pointed out that those who answered in this fash

ion were describing their preferences, not their actual behavior. 

The interview protocols indicated that virtually all of them in 

fact utilized the labor of others on their gardens. Whereas the 

majority group discussed above had interpreted the question as 

asking "Do you find yourself obliged to recruit the labor of 

others·?·" and gave answers consistent ;;ith that interpretation, 

this minority interpreted the question to mean "Would you 

rather not have to recruit the labor of others, preferring to 

do the work all by yourself?" Their explanat.:i ons of why they 

would prefer to do the work by themselves are also instructive. 

A variety of reasons was given for preferring lon~ labor. 11The 

'Nark is done better." "You don't have to spend money." "The 

presence of many people distracts from the work." "You don't 

have to retunl. the labor. 11 But by far the most frequent type of 

answer given concerned the poorer quality of the work that is done by 

t!Xchange labor. Interpreting this in the light of the general 

discussion, we again see that the utilization of the labor of 

other community members is clearly a case, not of cultural preference, 

but of economic need. The quality of gardens on which exchange labor 

was employed is seen as being lower. This option is resorted to only 

because 0f the economic considerations which dominate Table 6-16. 
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INCIDENCE OF EXCHANGE LABOR 

Thus, in spite of its disadvantages, exchange labor continues 

to be frequently utilized in the community, and there are few culti-

vators who do not resort to it. Every cultivator was queried 

as to whether in the preceding 12 months he had utilized an exchange 

labor arrangement) and if so what type. The answers are given 

in Table 6-17. In reading this table it should be kept in 

mind that many cultivators used both types. 

TABLE 6-17 

Incidence of Exchange Labor 

Did the cultivator resort to exchange labor in 
the preceding 12 months? 

Yes No TOTAL 
% (N) % (N) % (N) 

Closed kolOn I 48% (109) 52% (117) 100% (226) 

Open kE!kou 

I. 
86% (195) 14% (31) 100% (226) 

As might have been expected, a substantially larger percentage 

of individuals engaged in the more loosely structured (and less 

demanding) kE!kou groups. J3ut the fact that abotlt half of the culti-

vators also engaged in the more demanding rotating labor columns 

also attests to its importance in the contemporary economy of Kinanbwa. 

But this static frequency distribution masks a very important speciali-

za.ti·on by .age. If the population of cultivators is broken down into 

appropriate age groups, it becomes clear that the use of exchange 

labor is a phenomenon that is not randomly dispersed in the population 
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TABLE 6-18 

Exchange Labor as a Life-Cycle Phenomenon 

Have you joined a colUliDl 
in the preceding 12 months? 

Yes No 
% (N) % (N) 

TOTAL 
% (N) 

290 

Under 35 72% (71) 28% 

35-49 34% (22) 66% 

(28) 100% 

(42) 100% 

(99) 

(64) 

,?- = 39-3 
2 df 
p = .001 

50+ 26% (16) 74% (46) 100% (62) 

TOTAL 48% (109) 52% (116) 100% (225) 

but is rather linked to movement along the life cycle, Table 

6-18 indicates the nature of this movement. 

As with so many other economic phenomena in Kinanbwa, the mid-

thirties emerges as an important watershed between different 

stages of the life cycle. Whereas some seven out of ten individuals 

under the age of thirty five will join rotating labor columns, only 

some three out of ten individuals above that age will do so. A 

similar but less marked decline also appears in the use of kekou, 

though a majority of cultivators in all age groups still resort to 

this arrangement for cutting sugarcane. But in general the use 

of heavy, demanding exchange labor in the context of rotating labor 

columns tends to be the resort of the ~· As a person moves 

into his thirties and begin~ acquiring more plots of ground, his 

entire labor mobilization strategy undergoes a profound transformation. 

The disadvantages of exchange labor begin making themselves more 

sharply felt. And futhermore the cultivator will now have other 

currency, besides that of his own lar~or, vith which to recruit 

the labor of other community members. Many of' them begin resorting 

to another tactic which will now be discussed. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

WAGE LABOR 

This discussion of the disadvantPJ.ges of' exchange labor leads 

somewhat naturally into the consideration of -wage labor. This 
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latter arrangement frequently emerges as the major alternative--and 

the major competitor--to patterns of exchange labor in peasant socie

ties. And its increasing appearance is frequently taken to be sympto

matic of the disappearance of a traditional wa:y of life. The case 

of Kinanbwa provides an interesting caution against overly simplistic 

models of the transforming impact of the arrival of wage labor. 

Wage labor does occur in this community. But I will present data 

which strongly suggest that wage labor has been integrated into the 

ongoing system and now stands in a type of quasi-complementary distri

bution to exchange labor in the life cycle of the ordinary cultivator. 

Discussions of vage labor in a peasant community :frequently 

entail discussions of emigration, as villagers will frequently have 

to leave the confines of their own community to find such cash earning 

opportunities. I have indicated that migration has occurred in Kinan

bwa, but to a relatively modest degree. Most of the emigration that 

has occurred has been to the neighboring Dominican Republic. Each 

year some two dozen young men will leave the village to al koupe k§.n 

n§. p§.yol ( 11 go cut cane in Spanishland11 ). Virtually all of them are 

still dependents in the homes of their parents, and most of them will 

return to the village, though a handful will not. This "migrant 11 

sector accounts for a relati v~ly small percentage of the village popu

lation. I had a village assistant make a complete list of all the 

people "missing" from the houses in the village who were in the 

Dominican Republic. At the time the count was made, 53 individuals, 
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mostly males, were enumerated~ some of them who had been absent for 

over ten years. These individuals accounted for OI.tl~,. some 5% of the 

v:illage population. Among the cultivators who were present in the 

village during fieldwork, 24 reported that they had been to the Domi

nican Republic. They ampunted to about 10% of the adult male popu

lation. 

Thus the migrants are clearly a minority group. The vast majority 

of adult males in the village had never directlY earned money of any 

sort outside of the confines of Kinanbora and Les Bayahondes. In 

discussing patterns of wage labor, then, I am principally concerned 

with the occurrence of paid field labor~ the village, and with 

the relationship betveen the utilization of this labor and the utili

zation of exchange labor. The integration of' wage labor into the 

modal life cycle of the Kinanbwa cultivator has been done not 

throug.~ emigration. Emigration still continues to be the tactic of 

a minority. Wage labor has rather made its way into the internal 

machinery of the village itself. 

VARIETIES OF LOCAL WAGE LABOR 

There are two types of wage labor commonly used in the village. 

These correspond in a rather precise manner to the conventional 

rubrics of task labor and da.y labq£.~ and both occur with moderate 

frequency. A cultivator who hires a fellow villager to complete a 

certain task for a specified price is said to be "giving a job" 

(bay d1ob). When a job is given, the timing of the task is u;p to the 

employee. Individuals who sell their labor in this fashion generally 

worked alone, but other "doers of jobs" were observed to bring sons 
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with them to he~p out. The sons are, of course, not paid seps.ra.tel.y. 

I:f the worker wants to bring them, "it's his business'" (zaf'i! E!!) 

and he will pay them out of his own wages ff' payment is necessary. 

The defining characteristic of the job is that the employee does it 

when and how he wishes. 

The other type of' wage labor-- 11d.ay labor"--involves the selling 

of one's energies for a specified period of' time. In Kinanbwa a 

person doing this .is said to be "selling his pre-dawn" (~ va..lou). 

This sell.ing of a pre-dawn is distinct from the "tying" of a pre-dawn 

discussed above, as the local term used :for joining a rotating 

exchange labor col.umn. When one ~a pre-dawn, in contrast, 

often as not he will be alone. The term pre-dawn will generaJ.ly be 

used even if the work is done later in the day. 

In the case of' such day l.abor ~ the purchaser o:f the labor will 

generally be there to supervise the work. Since the workers are being 

paid by the hour, so to speak, cultivators consider it somewhat :fooJ.ish 

not to be there to supervise. Even in the case o:f a :fixed 11 job,'' 

the owner of the garden will more often than not be present. Super

vision is quite open, criticisms o:f the work quite blunt. A major 

disadvantage o:f exchange labor, it was seen, was the poor quality of 

the work. The idiom o:f egalitarian neighborliness in which such 

exchange arrangements un:fold precludes any expression o:f authoritarian 

control. No such delicacy applies to the djob or the purchased v8.jou. 

The quality o:f the work done under these arrangements is higher because 

purchasers o:f labor on the whole seem quite open in their directives and 

criticisms. This is a major advantage of' wage l.abor :from the point of 

view o:f the purchasers. It is simultaneously one o:f the more odious 
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aspects from the point of view of the sel.l.er of labor. 

There is yet a third type of somewhat disguised wage J.abor that 

is used by the majority of the cultivators at one or more points in the 

agricultural year. The one phase of the cropping cycle for which 

labor is virtually neve1· purchased with cash is the harvest. In the 

case of sugarcane, the harvest is usually done with the looser variety 

o:f k@kou exchange l.a.bor described above. In the case of other crops, 

especially rice, where there are stringent botanical pressures to 

harvest the entire field in a brief period of time, cultivators will 

"call in people to help on the harvest., (reJ.e moun pou eae na. rEikOt). 

The people who usually come are older men and women, as the harvesting 

of most crops in Kinanbwa is done in a non-strenuous :fashion. Rice, 

for exa.mpl.e, is slowly and care:ful.l.y harvested plant by plant with 

a small kni:f"e clasped between the index finger and the thumb, 

Sickles or machetes are never used; cultivators sey too much rice is 

lost in that manner. Those individuals who show u;p to "hel.p 11 get 

a portion o:r the harvest "as a gi:rt." Though it is disguised in this 

manner, this arrangement is in e:f"fect a type of wage labor. It is 

furthermore very common in Kinanbwa; a heavy majority of" the cultivators 

report-ed using it at least once in the year preceding the survey. 

THE INCIDENCE OF WAGE LABOR 

Limiting discussion to ·the varieties of" wage labor that entail the 

payment of cash, the vajou (day labor) is pre:f"erred over the djob (task 

labor). This is less out of a pre:f"erence :f"or da;y l.abor as such than 

out of adherence to a custom that has been briefly mentioned. Young 

peopl.e who have 11tied in" to a rotating l.abor column, w'hen it is their 
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turn to receive the group's labor, will frequently contract the group 

out. This brings cash advantages to the person selling the vS.jou 

and labor advantages to the person purchasing it. It is these 

advantages which the group arrangement brings which push the fre-

quency of the v§.jou slightly above that of the djob. The tirequency 

with -which community members purchased both forms of wage labor 

is given in Table 6-19. 

TABLE 6-19 

Incidence of Wage Labor 

Percentage of cultivators hiring wage labor 
during the research year 

Yes No TOTAL 
% (N) % (N) % (N) 

V<ijou 46% (105) 54% (121) 100% (226) 

Djob 32% (73) 68% (153) 100% (226) 

In one sense there is no specialization between the two variants 

of wage labor. Most of those who have given a djob have also purchased 

a v§.jou; most of those who have not done the one have not done the 

other. But in another sense there is somewhat strong specialization. 

It is very rare for the same individual to purchase labor and to sell 

it as welL The selling of labor~ especially the djob or the 

"solitary" v§.jou (as opposed to the group one), is done only by persons 

who are near the bottom of the wealth scale in the village. And those 

who do it are in a minority. Thus,for example, only 38 o'£ the 226 
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cultivators queried (17%) reported that they had "done a job11 during 

the year preceding the query. We are confronted, then,with a somewhat 

paradoxical situe.tion. In most situations where wage labor occurs, 

the purchasers of labor tend to be a privileged few, and the sellers 

a resourceless many. In Kinanbwa, on the contrary, more than baJ.f' 

of the cultivators are purchasers of labor in one form or another; 

but they purchase it i'rom a much smaller pool of less wel.l off sel.lers. 

As might be expected the more gardens an individual works, the 

more l.ikely is he to be a purchaser of labor. In this sense the static 

breakdowns of the simple frequency distributions given above are some-

what deceptive. Table 6-20 breaks down the cultivators according 

to the number of gardens they are working. This breakdown reveal.s a 

dramatic increase in the use of purchased labor as the number of 

gardens one is working increases, 

But there is an equally impressive internal breakdown of the 

d.a.ta which indicates that these differentials tend to be associated 

Number 
of 

Gardens 
Worked 

TABLE 6-20 

Use of Wage Labor as a Function 
of Number of Gardens Worked 

Has he paid :for a job? 
Yes No TOTAL 

% _(N) __% (N) __% _iN) 
3 or 
less I 33% (17) 67% (34) 100% (51) 

4-5 38% (29) 62% (48) 100% (77) 

6-7 52% (33) 46% (30) 100% (63) 

8+ 74% (26) 26% ( 9) 100% (35) 

TOTAL 46% (105) 54% (121) 100% (226) 

x2 ~ 17.7 
3 df 
p = .001 
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with the local life cycle rather than with local class stratification 

of a:ny sort. The matter of internal economic stratification wil.l 

be discussed in greater detail in later chapters. There were 

107 cultivators who reported relying more heavilY on extradomestic 

than on domestic lal)(Jr. I asked these culti".retors whether on the 

whole they relied more on wage labor or on exchange labor as a source 

of assistance in their fields (ak ki8s ou boule pi ro n§. ;ja4e-ou). 

Some four out of ten of them reported using wege labor more heavily. 

But Table 6-21 exposes internal patterning in these responses by 

breaking the respondents down into three age cohorts. What emerges 

is a smooth and consistent progression up the age hierarchy, Whereas 

TABLE 6-21 

Use of Wage Luber as a Function of Age 

Under 35 

35-49 

50+ 

TOTAL 

On which type of labor 
does be depend more heavily'? 

Wage 
labor 

Exchange 
labor TOTAL 

% (N) % (N) % (N) 

16% ( 6) 84% (31) 100% (37) 

37% (15) 63% (26) 100% (41 j 

69% (20) 31% ( 9) 100% (29) 

38% (41) 62% (66) 100% (107) 

*Yates correction applied 

i'- = 17.0° 
2df 
p = .001 

f'ewer than two out of ten individuals under the age of 35 rely more 

heavily on wage labor, some seven out of' ten of' the oldest group does 

so. In fact about half of the heavy users of wage labor are from 

this elderly cohort, though they account for a much smaller percentage 
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of the group q_ueried on this matter. 

This Table then shows the other side of a coin which was partially 

revealed in an earlier table. I had already presented data showing 

that the use of rotating exchange labor systematically declined as 

one mOved up the age scale--a somewhat paradoxical situation in view 

of the f'act that people begirr ~.('q_.l.'!-i-ing more plots of land as they 

grow older and would presumably need~ supplementary labor, not less. 

But the data in Table 6-21 give some indication of why such a decline 

is possible. If the cultivators become less and less traders 

of labor as they enter their twilight years, it is because they 

have become more and more purchasers thereof. 

DISADVANTAGES OF WAGE LABOR 

But the figures presented above must be interpreted with 

logical rigor and caution. The figures merely indicate what per

centage of the population has resorted at least once to the 

purchase of labor during the research year~ and show that 

most older persons will have resorted at least once to wage 

labor. They by no means indicate that older people cultivate most 

of their land with wage labor. This would be going far beyond 

what the data can indicate, and would be in fact incorrect. Though 

the older members of the community hire labor for certain tasks, 

most of the energy going into their plots does not come from wage 

labor. 

'i;here are in fact three major drawbacks to wage labor which pre

vent it from being truly the major mobilizer of human energy in the 

community. If the entire energy expendit-J.re for 8.."1 agricultural 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

year could be measured, I doubt that wage labor would account for 

20% of it, though an exact analysis of case study data has not 

yet been carried out, In the first place money is simply a some

what scarce item in the community, much scarcer in absolute terms 

than in virtually any other New World setting. 

But though the general poverty of the community enters in, 
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this argument does not cut much ice, since the going wages are them

selves extremely low (about 30 cents in U.S. currency for a half

morning of work, as indicated earlier). Of equal and perha:PS greater 

importance is the fact that traditions of cash investment in the 

community follow fundrunentally different routes, Entrepreneurial 

behavior may take many forms; the individual entrepreneur in general 

will follow the models in his social environment. For very concrete 

historical reasons, the investment model which the Haitian peasant 

follows orients him toward saving his money for the eventual purchase 

of land. Most cultivators will make ''va.ystage" investments in the 

form of livestock purchases. And many husbands give at least some 

trading capital to their wives. But direct investment of cash in the 

productive process itself is still done somewhat hesitantly. In 

view of the data I have earlier presented on frequency of crop destruc

tion, such hesitation appears to harbor a great deal of economic 

rationality. 

But th:i:s besi tat ion comes from the quarter of the potential 

Purchasers of labor. Equally serious are the resistances met from the 

other quarter, that of the~ of labor. On the one hand wages 

are low. But there is another pattern which can be only briefly 

touched upon here, but which appears to play an important role in the 
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economic organization of the community. This pattern is a deep-seated 

reluctance on the part of villagers to be seen doing fiel.d labor in the 

pay of other members of their community. 

The genesis of this reluctance to do wage l.abor needs more 

expl.oration. It has been historically encountered in other parts of' 

the Caribbean as wel.l, and appears to be associated with slavery. 

If this analysis is correct, then the plantation system is exercising 

a.n impact long after its death. The social division between land

owner and slave has a somewhat mdified vestige, in the form or the 

distinction between employer and agricultural employee. Many rural 

Haitians continue to reject the latter status with a vehemence that 

in at least some cases must certainly riva.J_ the antipathy that the 

!"reed slaves felt to any situation which smacked or their former 

condition. 

At any rate the villager who decides to accept the orfer to 

"do a job11 ror someone else in the community has made a. decision to 

swallow his pride and to publicly a.dmi t .in erfect that be is hard 

up (a:re-1 pa b6). An increasingly frequent practice is for young men 

in need of such employment to absent themselves from the village. I 

have already alluded to the young men who leave the village each 

year to cut cane in the Dominican Republic. Others f!P to other nearby 

communities; at least there their humiliation will not be as visible 

to the members or their own community. 

These patterns or reluctance are very strong. But they must 

be correctly characterized. They in no way evince a lack of interest 

in money, as was so erroneously thought by 19th century observers 

of the Haitian peasant. Nor do they entail per-se an unwillingness 
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to work for wages. The f'ew public service jobs that are available 

are avidly sought after, They do not even entail a total unwilling

ness to do field labor for money. It is seen as normal and non

demeaning for a young man to adventurously depart for the Dominican 

Republic to cut cane (though many parents will try to prevent their 

offspring from making this leap, and leaving them in the lurch with 

respect to labor on their own fields). 

What the pattern of reluctance to do local wage labor entails 

is rather a specific reluctance to perform field labor in the pay 

of another member of one 1 s community. The combination of this 

clear reluctance with the equally clear hesitation of cultivators 

to spend a great deal of money in the productive process itself 

has operated to confine the operation of wage labor and to prevent it 

from being the major mobilizer of energy in the community. 

To sum up: I have discussed in some detail the three major sources 

of labor mobilization that generally provide the bulk of agrarian 

energy inputs in a peasant community: domestic labor, exchange 

labor, and wage labor. I have shown that the role of domestic labor 

in Kinanbwa has declined seriously over the decades, and that villa

gers rely systematically on a number of extradomestic maneuvers that 

fall more or less into the categories of exchange and wage labor. 

A brief description has been given of the different varieties of 

exchange and wage labor that occur in Kinanbwa, and some quantitative 

data have been presented on their actual incidence in the village. 

In terms of the percentage of cultivators utilizing it, exchange labor 

is still much more important than wage labor and appears to account 
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for a much more substantial proportion of the total energy input into 

Kinanbwa soil than does wage labor, 

Nonetheless the quantitative data have exposed a latent comple

mentarity between these two varieties of extradomestic labor mobili

zation. Though this was not part of informants• emic explanations 

of how their system worked, I have shown that there are statistical 

patterns of life-cycle variation in adherence to one or the other of 

the labor-mobilizing strategies. Heavy involvement with exchange labor 

is more the strategy of the young. As men leave their thirties, and 

enter into their forties end fifties, there is a statistically strong 

tendency for them in fact to pull out of heavy exchange labor commit

tments. They are able to do this partially because they increase their 

utilization of wage labor, indicating that these two energy mobilizing 

strategies are in effect in a type of "complementary distribution 11 

along the axis of age. This presents the cross-culturally interesting 

situation where the phenomenon of wage labor has entered an agrarian 

system without being associated with the existence of local economic 

stratification. Wage labor has rather been incorporated into the 

local. system as part and parcel of a life-cycle scheme of resource 

control. This concept will be pursued in a later chapter. 

But by no means does wage labor become the majcr source of 

extradomestic energy for the cultivators of Kina.nbwa as they move 

along in their economic careers. It is true that they gradually 

withdraw from heavy committment to symmetric labor trading arrange

ments (except for the harvesting of sugarcane). And it is true 

that their strategy becomes one of becoming involved in asymmetric 

arrangements. But the poyment of wages is only one for;m of asymmetric 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

303 

labor recruiting tactic (cf. Figure 6-1). And because wage labor 

has certain disadvantages, some of which have been discussed, the 

Kinanbwa cultivator has come to depend more heavily on the other 

major variant of labor mobilization, that of' the collection of rent. 

The major form which this strategy takes in Kinanbwa is a variety 

of intracommunitY sharecropping. 

But a discussion of the phenomenon of sharecropping presupposes 

a discussion of the institutions of land tenure in rural Haiti. 

It is to this task that the next chapter will be dedicated. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

LAND TENURE AND INHERITANCE 

As discussion turns to the realm of Haitian peasant land tenure, 

it is essential to have a clear overview of the nature of' the population 

that is being discussed. In the context of agrarian societiea of the 

Western Hemisphere, Haiti bears the distinction of an exceptionally 

low rate of landlessness and a low incidence of large, absentee-owned 

land concentrations. The concentrations that do exist are sznall in com-

parison with the latifundios of Latin America and account fer a low 

l 
percentage of Haiti 1 s land. The peasant of Haiti is then a proprietor to 

a much higher degree than his counterparts in many other societies. 

But though he is a proprietor, it must also be kept in mind 

that he is a "peasant" in an anthropologically strict understanding 

of the term. Because he is a peasant, by virtue of his membership 

in a society controlled from an urban center, much of his behavior 

has come to fall under the sway of formally codified laws of one sort 

or another. At the same time, however, his physical removal from this 

urban control center also leaves him room for maneuver in those 

interstitial realms of behavior which are either not covered by law 

or are not amenable to--or important enough to the authorities fa::---

strict enforcement. 

1. Cf. Comhaire-Sylvain (1952:182) and Mintz (1966:xxvi) for 
similar assessments. A contradictory opinion is expressed by Casimir 
(1965) who claims that the prevalence of concentrated holdings is one 
of Haiti's major problems. This unconvincing assertion, which forces 
analysis of Haiti into a conceptual frame more appropriate to Latin 
American societies, was based not on firsthand observation of Haitian 
life but on long distance interpretation of certain census figures whose 
accuracy Casimir himself g.uestions, and goes against the findings of 
analysts who have actually tr:lvelled, 1i ved, andior worked in rural 
Haiti. 
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It is this actor oriented theme of strategic maneuver within a 

structure of preexisting institutional constraints which will give 

shape to the content of this chapter. The opening section will contain 

a discussion of the legal frameuork within whose conf'ines the drama 

of local land maneuver tmfolds, The second part will describe a 

series of folk strategies by which the population systematically 

circumvents the mandates of the institutional structure. 

THE INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK 

I will show that the dynamics of the land tenure system of Kinanbwa 

are heavily infonned by local patterns of economic maneuver that imbue 

the system with an air of innovati veness and adaptive inventiveness. 

But such maneuvering occurs within the confining framework of an 

institutional structure which sets a number of basic ground rules in 

the area of land control. Though the cultivators succeed in dodging 

around, slipping through, and squeezing by various components of this 

structure of constraints, the formal structure itself must nonetheless 

be taken into account in any analysis of peasant behavior. 

The nature of the formal regulations governing land stem directly 

from certain historical experi""nces discussed in an earlier chapter. 

Correctly perceiving the status of land as the most valuable wealt.I.J

generating resource i>1 Haiti, early leaders were quick to design 

legislation regulating the access of the population to this land. 

As in so many other institutional spheres, in the realm of land laws 

the early Haitian leaders looked directly to French institutions for 

models on which to base their own procedures. The result was a series 

of land laws, systematized in the Code Rural of 1826 and subsequently 
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modified in later Codes, which on the whole and in most of their 

details were, with few exceptions,remarkably similar to the laws 

governing the peasants of' France (cf. Renaud 1934: Chapter III; 

Holly 1955:421; Leyburn 1966:181). 

PROPE.~TY IS PRIVATE 

There are at least five major principles which emerge from these 

European-derived land laws and which continue to exert an inca.l.cu

lable influence on much of the behavior of the Haitian peasant 

toward his land. Perhaps the most important of these concerns the 

legally :i.ndividualized nature of ownership of land. This widespread 

Western land-control principl.e is a major premise of the contem

porary agrarian economy of rural Haiti. Land is divided into dis

crete plots with clear boundaries and is controlled, worked, and 

disposed of by individ:u.a.ls. This individualism which mani:f'ests itself' 

in local. behavior toward land is accompanied by strongly articulated 

attitudes emphasizing the desirabil.ity of' "land ownership." 

Though coupl.es, rather than individual.s, are sometimes described as 

"owning11 l.and (e.g. Comhaire-Sylvain 1952; Bastien 1951), this phe

nomenon o:f' joint ownership is probably less prevalent than in 

many other peasant societies, for reason3 discussed above. It is 

the individual. and not the household group, who becomes the locus 

of ownership. 

It is important to emphasize the private nature of property for 

at least two reasons. In the first place not inf'requent reference is 

made in the literature to a number of somewhat colorf'ul. exchange 

labor institutions in rural Haiti, which create a general air of 
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neighborliness and community orientation. These institutions have 

led at least some observers to posit a "community centered" or 

"non-capitalistic" economic orientation among Haitian peasants. 

The non-capitalistic nature o:f' much of' the rural. economy in Haiti 

will be documented below--but not in terms of any supposed "community 

orientation" with respect to property. Any communal orientation overtly 

restricts itself for the most part to the sharing and exchanging 

of ~· Rarely does it involve the pooling of money, and even less 

rarely--if ever--the communal pooling of' land, or the collective dis

posal of crops. Though energy may be pooled and shared, property 

is genrall:,r not. 

A second point or possible confusion resides in the f'requent 

(and in certain senses accurate} references made in the literature 

to land that is "collectively11 or 11 jointly" owned by sibling groups. 

Simpson, for example, says that about one fourth of the peasants 

with whom he had contact lived on "undivided family land," rather 

than "individually o'Wiled pieces of land" (1.940:504-05). This is 

technically correct, but has led to potentially misleading 

formulations such as Holly's reference to land 11held in partnership 

by a number of co-heirs" (1955:45). It is true that, for reasons to be 

described below, most sibling groups will not effect a legal divi-

sion of their parents' property on the death of the latter, and that 

such land is thus technically 11co-owned. 11 But if such property is good 

cropping ground, a de-facto (though extra-legal) division will in 

fact be made. It will not be collectively worked. T"ne only passage in 

the literature which has been found to suggest the existence of a 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

308 

collective cropping or the land is a reference by Herskovits to a 

practice reported by older in:formants whereby siblings vould collec

tively work land that had been set aside for the earning or money 

for family ancestor rituals (1971:133). But Herskovits himself indi

cates that other informants denied this; and the impression is that 

this custom, if it did in :fact ever exist, was more honored in the 

breach than in the practice. At any rate, two years of f'ieldwork 

in the Cul-de-Sac Plain have railed to uncover any cases o:f such 

ritually motivated collective working of land--though the Cul-de-Sac 

was one of the specific regions where, according to Herskovits, such 

practices were said to f'lourish.concerning the disposal of land. 

In short the ethnographic evidence points to a high degree oi' 

individualization oi' land control, in a fashion that is highly consistent 

with the European-derived formal laws concerning private property. 

Though the extra-legal nature of' the informal land division commonly 

ef'f'ected leads to references to "joint ownership, 11 it is important 

to distinguish between terminology and behavior. The idiom of' collective 

ownership contrasts with actual practices of individualized cropping 

and marketing. Rarely, if ever, will there be sibling partnerships 

in production. We are dealing with a cropping system that is founded 

on private property. 

OWNERSHIP OF LAND RESTS ULTIMATELY ON THE AUTHORITY OF THE STATE. 

There is a second general principle derived f'rom the Western corpus 

of law which has as its immediate result a recognition on the part of 

all participants in the system that the only legitimate guarantee of' 

of exclusive, unquestioned access to a given plot of land rests in the 
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possession of a legal title to the land (cf. Underwood 1964:470}. In 

the context of modern Western societies, such a pattern is not sur

prising and might be left unstated as an obvious given. But there are 

at least two phenomena common in rural Haiti which could partially 

conceal the importance which this principle also has there. 

In the first place there are occasional references in the litera

ture, both historical and ethnographic, to the phenomenon of sguatt:!.ng. 

Though land purcha~:<:: ""J3.::; p:-om::;_:r "'.:!">'? .,..,oj0"" l ".nd acquisition stra-

tegy of early 19th century Haitians, I earlier indicated that squatting 

occurred, especially in the mountainous areas more removed from Port

au-Prince and provincial towns. In modern times Simpson reported the 

existence of a local "twenty year law" by which a person who has 

occupied a piece of ground for that length of time can no longer be 

evicted by the owner (194G:505). And Comhaire-Sylvain reports 

a similar thirty-year limitation in the South (Comhaire-Sylvain 1952). 

On the one hand such contemporary references attest to the existence 

of squatting as a phenomenon to be dealt with (though it was not a local 

phenomenon in Kinanbwa, and it apparently accounted for a very small 

percentage of the occupied land even in the regions where it has been 

reported). But on the other hand, the very emergence of legal or 

folk "statutes of limitations" beyond which eviction can no longer 

take place, and the enthusiastic acceptance of such statutes by the 

folk, attests to an awareness that eviction is a predictable consequence 

of not having the proper piece of paper. Haitian society, and the Haitian 

peasant, have frmn the out sed adopted the Western penchant for validation 

of ownership through paper. And "':.he Haitian peasant bas become fully 

Western in his interest in acquiring and protecting documents assuring 
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him of l.Ulquestioned access to his land. 

If references to squatting create the impression of extralegality 

and an anarchic orientation to land, the problem of deedlessness does 

so even more. The literature is replete with evidence documenting the 

widespread lack OI~ legalized land deeds in Haiti. How than can one 

speak of an emphasis on legal titles in a society where so few culti

vators are known to possess them? Though the assertion may seem 

contradictory, the evidence from Kinanbwa is convincing. It is true 

that few titles were possessed by individual cultivators. Nonethe

less there was frequer.t reference to the phenomenon of the gril-pyes, 

the "big deed11 containing title to the legally undivided land. Though 

individual cultivators might not be able (or willing) to show an 

inquirer a legal title to the plots of land he was cropping and 

claiming as his own, reference would inevitably be made to the larger 

deed for the entire frunily estate kept by such-and-such an elder 

~li bling, cousin~ uncle, grandfather, or the like. Such titles did 

in fact exist in a large number of cases. But even those cases where 

reference to the sra-wes might prove fictional, the very utilization 

of this fiction implies acceptance (albeit reluctant) of the need for 

a certain piece of paper to guarantee oneself of unquestioned access 

to a plot. 

Thus in this second area--in his reliance on, or reference to, 

a State-validated document--the Haitian peasant is operating in the 

framework of a Western land-control system with clear antecedents in 

the institutions of the erstwhile European colonists. Though his 

genealogy might give him immediate informal claim locally to this or 

that plot of land on the death of a parent, the ultimate security 
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of his tenure is felt to reside on the existence of a piece of paper 

validated by the State. 

LAND IS ALIENABLE. 

The principle of the individual's right to alienate land is a 

third cornerstone of the land-control system which operates in rural 

Haiti. The alienability of land will, in fact, be found to consti-

tute the mainBpring of the microevolutionary resource-circulating 

innovation which has arisen on Haitian soil. But once again, though 

the ethnographic literature is replete with information attesting to 

the ubiquity and centrality to rural life of land purchases, there 

are other references which, if taken out of context, could obscure 

this pattern. Herskovits, for example, was told by old men of ancient 

customs whereby certain plots of land purchased by founding ancestors 

could never be divided or sold. 2 And the patterns whereby ancestral 

spirits are seen as dwelling in the family land is occasionally 

referred to in the literature in the cor.\text of land tenure discussions, 

creating the impression of custom-based or ritually generated reluc-

tances to sell land. Such an impression would be quite in line 

with the pattern which bas been documented in nearby Jamaica, 

whereby "family land" is considered a separate and non-alienable 

category of cropping land (E. Clarke 1971). 

2. Herskovits 1971: 133. Paradoxically Herskovits was told that 
the Cul-de-Sac Plain, the region in which Kinanbwa is located, was one 
of the areas where such a prohibition was said to operate. He says the 
custom there was to "alienate" land for ritual purposes,but his discussion 
indicates that 11alienate 11 was being used in the sense of "holding 
apart and not selling 11 rather than its more conventional meaning of 
"selling. 11-
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But for Haiti the bulk of the evidence points in precisely the 

opposite direction. Ethnographic studies of rural Haitian land tenure 

emphasize the frequency of land purchases and land sales. And the 

research in Kinanbwa has documented the existence of a land transacting 

pattern that in some aspects is little short of feverish. It may 

be true that spirits dwell in the ground, making certain areas some

what sacred. But the spirits in Kinanbwa generally dwelt in special 

plots of ground in or near the residential lakou, in which they 

have been ritually installed and 11trapped 11 (bOne). The same process 

which has specialized communal land-ownership to residential plots 

has also confined spirit residence in the ground to specially 

designated and ritually consecrated sites near the lakou. No references 

were heard in Kinanbwa to family spirits dwelling in cropping ground, 

nor are family rituals generally performed there. And certainly 

no ritual prohibitions exist against the selling of cropping land one has 

inherited from one 1 s ancestors. On the contrary, it is precisely 

the opposite danger which threatens the devotees of Kinanbwa. 

Individuals and sibling groups fear chastisement f'rom their ancestors 

if they fail to sell part of their land on certain occasions. Thus 

land alienation is not only statistically preve.lent; it is ritually 

mandated as well. 

INHERITANCE IS BILATERAL 

Yet a fourth cornerstone of the land control system of rural Haiti 

takes the form of a pattern whereby an individual will inherit from 

both maternal and paternal sources. On the one hand the kinship system 

of rural Haiti may have the patronymic bias common to most Western 

societies, in which children are given the name of their father. On 
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coresiding kin. But the kinship system itself is strongly bilateral. 

No traces of any tendency to unilineal affiliation are evident, and 

familial ritual events involve the gathering of groups of kindred. 

The inheritance patterns associated with such a kinship system 

are, as might be expected, also strongly bilateral. An individual 

can expect a piece of any property owned by either father or mother. 

We have seen that the alienability of land receives ritual justifica

tion. The same is true of the bilaterality of inheritance. For one 

aspect of the folk theology posits the inheritance by all individuals 

of family spirits from both their father and their mother (lwa E..Q_ ~· 

lwa .£2. mama), and healing rituals are frequently preceded by divina

tion sessions in which a major task of the curer is to determine 

from which line--paternal or maternal--the afflicting spirit proceeds. 

Thus the theological system not only incorporates, but also gives 

ritual prominence to, a bilateral inheritance pattern that is so 

crucial to the local allocation of the community's major resource-

its land. 

INHERIT.li.:NCE !S PA.."1TIBLE. 

The bilaterality of inheritance discussed above deals with the 

question: from whom does an individual inherit land? The fifth of the 

formally codified land-control principles to be discussed involves 

a slightly different question: to whom do individuals pass property on? 

At the time the ea:r.-ly Haitian laws were drafted, the alternative of 
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partible inheritance and the alternative of primogeniture were both 

present in different parts of Europe. The model chosen for Haiti, of 

course, was the partible inheritance mandated by French law. All 

children, both male and female, hEve a legal right to a portion 

o:f their parents' land. This legally codified right is fully suppor

ted by the actual customs and practices prevalent throughout rural 

Haiti. The marginalization and elimination of some of the children 

is, as will be seen, done subtly and almost "invisibly." The principle-

both formal and folk--is: all children inherit. 

There is one major exception to this. The French law which 

endows with inheritance rights only those children born of a legally 

validated conjugal union was found to be highly inappropriate to the 

early Haitian situation--since so few couples were married--and a 

very important modification was this inserted into the Haitian 

laws. As will be discussed in more detail below, "natural11 children 

who have been recognized by their father will also inherit, though 

less than legitimate children. Children not recognized by their 

father--usually outside children whose recognition has been blocked 

by the legal wife of the father--do not inherit. This is the only 

exception to an othen.tise strongly applied principle "·hereby all 

children are seen as having a right to their parents' land. 

These five principles described above constitute the guiding 

framework of land transmission in rural Haiti. The inheritance and 

property rules which derive--or are at any rate homomorphous with-

the European models from which the earliest Haitian legislators took 
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their lead are in many respects virtually identical with the rules 

governing land transmission among French peasants. Yet what occurs 

in Kinanbwa is not identical with what occurs in a European village, 

is in fact quite different. The difference will be seen to stem less 

from outright violations of the codified principles by the villagers 

of Kinanbwa than from a series of locally evolved folk-maneuvers 

by which, even though remaining within the guiding constraints of the 

laws, they nonetheless succeed in injecting a locally adaptive and 

hence highly "Haitian" character to inheritance patterns as they 

actually rmfold in village life . 

. :FOLK PATTERNS OF LAND CONTROL 

The process of intergenerational land transmission in Kinanbwa 

unfolds within the confines of a series of legal guidelines and con

straints, guidelines which~ as has been suggested, were institutio

nal impositions deriving "from above. 11 Had early Haitian rulers made 

!!2. rules, a land transmission system quite different from the present 

one might have evolved. But though the land control patterns which 

evolved are not of purely autochthonous origin, the rather undeveloped 

technology of control which has characterized the Haitian State from 

earliest days, and the absence of large scale economic incursions 

by foreign agents into rural Haiti, has left room for the play of 

local force~=; in shaping local patterns. These folk maneuvers in effect 

transform the system, c:r·eating patterns which~ while not violating the 

law~ produce patterns not foreseen by the law. 
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PRESERVATION OF COMMUNAL LANDS 

I have discussed the manner in which the f'ormal l.aws have left 

their impact on rural F.'!dti. Specifically we have seen the strength 

of' the principal. of' private property. Virtually all cropping land is 

divided up into individuaJ.izeds multi-pl.ot holdings under the control 

of a publicly recognized met-te (owner of the land). The conditions 

of' this ownership may not always correspond to the exact prescrip

tions of' the law; but the acceptance of the principle of' individual 

ownership does. 

But a qualification must be repeated. Private property is the 

modal tenure pattern f'or cropping land. The spread of the principle 

of private property in land has not been total. There are conditions 

under which a different sort of land-control principle will swing 

into actions a principle which does no violence to any written law, 

but whose application is governed more by local custom than by 

any written mandate. If the principle of private ownership has come 

to rule with respect to cropping ground, another modality governs 

access to a certain type of grazing. land and, more importantly, to 

most of the residential land containing the dwellings of the villagers. 

There is a great deal of land on the Plain that, although too 

saline i'or cropping, nonetheless produces certain types of' low vege

tation vhich is suitable f'or the grazing of minor livestock. In the 

case of good cropping land, siblings will generally ef'f'ect an infor

mal division of parental land into individualized plots. But in the 

case of this saline land which wilJ. never be suitable for cropping, 

no such division, even on an inforrua.l level, will be effected. The 

land will generally be left to lie as a unit, and any eritYe. ("inheritor!!) 
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has rights +,o graze his or her animals on that land. Such agricul

turally impoverished and communally held land is quite common in 

the fields around Kinanbwa. It is true that most serious grazing of 

livestock is done on recently cropped, or on temporarily fallow, 

plots controlled by specific owners. But the presence of large 

tracts of marginal, communally O'WTled land is an interesting mani

festation of a different type of land-control principle. And though 

grazing connnons are certainly present in many peasant settings of 

European tradition, the communal land principle takes a slightly 

different twist in rural Haiti. There it is membership in a kin group, 

rather than in a particular localized community, which gives an 

individual access rights to such land. 

But a much more important manifestation of this same principle 

occurs in the case of residential land. If most individuals will 

probably not make use of communally owned marginal grazing land, the 

same is not true of the residential land controlled under the same 

type of customary arrangements. As was seen in Chapter Six, 

village houses are for the most part built by men in close proximity 

to the dwelling of the parents of their wives. The access which the 

couple has to this land comes by virtue of the inheritance rights 

which the woman has in that plot of ground. But even when the 

house has been built, the couple are by no means considered the "owners" 

of that piece of ground. Custom gives them right to :;the house site 

as long as they in fact have a house there; but if the house is 

removed, they lose exclusive claim to that piece of ground. Custom 

will furthermore prohibit another inheritor from building a house 

directly in front of the main entrance of the couple's house (the 
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part referred to as the aeva.-pOt of a house). But a house may be 

built alongside. Custom will also tend to reserve contiguous spaces 

for siblings or first cousins of the woman of the house; distant 

relatives are less likely to suddenly erect a house in the midst of 

the already existing houses. In short the specific customs go

verning the use of this communally O'Wlled residential land do guaran

tee at least a minimum of privacy and exclusivity to a couple. 

But it must be remarked that the principles governing control 

of this residential land are in sharp contrast to the individualized 

rights governing control of cropping ground. An individual is 

referred to as the met ("owner") of a piece of cropping ground; 

in contrast he or she merely ~ d;.;a ( 11has a right") in the land on 

-which he or she is living by virtue of membership in a kin group. 

The terminological distinction involves important behavioral conse

quences as -well. Dwellers on communal land frequently say that they 

have to put up with verbal abuse from a relative; they cannot 

chase him away (kwa;pe-1) from in front of the door. An individual 

is in contrast the ~of a garden, and can literally order any 

unwelcome visitor off of the physical confines of the plot. We 

are dealing with two fundamentally different land control principles, 

and when emphasizing the dominance of the principle of private 

property in Haiti, it is worth noting that only cropping ground 

has fallen under its virtually total sway. 

It remains to be seen whether the retention of residential land 

under different land-control devices is to any degree an ecologically 

d'2'termined pattern. In this sphere we suspect there is much regional 

variation. The nucleated settlement patterns of the Plain appear to 
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contrast markedly with the more dispersed settlement patterns which 

prevail in the highland or plateau communities reported in the litera

ture. In these latter communities, there lllB.Y be founia greater fre

quency of purchased residential land under the same type of indivi

dualized control as cropping land. But in the nucleated settlements 

of the Plain, it is the commonly owned ground which is more commonly 

used as the site for erecting dwellings. 

Compara-tive analysis through examination of the literature is 

rendered somewhat difficult by the gene:rR.] absence of the distinction 

being made here between communally controlled land and individually 

controlled land. The frequent references in the literature to 

"communally owned land 11 appear al.Jnost always to refer to cropping 

ground which siblings divide informally. But the "communal 

ownership" of such land is a legal fiction. In te:nns of actually 

occurring patterns of control, such land will be individually 

cropped, and hence is more appropriately classed as "privately owned" 

land. The communal access-and-control principles governing residen

tial land no longer apply to cropping land which siblings have 

info:nnally divided up. Henceforth such plots are treated as the 

"private property" of the recipient, though the lack of separate 

titles leads some authors to refer to them as communally owned. 

But the communal ownership that is being referred to in this 

section is a pattern of gP.nuine and permanent kin control--the 

resistance of parcellization--that prevails on certain types of 

land, notably residential land. T"ne emergence (or survival?) of this 

type of land-control principle in the vital domain of residence 

should on the one hand make us qualify our comments on the dominance 
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of "private property" considerations among Haitian peasants~ and 

on the other hand sensitize us to the highly eclectic nature of the 

spread of institutional control. Though the law theoretically governs 

all types of land, in reality the behavior of the folk follows 

formally codified procedures with respect only to certain t_yJ?eS 

of land. Their maneuvering around the interstices of the law for 

other tYJ?es of land produces a system which in its actual operation 

is neither fully "institutionalized" on the one hand, nor totally 

"folk" on the other. 

FORFEITURE OF UNCLAIMED PLOTS 

But there are yet other domains in which the actual practices of 

the villagers tend to "slip around" the formal mandates of the law. 

If the formal inheritance system were to function "perfectly," 

every individual would potentially have access to small sections of' 

innumerable plots of' land stemming back five and six generations. 

But the system does not work in this mechanical fashion. In the days 

before land pressure had become a serious problem, outmarrying chil

dren moving to communities several hours away would fail to lay 

claim to much of the land legally belonging to them in their home 

community. The relinquishing was rarely stated formally, but was 

rather a matter of de-facto abandonment. The land was then taken 

over by children who remained closer to home--and in turn by ~ 

children. 

In the absence of' the relatives who were living elsewhere, the 

inheritors who stayed behind would divide up the land in the informal 

manner in which such land divisions are generally made. But though 
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they divided all the land among themsel.ves, they had--and they knew 

quite well that they had--uncles, close cousins, and distant cousins 

who could conceivably appear and claim their portion of the ancestral 

land. 

But in most cases the absent cousins will never make their claim. 

When asked why they did not attempt to get a piece of the land 

which certain ancestors of theirs had le:ft unclaimed, the villagers 

of Kinanbwa would generally refer to their fear of sorcery on the 

part of those whose ~ f'acto enjoyment of the land they would be 

threatening (cf. Moral. 1.961:181). Whether this was in fact the 

principal consideration, or whether perhaps distance, unfamiliarity, 

and fear of becoming involved in lawsuits played a more important 

role, could be validly argued. 

But the reference to sorcery is highly signi:ficant in another 

sense. The users of sorcecy we:re seen as being those who were on 

the land, not those who wanted to intrude. That is~ the act of 

establishing a long f'orgotten claim is in f'act viewed as a somewhat 

"immoral" intrusion, and the intruder is more vulnerable to avenging 

magic. Thus we appear to be viewing a locally evol.ved diachronic 

l.and-control pattern whereby the intergenerational peeling off of 

emigrating inherito:t-s, and the pressure-rel.ieving impact that such 

departure brings, is ideol.ogicall.y and ritual.l.y supported by a shared 

construal. of any subsequent third or fourth generation claim as an 

unwarranted and punishable intrusion. The l.aw permits such distant 

rel.a.tives to stake their cl.aims; the fol.k customs de:fine and treat 

it as a sort of criminal. invasion. 
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In this pattern we are seeing yet another folk-modification 

introduced into a process ostensibly governed by law. In this case 

the folk-modification of the formal pattern has created a situation 

of profound social-organizational relevance. Certain passages in the 

literature create the impression that the Haitian peasant is living 

under the constant fear that outsiders with no rights in the 1and 

will stake fraudulent claims and win land through manipulation of 

the local authorities and courts. Indeed one of the fears that 

made many of the villagers less than enthusiastic at the arrival 

of a foreigner into the community was precisely this. But though 

this fear exists, there is a much more dominant fear o:f a different 

nature. The major perceived threat to the holding o'f the villager o'f 

Kinanbwa comes not from aggressive outsiders with no rights in the 

land, but rather from the danger o'f distant kin who the peasant 

knows well £Q_ have a legal (if not moral) claim to part of 

the local land pool. The first folk pattern discussed concerned 

patterns of' kin residing on communally owned land. This pattern 

also concerns kinship relations--but of a potentially hostile nature. 

PRE-INHERITANCE PROVISION FOR THE MALE 

There is yet another folk-maneuver providing a solution to a 

probl.em cr€'ated by an impractical.ity in the :f"ormal inheritance 

laws. These laws mandate the separation of' an individual's l.and 

at his or her death, not be'fore. The inheritance system is thus a 

somewhat cumbersome economic arrangement from the point of view of 

the provision of productive resources to individuals when they are 

biologicall.y able to utilize such resources. In its ideal operation, 
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the law would have individuals wait until the death (or at least the 

retirement) of parents before beginning their own economic career. 

The effects of such a system have been documented in the case 

of Ireland (Arensberg and Kimball 1968). 

Haiti has chosen a fundamentally different route. The primo

geniture system which makes delayed economic maturity more feasible 

(or somewhat less unfeasible) in the Irish case is in Haiti replaced 

by a partible inheritance system. This makes the economic fate of 

more individuals contingent on the acquisiti.?n of faJOily land, 

and consequently places greater pressure on elders to release land 

earlier. 

The arrangement co111Dlon throughout Haiti involves a type of "pre

inheritance" in which an adolescent male 1 s father will allocate 

to him a plot of ground, which will henceforth be cropped by the 

young man and whose fruits will be solely his. This plot of ground 

will then be among the plots which the individual will receive as 

his patrimony on the death of his father. Different versions of 

this pre-inheritance endowment have been reported in Marbial 

(Bastien 1951:38-41) as well as in Mirebalais (Herskovits 1971:101). 

The entire complex, though it has reportedly led to squabbles and 

even lawsuits between siblings (cf. Herskovits 1971:131) can none

theless be viewed as an essentially effective folk-modification 

introduced as a compromise with the formally codified bilateral 

inheritance system. It gives young adult males much earlier access 

to their patrimony than they would enjoy under strict application 

of the inheritance laws. 

The villagers of Kinanbwa, in their own explanations of the 
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inheritance system, gave basically the same version of the "typical" 

strategy for starting one's sons off in life. It is the duty of 

parents to provide their adolescent sons with plots of land on 

which to begin their own careers as independent cultivators. The 

unanimity of local opinion concerning the appropriateness of this 

pre-inheritance arrangement as the typical path to economic auto

nomy for adolescent males, and the correspondence of this 

consensus to the patterns described in the literature, mark this 

arrangement as a major intergenerational land transfer ideal on 

which the inhabitans of rural Haiti endeavour to model their 

own behavior. The somewhat idealized nature of this cozy 

intergenerational land-transfer model will become clear as data 

are presented on the patterns which actually occur. But though 

it may follow slightly different routes in actual practice, 

the system does in fact make at least some provision for the inci

pient economic autonomy of adolescent and young adult males. 

In recent years the specific manner in which this autonomy 

of the young has come to express itself has taken a new turn. As 

was probably true under the traditional variant of the system as 

well~ the typical "start" in life for an adolescent male in Kinanbwa 

begins, not with an independently cropped garden, but rather with 

independently owned animals. Young boys typically become livestock 

owners several years before they work their first independent 

garden. There is at least general correspondence between folk ideals, 

which refer to the desirability of children learning to take care of 

animals when they are young, and folk practice. Tablelo-4 presents data 
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on the 101 adolescent male dependents still living in the home of' 

their :father. The criterion for inclusion in the table was whether 

the child had begun to ~ !.91!• handle a hoe., to help out with the 

heavy labor on his father's garden. Virtually all males over the age 

Yes 

No 

TOTAL 

TABLE 7-1 

Economic Jmtonomy Of 
Working Male Dependents 

Does he own 
his O'Wll animals? 

Does he crop 
his own gardens? 

N 

62% 63 46% 47 

38% 38 54% 54 

100% 101 100% 101 

of 13, and a handful of boys that were younger, are thus included in 

this table. A substantial majority already own some animals of their 

own, as can be seen from the Table, and almost half are already 

working their own gardens. Those 54 youths who are not working 

their own gardens tend, of course to be in their early teens. By 

the late teens and early twenties virtually every dependent male will 

have some animals of his own and will be cropping gardens of his own. 

There is, however, a wrinkle in the system, an increasingly 

prevalent pattern which evokes less-than-enthusiastic comments from 

the parents of these young men. In the "good old days, 11 lads living 

in their father's home, even though they were given plots to crop on 

their own, would nonetheless have as their basic economic task the 
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assistance of their father on his plots of land. But the young of 

today are turning increasingly--in some cases exclusively--to the 

cultivation of their own gardens, frequently neglecting the filial 

aid that is traditionally given to parent cultivators on their own 

gardens. The dynamics underlying this subtle diachronic change will 

be discussed in the following chapten;, since this change ~n filial 

bi:!hB:vior was to contribute to the transf'ormation of' local land tenure. 

DE-FACTO MAGRINALIZATION OF THE FEMALE_ 

If the situation of the young males is becoming somewhat more pre

carious, that of their sisters is if anything more so with respect to 

land. The specific pre-inheritance customs which evolved and have 

spread in rural Haiti can be viewed as a manner of circumventing 

delay in economic adulthood. The basic strategy involves the pro

visional granting of plots which will one day belong to the indi

vidual anyway. But we must also ask: what about the females? It 

will be recalled that the legally mandated partible inheritance 

patterns make no distinction on the basis of sex, and in fact en

vision an intergenerational land-transfer patterns which should 

result in ownership by females of roughly one half of the inherited 

land. 

But though the system is ideally designed to effect this 50-50 

division between the sexes, in its actual functioning it does not 

in fact do so. There are a series of folk-maneuvers whose principal 

effect is the partial marginalization of females in the area of land

control. The word "partial" is very important; females are by no 

means shoved off the land by their fathers and brothers. But there 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

327 

is nonetheless a series of subtle patterns whose long-range aggre-

gate effect is to :funnel. a substantially larger portion of the cul-

ti vable land into the control of males than their sheer numbers 

would warrant. It is probably true that husbands in general control 

their wives 1 land in peasant settings. This is not what was found to 

happen in Haiti. The beneficiary of the females' partial me:rgi-

na.lization is not usually the woman 1 s husband, but rather her 

male consa.nguines. 3 

At Her Marr~ 

In the presence of the traditional pre-inheritance land allo-

cation to males, one would expect some analogous arrangement giving 

a daughter a similar 11adva.nce 11 on the land that will one day be 

hers. In light of many other peasant societies, one would expect 

these advances to be made in the form of a dowry at the time of the 

girl's first marriage. If land were to be included as part of a 

dowry, there a.re several possible manners in which this might be 

effected. The different alternatives, however, would be of academic 

interest, since research in Kina.nbwa. turned up no such pre-inheritance 

land provision for females analogous to that made for males. 

The literature on this point is highly inconsistent. Moral 

states flatly (citing no sources) that women--even th..,se not legally 

:lV'l.rrieJ.··-bring dowries of land to their husbands (1961:187}. 

Simpson, who had done some systematic fieldwork in the rural 

areas, states equally flatly that they do not (1942:662). Underwood 

3. Renaud (1934:144-5} was toJ.d by a Port-au-Prince lawyer that parents 
would exclude their daughters entirely f'rom J.and in some cases. Th:i.s 
is highly unreliable information despite Renaud's assurances that his 
urban informant 11knew well the customs of the peasantry. 11 Marginalization 
of femaJ.es proceeds in a. much subtler fashion, to be discussed here. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

328 

gives the matter a different twist by stating that it is ~who are 

given land at marriage--though apparently residential land was being 

referred to (1964 :470). With respect to female land dowries, Under

wood se.ys that the custom is rare and exists only among a f'ew well

to-do families (1964: 471). Herskovits introduces an important dis

tinction by pointing out that, whereas land-dowries are rare, females 

are generally given animals and other minor property as a type of 

de facto dowry, but still maintain intact their inheritance rights 

in their parents' land (Herskovits 1971:131-2). Bastien introduces 

another important element: the time dimension. He points out that 

in times past females used to receive substantial land dowries of 

several hectares, but that this practice had greatly diminished by 

the time his own fieldwork was carried out (Bastien 1951:138-40). 

It is this latter diachronic process which perhaps accounts for 

the present lack of any mention of a dowry in Kinanbwa. Later 

I will discuss the emergence in the 19th century of pre-inheritance 

arrangements for males. One would be justifiably surprised had no 

analogous arrangements been made for females. But the same 

processes which have led to the diminution of the pre-inheritance 

land grants to young males have also led to the virtual disappearance 

of the land dowry in the case of young females. At any rate legal 

marriages are not accompanied in Kinanbwa by any regular allocation, 

official or informal, of land to the female or her spouse. A fortiori 

the dowry would be absent in plasaj unions as well. 

Is there then no advantage accruing to a young man by virtue of 

his marriage to the daughter of a well-to-do cultivator? The long 

range advantages are clear; the young man will one day, albeit it 
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in the distant future, become co-owner of the land which the woman 

will inherit. But in short range terms the issue is not that clear. 

The daughter is, and for a long time remains, landless; and any 

other minor livestock or household goods which she brings to the 

wedding are scarcely sufficient to offset the added costs which the 

young man will eventually incur in building an exceptionally good house 

for a wife of that social position. 

These factors combine to reduce greatly the immediate economic 

advantages enj eyed by a male who "marries well 11 in Kinanbwa. The 

system now operates in such a manner that females have no common 

access route to the land of their parents, and at best their spouses 

will become tenants. It is perhaps this feature ot the land-control 

system which is responsible for a quite marked lack of any notice

ably exce3.5ive enthusiasm on the part of young men for the daughters 

of the better-off as 'opposed to the daughters of the average 

cultivator. Informants will cite the disadvantages (generally 

sociopersonal) of marrying into a better-off family with perhaps 

more frequency than the ev':ntual advantages. Conversely cultivators 

with larg~r than average holdings will in general express preferences 

for poor but hard-working sons-in-law over better-off candidates 

who show tendencies to pursue non-agricultural employment (such as 

tailoring). Such statements are neither sour grapes on the part 

of the less well-off nor empty platitudes on the part of the well

to-do. Given the existing system, little immediate advantage will 

in fact come to an in-marrying male. And even less advantage would 

accrue to a father-in-law of a well-to-do young man. What a land

prosperous cultivator needs is a hard-working son-in-law who will be 
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a conscientious and productive tenant. The local land control system, 

in short, with its elimination of any genuine land dowry for females, 

creates a situation whereby "class endogamy" would lose much of its 

conventional economic meaning and rationale. Young people {and their 

parents) will in fact freq_uently prefer hard-working and economically 

productive spouses (or children-in-law) rather than less compe-

4 
tent ones whose only advantage is a well-to-do father or mother. 

During Her Adult Life 

The land control patterns which reduce the contributions of 

the typical woman to her husband's holdings at the time of their 

marriage (or plasaj) continue to operate through a large part of 

her life. The contribution which spouses make to the holdings 

of their husbands remains relatively marginal. This is attested to 

by informant statements on the one hand, and by a close exami-

nation of the land tenure data :for Kinanbwa on the other. Of the 

111 currently mated males interviewed, only 37 ( 33%) reported 

working on their vives 1 land. But even this figure is deceptively 

high, in terms of the gross female contribution to holdings. It 

will be recalled that the typical holding has many plots, and that 

a more accurate assessment of the preponderance of different tenure 

arrangements presupposes a plot-by-plot, rather than an individual-

by-individual analysis. Examining the 1,227 separate plots being 

cropped by the cultivators of Kinanbva, only 57 of them (5%) belong 

to the cultivator's wife. That is, though a third of the currently 

mated male villagers may be cropping at least one plot of their wives, 

4. Cf. Her:=ko1rits (1971:132-3) for a similar assessment of male 
disinterest in a wife's holdings. 
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women constitute a minimal fraction of the total holding pool of 

the village. 

And what of the plots which the husbands could theoretically 

crop for their fathers-in-law? Once again~ though this dowry-
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replacing strategy does exist as one locally practiced alternative, 

the fre(!uency with which it is actually utilized is in fact 

rather low. Looking at the 539 sharecropped plots on which relevant 

information exists, only 69 of these (13%) have been acquired by 

the cultivator through kin relations between the owner and the culti

vator's wife. And since many of the 69 plots so obtained are 

being cropped for siblings or collaterals of the wife, it is clear 

that fathers-in-law are in fact providing very little land to 

their sons-in-law. In short the local economic system, vrhile it 

allocates a perhaps unusual economic importance to the COillJllercial 

activities of the cultivator's wife, gives her little means for 

contributing to the major resource of her husband, his landholdings. 

If her husband 1 s holdings receive little increment by virtue of 

her own property, the woman 1 s contribution to the incipient economic 

autonomy of her adolescent sons is equally marginal. Since inheri-

tance is bilateral and since both spouses have presmnably inherited 

property, when adolescent males are allocated land to crop, one 

might expect roughly half of the land they thus receive to come 

from their mother 1 s portion. But the actual functioning of the land-

control system, by delaying daughters' access to parental land 

until the latters' actual death, means that when she has adolescent 
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she will in many cases not have come into control of her own 

heritage. The result is that the little pre-inheritance land 

which males receive tends to come for the most part from their 

father's side of the family. There were 169 cultivators who :ce-

ported receiving at one time in their lives such pre-inheritance 

land. Table 7..:.2 breaks down this sub-group into those whose plots 

came from their fathers and those whose plots came from their mothers. 

TABLE 7-2 

Source of Family Land 
Allocated to Male Dependents 

Father's 

Mother's 

TOTAL 

On the land of which parent 
did he work as a young man? 

78% 132 

22% 37 

100% 169 

There is an increasing number of young men who can count on 

neither source. But as the Table suggests, even those who receive 

something will, in eight out of ten cases,receive it from their 

fathers. This highly significant bias--which would be somewhat hard 

to explain in a system that is genuinely bilateral··-is in fact 

produced by the de-facto delay that females must undergo before 

gaining an.r access to their parents' land. 

It must be pointed out that this emphasis on land received from 

the father, as opposed to land from the mother, is by no means a 
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mere terminological fiction created, for example, by a fusion of male 

and female holdings into sole control by the male. In plasaj unions 

this fusion does not generally occur. Villagers distinguish q_uite 

clearly and consistently between their dwa E.§_~ {"property from their 

father's side") and dwa !@_mama ( 11property from their mother's side''). 

If cultivators report having worked their fathers' land, they &ean it 

'!uite literally. Because of local land-control patterns, and in spite of 

the legally mandated bilateral inheritance patterns, their mothers will 

simply have had less land with which to help them get a start in life. 

At the Dee. C:.h of Her Parents 

But eventually the woman will come into her own property-

simply because her parents will one day die. Unlike the typical 

male life cycle, where patterns of land purchase (to be discussed in 

more detail below) create abruptly burgeoning patterns of land pro

prietorship at substantially earlier ages, the acquisition of land 

by females is for the most part tied to the more smoothly flowing 

biological cycles of old age and death among their parents. 152 of 

the cultivators gave information on the landowning status of their 

wives. As Table 7-3 indicates, there is a quite consistent and 

highly significant increase of female propri<:!torship the closer 

one comes to the age group w-here many, if not most, of the women's 

parents will have died. 

But the death of his \life's parents, and her subsequent inheritance 

of her share of the family land, gives little cause for secret re

joicing on the part of the cultivator of Kinanbwa. Even after this 

long wait, it turns out that in most cases he will not be the one to 

work the newly acquired plot. Even at this stage in his life, he will 

generally (though subtly and gently) be denied firsthand access to 
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Under 35 

Age of 35 - 49 
culti-
vator 50 + 

COHBINED 

Yes 
% 

15% 

38% 

TABLE 7-3 

Patterns of Delayed Land 
Ownership by Females 

Does the cul ti vat or 1 s 
wife own land? 

No TOTAL 
(N) .3! _(N) • lm' 

(5) 85% (29) 100% (34) 

(22) 62% (36) 100% (58) 

57% ( 34) 43% (26) 100% (60) 

40% (61) 60% (91) 100% (152) 

x2 = 14.4* 
2M 
p = .001 

* The Yates correction for continuity 
bas been applied to this table and 
will be applied to every cross-tabulation 
in which there are fewer than six cells or 
in which any cell has fewer than ten 

TABLE 7-4 

Marginalization of Husbands 
from the Land Owned by Their Wives 

Does the cultivator himself work 
any of the land that is owned by his wife? 

Yes 33% 20 

No 67% 41 

TOTAL 100% 61 

334 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

335 

his wife's land~ especially if--as is usually the case--they are plasf 

rather than mari€. As table 7-4 indicates, only one out of three 

cultivators whose wives have come into land will actually be working 

any of that land. And though the Table doesn't indicate it, even those 

who do will generally be working only~ of their wife's land. 

To understand how this comes about, it is necessary to refer to 

the prevalent pattern of sharecropping. In very many cases, when an 

elderly parent dies, he will already have turned over most of his 

land to tenant-sharecroppers, in many cases his own sons or nephews.,..-

i. e. to the brothers or male cousins of the woman who will inherit. When 

the old man dies, his plots will in numerous cases be under the effec

tive control of such sharecropping relatives, whose harvest-time pay

ment is substantially less than the half w~1ich could be exacted of 

non-kin. 

After the funeral the land will be divided up by the siblings, 

and the woman will of course be allocated her share. But she would 

meet with a stonn of familial disapproval were she then to "evict" 

the current tenant--frequently her own brother (cf. Comhaire-Sylvain 

1961:196)--in order to turn the plot over to her husband. To take land 

away from a relative currently cropping it and to turn it over to a 

plas€ husband is a move not frequently done in Kinanbwa. It appears that 

in a greater number of cases the land ""ill be continue to be cropped 

by the same individual who was tenant before the death of the owner; 

there has merely been a change of landlords. It will be the woman to whom 

the "owner's 11 portion will now be given. 

The rather marginal position of the plas€ husband in these events 

should be clear. But his marginality is mollified and partially masked 
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by ~· somewha' honorific role he begins to play as the supervisor of the 

tenants. Though a woman may own land and have a sharecropper on it, 

it will be a male of her household who undertakes the close supervision 

that is practiced in Kinanbwa and who will harvest her portion of ·the 

harvest when the time comes. It is generally the husband who per-

forms these tasks. His ancillary role will often be terminologically 

disguised; husbands in such situation will generally describe themselves 

as "giving out sharecrop land to others" (~ lOt ~ aemwatye), a 

condition that brings not a little statur: ~.n Kinanbwa. 

It is in this sense that we can best interpret the impressive 

leap in the percentage of "landlords" with sharecroppers among the 

husbands of land-owning women. Table 7-5 indicates that whereas only 

half of the cultivators will be landlords to tenants if their wives 

own no land, almost nine out of ten cultiYators will be able to 

TABLE 7-5 

Husbands as "Landlords" 
on Plots OWned by Their Wives 

Does he have tenants'? 
Yes No TOTAL 

% {N) % {N) % {N) 

Does his Yes 85% {52) 15% {9) 100% {61) 
wife own 

land'? No 48% {44) 52% {48 100% {92) 

COMBINED 63% {96) 37% {57 1100% {153) 

* Yates correction applied 

x2 = 2o.4* 
1 df 
p = .001 

describe themselves in this locally prestigious idiom if their wives 

do own land. 

But the high percentage of "land-givers" in this group should not 
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blind us to the often powerless subordination that adheres to a hus

band in this position. Though he is, as the owner-wife's represen

tative, "giving out land" to others in the community, familial and 

social pressures frequently will have given him little choice in 

the matter. And though he will harvest his wife's share, he does not 

dispose of even that partial fruit of the plot in the same manner 

that he would, did the plot belong to him. His wife is the owner 

of the plot, and his wife is thus the owner of the landlord's portion 

of the harvest. Though not all will do so, many wives will insist 

strictly on their control of the produce. The husband may end UJ:l 

receiving a token pittance due him by virtue of the energy he expen

ded in supervising the cultivation,and harvesting his wife's portion, 

of the crop. 

In this light we can sense the operation of a conflict-avoiding 

latent strategy, by which the honorific title, and ~ssociated status, 

of "landlord" are functioning as quasi-compensatory "pacifiers 11 of 

plase husbands who are~ if looked at in another light, being in 

fact excluded from all or part of their wife's land. Such patterns and 

dynamics are camouflaged, masqueraded, and generally hushed, as a cru

cial prerequisite to their conflict-avoiding role. Were things to 

be called by blunter names (and gossiping neighbors will be chucklingly 

blunt when referring to a male who depends largely on this sort of 

income)~ the pattern would not operate as smoothly as it now does. 

The degree of posture involved in this :pattern makes it difficult to 

collect reliable survey data on it, and we ca>:l only give impressions 

as to the a.ctual prevalence of such arrangements. They will certainly 

be less frequent among legally married couples, where the husband has 
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both a legal and community-supported right to directly control and 

crop, if he wishes, any land of his wife's. But the plasaj husband 

does not enjoy this access to his wife's property, and very many of 

them appear to be subtly cast into some variant of the arrangement 

described above. 

But one thing does emerge with clarity from the figures. A 

local land-control system has emerged which, operating in the 

context of the largely extralegal mating system which prevails 

at village level, functions to keep much of the property of a woman 

under the effective control of her male consanguineal kin, and 

to simultaneously deprive her husband of genuine direct access 

to that cropping land. Though rarely discussed overtly in the 

village, the low percentage of men whose holdings are augmented 

by their wives 1 property is an effect of a land-control dynamic 

which subtly marginalizes local females during much of their life. 

At Her Husband 1 s Death and Her Own Death 

The dynamic which maintains the separateness of plas€ spouses 

property operates to its eventual and logical conclusion in the declin

ing years of the couple. If the husband dies first a landless plase 

widow may find herself in a precarious position. If she has in 

fact inherited cropping land of her own, then she will c..ontinue giving 

it to a sharecropper (perhaps one of her own children) and living 

off her portion of the harvest. But if she has inherited no land of 

her own, the land which her husband had inherited and had worked 

during his life passes directly to the children. It is said that 

children tllen ha-te the right to tell their widowed mother: "M.a.mil, 

kit€ dwa papa-m, s€! pou mwe li y€" (Let me have my father's land, mother; 

it's mine now). Though this type of son-mother eviction rarely if 
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ever occurs, nonetheless the plase widow, no matter how many years she 

had lived with her husband nor how many children she had had by him, 

has no legal rights to any of the property which came to him via in-

heritance. Even if' the husband had purchased l.and during their 

union, the purchase will in most cases have been registered solely 

under his name. The plase widow has no rights to any of' this land; 

it belongs solely to the children. If the couple should be childless, 

all the property of the husband will revert to his siblings, unless 

the woman had been legally married to the man. In this latter case 

she will inherit half of whatever property had been acquired since 

the beginning of their union {c:f'. Underwood 1964:471, 479-80; Herskovits 

J.971:132-3; Comhaire-Syivain 1961:218-19}. 

There appear to be substantial regional differences in terms of' 

the grass-roots modif'ications actually made to circumvent some of' the 

f'ormal requirements of' the law. In Kinanbwa, f'or exampl.e, widows of 

legal marriages will generally retain control of all of' their deceased 

husband's property, until their own death. Furthermore even landless 

plase widows are at least in a relatively strong residential position. 

Uxorilocal residence patterns produce a pattern whereby women are 

living on land that belongs to their own f'amily (and cannot be evi ctedJ , 

and l.ocal cu~tom,supported by local courts, assigns house ownership to 

the female rather than to the male partner in the case of such 

uxorilocally established domiciles. This diff'ers, for example, from 

Marbial and the Beaumont plateau, where viril.ocal residence has widows 

living on the property of' their deceased husbands and thus more vulne

rable to eventual eviction in the absence of' living children f'rom 

the union (Under.rood 1964:480}. In short, the same l.and-control system 
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which prevents a female from contributing heavily to the holdings of 

her spouse during the latter's life may continue to "plague" her even 

during her old age, leaving her with no guaranteed access to the 

cropping ground from which she and her husband lived during his 

lifetime, and making access to residential ground contingent on the 

presence of living children from the union. The system itself makes 

littl~ provision for them~ and they must henceforth--if they 

are propertyless--live strictly on the good will of their childrep. 

But the land control system perhaps most clearly reveals 

its nature and basic direction in the paradoxical twist matters will 

take when the woman herself dies. Her children will suddenly come 

into control of cropping ground to which her husband--their father-

could never gain access. The legal restrictions and community norms 

which prevent a plase husband from making strong approaches to the 

patrimony of his wife do not apply to the woman's children--once the 

woman is dead. These latter have every right--which they generally 

exercise--to take over any land which had been the property of their 

deceased mother, no matter who happens to be cropping the land at 

the time of their mother 1 s death. The subtle intrafamilial dynamics 

which keep land under the control of male consanguines of the female 

cease their operation.,now passirg to the hands of her children.,upon 

her death., the land to which the inheritance system gives them a :dght. 

This pattern comes out rather clearly in the Kinanbwa land data. 

We have already seen that only one out of twenty of the plots currently 

being cropped by Kinanbwa cultivators belonged to the cultivator's wife. 
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And we have used this as a demonstration of the low importance which 

uxorial property plays in the domestic economy of Kinanbw'a. We :f.urtbermore 

saw that young men also receive little land help :from their mothers 

and count muc1l more heavil.y on l.and which their fathers turn over 

to them, and that the woman is of little help to her sons either 

in this sphere during her life. But the fact that death changes this 

can be seen in Table 7-6 • There were 202 plots in Kinanbwa being 

cropped by cultivators who had inherited them from their deceased 

parents, and for each of these plots it was ascertained f'rom which 

TABLE 7-6 

Specific Origin of 
Inherited Plots 

From whom did the cultivator 
inherit the plot? 

N 

Father 54% 110 

Mother 41% 83 

Both 3% 7 

other 1% 2 

TOTAL 100% 202 

exact source the plot had come. It turns out that in fact some four 

out of ten plots are intergenerationally transmitted via the maternal 

line, which is ~ the contribution which mothers make to their 

adolescent sons, and eight times as high as the contribution wives 

make to the total holdings of Kinanbwa husbands. Even in Table 7-6 

the fathers still maintain an edge over the mothers, an edge which 
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stems ~rom the greater amount of land purchasing (in their own name) 

which they will do during their lives. Eut the earlier gap has been 

substantially narrowed. 

We can sum this discussion up. There is operating in Kinanbwa a 

somewhat latent, camouflaged, but statistically clear land control 

pattern by which the land due females by virtue of the inheritance 

process is partially and subtly withheld from them during their 

lives, effectively depriving most husbands and sons from direct 

access to this land. It is only after the woman's death that her 

children t.lill finally carne into the land. Such patterns are rarely 

discussed in the village; and indeed their maintenance presupposes 

a general policy of discreet silence in their regard. But what 

is cloaked by omission from daily conversational reference is exposed 

in a plot-by-plot count. 

Anthropologically what leaps out is a systemic emphasis on 

consanguineal, as opposed to affinal~ kin ties, whereby land goes 

from parent to daughter to grandchild without coming under direct 

control of' sons-in-law. But in this process it is hard to avoid 

concluding that in many instances the plots of the women are being 

covertly controlled by her brothers and male cousins. The fact that 

village YTomen do not discuss--and perhaps do not perceive--the 

precesses that are partially alienating them from their land does not 

change the actual patterns of plot distribution. What is masked by 

social etiquette and acceptance is exposed by quantitative research, 

as one more folk-modification--one which is understandably "hushed" 

in village life--has been found to imbue local land-control with a 

further extralegal modality. 
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DODGING THE LAW AND ITS CONSTRAINTS 

In addition to the three maneuvers just discussed, there are other 

local land manipulation deviCes. One entails d6dging~a restricti·on in the 

law which,. as it is actually applied in the region of Les Bayahondes, 

will rmder certain circumstances tend to handcuff the owner and 

place quite clear constraints on what he may do with the land. These 

constraints arise from a potential conflict of interest that arises 

between the owner and his children. When conflict arises--when, for 

example, an elderly parent wishes to do something which may reduce the 

inheritance of his children--the latter may take the parent to court 

to restrain him. In such cases, the children--at least in the research 

area--will usually win. 

The device of a will, which in other settings can be used by 

parents to allocate their property differentially among their 

children, will be of little use to a resident of Kinanbwa. Though 

Haitian law recognizes the right of an individual to write a will, 

his right to distribute his property as he rrishes does not extend to land. 

In the Cul-de-Sac Plain local courts will not honor the attempts of 

an individual to favor some of his children over others in regard to 

land, or to will a piece of land to an individual who is not part of 

the locally recognized inheriting group. In these areas wills may 

be used to allocate only other (usually less valuable) types of 

property. 

The legal basis for this locally practiced re,et.riction is not clear. 

Renaud (1934), who has done the most thorough study of Haitian land 

law, does not deal with the question of wills. The restriction is 

clearly not confined to the Cul-de-Sac Plain; Herskovits was given the 

same information by his own informants in Mirebalais {1971:130), It 
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seems highly Wllikely that there is a:ny specific statute in Haitian 

law prohibiting the willing of land. The de facto restriction may 

come as an indirect result of the general lack of individual titles 

throughou't rural Haiti. Such an individualized title would presu

mably be a prerequisite for the willing of a specific plot, 

according to Comhaire-Sylvain (1952: 181; 1961 :218)., though such 

a deed is not needed to sell a plot in Kinanbwa. 

At any rate there is a widespread belief among the peasants that 

the law forbids the discrimination by a parent against any of his 

children with respect to land. Though the belief may be more a 

reflection of strongly valued local custom than of legal fact, the 

courts reportedly honor this local belief. Anecdotes are told of chil

dren who were able, for example, to bar an angry father from selling 

all his land with a view to disinheriting his children. Though 

actual cases of children publicly and legally restraining parents are 

somewhat rare, a type of local folklore concerning such situations 

has arisen. 

But why does such a situation of conflict between parent and 

cl;ildren arise in the first place? There are two sets of circumstances 

in which an individual may find the dictates of the law at odds with 

his own personal preferences concerning the ultima+,e disposition of 

his property. There are cases on the one hand where a parent wishes 

to favor one of his children. The child would of course inherit a 

normal portion of the property anyway; but in the eyes of the parent 

he may be seen as meriting for one reason or another a larger share 
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in the parental legacy. 

Another situation reportedly arises when a parent meay make 

attempts to keep the holding as intact as possible and to f'unnel 

as much of it as possible into the hands of one of' his children. 

Though no example of this was seen in Kinanbwa, Comhaire-Sylvain 

reports that it used to occur elsewhere (1961:196). The :father also 

may practice pre-inheritance discrimination; he may allocate more 

land, or better land, to one o:f his sons during his~ the f'ather's~ 

lifetime. But on his death he is aware that any advantage thus 

besto-wed will be ephemeral.; the siblings of the favored child 

will be able to reduce his holding via the local courts. 

These instances where the parent wants to :funnel more land 

into the hand of a particular child are frequently mentioned in 

the village. But there is yet another type of situation that is 

of' relevance here. There are instances where the property owner's 

concern is, not to give a lion's share to one of the legitimate 

inheritors, but rather simply to include in the heritage one or more 

individuals whose claims the law will not recognize. The most :fre

quently cited variant of this situation concerns the discrimination 

which, as ve have indicated above~ Haitian law makes against children 

who are not offspring of' legally validated unions. A reading o:f the 

specific statutes indicates that Haitian law in f'act distinguishes 

between three types of' children: enf'ants l~gitim.es, ~ ~' 

and enfants adul.t~rins (cf. Renaud 1934:213-15). Legitimate 

children are those born to a man of' the woman to whom he is legally 

married. The children may have been born ~- the couple was 

legally married. Such marriages will frequently occur late in the lives 
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of a couple. The "natural" chil.dren born to ~he union when it was a 

plasaj union are automatically "l.egitimized" by the marriage of' their 

parents. 

An~~ is a child born to a man of' a plase wif'e, 

a child who has :rurthermore been publicly recognized by the man 

346 

as being his child. In Lea Bayahondes and surroundings this recognition 

is given in the context of' baptism. It is the rather who "gives his 

child a baptismal certificate," sponsoring the baptism of the child. 

This entails a prior registering of' the child as his own in the local. 

civil registry. Hencef'orth the child is considered an enfant naturel 

of that man. 

The case of the enf'ant adult€rin is somewhat dif'ferent. There 

are a small number of children whose fathers have not given them the 

baptismal certificate in the manner described above. When this occurs 

it is generally not paternal reluctance which causes it. In most cases 

the situation arises when a legally married man has an outside child 

by another woman. But legally married ma.les are not permitted to 

recognize such children unless their legal wife gives her :formal 

consent. Since recognition of such a child--its elevation to the 

status of ~ ~ of the husband--will bestow property ri.ghts 

on it, the married women of Kinanbwa do not generally grant their 

spouses this permission. Thus the child rems.ins a.dultErin. This 

third class of children constitutes a small minority of the population. 

The inheritance rights of an individual will vary depending on 

which of the three categories he falls into. If a man dies unmarried, 

and his children are all consequently 11naturels, 11 all will inherit 

equally :from him, no distinction being ma.de between children of different 
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Unions that he may enter during his life. But if the man Yras legally 

married to one woman, but had had children by several, each child 

of a plase marriage is entitled to only a third of the property that 

will go to the child of the legally validated union ( cf. Renaud 

1934:213-15; Herskovits 1971:129-30; Bastien 1951:138:, Underwood 

1964o472). 

The specific application of this discrimination will vary from 

court to court,from case to case. But the discrimination itself 

appears to be universally applied throughout rural Haiti. Underwood 

notes the approbation given to those women who, on the death of their 

legal husband, waive the rights of their own children to larger 

portions of her husband's property (Underwood 1964:474). No example 

was found of such largesse in Les Bayahondes or Kinanbwa. On the 

contrary the differential property rights holding among half-siblings, 

some of whom were legitimate, was a crucial and frequently alluded 

to organizational cornerstone of more than one lakou in Kinanbwa. 

Children whose father was legally married to a woman other than their 

ow mother would inevitably receive a substantially smaller 

portion of the inheritance than their "legitimate" half siblings. 

Knowing of the economic discrimination that will be thus practiced 

against their later offspring, many men engage in a series of ploys 

to thwart any future efforts on the part of their legal wife and 

legitimate children to leave his subsequent children propertyless. The 

most frequent ploy resorted to is that of secret land purchases in 

which the purchase is registered under the name of the outside womal!. 

and locked up until the husband's death. Since the land has been purchased, 

and the records list the plot in the name of the woman, the legitimate 
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children of the man have no claim on the land. It henceforth belongs 

to the outside woman, and her children will in turn inherit it from 

her. 

The matter is less simple when the parent wishes to will extra 

land to one of his legitimate children. In such cases the most fre

q_uently used tactic appears to involve, not a clandestine purchase, 

but rather a fictitious sale. A parent will simply "sell11 a piece of 

the family property to a favored child, telling the other siblings 

that an emergency has come up and that one of the children has 

come up with some money to purchase land and thus give the parent 

money with which to resolve the emergency. It is hard for the other 

c:O.ildren to object, since it is seen as more proper, ¥Then selling land, 

to sell it to a person who would have inherited it, than to an outsider. 

The parent and the child will register the "sale" duly in the office 

of a notary, though no money has changed hands. 

To sum up: we have been discussing a series of ploys to circumvent 

various types of legally imposed constraints which prevent individuals 

from allocating their land completely as they might wish. It is 

noteworthy that such tactics are discussed quite openly. We have 

seen that, with respect to other "folk maneuvers" already discussed, 

no overt references will be made to the existence of certain patterns. 

But these latter efforts by parents to give all of their children 

land, or to favor somewhat f!, child who has been more generous with the 

parents, meet with general community approval. The tactics used to 

achieve this are thus part of the public domain and of local folklor8. 

The presence of these tactics lends one more local, extralegal modality 

to the inheritance system as it actually functions in Kinanbwa. 
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AVOIDING LOCAL AV'THORITIES 

The tactics described in the preceding section entail certain 

behaviors on the part of parents. But the cases in which parents will 

resort to such maneuvers are exceptional. In !he majority of cases, 

though elders may attempt to retain control of their land for as long 

as possible, they will not as a rule contrive to circumvent the equal 

distribution of their land to all of their children. And since most 

males are not legally married, they need make no secret provision 

for children against whom the law will later discriminate. In most 

cases, therefore, the siblings will effect a roughly equal distribution 

of their dead parent's holding. 

But like their parents, they also have their maneuvers for circum-

venting certain aspects of the law. When the parents die, and the 

time comes for them to receive their legacy, they are not passive fol-

lowers of legally mandated procedure. On the contrary, as will be 

here, the steps they will take to divide up the lana. differ quite 

profoundly from the process as it appears in Haitian law. 

Absence of Deeds 

The formal law envisions a sequence or"" events activated by 

the death of a landowning parent. If they adhere to this ideal 

sequence, the inheriting sibling group would gather, presumably 

examine the land titles of their dead parent, and reach an agreement 

among themselves concerning the division of the land. Fro:rn there the 

group would take steps to legalize this partition, by contracting a 

government-licensed surveyor (apa.te) to set the new bonndaries, and 

by paying a notary (note) to validate this new partition by 1-ITiting up 

separate deeds for each of the new holdings created by the division. 
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The fees of these representatives of the public sector are generally 

paid in cash, though payment through land has been reported elsewhere 

in Haiti. 

Table 7-7 .;hovs rather dramatically the frequency with which this 

ideal sequence, mandated by law, actually occurs. The 199 plots 

appearing in the Table were the currently cropped plots which 

cultivators indicated that they had inherited from one or anot:1er 

of their parents. The percentage of plots which are formally surveyed 

TABLE [-7 

Prevalence of Informal Land Divisions 
on Inherited Plots 

Yes 

Has the cultivator taken out 
a formal deed? 

N 

2% 3 

98% 196 

TOTAL I 100% 199 

and deeded after a sibling land division is negligible. The virtually 

universal pattern is for the villagers to carry the process only as 

far as the informal division made by agreement among the inheriting 

survivors. It is an extremely rare case in o.'hich a surveyor and a 

notary will be contacted to legaJ.ize this division. 

The more common procedure is for the surviving inheritors to 

carry out the division of the dead parent's land using an informal 

rope measure with which the parent's land is evenly divided up. 

Henceforth each recipient inheritor will behave toward his or her 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

351 

allocated plots ~though a legal validation of the division had been 

made. That is, it will be cropped on a purely individual basis, 

sharecropped, rented, or even sold. Though the law assumes an offi

cially- supervised surveyal and subsequent legal,individualized entitle

ment as a prerequisite to such ownership behavior, the actual sequence 

that usually occurs involves in almost all cases a total bypassing of 

such involvement with the formal authorities. The villagers will 

proceed directly frorr the informal division to the assumption of a 

publicly (if not officially) recognized status as owner (met) of that 

plot, and to the -proprietary behavior which such a status socially 

legitimizes. 

The most visible result of this folk process--the consequence which 

appears to jolt many commentators on rural Haiti--is the almost total 

absence of individualized deeds to the hundreds of thousands of 

tiny plots that are being cropped throughout the nation (cf. Moral 1961: 

179; Organization of American States 1972:630). As actually stated, 

the pattern of deedlessness is a fact. Probably fewer than 1% of the 

cultivators in rural Haiti could justify their claim of 11 ovmt:r:;,hip 11 by 

presenting a valid~ individualized title to each and every one of the 

plots which they report themselves as owning. 

Nonetheless this widespread absence of individualized property 

titles has frequently been interpreted in a somewhat questionable 

framework. The Haitian peasant has on more than one occasion been 

depicted as feeling the insecurity of an outright squatter. Holly 

assumes this psychological insecurity and discusses what he believes 

are its deleterious economic consequences (1955:4'7). And Moral 
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quotes an anecdotal vignette in which an influential urbanite arrives 

in a village, bearing a phony deed~ and accompanied by a governmental 

surveyor and the local chlH ~ section, and calmly goes about tbe process 

of evicting the unfortunate peasan~. t who will be summarily arrestcA. 

if he makes any protest (Moral 1961:179). Though Moral himself 

(on the following page) mentions in passing that of course such 

evictions have rarely taken place in rural Haiti, the impression that 

has been created by such an anecdote is quite vivid. The peasant who 

does not have a deed can feel no more security than a total squatter. 

Such scenes were not -witnessed in Kinanbwa, nor had they ever 

occurred, though local rumors were that a highly placed physician 

in Port-au-Prince was attempting to gain control through the COUTts 

of a large tract of land in another part of the Plain. Such rumours, how

ever, combined with mistrust of the courts (see below), hardly ~ouch 

one 1 s security in the knowledge of one 1 s possession of one 1 s land. 

This security stems on the one hand from the unquestioned social recognition 

by other members of the community of the "ownership" status of individuals 

toward land they had inherited or purchased. Everybody was in the 

same general boat, and land division followed a locally inculcated 

procedure. There was no chaos Ol" anarchy in the procedure, and no 

ambiguity concerning subsequent ownership, in the vast majority of cases. 

But the security rests not only on the unanimity of local 

opinion. Though individual cultivators did not take out deeds, 

it will be recalled that the countryside is dotted with pieces of 

paper called ~-.Eili, old deeds registering large blocs of property 

as belonging to (usually defunct) ancestors. It is not clear how 

vulnerable such deeds would be to systematic attack; but the point is 
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that deeds do exist. Most of the land in the Les Bayahondes region 

would probably be found to be covered by deeds of one sort or another, 

and most of the villagers of Kinanbwa would possibly be able to 

trace their descent from the defunct ancients in whose names these 

deeds were made out. It is unlikely that they will ever have to 

do this. But the knowledge of these deeds is another pillar 

which their sense of relative security in their holdings rests. 

There is no total absence of insecurity. I have already remarked 

that there is the danger that some distant relative who in times 

past was somehow- excluded from the informal partition will show up 

claiming his portion. But the sorcery complex covering such 

eventualities (mentioned above)~ and the rarity with which such 

claims are actually made, render this a not-very-salient concern. At 

any rate the widespread lack of individualized titles to the vast majo

rity of rural Haitian landholdings by no means indicates that we are 

dealing with a nation of "squatters" fearing the arrival of a notice 

of eviction. A modus vivendi has been reached with the law, and indi

viduals become relatively secure property owners through a series of 

locally evolved arrangements which, while doing no violence to the 

codified laws, nonetheless manage to circumvent some of their 

specific mandates. 

needlessness is frequently related to an alleged frequency of 

legal bat.tles over land a.iLJOng peasants. There has been an unfortunate 

tendency, in discussions of land tenure in rural Haiti, to emphasize 

the fact that lawsuits have been fought, and are being fought, over 

questions of land. That such events occur is undeniable. But that 
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their prevalence or frequency warrants the emphasis given them is 

highly questionable for probably most regions of Haiti. In 

the Les Bayahond.es region most people who appeared before the 

law were involved in disputes over livestock. In the two years 

of fieldwork not one of the villagers of Kinanbwa was seen to be 

involved in any land litigation (cf. also Moral 1.961:181.). 

There was in short evidence for neither the insecurity nor the 

tendency to run to the courts that reportedly have existed in 

other parts of Haiti. 5 Informality of land division has other roots. 

Reasons for Proceeding InformallY 

If such is in fact the case, the question then becomes: ~ 

do villagers generally circumvent the law and proceed in the infer-

mal manner described above? The dynamic which sustains the folk 

procedure and precludes utilization of the legal procedure is quite 

complex~ but its basic elements can be listed. 

The most i'requent explanation given for not acquiring an indi-

vidualized title to plots of' land revolves around the costs of' such a 

procedure. There is a fixed per-carreau rate for the surveyor, and the 

notary's f'ee will also very according to the size of' the plot 

for which a new deed is drawn up. Though in some parts of' Haiti the 

5. To present evidence on the absence of actual evictions or the 
lack of any evident overwhelming concern in this matter among the 
peasants is not to say that the matter may not change in the future. 
If outsiders--be they urban Haitians or foreigners--were suddenly to 
take an interest in the land, giring it thus a new speculative value, we 
could expect more maneuver on the part of outsiders o The security o'£ 
the peasant would then plummet o For this reason an analysis such as the 
one presented here should not be construed as a justif'ication against 
making e.fforts to strengthen the legal position of' the peasant 
vis-B.-vis his land. Cf. Moral 1961:182. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

surveyors and notaries are paid almost exclusively in cash (as was 

the case in Les Bayahondes), in other parts of' the country the 

tradition of paying them with a small piece of land means that the 

very act of officially registering a new holding will in effect 
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reduce the size of the holding_ (cf. Underwood 1964:472; Casimir 1965:41-2). 

In short the generalized reluctance throughout Haiti to follow the 

legally mandated procedure must be seen as at least in part stemming 

from the economically burdensome nature of those procedures. 

But there are other factors involved as well, considerations which 

may surface less easily under direct questioning than the obvious 

economic ones, but whose power is nonetheless manifested through 

other types of subtle indication. One of these considerations involves 

the profound mistrust of local authorities which much of the tradi

tional behavior of these latter has generated among the rural popu

lace. The concept of blind justice being administered in the local 

courts, and the construal of judges and lawyers as defenders of impar

tial rectitude, would probably be a somewhat naive idealization in 

most social systems. The villagers of Kinanbwa are not idealistic 

in this sense. They have clear notions concerning what they perceive 

to be the motivations of local authorities and the manner in which 

decisions are actually made in a great ntlillber of cases. Surveyors, 

lawyers, notaries, judges--such officials are publicly and matter

of-factly assumed to be highly amenable to cash inducements. Many 

take it for granted that most judicial decisions will be made in favor 

of the disputant who has been most generous in his behind-the-scenes 

offerings to the local judge. Simply stated the courts have oore than once 

been used, not to administer justice, but to permit certain citizens 
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to wrest property away from other citizens. The local tribunal is as 

much an arena of conflicting economic interests as it is a locale 

for the administering of justice. Not only lavyers and judges, 

but even surveyors, have been reportedly bribed by one sibling who is 

intent on maximizing his own share of the common patrimony (cf. Underwood 

1964). This generalized mistrust and fear of local officials com-

bines with the above-mentioned economic considerations to perpetuate 

the practice of informal division of land, rather than risking involve

ment with local authorities. 

Yet a third factor was seen to enter into the conunon policy of 

avoiding legal land divisions among the populace of Kinanbwa. The 

very function of this factor prevented it from being overtly stated 

by informants. But several spontaneous and unguarded connnents gave 

evidence of its presence. The informality of tY}lical land distribu

tion arrangements among kin permits the creation of certain compro-

mise situations which are accepted by all parties as provisional, tempo

rary, and subject to subsequent revision. Relatives who depart to 

a distant community (or emigrate to the Dominican Republic}, for 

example, may allow their siblings to crop their share for them. And 

though they e.re t.heoretically entitled to some of the produce (or to 

some of the revenue from the sale of the produce), they rarely insist 

on their claim. 

If we view such a process in terms of its long range effects, we 

see that we are dealing with a mechanism which permits gentle "easing 

out 11 of a not insubstantial num":ler of potential claimants to the 

increasingly limited land supply. Though some sibling divisions are 

seen as definitive, there is an impressive number of these more 
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"tentative 11 arrangements, by which a mnnber of relatives are in effect 

removed from the scene, but in a non-belligerent and non-disruptive 

fashion. 

The very mention of the courts abruptly terminates this informally 

reached modus ~- To ef:fect a formal division of the land, it 

is required that every single potential heir to that land be noti-

fied and invited to attend the judgment. The social and intrafami-

lial impact of this turn of events is devastating. A can of worms 

has been foolishly opened, and the proverbial sleeping dog has been 

needlessly disturbed, setting the stage for the resurrection of dar-

mant antagonisms whose expression will redound to the benefit of only 

those authorities whose pockets vill be lined by the bribes of the 

aroused disputants. Rural Haiti has witnessed the emergence of quiet 

folk arrw•gements for softening and forestalling the expression of 

conflicting economic interest among relatives--arrangements which 

are disguised as "provisional" and protected by a subtly imposed layer 

of discreet silence. The economically deleterious and intrafa.milially 

devastating impact of involving the courts constitutes a third major 

(though unspoken) factor inducing the rural Haitian populace to con-

tinue dividing its land in the context of infonnal agreements reached 

among kin. 6 

6. It is in this area that the effects of research can also be 
detrimental. The many less-than-equitable "provisional" arrangements 
that have been made and accepted by all parties come to be dismissed 
from daily life. During certain in-depth intervie'Ws ,probing case 
histories of inheritance and land acquisition, it became clear that 
in some cases dormant resentments were being activated and aroused by 
the very interview process itself., and the subject was changed. The 
major danger of research is generally seen as being the provision of 
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It is perhaps the combined operation of this factor with the 

preceding factor which has generated yet a fourth ma.j or dynamic supper-

ting and legitimizing the informal mode, rather than the legal mode, 

in the intergenerational transfer of land. A generally shared 

"definition of the situation" has arisen in which the contacting of 

surveyors and lawyers is seen, not as a normal episode in the inheri-

tance sequence, but as a symptom of intrafamilial conflict. It is, 

of course, quite common in cross-cultural perspective for villagers 

to employ folk-mechanisms for dispute resolution, using the courts 

only as a last resort. But in Kinanbwa a definition has arisen 

whereby even surveyors and notaries are defined as such last-resort 

resolvers of conflicts rather than providers of services wl:ich are 

solicited in the normal course of events (as the law would have it). 

Because they are thus defined, villagers will tend to solicit 

their services only when there 1§.. in fact an intrafa.milial dispute. 

Much praise is heard for those sibling groups who can divide their 

patrimony in harmony a.mvng themselves, without involving these exter-

nal agents of ;onf'lict resolution. And we thus have the paradox where-

by those who bypass the "official" way of doing things are 

acting in a superior fashion. 

This paradox should not be lightly dismissed as a self-explained 

aspect of village life, in which folk-patterns are preferred to offi-

cial patterns. This is emphatically not the case, for example, in the 

potentially damaging information to outsiders. Here, however, we have 
a situation where the researcher should hesitate seriously before 
creating a situation where the informant will begin ruminating over 
bits of information that will disruJlt a modus vivendi he has arrived at 
with his kin and himself. -----
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sphere of mating. Those who get legally married are almost invariably 

seen as having entered a state "superior" to that of informal plasaj. 

But the utilization of the formal land-division mechanisms among 

siblings 7 as opposed to informal agreements is emphatically not 

seen as a superior strategy. It is seen rather as symptomatic of 

conflict and shameful intrafamilial discord. The first three factors 

provide the economic framework for the perpetuation of informal land 

divisions. This fourth factor, the pejorative construal imposed on 

the use of official agents in land division constitutc:s the clin-

ching ideological validation of the folk pattern. 

The Nature of the Land Division Procedure 

.on examining the literature, 'it appea.rs that the verY inforinality 

oi' the folk process makes i'or variation between regions in the actual 

procedures utilized to divide land. In Kinanbwa the division was 

generally made with a long rope or cord (referred to as a ~), which 

was distinguished by villagers from the surveyor's chain (eben 

a pate). The inheritors proceed as a group to dii'i'erent plots. To 

allow for differences in the quality of the different plots of the 

dead parent, the more frequent procedure appeared to be that of allo-

eating to each inheritor a small portion of every plot rather than 

assigning different plots in their totality to different heirs (cf. 

Undert..rood 1964:473). If the dead parent had taken out individual 

deeds to any of his plots of land (as might be the case, for example, 

if he had purchased land from a non-relative), or if he had been the 

7. It is significant that the negative construal of use of sur
veyo:>:"s by siblings does not apply to the use of a surveyor {or a notary) 
by a person who has purchased a piece of land from a non-relative. 
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holder of any gr§.-pyi2s containing the record of larger holdings as of 

yet undivided, such documents will generally pass into the hands of' his 

eldest son. It is quite significant that, though females are placed 

in charge of many types of economic transactions in Kinanbwa, with 

respect to the keeping of land titles, the task will generally fall to 

the eldest brother. In the lakou where we lived, the eldest legiti

mate male survivor of the dead founder of the lakou was generally 

recognized to be somewhat incompetent and dull-witted (~ £. ~ 

gi§ li2spri). Yet the deeds were entrusted to him, as the eldest male 

in the family. 

In other parts of Haiti, where dif'ferent conditions prevail, the 

procedure will vary from the one common in Kinanbwa. Metraux has 

reported that in Marbial, coheirs to a small holding will in many 

cases sell off the entire holding and split the proceeds (quoted in 

Underwood 1964:473). Herskovits came across the pattern of one or 

two siblings being allocated all of the land but subsequently purchasing 

land for their non-recipient siblings. The pattern which Bastien {1951) 

reported in Marbial, whereby males would build their houses r~ght near 

the plots which their parents had allocated to them during the latters' 

lifetime,undoubtedJ.y made for a different procedure in dividing the 

holding from what holds in Kinanbwa. In Kinanbwa settlement patterns 

are nucleated; houses are not built near the gardens, but are rather 

clustered in large residential units. Cultivators walk out to the 

fields from this nucleated settlement rather than dwell near them, 

in Marbial. In the latter case the practice of allocating to each 

heir the plot on which he had built his dwelling w·as probably more 

practical tha:-1 the practice of giving each heir a small piece of each 
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plot. What will be common to all regions, hm·:ever, is the virtual 

universality of informal divisions among siblings, and the rarity of 

legal deeds being taken out. 

The chapter can be summed up. Because of the centrality of 

issues of land tenure to the general hypothesis of this presenta

tion, a detailed discussion was made of certain features of Haitian 

land tenure. Attention was first focused on the legal framework that 

sets the basic contours of land allocation and land control patterns 

in Haiti, and a number of critical European-derived institutional 

patterns were identified and discussed. Following this, however, I 

prese'nted ethnographic and q,uantitative information on a series of 

informal folk maneuvers which permit individuals to slip through the 

interstices of this institutional structure and imbue local land 

maneuver with an air of autochthonous individuality and local adap

tiveness, despite adherence to the institutionally mandated ground 

rules. The result is a system whose final shape is quite different 

from that envisioned by the law. 

But these maneuvers, however, operate so to speak on the surface 

of the system. By themselves they would leave untouched the basic 

character of the system, and were there no other intervening forces, 

the end product would still be a traditional pel:I.Sa.nt system in which 

the major mechanism of land transfer was the inheritance process 

and in which most cultivators would be found in basic dependence on 

the plots which they inherited from their parents. 

Other forces have intervened, however, forces that plunge nmch 
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more deeply into the internal machinery of local land tenure than 

the surface maneuvers that were described here. These forces have 

in effect transformed the system itself and turned it into something 

g_uite different. The following chapter, which will be the concluding 

chapter in this section, will docmnent the presence of these unex

pected forces. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

SYSTEMIC RIDDLE: STRATUM INTERNAL SHARECROPPING 

There are changes that come over human systems in the form of 

an exposed, highly visible sequence of events that can be perceived 

and described by an onlooker. Other changes, however, occur slowly, 

quietly, and with a subterranean subtlety which, in spite of their 

profound structural impact, renders them nonetheless well nigh invisi

ble to the naked eye of even the most careful observer. The former 

type of change is amenable to at least preliminary analysis via the 

conventional tool kit of descriptive ethnography. The latter, taking 

the form of subtle, modest shifts in the behavior of a population, may 

escape the attention even of participants in the system, who will be 

unable to alert researchers to the nature of the transformation that 

is working its way into their lives. The identification and analysis of 

such changes requires the application of research tools which supplement 

and go beyond the techniques of descriptive ethnography. 

There are various types of quantitative techniques which aid in 

the detection of such subtle aggregate patterns of change, techniques 

which indeed expose such patterns even when the researcher may not 

have suspected their existence. The analysis of land tenure in Kinanbwa 

11thrown up for grabs" precisely by the emergence of such a pattern. 

One still hears skeptical criticisms of quantitative research that allege 

that, after all, you can 11prove anything with figures" if you try hard 

enough. Experiences with the data from Kinanbwa force me to dissent from 

this view. Precise economic data on the entire male population 

have, if anything, s]owed down analysis. The illusion of uniformity, 

and the facile ethnographic generalizations which such an illusion permits 
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are cruelly denied to the researcher '!."ho has factual information on 

the manner in which people actually behave. During fieldwork I found 

that theories of life in Kinanbwa were relatively easy to concoct, 

and that impressions and anecdotes could easily be marshalled to 

support virtually any such theory. But examination of data hand

tabulater in the field, and--especially--inspection of larger 

quantities of elec ·onically processed data after fieldwork had 

been terminated, rendered most of these pet theories quite untenable, 

and several returns "to the drawingboard" were necessary before 

theory and fact began to mesh. Thus the availability of 

quantitative dat~ changes the nature of analytic intellection. 

One is no longer simply marshalling anecdotes to support a pet 

theory; one ratl:!er begins spending at least some time concocting 

a theory to account for embarrassing patterns which emerge in the data 

and which don't seem to make sense. Both varieties of intellection 

are admittedly fun; but when quantitative data capture unperceived 

patterns lurking "in the real world," the scientific payoffs of the 

latter brand of intellectual activity will probably be greater. 

THE MODEL THAT FAILED TO WORK 

This discussion of the impact on theory of recalcitrant data is 

a suitable kick-of'f to the discussion of microevolution in Kinanbwa. 

The existence of a demographically generated adaptation within the 

internal machinery of' the local subsistence institutions first mani

fested itself in the form of a number of embarra:::3ing inconsistencies 

within the data, patterns which simply did not correspond to what the 
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literature generally reported, to what at least some villagers like

wise affirmed, and to wh~t I eyself had consequently come to 
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assume. Since some preliminary hand tabulations were done in the field, 

a number of important "glitches" were caught early enough in fieldwork 

to permit the gathering of follow-up data before leaving the research 

For purposes of the present analysis, the most serious incon

sistencies concerned the very nature of the land tenure system which 

was supposedly prevailing in the community. There was one system 

which prevailed in the literature, a system which furthermore 

corresponded in general to explanations villagers would tend to give 

when questioned on the matter. But there was a substantially different 

sort of system which emerged on the basis of a plot-by-plot count. 

What prevailed in the literature is a rather common variant of a 

traditional p~asant land tenure system in which the bulk of an indi

vidual's wealth stemmed from the land he had inherited, in which the 

principal mechanism for the intergenerational transfer of this land 

was the inheritance process, and in which young men get their start in 

lii'e by cropping plots -which parents allocate to them "provisionally, 11 

but which will T'resuma.bly be part of their permanent legacy when the 

parents die. Other land-acquisition mechanisms were also reported-

renting, purchasing, sharecropping, "borrowing"--but these emerge 

in the literature as sources of marginal increments, the bulk of land 

being rather moved throught intra familial inheritance channels. For 

pu...-poses of this discussion, this will be called an ''inheritance model 11 

of peasant land tenure. It is this ~ype of system which has been 

generally reported as prevalent throughout rural Haiti. 
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In the chapter on the evolution of the Haitian peasantry, it 

became clear that the foundations of private ownership in rural 
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Haiti depended principally on land grants made by the government, and 

on land sales made not only by the government, but also by the 

different landowning groups who were unable to organize efficient 

plantations. Thus the first Haitian owners did not inherit their 

land. But once the land of the Republic had been largely parcelled 

out, once large numbers of independent smallholders had acquired ac

cess to land, then the "rules of the game" were to undergo a change. 

The children of these early land a.cquirers were no longer to have the 

same opportunities which their parents had had. The opportunity struc

ture had undergone some fundamental alterations. These up-and-coming 

generations were to depend much more heavily on the land which their 

parents were to leave them. Thus there was a period in Haitian his

tory where inheritance was truly the mainstay of personal fortunes. 

Most of the accounts in the literature would appear to indicate that 

inheritance still plays a central role, and most discussions of 

Haitian peasant land tenure are in effect "inheritance models." 

APPARENT SUPPORT 

In the light of one type of data, the inheritance model of 

Haitian land control appears to receive at least basic validation as 

an accurate representation of what actually happens. The body of' quan

titative data that has been relied on most heavily for insights into 

the conditions of life in rural Haiti is the Census of 1950. Though 

this Census was to make the error of using locally inappropriate 

categories and of simplistically labelling anyone who owned one of 
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the plots in his holding a.s a "proprietor," earlier research had al

ready begun to make finer distinctions.l The Marbial research project 

util.ized an instrument which distinguished between plots of different 

tenure status, even within the same holding. Using this framework, 

it was found that in fact at least seven out of ten families were 

cropping at least one plot of inherited land on their holding 

{Comhaire-Sylvain 1952), Since inherited land enters into the holdings 

of such a large percentage of the community, the inheritance process 

appears to be a major land-acquisition route in rural Haiti. 

Even the data from ¥".ina.nbwa.: when broken down in this fashion, 

point in the same general direction. Of the 227 holdings that con-

stitute the land pool of the villagers of Kinanbwa, 139 (61%) con-

tain at least one plot that had been inherited by the cultivator. 

Add to these those holdings (about one out of every three) which 

L The internal tenure heterogeneity of the average Kinanbwa 
holding renders almost absurd the categorization scheme used in 
the Census of 1950, in which the population ends up being divided 
into five categories which supposedly are mutually exclusive: 
proprietors, rt:.nters from the State, renters from private owners, 
managers, and sharecroppers. This scheme iij totally inappropriate 
for dividing the popul.ation of rural Haiti into meaningful economic 
categories. I have already presented data showing that we are not 
dealing with a population in which "the cultivator crops his plot of 
land." The average cultivator was found to be cropping a holding which 
consisted of more than five plots, generally small and for the most 
part scattered. But in every single case these plots were being 
cropped under more than one tenure relationship, frequently three, 
and sometimes even four. But tJSing the categories of the Census, a 
cultivator cropping one plot ot his own, three plots on a sharecropping 
basis, and one plot on a rental basis is taxonomically equated with 
a cultivator cropping four plots of his own and one on a sharecropping 
basis. A categorization scheme that lumps tva such disparate economic 
types misses the dynamics o:f local agrarian life and cannot possibly 
achieve an economically meaningful breakdown of the population. 

Yet many authors simply take the Census :findings at face value. 
Moral's discussion of land in rural Haiti falls into this trap (1961:178), 
as does Wingfield and Parenton 1 s sweeping re:ference to "more than 90 
percent of the peasants own(ing) their plot o:f land (1965:347 • 11 But 
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had at least one plot belonging to the cultivator's wife, and lump 

them (as was done in Marbial) into the same category as holdings 

containing land inherited by the cultivator himself, and we will have 

an "inheritance quotient" that is very close to the seven-out-of-

ten reported in Marbial. Thus even in Kinanbwa an assessment of 

inheritance as a major land acquisition route appears to fare rather 

well. 

The cultivators of Kinanbwa--who are admittedly in an excellent 

position to comment authoritatively on such matters--also lend support 

to this model. Every adult male was queried as to his general impres-

sian ·whether economically better-off villagers reached their position 

principally through the land they inherited or through land acquired 

by other means, especially land purchase. Though opinion was not 

unanimous, it was highly one sided. Of the 224 individuals queried, 

172 CT7%) were quite clear in their choice of inheritance as the major 

even the anthropologist Bastien, who did several mor.ths of field\·rork 
in a peasant community, relied on the Census for his quantitative land 
data and thus falls into the same questionahle idiom of analysis. He 
reports, for example, that 82.7% of the couples in his community 
were owners of their plots ("duefios de sus milpas") and thus fell into 
the category of "propietarios" (Bastien 1951:25-6). This statement, 
which implies a situation in which most holdings consist of a single tenure 
type, is highly suspect. That :Bastien's connnunity did not crop 
single-plot holdings under uniform tenure relationship is attested 
to by simultaneous quantitative research that was being carried out 
in the same general region (Comhaire-Sylvain 1952). Given the fact 
that both men and women inherit land, we would expect at least two 
plots per household as a minimum. Though Bastien's reference to 
"couples owning their plots" is compatible with this, the implication 
of homogeneous tenure relations within a holding is misleading. 

I have attempted to avoid these pitfalls by gathering land tenure 
and land use data on a plot-by-plot basis. Respondents were not asked 
to generalize about their holding as a unit, but were asked to list each 
plot and were asked separate questions, including tenure relationship, 
for each plot. For a detail led discussion of the methodology employed 
and the safeguards to maximize accm:acy, see Appendix B. 
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land-acquisition route. 2 This highly consistent attitudinal pattern, 

in combination with the actual cropping patterns listed above 5 would 

seem to lend high credibility to an inheritance-model of land control 

in rural Haiti. 

NON-RANDOM ATTITUDES: A GLITCH IN THE MODEL 

But a tiny fly in the ointment can already be seen even within the 

strictly attitudinal data. The opinion of the villagers was ~ 

unanimous. A minority disagreed in effect with the inheritance 

model. Who were these 52 "intellectual rebels" whose view o:f their 

system was at odds with the majority opinion? Table 8 .-I breaks the 

male population down into three age groups, separating within each 

Age of' 
culti
vator 

TABLE 8-1 

Age-Specific Distribution of 
Beliefs about Inheritance 

Attitude of the cul.tivator in 
relation to the conventional belief' 

Disa.gree-

~enfN) 
TOTAL 

% (N) 

Under 35 82% (81) 18% (18) 100% (99) 

35 - 49 80% (52) 20% (13) 100% (65) 

50 + 65% (39) 35% (21) 100% (60) 

COMBINED 77%(172) 23% (52) 100% (~24) 

x2 = 6.46 
2 df 
p = .05 

2. Herskovits was also told by his inf'orma.nts that the founda
tion of a person's wealth is the property which he inherits. 
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group those whose opinion supports the inheritance model and those 

whose expressed opinion in fact contradicts it. Though the supporters 

still constitute a majority in each age group~ there is a subtle but. 

significant decline in such support among the older men. The 

young and middle aged appear fairly consistent in their s.ttitudes; 

it is in the over-50 group that a somewhat different pattern begins 

to appear. 

Are we dealing with a simple generation gap? It is not likely. 

There is other evidence that it is not age itself, but another dynamic 

associated with age, which is more at the root of this attitude 

"change." Table 8.-2 breaks down the adult male population into 

three economic {rather than age) groups: those who have purchased no 

land, those who have purchased some land but less than a carreau, 

and those who have purchased a carreau or more of land. As with 

the age groups, the supporters of the inheritance model have been 

separated from the non-supporters vithin each of the economic groups. 

Under this breakdown the non-random attitudinal variation becomes 

TABLE .8-2 

Distribution of Inheritance Beliefs 
by Amount of Land Purchased 

Attitude of the cultivator in 
relatiun to the conventional belief 

Agree-
ment 

Disagree
ment 

TOTAL 

None 
Amt. of land 
cultiva
tor has 
pur
chased 

Under a 
carreau 

Over a 

COMBINED 

(N} 

83% (111} 

73% (33} 

62% (28} 

77% (172} 

% (N} % (N\ 

17% (23} DO% (134} 

27% (12} DO% (45} 

38% (17} 00% (45} 

23% (52} 00% (224} 

x2 = 8.4 
2 df 
p = .05 
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even somewhat stronger. The more land an individual has purchased, 

the more likely is he to be inclined to a skeptical minority view 

concerning the a.J.l.-importance of inheritance in contemporary Kinanbwa. 

Such an attitudinal pattern is perhaps to be expected s.mong those 

who have in fact purchased land, and the data do not in themselves 

disprove the validity of the inheritance-model, especially in 

light of its stature as the dominant model in all three age groups 

and all three economic groups. But these patterned minority opinions 

are nonetheless suggestive. We are dealing with a community in 

which there is a widespread folk version of the local land tenure 

system and the local road to success. This folk version will be 

held by the majority of' the people (who will in turn transmit it 

to ethnographers). But the older a man gets and the more he actually 

achieves locally defined !:r~ccess (via land purchase), the less likely 

he is to adhere any longer to this popular notion. This pattern, which 

is being interpreted as a "change of mind" on the part of certain 

older and more successful community members S.:bout the wa:y things 

"work11 locally, shouJ.d at least sensitize us to the possibility that 

the inheritance theory shared by most of the community may have at 

least some element of mythology in it. 

THE MODEL THAT FAILS TO WORK 

The suspicions become heightened when we leave the realm of the 

villagers' attitudes and enter the domain of their actual behavior. 

We "Will continue to focus our attention on the two pillars of the model 

being tested: the hypothesized prevalence o£ plots being cropped by 

cultivators who have inherited them, end the hypothesized predominance 
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of parentally allocated pre-inheritance plots in the incipient hold

ings of yotmg adult male dependents. We may examine critically 
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both of these areas to determine just how important a role such inhe

rited plots actually play. 

As for the general pool of plots being cropped by the community at 

large, the superficial support which the inheritance model receives 

from examining the number of households cropping at least one inherited 

plot vanishes when the data are looked at under a sounder breakdown. 

Recognizing that the individual holding has many plots, we will 

examine the actual tenure of each plot, and see what percentage of the 

plots have actually been ir.herited by the individuals cultivating them. 

To do this validly, it is necessary to break· down the category of 

"owner" into a finer distinction between those who own the plot because 

they have purchased it and those who own the plot because they have 

inherited it. Besides separating inherited from purchased plots, it 

will also be useful to distinguish plots that belong to the C1llti

vator's wife from those which he himself owns. 

Table 6-3 separates the plots in this manner into six different 

groups • according to the route which the current cropper took to gain 

access to the particular plot. This detailled breakdown leaves one 

astonished a"':. the small percentage of plots that are in fact being cropped 

by inheriting owners. The belief of villagers concerning the supreme 

importanc:e of inheritance in the local economic system can by no means be 

dismissed as totally erroneous--but it must be radically reinterpreted. 

Fewer than two out of ten plots are in fact being cropped "uy their 

inheritors. The overwhelmingly preponderant tenure mode is that of 
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TABLE 8-3 

Breakdown of' Plots 
bY Specif'ic Tenure Arrangement 

Inherited 

Purchased 

Sharecrops 

Wife's 

Rents 

Other 

TOTAL 

How did the cultivator 
get access to the plot 'l 

N 

16% I 202 

14% 177 

54% 667 

5% 57 

6% 78 

4% 46 

100% 1~227 

sharecropping. Generally treated as an occasional alternative tenure 

arrangement in the literature, sharecropping in f'act emerges here as 

the dominant tenure arrangement which covers the majority of plots 

being cropped in the community. Under the guise of a conventional 

inheritance system, a fundamentally different type of land control 

dynamic has suddenly surfaced. 

The first pillar of' the inheritance model--the assumed predomi-

nance of access-via-inheritance--has not f'ared very well. What of' 

the second conventionally accepted element of the model, the acqui-

sition of pre-inheritance plots by young male dependents? We have 

seen that there are 47 young men in the community still living with 

their parents, but cropping gardens of' their own. How do they 

in fact get access to this cropping land? 

373 
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At this point some terminological distinctjons are necessary. 

To say in Kinanbwa that an individual is "working his own garden" 

(~ trava.y ~ ~) is to say that he is the principal owner of 

the crops~ but not necessarily of the land on which the crops are 

being grown. The word ~ refers principally to the crops; to refer 

to the piece of land itself, villagers will generally talk of the 

~ .:!1_ ("piece of ground"). In the case of the 47 young male de

pendents described as 11working their own gardens," it thus remains 

to be seen exactly who were the owners of these plots. Were the 

plots in fact allocated to the yonng men by their parents, in a manner 

consistent with the pre-inheritance model that is reported? Some 

plots in fact were--but most were not. 

Once again, in creating categories for an analysis the complexity 

of the actual situation must be taken into account. Because most of 

these young men are already working ~ than one garden of their own, 

and because they will have frequently received land from different 

sources, we must ask for each tenure category how many individuals are 

working at least one plot under that particular tenure "3.rrangement. 

There were four generally possible sources of such land co:nnnon in 

Kinanbwa, and Table 8-4 asks how many of the 47 young men cultiva-

ting their own gardens have gained access to at least one of the plots 

via each source. Once again the traditional model fares somewhat poorly. 

It immediately becomes clear that, though youths do rely on their 

parents (especially their fathers), they relY much more heavily on land 

which others will give them to sharecrop. The intrafamilial pre-inheritance 

arrangements which normatively constitute the proper path to economic 

autonomy are in fact less important to the up-and-coming generation 
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TAI!LE 8.-4 

Sources of Cropping Land 
Available to Dependent Males 

What % of the 47 dependent males 
receive cropping ground from each source? 

From father 

From mother 

Sharecr~s 
for others 

Purchased 

% o~ 47 N 

53% 25 

21% lO 

81% 38 

4% 2 
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than the device of sharecropping for otl:l.er members of the community. 

But the situation departs fro::~ the cor:ventional norm e~:en more 

than Table 8-4 indicates. For the individuals who are l.isted as 

having received land from their father or their mother cannot be assumed 

to have received this land "for free" in the manner normatively pre-

ferred under the traditional pre-inheritance patterns. On the 

contrary, data presented in the next chapter will show that the 

modality of sharecropping has come to prevail even ~ households~ 

as parents have increasingly turned to the custom of treating their 

own sons as sharecropping tenar..ts. Not. only vill. children frequently 

have to turn over a substantial part of the harvest to the parent 

(rather than keeping it all, as is frequently described in the litera

ture). But such sons are even ~ sharecroppers ( demwatye) and so 

describe themselves. In short the second pil.la.r of the inheritance-

model of la.nd control--pre-inheritance plots given to young men--l"t8.s 

fared somewhat poorl.y when subjected to quantitative veJ.idation. 
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The preceding can no"W" be summed up. Ethnographic research 

in Kinanbwa, utilizing conventional interview and observational 

techniques, produced a description of local land tenure dynamics 

that was in basic conformity to the inheritance and pre-inheritance 

models described for ot:her rural conununities of Haiti as well. But 

an additional utilization of somewhat more precise data on 

actual cropping patterns has raised the question of whether this 

traditional model truly accounts for the land control system as 

it actually operates, or might not rather be in certain aspects an 

ideal model of what villagers feel ought to happen. Specifically, 

quantitative data has exposed an unexpectedly high local dependence 

on the modality of sharecropping as the major access-route to 

cropping land. But this overwhelmingly preponderant role of 

sharecropping in Kinanbwa not only has no precise parallels in the 

literature, but also is not a particularly emphasized part of the 

model which emerges in villagers' versions of "how things work" 

locally. As occurred in other ethnographically documented villages, 

the peasants of Kinanbwa tended to emphasize the central role of 

inheritance as the principal access route to land. 

376 

The clear manner in which the figures reject a literal acceptance 

of this inheritance model suggests that we have captured quantitatively 

a commonly alluded to phenomena: the frequent disparity between belief 

and practice in human sodety. The disparity in this case revolves 

around a local belief in the i:nportance of parental legacies as the 

foundation of the economic life of one's children, a version which 

parents as well as children tend to accept. This belief stands in 

somewhat sharp contrast, however, to the reality of a situation in 
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"~hich most gardens in :fact are being cropped tmder the less idyllic 

modality or del!IW'atye, tenant sharecropping. Under this arrangement 

the tenant cropping the land wil.l have to turn over a stipulated 

portion of the crop to a l.andlord--in many cases his own parent. 
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The data presented above strongly indicate that the land control 

system currently prevailing in Kinanbwa does not follow an inheritance 

modality, that there is a lack of fit between the traditional model and 

the systemic facts. There are two major alternative interpretations 

which come to mind. Either the elders of Kinanbwa and the ethnographic 

literature are somehow incorrect in the model they have all generally 

agreed upon. Or there has been chanse. The latter interpretation seems 

more warranted. Data will be presented below showing that in fact 

profound changes have indeed come ovel.'" the land tenure system in 

the past decades. And when behavioral systems are in a state of 

flux, a disparity between ideas and practice is to be expected. The 

lack of com:fortable fit between an inheritance model and the actual 

f'acts of contemporary l.and tenure in the cOIIDilUtlity will emerge, then, 

as a symptom of deep reaching changes which this component of the 

local adaptive system is undergoing. 

But systems in flux remain systems nonetheless. If the 

inheritance DIOdel does not provide an accurate systemic blueprint, then 

a model must be devised whidl does. It is the salience of sharecropping 

which is the most impressive systemic f'act which emerged. But s~re

cropping seems, at first glance, to imply the existence of' 

internal stratification, to call f"or a "strati:ficational11 blueprint 

of' a system where it prevails. Indeed, Haiti as a national entity 
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is a stratified society with a non-agrarian elite, and the occasional 

discussions of' sharecropping which appear in the ethnographic litera

ture do in fact tend to allude to the presence of occupationally 

distinct absentee landlords. The f'irst impression is, therefore, 

that some sort of stratificational or class model might provide 

the appropriate f'ramework within which to analyze contemporary land 

tenure dynamics in Kina.nbwa. It is to this issue that discussion 

will now turn. 

SHARECROPPING AND LOCAL STRATIFICATION 

The question of social stratification and classes in Haiti is 

generally discussed in the context of urban elite vs. rural masses, 

the latter generally being dealt with as a basically homogeneous social 

unit. There are occasional references to internal diff'erentiation 

am:mg the peasants, with the ~abita. possessing oore land than 

the ordinary cultivator, and this latter individual being distinguished 

in turn :rrom the .£2..!. net who is landless or nearly so (cf'. DeYoung 1958: 

34-5). But these dif'f'erences appear to be one of' degree,. and not of' 

kind. One would be hard pressed to def'end the thesis of stratification 

in rural Haiti on the basis of' the published evidence. 

The presence of sharecropping in a community might seem to alter 

that. The tenure mode which accountG for most of the plots being cropped 

in Kinanbwa is rendered in Creole by the lexical item d€mwatye. Because 

this tenure arrangement entails the appropriation by a landowner 

(met ,!!) of part of a harvest ·produced by the labor of a "tenant~ 11 

it has been rendered in Eng1ish by the term "sharecropping." But in 

using and interpreting this term care must be taken to restrict its 
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meaning to the essential feature of' sharecropping--the f'orf'eiture of 

part or the harvest--end not to assume any additional components to 

the rel.ationship which\~ though they might occur in other settings 

where sharecropping prevails, are of questionable applicability to the 

rural Haitian variant which has been documented in Kinanbwa. 

Particular care must be taken to avoid the unwitting importation 
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of' unwarranted social-structural assumptions concerning the relationship 

between the landlords and their tenants. The f'a.ct that such relationships 

are so prevalent woul.d appear to indicate that we are dealing~ not 

with a 11classic 11 Haitian freeholder community of the type portrayed 

in most of the literature, but rather with a more conventional 

''Latin American variant" of peasantry whose members are in many instances 

landless and as a result depend on tenant-access to land controlled 

by a socioeconomically distinct class of absentee l.ati:fundista.s. 

The presence of 11sharecropping" as a category in the National. Census 

of Haiti has indeed led some analysts iJ?-tO perhaps premature diatribes 

against the "absentee parasites" who presumably own all. this sharecropped 

land. Though he doesn't tell. us exactly who or where they are, Casimir 

for example has inferred the existence of such "parasites absentEistes 11 

from his examination of census ma.terial.s and breezily lays much of' the 

blame for Haiti's stagnation on their expl.oitative shoulders (Casimir 

1965). 

Writers with a penchant for bl.ack-and-white class analyses, where 

the good guys (the exploited masses) are easily distinguished fi'om the 

bad guys (the exploiting el.ite ar:d the ideologues who compliantly obfuscate 

their nefarious maneuvers) , will presumably find as many villains in 

Haiti as in any other human society. But we are dealing with sharecropping, 
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and the data from Kinanbva indicate that a class analysis, penetrating 

as it is in exposing latent configurations of economic interests in 

other settings, seems to offer few insights intto the dynamics of 

sharecropping in Kinanbwa. 

IDENTIFYING THE LANDLORDS 

Residence ·of the Landlords 
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To expose what is happening, the first task is that of locating and 

identifying the landlords. Who are these individuals who own more 

than half of the plots being cropped by the cultivators of Kinanbwa? 

It will be instructive here to analyze and interpret several types of 

data which were collected on these landlords. 

To begin, it will be useful to examine first the more than five 

hundred sharecropped plots whose owners were not innnediate family 

members of the tenants. It is among this non-related landlord 

group that we should find our city-based, occupationally and residen

tially distinct rent-collecting class if such is indeed the context 

of Kinanbwa sharecropping. Table 8 -5 breaks down these plots 

in terms of the residence of their owners. What in:.:ned.iately becomes 

clear is that, if the owners are parasites~ they are at least not the 

absentee type. They are rather a curious group of locally residing 

smallholders who in their vast majority live but a stone's thrown 

from the front door of their tenants. 

As the Table indicates, some eight out of every ten sharecropped 

plots have owners who live either in Kinanbwa or one of the several 

adjacent hamlets. (This ~uotient of local residents would be even 

higher if plots sharecroppeC'. for immediate family members were thrown in.) 
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Kinanbwa. and sur
rounding hamlets 

Les Bayahondes 

Port-au-Prince 

Elsewhere 

TOTAL 

TJ\JlLE 8-5 

Residential Distribution 
of Non-Related Landlords. 

Where does the ovner of the 
sharecropped plot reside? 

N 

78% 420 

18% 97 

3% 19 

1% 3 

100% 539 

It must be pointed out immediately that the 539 separate plots here 

did not have 539 separate landlords. Many landlords were giving out 

more than one plot. Though an exact tabulation has not been made, 

the 539 plots were owned by between 250 and 300 landlords. That is 

there is little tendency to concentration. Few landlords were giving 

out more than five plots, though most were probably giving out 100re 

than one. 

What emerges from the above data is the clear finding that the 

absentee landlord is a very rar~. figure in this process. Even the 

two out of ten who appear to reside either in the nearby town of' 

Les Bayahondes or Port-au-Prince are scarcely "absentee landlords" 

in a conventional understanding of' that term. Les Bayahondes is a 

twenty minute walk f'rom. Kinanbwa, and most of' the plots owned by 

landlords listed as living in the tO'Wil were, it was determined, 
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owned in fact by small cultivators living in one of the hamlet-like 

appendages to this town. That is, the number of genuinely town

based landlords of a different occupational class from the peasants 

was extremely low. And the quantity of sharecropped land owned by 

people residing in Port-au-Prince was clearly negligible. This 

handful of Port-au-Prince owners consisted for the most part of 

recent male emigrees who had turned to full time collaboration 

with their wives in urban trade. 

The occupational and social-structural implications of these 

residential data are important. Quantitative data has already been 

given on the general lack of non-agricultural livelihoods in Kinanbwa. 

Those activities that did exist were at most minor appendages to the 

more fundamental role of cultivator. The fact that virtually all of 

the landlords were members of this hamlet, or of nearby hamlets, 

clearly indicates their membership in thP. same fundamental occupatio

nal and social sector as their tenants. 

To avoid oversimplification, however, there is at least one major 

source of internal heterogeneity in the landlord group that must be 

pointed out: the variable of sex. In an earlier chapter, data were 

presented on the manner in which women are subtly :marginalized from 

treland control arena. Nonetheless they do inherit and it would be 

expected that at least some of them would have land on which tenants 

are working,and that there would hence be a contingent of female 

landlords in the countryside. This suspicion is borne out in 

Table 8-6 , where we see that some three out of ten sharecropped 

plots have female owners. 
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Male 

Female 

TOTAL 

TABLE 8.-6 

Sex of Landlords 

N 

72% 387 

28% 151 

100% 538 

Depending on one's premises, one can be j-:npressed either at 

the ~ number or the large number of sharecropped plots with 
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female landlords. Under conditions of partible inheritance and preva

lent conjugal property separation, one :might expect more females to 

emerge as landlords. The dynamics preventing this were discussed in 

preceding chapter. On the other hand the exclusive control of 

property by males that holds in some other peasant settings might 

make another observer remark on the .hi.eih. percentage of plots O'Wiled 

by females. But whatever the assessment, the social structural 

implications of the landlord data remain unchanged. Whether the owner 

is a local cultivator, or the wife (or sister) of a local cultivator, 

the landlord-tenant relationship of Kinanbwa retains its status as 

a fundamentally intraclass phenomenon. 

If residential propinquity and occupational similarity set the 

basic tone of landlord-tenant relationships, the realm of kinship 

also enters into play and will now be discussed. 
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Sharecropping and Kinship. 

The preceding discussion indicated the degree to which l.and.J.ords 

and tenants belong to residentiall.y and occupationally identical 

social sectors, :making somewhat forced the application of a 

stratificational analysis of this phenomenon. The domain of' 

kinship reinforces the above discussion. Not only do landlords 

and tenants belong to the same class; they will in very many cases 

belong to the same kin group. Table 8 -7 separates out those sharecropped 

plots on which the tenant is a relative of the landlord from those 

on which he is not. Though the latter constitute a majority, still 

Yes 

No 

TABLE 8.-7 

Prevale!l ce of Kinship in 
Landlord-Tenant Relationships 

Are the landlord and 
the tenant related? 

% N 

43% 285 

57% 382 

TOTAL 100% 667 

more than f'our out of ten sharecropped plots have been turned over 

by their owner to a relative of' one sort or another. 

The reason underlying this pattern is not as self-evident as 

might seem. In general the landowner is paradoxically better off 

if he gives the land to a non-relative. Given the current "rules 
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of the game11 which are in f'a.ct genera.J.ly followed, it is to the 

immediate economic benef'i t of a 1andlord not to have a relative as 

a tenant sharecropper. The key issue in this mat.ter concerns 

the balance between the landl.ord 1 s portion of the harvest versus 

the tenant's share therein. 
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An important determining factor of the balance that will finally 

be struck up in this area is the presence or absence o:f a kin rela

tionship between tenant and sharecropper. The :manner in which the 

division is made reflects the intra-class nature of sl'larecropping 

in Kinanbwa. The landlord is not an urbanite or idle townsman who 

waits for the tenant to bring half the harvest to his storehouse. 

He is rather a fellow villager who must himself harvest his own 

portion. This practice, which is adhered to in every crop except 

sugar cane, is explained locally in terms of "mistrust" of the 

tenant by the landlord~ who fears he would otherwise get less 

than what is due him. Thus l.ocal explanations emphasize the 

conflict aspects of this arrangement rather than the class 

identity of la.ndl.ord and tenant. Whatever the explanation, the 

point is that, come har.,est time, it is not the harvest itself which 

is divided~ but rather the as-yet unharvested garden. The plot 

of l.and wil.l be divided into two sections. The sharecropper harvests 

one as his; the landl.ord harvests the other as his. 

But the arrival of this moment can be the occasion for some 

hefty haggling. The current "rule11 is that the landl.ord is entitled 

to hal.f of the harvest, and that the land should be divided to reflect 

this agreement. Thus if the:r.e are less productive areas within the garden, 

they will. be divided equally. But if the tenant is kin to the 

landlord, it is generall.y accepted that he should be permitted to 
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retain a larger port ion of the harvest. The grumblings which land

owners make on this point, and the general eagerness of cultivators 
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to sharecrop for a close relative, seem to indicate that this unwritten 

rule is generally honored. 

There are few if any countervailing advantages to having a rela

tive as a tenant 'Which might offset this clear economic disadvantage 

to the landlords. There is no evidence, for example, that a landlord 

can count on a sharecropper being more diligent in working the 

plot productively if he is a relative. On the contrary local norms 

permit much more impersonal supervision and the use of veiled threats 

of eviction toward non-kin to insure satisfactory performance on the 

plot, interactions that would be seen as less appropriate were the 

tenant a relative. 

Tne question then would appear to be: why do so many landlords 

give to kin at all? At least some of the pattern may be analyzed 

in terms of a now-generalized construal whereby a landlord is 

described as "helping other people 1i ve 11 (.!]. lOt ~ vi v) . It is 

seen as more appropriate that a needy relative should be the bene

ficiary of this largesse, rather than a non-relative. 

But the prevalence of kinship relatinships between landlords 

and tenants is probably governed by a somewhat different dynamic, 

one whose outline becomes visible if these relationships are categorized 

more specifically. Tabl"! 8-8 looks at the 285 sharecropped plots 

being worked by a relative of the owner and separates them out 

according to the specific kin relationship holding between the 

parties. Four out of ten such plots are accounted for by an arrangement 
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which will later be shown to be one of the major results of micro-

evolutionary change in land tenure: rela.tionships between parent-

landlords and tenant sons. In terms of the proportion of the 

harvest which the landowner will receive, these are by far the most 

TABLE 8 -8 

Nature of Kin Relations 
Between Landlords and Tenants 

Parent-Child 39% 110 

Other lineal 13% 37 

Close collateral 20% 58 

Distant collateral 13% 38 

Affinal ll% 31 

Other 4% 11 

TOTAL 100% 285 

disadvantageous tYPes of arrangements into which a landowner can 

enter. But there has operated in rural Haiti a very special 

type of microevolutionary dynamic bringing into statistical 

prominence this cross-culturally unusnal type of relationship in 

the research connnunity. This will be discussed in greater detail 

in the following chapter. 
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The prevalence of kinship ties between many landlord.s and tenants 

imbues the sharecropping relationship with a highly egalitarian 

interactional texture and removes most traces of the social 

distance between the two parties which sharecropping may entail in 

other societies. But there is yet another intracommunity mechanism 
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operating toward the same general end: ritual kinship. 

Though there is a proliferation of intra-community ritual 

kinship bonds, and though individuals become ~and kame in 

a variety of ceremonies which involve not only the baptism of 

children, but even somewhat less seriously taken rituals as the 

baptism of drums, there was a surprisingly lev incidence of ritual 

kinship ties reported between landlords and tenants. When the 

sharecroppers were asked about the relationship between themselves and 

the landowner, only a handful reported working the plot of a 

godparent or ritual co-parent. 

But there is evidence that this low incidence may possibly be 

more a function of the phrasing of the question rather than of the 

genuine absence of the relationship itself. The answer to the 

survey question "How is the landlord related to you?" (~ .b!:_ if£ 

12..2!!. ..QE_?) elicited only consanguineal or affinal ties. Ritual 

kinship ties did not appear to fall under the lexical domain covered 

by the question, and a separate query was not asked about ritual 

kinship. 

But other types of ethnographic evidence indicated that two 

individuals between whom long-standing landlord-tenant ties had exis

ted would in fact tend to formalize this relationship by establishing 

ties of ritual kinship through the baptism of a child. In most cases 

the landlord appeared to baptize the child of the tenant • imbaing the 

pattern with a certain assymetry. But the assymetry was not manifest 

in the form of any generally obsequious behavior on the part of tena'lts. 

An egalitarian definition of most interacticns appeared to be steadfastly 

maintained. 
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Though linguistic factors prevented the surfacing of these 

ritual kinship patterns in the expected section of the survey data, 

evidence vras sought in other components of that same corpus of 

data. Information existed for each male concerning the number of 

godchildren he had--a reasonably direct indicant of the frequency 

with which others had asked him to be a ritual co-parent. The 

possession of land is certainly not the only factor whjch elicits 

invitations to baptize children in Kinanbwa. But if it was a 

factor at all--and that is the point under discussion--then it was felt 

that the more godchildren a person had, the greater was the proba-

bili ty that he would in fact turn out to be a landlord with one or 

more tenants on his land. 

This hypothesis is tested and strongly supported in Table 8 -9. 

There are 64 males with a large number (four or more) godchildren. 

Seven out of ten males are also landlord-:= in this group. There are 

TABLE 8-9 

Relationship Between Sharecropping 
and Ritual Coparenthood 

Is he a landlord? 
Yes No TOTAL 

None 

No. of god- 1 
children 
baptized. 2-3 

4+ 

TOTAL 

% (Nl 

23% (12) 

37% (16) 

54% (36) 

70% (45) 

48% (109) 

% (Nl o/, (Nl 

77% (40) 100% (52) 

63% (27) 100% (43) 

46% (31) 100% (67) 

30% (19) 100% (64) 

52% (117) 100% (226) 
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52 men, in contrast, who have !!2.. godchildren. Only two out of 

eveey ten such men will be landlords. The vast majority of males 

without godchildren are also without tenants on their land. There 

is an impressively smooth progression in the data, which indicates a 

clear association between having tenants and having a larger number 

of godchildren and ritual co-parents. In terms of the social 

dynamics which produce this pattern, it seems rather obvious that it 

is the status of landlord which increases one's probability of being 

a sought-after godparent rather than vice-versa. 

This apparent association of ritual kinship with the dynamics 
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of sharecropping combines with the earlier mentioned prevalence of 

consanguineal kin-ties to foster an egalitarian construal of such 

arrangements and to militate against the symbolic or social expression 

of the resource differentials which in fact underlie most landlord 

tenant relationships. Whether a social, economic, or purely 

occupational dP.finition of social class is used, it is clear that 

the landlords of Kinanbwa, despite the slight "edge" they h"'.ve over 

neighbors in terms of landholdings, are virtually all members of the 

Ser.le peasant class as the tenants who work on their land. 

THE STRATIFICATIONAL MODEL FAILS 

The abovementioned bodies of data seemed to point in the general 

direction of an intraclass rather than an ~ model of Kinanbwa 

sharecropping. But it must be admitted that the invoking of such 

residential, occupational, and familial data constitute.s at best 

an indirect support of thi_s claim. But there are other pieces of 

information that can definitively settle the matter once and for all. 
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Tne entire discussion up until now has proceeded on the premise 

that the landlords and the tenants constitute, if not two social classes, 

at least two discrete groups of individuals within the connnunity--i .e. 

that one could theoretically line the landlords up on one side of the 

village, and their tenants on the other. This premise is itself, 

however, false. For a surprising pattern has emerged in the 

data indicating that the majority of individuals occupying the landlord 

status vis-E.-vis one individual will simultaneously be occupying a 

tenant status vis-8.-vis another. That is, landlords and tenants 

cannct possibly constitute two separate economic classes, since the 

same individuals tend to straddle both groups simultaneously. 

To unravel this "bewilderingly complex fabric of overlap, I will 

have to refine our breakdmms. Now the task wll be to determine more 

specific patterns of sharecropping involvement, to learn precisely 

what percentage of these cultivators occupy the status of "landlord, 11 

and what percentage of them are "tene':lts." This breakdown of the 

population is carried out in Table 8 -10 whir::h makes two independent 

break4iowns of the population of 227 Kinanbwa cultivators. On the left 

hand side it asks how many of these cultivators fall into the cate

gory of 11 landlord11 by virtue of their letting somecne else crop at 

least one of their plots as a tenant. On the right hand side the 

Table asks (of the same 227 cultivators) how many of them are in 

fact "tenants" by virtue of their cropping at least one plot as 

a sharecropper for some other member of the community (including 

members of their own houshold, if such be the case). 
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Yes 

No 

TABLE 8 -10 

?harecropping Involvement of 
the Adult Male Population 

Is he a landlord? Is he a tenant? 

N N 

48% 109 71% I 162 

52% 118 29% 65 

TOTAL 100% 227 100% 227 

The astronomically high quotient of "role mingling" becomes 

obvious. From the left hand side of the Table, the cultivators 

of Kinanbwa emerge as a paradoxical population of small-holding 

peasant cultivators, whose principal livelihood is working land 

and raising livestock, yet half of whom are simultaneously landlords. 

They turn over plots to others {~ lOt ~ de:mwatye). c.:>llecting 

a landlord 1 s share of the harvest. And if the simple quotient of 

landlordism is high, its intensity is no less so. For these 109 

cultivator/landlords will generally have~ than one tenant. 

Fifty nine of the:m (54%) are in fact giving out two or more plots 

on a sharecropping basis. 

Surprising as this pattern is, it leaves one unprepared for the 
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pattern which emerges on the right side of the Table. Looking at these 

same 227 cultivators from a different point of view, the Table reveals 

that fully seven out of t.en of them are also tenants~ working at 

least one (and frequently more than one) of their plots on a sharecropping 
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basis, turning over a share of the harvest to a landlord. This 

somewhat unusual situation, whereby half of the cultivators are 

landlords, but almost three fourths of them are also tenants, 

can occur only because there is a large number of individuals 

simultaneously occupying the status of landlord and tenant. 

The degree to which this occurs can be documented exactly. 

Table 8 -lllooks at the 109 cultivators who have tenants on 

their land--i.e. the 109 landlords--and asks how many of them are 

themselves tenants on the property of others. Table 8 -12 

then looks conversely at all of the tPnants in the community and 

asks how many of this subgroup are simultaneously giving out land to 

others on a sharecropping basis. The degree of overlap is 

quite impressive. Among the pool of 162 "sharecroppers" in 

Kinanbwa there are 63--some four out of every ten--who also 
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give land out to others. But the figures for the landlords are even 

more striking. Almost six out of every ten individuals who have tenants 

working on their land are simultaneously working as tenants on the 

land of others. 

This enigmatic pattern of overlap will be carefully nnwound and 

analyzed in later chapters. But there is one very important point to 

be made here. It should by now be clear that a conventional class 

analysis will fail to account for many aspects of the land tenure 

situation in Kinanbwa. In terms of the presence of economically burden

some liens on part of the harvest of a tenant-producer, the rural Haitian 

landlord-tenant relationships which have been discussed here must defini

tely be placed in the genus Sharecropping. But in terms of the residen

tial, occupational, familial, and intraconnnu."lity social dynamics govern-
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Yes 

No 

TOTAL 

TABLE 8.-11 

Landlords Who Are 

Simultaneously Tenants 

Does this landlord simul
taneously sharecrop 

someone else's tenant? 

'I ' 
58% 63 

42% 46 

100% 109 

TABLE 8 -12 

Tenants Who Are 

Simultaneously Landlords 

Does this tenant simultaneously 
give out plots 

as someone else's landlord? 

N -
Yes 39% 63 

No 61% 99 

100% 162 
I 

TOTAL 

394 
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ing such local arrangements, a cautious analyst would place it 

tentatively in a somewhat different "species" from the class

governed aparcer:la of Latin America, and approach it carefully with 

somewhat different analytic tools. 

In summing up this chapter, it will be helpful to bear in mind 

the demographic hypothesis underlying this entire presentation, 

emphasizing the notion that agrarian societies can be expected 

to respond to the phenomenon of population growth. The thesis 

was forwardedthat there has occurred in the part of rural Haiti 

where research was carried out a microevolutionary adaptation 

of the land tenure system as a r~sponse to demographic increment. 

The "tip of the iceberg, 11 the exposed corner of this change, 

manif'ested itself as a curious incongr-uity between the traditional 

model of land tenure attributed to Haiti, and the pattern which 

emerged on the basis of statistical~ plot by plot analysis in 

Kinanbwa. The lack of fit between the contemporary reality and the 

traditional model manifested itself principally in the form of 

an unexpected and puzzling systemic emphasis on sharecropping as 

the prevailing tenure mode rather than traditi0nal inheritance. 

Because sharecropping is generally associated with interclass 

patterns of rent collection, and because Of the general importance 

of asynnnetric economic linkages in peasant economic systems 

throughout the world, special attention was giving to examining 
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the validity of a stratificational framework to analyze sharecropping 

in Kinanbwa. The most valid gu:i.ding assumption, in cross cultural 

perspective, was that sharecropping in Kinanbwa would turn out to 
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be a spin-off of local class structure. 

Eut a series of careful tabulations have shown that this could 

hardly be the case. The evidence points strongly to the fact that 

Kinanbwa sharecropping is fundamentally an intraclasp rathe1· than 

an interclass phenomenon. Most impressive was the pattern whereby 

the landlords and the tenants are freq_uently merged in the same 

individual. It is clear that analysis in the idiom of discrete 

classes would do violence to the data from Kinanbwa and would con

stitute an unwarranted forcing of a conceptual shoe onto a foot 

that simply has a different shape. 

Thus the analytic problem, the paradox, remains unsolved. Thus 

far I have succeeded in showing only that two models--an inheritance 

model and a stra:ti:ficatiOBal model--do ~ account for the contemporary 

land tenure system, that a system is operating to which neither 

of these conventional blueprints even closely applies. The 

careLll "refutation" of these models in the preceding pages has 

been more than a simple presentational device. It is in a sense 

merely the replication of what occurred over and over again in the 

process of analysis. The collection and electronic processing 

of detailled land tenure data, rather than facilitating analysis, 

systematically invalidated theory after theory about what was 

happening in the village. The result was the disquieting experience 

of having several "insights," product of two years of fieldwork, 

mercilessly demolished by quantitative data which rE:fused to 

"fall into place." 

After several "returns to the drawing board," the enigma has, 
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I believe, been substantially cleared up. Order was finally thrown into 
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the data by the application of an evolutionary model of change 

in which the impact of the historically documented demographic 

increment is followed step by step. The system is in a state 

of flux, and the puzzling discrepancy between local belief and 
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local action can be seen as a normal characteristic of systems 

undergoing such change. If we assume that the inheritance model 

represents an anterior state of the system, if we put it aside, and 

if we approach the data from the vantage point of demographically 

induced microevolutinary shifts, a new order and a new system emerge. 

But it is an order and a system for which I believe there 

currently exist no precise ethnographic analogs. 

I view the remainder of the task as follows. The opening chapter 

.of' Part Three will supply the quantitative data supporting 

a detailled macroevolutionary model which I believe accurately 

reconstructs the "dissolution" of certain central features of the 

traditional economy of rural Haiti under the impact of population 

pressure, and which accounts for the otherwise enigmatic switch 

from a system based on inheritance to one in which stratum-internal 

sharecropping is the dominant tenure mode. Following this chapter, 

a revised blueprint will be given of the manner in which the new 

system t-rorks. Finally an analysis ~fill be given of the unanticipated 

manner in which Haitian voodoo has emerged as the etic mainspring 

of the transformed system. 
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PART THREE 

THE EVOLUTIONARY TRANSFORMATION OF LAND TENURE 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

398 

CHAPTER NINE 

THE EVOLUTIONARY MODEL 

Part Three, the final section of this presentation, will throw 

order into initially enigmatic land tenure patterns via the application 

of an evolutionary model of adaptive change. But the application 

of an evolutionary model implies to some degree the utilization of 

a "before and after" construal. The general outline of the before 

state will be described through a discussion of the traditional peasant 

adaptation of nineteenth century Haiti. The transformed after state 

surfaced in the sharecropping data presented above. The analytic 

challenge is to reconstruct the exact movement of the system from 

Point A to Point B. 

But to discuss the dissolution of certain features of the old 

system, and their replacement by a series of' demographically genera

ted adaptive modifications, we will need a fairly detailled blueprint 

of the 11traditional system. 11 For the objective is not only to show 

that a particular system can be said to have changed over time. 

The task is further to specify the precise dynamics of this change, 

indicating which particular aspects of the preexisting system were 

placed under stress by the process of local demographic increment, 

how this stress was translated into modifications by individuals of 

their economic behavior, and how these aggregate patterns of changed 

individual behavior remeshed into a somewhat transformed variant of 

the traditional system, thus maintaining the viability of the basic 

structure of traditional economic life. For if some features of local 

life had become unfeasible, the adaptive maneuvering of the population 

succeeded in salvaging a number of other essential features. 
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By identifying the operation of an underlying system~ and by 

blueprinting its basic structural features, analysis will avoid 

getting lost in JJJY"riad individual details and will be able to focus 

in on those lifespheres where the microevolutionary "action" has 

been most deep-reaaching and impressive. But at the same time an 

insistence will be maintained on translating all abstract "systemic 11 

formulations into types of comprehensible, logical individual human 

behaviors. Analysis will thus be forced to avoid the facile invoca

tion of enigmatic "structural-functional 11 inventions of one sort 

or another, a deus ~ machina tactic which bas damaged the credi

bility of more than one analysis of social life. Thus the analysis 

will not only endeavour to expose certain latent linkages between 

population and culture, but will further attempt to reconcile the 

conflicting demands of two separate conceptual worlds, the abstract 

world of s;y~·.:.e.mic analysis, and the more concrete world of 

intelligible human behaviors. 

The vehicle for this conceptual integration will be a.'1 evolu

tionary model of change, in which the transformation of a land

control system is followed step by step, as successive generations of 

economic actors are subtly but effectively veered into economic 

pathways that in the aggregate d:ffer from the paths trodden by 

their forbears. The cumulative result of these demographically 

motivated "deviations" from the ways of the elders is a transformed 

land tenure system whose principal feature is the cornmunity-internal 

proliferation of resource-circulating landlord/tenant dyads. 

To construct (or "reconstruct") a useful model of the traditional 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

system, a broader meta-frame•,rork must be utilized in which the 

essential features of the system, including those basic features 

it shares with all such systems, are cast into highlight. 
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A SYSTEMS APPROACH TO AGRARIAN STRUCTURES: THE CASE OF TRADITIONAL HAITI 

PRELIMINARY DISCUSSION 

In devising abstract models as structural blueprints for concrete 

systems, anthropologists as well as ecologists have found it useful 

to resort to the construct of energy i'low. Viewing sociocultural 

systems as being, at a very deep level, mediators of energy flow, we 

can heuristically isolate,at an abstract level, at least two major 

basic ~ which such energy systems must carry out: the allocation 

of resources to economic actors within the system and the mobiliza-

tion of ener~ putting these resources to productive use. These root 

constructs--~ allocation and energy mobilization--provide a 

penetrating device for apprehending the dynamics of the microevo

lutionary sequence which has unfolded in Kinanbwa. 

The concrete form which these abstract constructs will take 

depends on the nature of the society. In agrarian societies, such 

as the one being studied here, "resource allocation 11 largely {though 

not exclusively) comes to be dealt with under the more specific 

rubric of land tenure. The concept of energ,r mobilization, in turn, 

tends to be more concretely embodied, in such societies, under the 

rubric of labor arrangements. The major source of wealth in &.grarian 

societies is the soil; the major form of energy which produces the 

wealth is the energy flowing directly from human organisms in the 

form of field labor. Whether we view land as a resource and labor 

as an exploiter of that resource, or whether--perhaps more correctly--
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we view both land and labor as basic resources, in singling them 

out for analysis, we will have plunged directly to the heart of 

agrarian life. 

Though the land allocation fnnction is carried out under 
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quite divergent tenure arrangements by different food-producing 

systems, there is little ambiguity in the basic cross-cultural 

"placing" of the tenure system governing land in traditionaal Haiti. 

In hiS discussion of peasant land tenure types, Wolf singled out one 

type whose defining characteristic is the fact that " ... land is 

viewed as private property of the landowner. an entity to be bought 

and sold, and used to obtain profit for its owner (1966: 53)." 

Tb.is characterization, which he labels as mercantile domain, 

applies in its entirety to the Haitian peasantry. Throughout 

Haiti cultivac.ion is done in the context of a private-property 

system in which land, as well as the produce grown thereon, can be 

and are freely transacted in the market. 

In an earlier chapter, a discussion was given of a number of 

background features of the land tenure system currently prevailing, not 

only in Kinanbwa, but throughout rural Haiti. Of particular impor

tance for the present discussion is the pre-existing institutional 

structure which to a very large degree was used as a model in the 

codification of land control patterns by the earliest Haitian leaders. 

This model, which was a variant of French land tenure institutions 

adapted to an overseas plantation colony, left Haiti the legacy of 

a private property system in which land was both inheritable and 

alienable. I have described the complex maneuvers entered by 

the villagers to skirt certain aspects of this European institutional 

structure. But the basic axioms of European land tenu:ce--tbe 
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private, inheritable, and alienable nature of real property--have 

continued to thrive as cornerstones of contemporary land control 

throughout Haiti. The microevolutionary modifications which a 

changed resource base has brought about in Kinanbwa are profound~ 

but they have occurred within the context of, and left totally 

intact, these basic institutionally mandated premises. 
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The importance of these pre-existing institutional givens should 

not be underestimated. The literature on agrarian ecology- has 

documented several instances in which communal institutions of land 

control have yielded to private property under conditions of 

demographic pressure. But in Haiti--and in other post-colonial 

systems such as Haiti--such a deve1opment did not occur. The soci

eties rather ~with a priva.te property system. The Haitian 

case is of particular interest because, as will be seen, the aggre

gate impact of the changes which have occurred pushes the system 

11Dack" somewhat into a q_uasi-cowmur.al "land-circulating" modality--

but always within the context of private property and the individual 

proprietary behavior which such a system legitimizes. 

The nature of the traditional land tenure system is fairly well 

understood. It is the other root function of an agrarian system-

the energy mobilization function--that bea:cs more careful discussion. 

1n an earlier chapter I described the structure of labor aJ.ternatives 

currently utilized in Kinanbwa. But the entire q_uestion of agrarian 

labor mobilization must be given a careful systems conceptualization 

if the impact of population pressure is to be understood. 

In any pre-industrial food producing system, especially in a 
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labor intensive system such as Haiti's, where even the animal drawn 

plough is rarely used, the mobilization of human labor must be ana

lytically recognized as a genuine problem, a focal point of economic 

maneuver, whether we are talking in terms of systemic design 

principles or of consciously perceived individual human concerns. 

But human labor is mobilized only in terms of some describable reward 

~· A grasp of the prevailing reward structure, then, will 

be one of the keys for understanding the dynamics of any particular 

system. 

Is is perhaps true that in some private-prope:.::.:i' ?::.·2-i::.i:J.s<::::-i£.1 

food-producing systems, the labor-rewarding function is largely 

carried out in terms of the payof'fs accruing directly to the landowner. 

That is, if the bt:lk of the human energy inputs into the soil are 

provided directly by the landowner himself, the reward system has as 

its central component the harvest itself, which the laboring land

owner will dispose of as his. In such a setting there is no 

separate systemic "problem" with respect to labor mobilization, 

apa:;.t from the succesful harvesting and disposal of the crop. 

Cultivators are simply working for themselves. 

But no real-life system works this way. When dealing with labor

intensive agrarian systems, it is doubtful whethE'r many cases could 

be found where even the bulk of the caloric input into any plot in 

the course of a cropping cycle is TI'~'.de by the landowner himself. In 

all systems a great deal of the labor will be provided by other 

individuals • and there are clearly systems where most of the human 

energy applied to most plots of land will have come f:rom indivi-

duals whom the lan"lowner has in one fashion or another recruited to 
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work on his land. Such patterns of' 11alien" labor recruitment-

whether it take the :form of' exchange labor, wage labor, or even domes

tic labor-- is in it.s essence a built-in design 'feature of such 

systems, mandated by the vecy nature of the tasks being carried out. 

The existence of' seasonality in the agricultural cycle, of periods 

of' peak labor demands, of' tasks which require coordination between 

several individuals--these and several other 11manma.de" featW'es 

discussed earlier create a pattern whereby the cultivators of' Kinan

bwa, as with their counterparts around the world, find themselves 

regularly obliged to mobilize the labor of other individuals on their 

plots, as essential supplements to the energy inputs which they 

the landowners themselves physically supply. 

The need for supplementary, supra-individual energy inputs 

could quite well be termed a universal pattern in agrarian societies. 

But though the ubiquitousness of this pattern makes it part of the 

"normal scenery" in peasant settings, it will here be singled out 

and placed in the spotlight of analysis. For it is precisely through 

the intervening variable of "supra-individual labor needs" that 

population pressure has worked its system-transforming wedge into 

the machinery of rural Haitian subsistence. 

Because the domain of supra-individual labor needs is so cri

tical to the analysis, it will be useful to examine carefully the 

nature of the reward structure within whose context such labor is 

mobilized. I have briefly mentioned three "brands" of such 

supra-individual labor: exchange labor, wage labor, and domestic 

labor. Exchange labor is clearly mobilized in the context of a 
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local structure of work-trading arrangements,whereby individuals 

purchase labor with labor. There are many variants of this arrange

ment, including (in Kinanbwa) arrangements whereby a.n individual may 

repay labor by sending his son off to work on the land of the other. 

Supplementary payments--especia.l.ly in terms of food given to those 

who come to labor--are also common features in many exchange labor 

arrangements. But the essential priciple is that labor is purchased 

with labor. Equally straightforward is the reward structure 

governing~ labor: labor is purchased with money. Whether the 

arrangement is one of payment per unit of time, or payment for 

the completion of a specific task, the basic principle is that labor 

is purchased with .£!!:§h_. In both of these ca.r~s, the obvious need 

for a formalized remuneration structure is taken for granted 

by analysts, and a detailled description of such arrangements 

is a standard part of many ethnographies of peasant communities. 

But it is rare to find equally detailled discussion of the 

"reward problem'' with respect to the third type of supra-individual 

labor: domestic labor. It is clear that exchange labor is purchased 

with labor, wage labor with cash. But the "transactional" nature 

of the mobilization of domestic labor is not frequently alluded to. 

It seems frequently to be assumed that the regula::.- availability of 

such labor is somehow a taken-for-granted side effect of the opera

tion of a peasant family system. It is only if he is short on domes

tic labor, the argument might go, that the cultivator has a 

"l.abor problem, 11 that he must maneuver to 11recruit 11 labor. 

I would like to expl.icitly can to attention the false premise 

which underlies much of this view. A grasp of m.icroevolutionary 
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process vill be greatly facilitated if explicit recognition is given 

to the "problematic" nature of the mobilization of domestic labor 

as well. The regular acquisition of such labor inputs is as much the 

function of a palpable reward structure as is the regular acquisi

tion of other types of supra-individual labor. It is a matter of 

systemic design, and of the behavioral maneuvers which are the con

crete manifestation of such design. To understand how the system 

"works'' in mobilizing this type of labor, the nature of the reward 

structure must be as explicitly blueprinted as is the case with the 

recruiting of exchange and wage labor. 

It is not possible to state with any exactitude what proportion 

of the energy- inputs in a traditional cropping cycle of rural 

Haiti were typically supplied by each of the major ls.bor 

(landowner's labor, domestic labor, exchange labor, wage 

labor). What does appear clear is that in the traditional system 

the inputs from domestic labor were indeed great. A discussion in an 

earlier chapter has alluded to the apparent centrality of fewle labor 

in the traditional system. Furthermore, not only the reminiscences 

of Kinanbwa elders, but also ethnographic accounts of traditional 

family life indicate the central role which the labor of sons played 

in the lakous of old (e.g. Bastien 1951:128-9; cf. also Moral 1961: 

169-'70). The larger size of the landholdings during the 19th century 

meant that even the :presence of a large contingent of adolescent and 

young adult sons in a lakou did not free the lakou from the need 

for participating in one or more of the large scale (and ethno

graphically colorful) communal work arrangements prevalent in by-

gone decades. But the indications are that the fountainhead of 

agrarian energy flow was the domef:.tic group. 
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Because of this importance of domestic energy in the context of 

traditional life, ambiguity as to the nature of the reward structure 

within which this current was mobilized would constitute a defect in 

any purported blueprint of the system. The matter is especially 

crucial since it is this particular span in the chain of agrarian 

energy flow which would first buckle under the impact of demographic 

stress, this particular aspect of the system's machinery which .. as 

demographically sabotaged. In exploring this machinery, it is of 

particular importance to identi f'y the mechanism for mobilizing what 

in Kinanbwa has always been the more critical subcomponent of domestic 

labor: the energies of adolescent and young adult males. 

PRE-INHERITA..l'iJCE: MECHJ!..lUSM OF FILIAL LABOR RECRUITMENT 

From their earliest years boys began working on the gardens of 

their fathers. By the age of eight or nine many of them were already 

~ rou, wielding a hoe. Data from Kinanbwa indicate that in con

temporary times males will stay in their parental homes till their 

late twenties before establishing their first conjugal union, and that 

in traditional times the onset of the male conjugal career began a 

few years later. This means that the rural Haitian male potentially 

supplies some twenty years of labor t.o his father. But his most 

important labor contributions, those in which his output capacity is 

at its height, are precisely in those years when he is biologically 

capable of leading his own economic and conjugal life. Analysis, 

rather than assuming that his free labor will come automatically, 

by virtue of his residence in his parental home, should rather wonder at 

and probe the enigmatic mechanism which sustains this astounding energy 

flow from male dependents to the gardens of their fathers. 
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LAND FOR LABOR 

It is here that a systemic view of traditional life will 

expose linkages easily missed by the tools of descriptive ethnography. 

How do fathers extract this sustained labor? It is true that 

local ideal norms dictate that dependent males will work on their 

father's plots under his supervision; but anthropologists know well 

that human beings are notorious for breaking local ideal norms. 

Peasant domestic systems must incorporate carrots and clubs if 

they are to remain viable. What is the carrot (or club) in this 

particular system? 

As in so many other peasant settings, much of the power that 

fathers wield over the behavior of their sons stems from their 

control of the crucial resource of land. In systems where in

heritance is the dominant land transmission mode~ the life chances 

of children are directly dependent on what they receive from their 

parents. This is precisely the situation which prevailed in the tra

ditional system of Haiti. The twenty years of labor which children 

gave to their fathers--particularly the last ten years thereof--

was directly related to a reward structure in which their own even

tual access to cropping ground .:c.s contingent on the regular presta

tion of such labor. This is a logical conclusion; but I will present 

data showing that it is an empirical fact as well~ that there is 

in fact a clear linkage between the parental behavior of allocating 

land and the filial behavior of expending most of one's energies 

on parents' gardens. 

But here the task is still diagrammatic. To say that land is the 

incentive is too general. It yet remains to identify the specific 
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11circuits 11 by means of which the reward of land was able to mobilize 

f'ilial labor (and to some degree continues to do so) in this 

particular system. Land is a fairly generalized reward in peasant 

systems. But if we want to trace the path of microevolutionary adap

tation within a given system, a clear knowledge of the internal wiri~g 

of that particular system will be required. 

We have already come across the principal mer.:hanism governing 

father-son labor :--elations in the traditional domestic system of 

rural Haiti: the pre-inheritance land grants ruade to sons in their 

teens and early twenties. There are systems in which no regu.lar 

land provision is made for the young until the formal retirement 

of the parents from economic life. For a number of reasons, such a 

system never took root in Haiti. The presence of European land

control institutions were a pre-existing 11given 11 which detennined 

some basic features of the land tenure system that was to emerge 

in Haiti. But these lr.stitutional givens provide at the most a 

broad series of guidelines and constraints. The room for consi

derable systemic maneuver within these guidelines has made the 

system highly amenable to influence from other determining forces. 

Demographic Underpinnings of Filial Autonol!JY 

One determinant was the ~.eWIOgl"&l*ic situation of' tl'!e 19th 

century decades which witnessed the crystallization of Haitian peasant 

li feways. After the expulsion of the Europeans, and for many decades 

thereafter, there were too few people to cultivate all of the land. 

Though a paradoxical reverse of the current problem, it will be 

recalled that early Haitian leaders were so concerned about Haiti's 
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"population prcblem" that the device of importing Africans and Ameri

can blacks was actually resorted to. Thus the peasant system which 

eventually took root, did so in a Haiti that was quite different 

from the Haiti of today. It was the low population density~ and 

the concomitant abundance of land, which played a major part in 

shaping the land control system which was to emerge. 

The officially sanctio:-~ed breakuF of the land which eventually 

came~ the widespread granting and selling of plots on the part of the 

government, resulted in the acquisition by thousanAs of individuals of 

holdings that frequently went beyond the combined labor capacities 

of the owner and his family members. Though one cannot fix exact 

dates, by the last quarter of the 19th century probably few tracts 

of arable soil were not either under cultivation or at least under 

the claim of one or another owner. The "frontier" or "land 

available" situation had in short been a passing stage in 

Haitian history. But even when the land frontier closed, the 

situation ¥as one of relative abundance for that generation 

which had participated. 

An agrarian society had emerged in which domestic landlessness 

¥as virtually non-existent. But the claims which were eventually laid 

to most of the nation's arable land, the effective closing of this 

internal land frontier, meant that a landless sectior 'W'as bound to 

arise: the young. The extraciomestic land-acquisition options which 

had been so important for the creation of the holdings of the paren

tal generation were not as available to subsequent cohorts. These 

latter depended for their 01,rn start in life on the land they would 

eventually receive from their landowning (and relatively land-abundant) 
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parents. Hence the power which the patriarchs exercised over their 

children. 

But the manner in which this power came to be exercised ... as 

directly shaped by the prevailing land-abundant situation, Young 

men, it might be expected, pushed for their independence as quickly 

as they could achieve it. And the very abundance of land enjoyed by 

those already established in a sense enhanced the 11bargaining 

power" of this younger generation. Because it was still difficult 

to find the labor necessary to put all land into eff'ective cultivation 

in these formative generations, many local landowners were quite eager 

to supplement their own labor (a.•1.d the domestic labor they could 

mobilize) by ·working at least part of their holdings under an arrange

ment that had been present in rural Haiti since the beginning: 

the arrangement of sharecropping. That is, the yormg could easily 

find land to work in those days, even though they would be share

croppers. 

But such behavior on the part of the young--their sharecropping 

for others--was a direct threat to the do:mestic econoey of their 

parents. It would constitute a direct drain on the domestic labor 

provided by these sons. Were the sons to go elsewhere for their land, 

the very basis of parental power to elicit filial labor would be undercut. 

But this was a crucial source of labor, and an arrangement had to be 

worked out whereby the land-abundant situation would not sabotage the 

liens which parents needed to maintain on the labor of these sons. 
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Pre-Inheritance: Mechanism of Parental Control 

Now I believe that we are in a position to see clearly why the 

traditional land control arrangements of rural Haiti took the shape 

the.t they did, A combination of land abundance and labor scarcity 

underwrote the emergence of the arrangement whereby labor needy 

parents allocated land to sons in their late teens to crop 11as their own. 11 

These pre-inheritance grants, reported throughout Haiti, have tradi

tionally been the principal gateway to economic autonoTI.W on the part 

of the young. Bastien expressed surprise at the autonom,y which parents 

in Marbial granted to their children nnder this arrangement ( 1951: 37-40). 

But if we look at the demographic antecedents of this pattern, there 

is little paradox: the parents had little choice. To prevent the 

crucial labor power of their young adult sons from being drained off into 

the plots of others, they were effectively n:aneuvered into making 

the sons a better offer. In these formative years, when the basic 

patterns were taking shape, the holdings of the parents were generally 

large enough to permit the granting, 11 no strings attached, 11 of a sub

stantial plot of land to the young man, to use as though it were his. 

This was an offer that no competing neighbor was likely to better. 

But of course there was a hidden string, a quite powerful one 

in fact. Now in possession of his 11 own11 provisionally granted plot, 

the young man was in no position to scoot off and moonlight on the 

plots of labor-needy neighbors. What father gave, father could take 

away. The maintenance of his newly acquired land was contingent on 

the young man's fidelity to local domestic norms, particularly that 
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rule which bound him to regular unremunerated labor in his father's 

gardens. The traditional domestic system thus emerges here as 

incorporating a utilitarian, short-range solution which killed two 

birds with one stone. On the one hand this solution--the pre-inheritance 

grant--supplied the you..Jg with land. But it did so in such 

a fashion that it simultaneoulsy secured the allegiance of these 

children to their parental estate • and guaranteed the continuing 

availability of this invaluable young-adult male labor to the 

parents as long as the youth remained in the home. 

Land is in general a source of power in peasant settings. But I 

insisted above that, to understand th~ workings of a specific SJstem, 

the exact "power circuits" must be traced. The land-abtmdant context 

in which the Haitian peasant adaptive system crystallized led to 

a tY]}e of ''ldring" in which the institution of pre-inheritance land

grants came to be the concrete manifestation of domestic power. 

The basic surface features of this domestic system have been 

faithfully captured by most ethnographers; but the underlying power 

linkages are generally ignored. The use of the pre-inheritance land 

grant as a weapon of domestic power has, to my knowledge, not been 

adequately clarified. It is common, rather, to focus on the 

autonomy-granting aspects of the traditional land-endowals. Parents 

are construed as helping their sons mo-ve toward economic independence. 

But this is only a partial view, for thol!gh to some degree the auto

nomy of the youth is increased when he begins to cultivate his own 

garden, it must not be forgotten t:hat the son is r.en-:-eforth less likely 

to turn elsewhere in search of gainful employment. And it must fur-
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thermore be recalled that even in the tradi tiona! system the son turned 

over most of the profits from his gardens to his parents in prepara

tion for his own eventual establishing of a conjugal union ( cf. 

Herskovi ts 1971:101) . That is the son has been more closely 

integrated into his own family, not freed from it, by the granting 

of such pre-inheritance land. 

The land-grants were not made, of course, in the naked idiom of 

economic calculation. Nor did sons preface their aid to their 

parents with spoken provisos concerning the land they were expecting. 

All was done in the context of custom and intrafamilial harmony. But 

ideologies of domestic harmony and of familial obedience are noto

riously flimsy under conditions of breakdown in the technology 

of control. And it is in this light--its use as a vehicle of control-

that the pre-inheritance land grant is most penetratingly analyzed. 

But if the arrangement is profitably analysed in terms of indi

vidual economic maneuver, its systemic aspects must not be lost 

sight of. At the beginning of the chapter I heuristically singled out 

for discussion two central functions carried out by any viable socio

cultural system: the allocation of resources and the mobilization of 

energy. In the context of the traditional pre-inheritance system 

presented here, the subterranean linkages between these two functions 

lies analytically exposed. Long-term currents of domestic energy, 

critical to one group of economic actors~ are mobilized a.."ld sustained 

via the reverse funneling of the resource of land, critical to the 

suppliers of the labor. By any definition of the term, we have a 

g·enuine system at work here, composed of separate but functionally linked 

components. 
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Thus the two levels of analysis--the systemic and the individual--

are attended to in this model. The basic drama is one of indi vi-

duals pursuing their objectives along a trajectory guided by a pre-

existing structure of technological, demographic and institutional 

constraints. The offshoot, however, is the crystallization of regu-

larized, aggregate patterns of resource allocation and energy 

mobilization--i.e. the birth of a system. Thus do systems emerge; 

and thus was born the particular land-control system which was for 

a brief period of historjt to guide the economic destinies of the 

Haitian peasant. 

POPULATION PRESSURE, I".l..CROEVOLUTION, AND THE FLORESCENCE OF SHARECROPPING 

Emphasis in the above conclusion must clearly be placed on the 

word 11brief'. 11 On the one hand the system which evolved in rural 

Haiti proved extremely viable. If' the literature and the testimony 

of' older inf'ormants is to be believed, this system produced its own 

"golden age. 11 History was to bestow several decades of prosperity on 

the children of' those slaves who had achieved the unique f'eat of' 

expelling European masters. But on the other hand such a system 

is extremely f'ragile. On a small enclosed island habitat of' Hispaniola, 

in the presence of' population growth, such an arrangement could not last. 

The golden age of this land control system was, in f'act, to be quite 

short-lived. 

Before long the system had already begun to come under stress. 

Though there are no reliable indications that the repr ... -iuctive output 

of the Haitian population was any greater than that of other Caribbt-an 

societies, the outlets for this population were demonstrably fewer. 

The relative isolation in which Haiti had lived since its earliest 
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days as the only Caribbean island population to physically eject the 

European colonists was, in Caribbean context, unusually high. Emigration, 

though it existed, occurred at a lower rate than in most other 

neighboring islands still attached to a recipient metropolis. 

And the metropolitan sources of capital, which created various non

peasant occupational outlets on many other i:llands, were not to be 

found to any large degree in Haiti. The result has been a population 

which has not only increased geometrically ;rom its 19th century 

state, but which has remained for the most part dir~ctl:;' tied to 

the land. This internal growth has reversed the land-abundance 

of the formative years. The inevitable diminishing of modal 

holding size has had profound consequences--htunan as well as systemic-

for the particular group of people who have inherited the dilemma. 

On the one hand, this rapid decline in the prosperity of 

rural Haiti is a very specific problem affect:i.ng a very specific 

group of human beings. But at the same time the problem is very 

broad and general. Because of its intimate linkage with the process 

of demographic increment, the bind into which the agrarian system 

of rural Haiti quickly entered is a microcosmic replay of a larger 

theme which has affected the economic destineies of untold myriads of 

hwnan beings in different world regions, at different periods of 

hillnan history. Yet it is a process which is only now, within the 

past few decades, beginning to be understood scientifically. It 

is for this reason that care will be taken to reconstruct empirically, 

with as much systemic detail as possible, the particular rural Haitian 

replay of this archaic theme. 
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The specific ta.sk here is to take this traditional system, whose 

internal :functioning has to scme degree been analyzed, and to f'ollow 

it step by step as it passes through a microevolutionary sequence. 

In the preceding chapter I have shown that the dominant feature of the 

contemporary system is an intricate web of' community internal share

cropping. The evolutionary model must theref'ore account for the step

by-step tre.nsf'ormation of' a system from one based principally on inheri

tance to one based principally on sharecropping. In laying bare the 

details of' this sequence, analysis will shed empirical. light on the 

larger question of' the impact of population growth on human behavior. 

The presentation will be made in two parts. To permit 

succinct presentation of the entire model, quantitative evidence for 

(and detailled discussion of) specific nodes in the microevolutionary 

chain will be held off until an overall presentation of the entire 

sequence has been made. But once this overview of the path of ~ocal 

microevolutionary change has been given, and the contemporary proli

feration of "landlords" and "tenants" thus accounted f'or, analysis 

will backtrack, to perf'orm the critical task of documenting empirically 

this process. The evolutionary drama vill be analyzed into its com

ponent sequences. Discussion of, and evidence fur, each of' the 

smaller sequences will then be presented, to indicate that the sequence 

of events posited by the model did in fact historically occur in 

Kinanbwa. The result will be a fairly detailed model of the step

by-step trans formation of a land tenure system under the impact of 

population pressure, along pathways consistent with the application 

of an evolutionary paradigm. 
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THE SEQUENCE DESCRIBED 

The Arrival ot Stress 

The baseline state for the analysis is the period of' 19th century 

prosperity. The critical feature of the system is the custom which 

arose and was rapidly institutional.! zed of making "no strings attached" 

pre-inheritance land grants to all male dependents in their late teens 

or early twenties. Such a custom~ predicated on the availability of 

abundant unused or underused land in the holdings of parents~ is a 

systemic device for ensuring that the young men continue giving 

unremunerated labor on the gardens of their parents. The alternative 

would be to lose the labor of the sons, who would search for share

cropping opportunities--readily available--on the land of other commu

nity members, and would curtail their own labor prestations on the 

gardens of the fathers. 

As time passes and descendants multiply, the bestowal of such pre

inheritance land becomes somewhat more problematic. In the face of 

a fundamentally unchanging hoe technology, the productive capacities 

of each generation of young remain fundamentally unaltered. But the 

!sA M_--the quarter of a carreau--which the fathers made to young men 

in those days, becomes increasingly expensive. As each generation passes 

this !sA constitutes a higher percentage of the total parental holding 

than was true in previous generations. Stated differently, this 

allocation of pre-inheritance land becomes an increasingly exPensive 

strategy for securing the labor of sons. The value oi" the child's 

labor on the garden does not increase; but the relative cost of giving 

him a !sA of land most certainly does. For each successive generation, the 

allocation of' an acceptably large pre-inheritance plot constitutes an 

ever larger cut _into one's total holdings. 
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The aggregate parental adaptive response to this dilen:m:18. was 

quite predictable. Slowly but surely, pre-inheritance land grants 

are diminished, delayed, curtailed in some cases. Unlike the 

olden days, when much land was unused or underused, the smaller 
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size of holdings means that the making of a substantial pre-inheritance 

grant would cut seriously into the cropped sections of the holding. 

When land use was less intensive the forfeiting of sections of underused 

land to sons would not generally reduce to any large degree the total 

annual output of the parent. The remainder of the holding--after 

land had been parcelled to sons--was still large enough to absorb 

labor and give an impressive annual income if cropped intE:nsively. 

But when the normal state of' affairs slowly becomes that of cropping 

all of one's holdings, then the making of a pre-inheritance grant to 

a son is a serious bite into one's own econormr. The result: the 

grants are diminished, delayed, or curtailed. 

Labor Shortage, Not. Food Shortage 

This highly understandable decision on the part of parents to 

give their sons less than they may have receiveD. at a comparable 

stage of their OW!"! career, and/or to delay that bestowal, constitutes 

the first major demographically induced modification in the land 

control system. At this stage actual crowding beyond the food-providing 

capacities of the land is not tne major problem. What has been jeopar

dized directly is not the food-supply of the population, but rather a 

particular land-costly labor-acquisition strategy which becomes increa

singly less feasible. I.e. demographic increment has nndermined the 

labor supply long vefore it seriously threatens the food supply. 
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How has it sabotaged the labor supply? If the response of the 

parents is highly understandable, that of their children is no less 

Two critical patterns become increasingly more frequently. In 

tho:! first place the yolUlg are forced to resort more and more to a 

series of extradomestic resource options which have always been 

present in Haiti, but which had come to play a less prominent role in 

the heyday of land abunda"lce. In turning to these extradomestic 

options, they increasingly make a second important decision. Though 

living in their parents 1 hor:?.e, their resource-base no longer depends 

so heavily on grants of land from their parents, and they ~ 

increasinglY less time helping out on their parents' gardens. 

It is in this !Ilanner that demographic pressure is directly trans

lated into labor shortages for the parents. The truancy of their 

sons--which may be only partial, but is palpable--constitutes a 

drain on the labor they need to cultivate their holdings. It should 

not be assumed that the smaller size of his holding frees a cultiva

tor from the need for domestic or extradomestic supplements to his 

own labor, Unless his holding is extremely small, the seasonality 

of the agricultural cycle, the total local reliance on human labor, 

and the pressing occurrence of peak labor-demand seq_uences in the 

agricultural chain will combine to perpetuate the dependence of the 

cultivator on supra-individual supplements to his own labor. His most 

important source of such ancillary labor--his sons--has been 

threatened, but his labor-acquisit.ion needs have not thereby been 

eliminated. 

It must be repeated that the nutritional base of the community, 

the total "carrying capacity" of all the available land, need not 

yet have been threatened. Conventional discussions of the deleterious 
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impact of population growth on pre-industrial agrarian communities 

tend to depict hungry masses huddling on overworked, postage-stamp 

plots of land. Though such may be an eventual conse'luence of the 

process carried to its logical end, stress enters the system through 

a different gate, at a much earlier period of time. The objective 

is not that of shocking the industrialized world with vignettes 

of Third World hunger, but of understanding the behavior of systems. 

In Kinanbwa the first inroad which population pressure made was in 

sabotaging the systemic mechanism that had been established for the 

mobilization of critical streams of domestic labor. The systemic 

adaptation that has subsequently occurred has focued on this problem~ 

rather than the nutritional problems associated with postage-

stamp holdings. If the objective is to trace the linkages between 

demographic pressure and su"bsequent behavioral responses, it is 

important to recognize that, in Kinanbwa, the creative maneuvering 

of individuals, and the consequent systemic shifts, have been focused 

on the domain of labor. 

Viewing the matter within such a systemic framework, what had 

occurred was an incipient disruption of an energy-flow system. The 

traditional arrangements evolved ::.n the context of land abundance; 

the recruiting of filial labor via generous pre-inheritance land 

grants "Was a feasible strategy. But "When the feasibility of ti1ese 

grants was reduced, so also was the security of access to the steady 

labor of one's young adult male dependents. The course of events 

that followed upon this disruption, however is more clearly 

grasped, not in the idiom of an abstract systemic analysis, but in 

the idiom of individual life chances. Demographic increment had 
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drastically altered the immediate l.if'e-chances of two economic 

actor types: the young adult male who needed .land, and the established 

cultivator who needed supplementary labor at several points in the 

cropping cycle. I:f the traditional. system constituted a relatively 

cozy mutua.l exchange, the disruption of' this system meant that the 

sons would gradually have to rely more and more on extradomestic 

sources of land, and that the parents in turn would gradually have to 

turn m:>re and more to extradomestic sources of labor. Microevolution 

had been set in motion. 

And because the process is one of evolution, the comcepts of' 

evolutionary theory provide a powerful idiom for analyzing the course 

of events. The arrival of the deiOOgraphic bind constitutes a clear 

case of 11pressure 11 and "disequi1ibrium. 11 Behaviors that once con

stituted the normal survival strategies for fathers and sons now 

become less feasible. Alternatives must be utilized. If there are in 

fact pre-existing alternatives--i.e. sources of behavioral "variety" 

in the local repertoire--which permit the landless young to acquire 

land outside of their homes, and which permit established cul.tivators 

to acquire labor without the ~ forfeiture of' the produce from 

substantial plots in their holdings to t.heir adolescent and young 

adult sons, then we would expect the demographically generated pressure 

to place a selective advantage on the utilization of these other 

strategies, and to trigger off' a gradual swi tcb toward dependence 

on these alternatives, away from dependence on the traditional domes

tic land/labor exchange. We would expect, in short, a systematic, 

diachronic transformaticn who!<le manner <;>f unfolding woul.d place it 

under the rubric of "cultural evolution." 
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Systemic ReadJustment: Younger Tenants, Older Landlords 

The nature of' the "pressure" has been discussed: the disruption ot: 

a resource circulating system, the interference with a smooth f'low or 

land to the young and labor to their parents. What is nm-r crucial 

is to trace exactly the path of systemic read:lustment. As with 

all such processes, the epistemologically reliable course is to 

focus insistently on the course o:f individual human behaviors. 

There was in the repertoire of rural Haiti a "pre-existing" alternative, 

a source of' behavioral variety, which served on the one hand as a 

source of land for the landless and a source of' labor for the 

labor-needy. This was the device of sharecropping. Each of the 

threatened groups--the f'athers and the sons--have come to turn 

increasingly to this arrangement. Though it solves different 

problems for each group, it nonetheless is a common sol.ution. 

The pre-inheritance lend grants had killed two birds with one 

stone. Though the killing is less smooth, sharecropping does the 

We may look first at the case of the landless young. Their 

sabotaged lifeline--the vanishing pre-inheritance grants--has 

forced them into adaptive maneuVPr. Up until then, freely-granted 

parental land has been the major livelihood for the young. But 

it has never been the only source; it has coexisted with other 

livelihood-earning alternatives, among them emigration, local wage 

labor, renting of' local land, and sharecropping of local land. 

But emigration has been restricted, wage labor (f'or reasons discussed) 

done locally is an extremely unattractive option, and renting costs 

money. Hence sharecropping emerges as the most feasible alternative 

to the starting out of one's own economic life. 
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Thus to an increasing degree, the up-and-coming cohorts of 

landless young in Kinanbwa resort to the expedient of extra.domestic 

sharecropping as the principal pathway to economic autonomy. With 

this switch an important transformatio11 had worked its way into the 

modal li:fe cycle: the young pre-inheritors of yore, cropping land 

that would one day be theirs, were slowly replaced by an increasing 

mass of young sharecroppers, who established independent ties with 

other members of the community and who entered relationships in which 

much of the produce on 11their gardens" vent to these lanc!lords. 

The establishment of' this quasi-independent access to land 

removes much of the power from the hands of fathers. Though local 

norms give them a continued moral right to the physical labor of sons 

still living under their roof', their ability to enforce this norm 

has been undermined. The sons stop coming, not totallY or abruptly, 

but quite. perceptibly. Their preference for laboring on their own 

gardens, located on land which they are sharecropping, and the 

absence of any effective economic sanction on the part of their 

parents, combine to create paradoxical. labor binds. The increased 

man/land ratio whicb demographic increment has l.oca.l.J.y produced 

would logically be predicted to generate a ~ of labor. And 

a potential surplus may well exist. But human labor must be 

motivated and robilized. By causing sons to go elsewhere for land, 

local demographic increment has in effect undermined the traditional 

labor-mobilization sequence and made paradoxically common a situa

tional labor shortage for semi-abandoned fathers whose sons are 

off' sharecropping land f'or someone else. 
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In terms of individual behaviors, the systemic transformation 

seems eminently logical. Parents who give less land to their 

children than the wealthy patriarchs of old are behaving quite 

1.nlderstandably. No less understandable is the behavior of sons who, 

having been forced to sharecrop elsewhere, are less faithful in the 

performance of filial labor duties on the gardens of their fathers. 

The reconstruction is eminently credible from the standpoint of 

individual behavior. The apparent glitch in the model concerns 

the more basic empirical question of how the sons find local land to 

sharecrop. The ethnographic literature on occasion fails to confront 

systemic "problems" such as this. The process of land sale, 

for example, will frequently be cited as the misfortune of those in 

crisis--but no indication will be given as to who is the buyer. Con

versely, land purchase will frequently be cited as the "small holder's" 

way of augmenting holdings. But no mention will be .nade of who the 

sellers are. Where there are buyers, there must be sellers. Where 

there are tenants there must be landlords. The advantage of a 

systemic focus is that it forces answers to questions which are 

more easily overlooked in the descriptive exuberance of conventional 

ethnography. 

The problem here is real--not only for the participants in the 

system, but also for its analysts. The availability or sharecropping 

land in the "golden age" was associated with a land abundant situo.tion. 

But the very existence of the new demographic bind means that these 

holdings are no longer as great. The fount of sharecropping land would 

appear to be c11t off just as decisively as the fount of pre-inheritance 

land allocated by parents. 
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This logical problem overlooks, however, an empirical fact. Data 

from contemporary Kinanbwa show clearly that the landlords are .!!5?.t 

a group of particularly wealthy individuals. We will have troubl.e 

empirically accounting for the prevalen~e of' the sharecropping 

arrangement unless we i'ace SCJ.ua.rely in the face the enigmatic pattern 

whereby even ordinarY cultivators with lJX)d.erate holdings also provide 

land to others to sharecrop. That is, the young who rind land to 

sharecrop are paradoxically sharecropping that land for individuals 

who in many instam:es are at about the same economic level as their 

own parents. I have been concerned with ma.intaintaining analysis in 

the framework of credible human behavior. The model is most taxed 

by this pattern which emerged in the data, whereby even individuals 

with moderate landholdings will themselves become providers of land 

for others under the arrangement of sharecropping. It is this 

phenomenon which demands explanation. 

In terms of the evolutionary transformation being discussed here, 

the contemporary sharecropping data. indicate that, whereas pre-inerita.nce 

land maY be curtailed, there is still a steady stream of sharecropping 

land. Thus if the young have been able to utilize sharecropped land 

as their traditional inheritance grants have declined, it is because 

ordinary cultivators are for some reason continuing to make such 

land available. 

But the reason is no longer enigmatic if we look at the systemic 

under];linn:h:;tgsof traditional life, as was done above. There is a 

linkage between land-granting and la.bor-recoiving. When the former 

is no longer possible, the latter dwindles. An alternative source 

of labor must be found. Wage labor costs money and, as Cas been 
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discussed, individuals in rural Haiti are reluctant to do wage labor 

in the fields of other community members. Hence the very same 

process which has led the young to turn to sharecropping as a source 

of land will simultaneously lead the old to turn to sharecropping 

as a source of critical labor which they can no longer mobilize 

domestically. It vould be convenient for the landowners if they 

could continue to receive the labor of their sons without granting 

the traditional pre-inheritance land. But they can not. They 

choose then a slightly lesser evil and make part of their 

land available for other comm'LA.Ility members to sharecrop. The 

landowner does not enjoy all the fruits of that plot; but then 

again he does not have to forfeit as much land in the form of 

11no strings attached" pre-inheritance land to his sons. By 

turning to the alternative of sharing out part of his landholdings, 

he is making himself somewhat less dependent on his ~ as a 

source of labor. 

In systemic terms, it is clear that this process constitutes 

a "vicious circle," or at any rate a spiral path. A deviation

amplifying feedback loop has been unleashed within the machinery 

of the local land-control system. Young men look for extradomestic 

land to sharecrop; and as a result parents look for extradomestic 

labor in the form of tenants. The result is a proliferation of 

landlord/tenant dyads in the coiiiDluni ty. The enigma underlying the 

surprising prevalence of sharecropping in contemporary Kinanbwa 

bas been basically removed. There are myriad questions which yet 

remain to be answered. But the basic nature of the answer is now 

clear, and has been provided by the application of a cultural-historical 
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evolutionary scheme to a body of facts. Selective pressure 0-pera

ting in this specific environment and under these specific circum

stances has led to a series of fairly clear and understandable eco

nomic decisions on the part of fathers and sons in Kinanbwa. In the 

process the option of sharecropping~ which was once a statistically 

marginal land control arrangement in rural Haiti, has been pushed 

forward as the cornerstone of the economy of contemporary Kinanbwa. 

Parent Landlords, 'I'enant Sons 

There is one major question that cries out for at least 

brief comment here. There seems to be a missing link somewhere 

in the model. We have on the one hand a land-needy group of siblings 

who receive too little land from their fathers and who consequently 

sharecrop for other community members. They then curtail their 

labor assistance to their fathers. This in turn produces the phe

nomenon of labor-needy fathers, who themselves will subsequently 

search for tenants. Why doesn't the father simply make his son 

the tenant on the land, even though he cannot make a traditional 

pre-inheritance land grant. Something appears better than nothing. 

Why should a father permit a situation to arise in which his sons 

sharecropping for a neighbor while someone else is sharecrcpping 

for him~ 

The question is -::ln target~ because this maneuver is precisely 

what many parents do. The phenomenon of fathers who are "landlords" 

collecting rent from their sons is a cross-culturally unusual 

arrangement. But data has already been presented attesting to 

its frequency in Kinanbwa. There are problems and resistances of 
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between a father and a son with certain taboo-like delicacy. 

But taboos and delicacies are notoriously flexible tmder the 
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pressure of changing life-chances. This arrangement of convenience, 

whereby sons sharecrop land for their fathers, though still a matter 

of some embarrassment for both father and son, is becoming an increas

ingly conuuon feature of the life cycle. This pattern constitutes one 

of the most drastic departures :from traditional mo1:·es. Its 

emergence and spread in Kinanbwa is a natural spin-off from the more 

general turn toward sharecropping depicted in the evolutionary 

model just presented. 

To sum up: the outline of a microevol utionary model has been 

presented, a model whose major feature is the diachronic transfor

mation of land control patterns in a region of rural Haiti. Within 

the framework of this model, local demographic increment emerges as 

an equilibrium-disrupting intrusion into an energy-flow system which 

had crystallized in the land-abundant era of 19th century Haiti. 

The land-expensive labor acquisition strategy of pre-inheritance 

land grants to young adult male dependents became less feasible. 

When this source of land began dwindling :for the young, there was 

a concomitant dwindling o:f guaranteed domestic labor :for the gardens 

of cultivators who were already established. Both grnups--the young 

men and their parents--began resorting increasingly to a pre-existing 

alternative land-and-labor mobilizing arrangement, the arrangement of' 

sharecropping. It is this demgraphically generated meta.n.orphosis 

of' local resource control patterns which accounts f'or the unexpected 
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prevalence of d.2mwatye as the dominant land control mode prevailing 

in contemporary Kinanbwa. The result of this process has been a 

fundamental readjustment in the internal machinery of the local land 

control system, as the modality of the "inheriting cropper" working 

land left to him by his parents has been slowly replaced by the 

modality of sharecropping. In this step-by-step fashion, carried 

along on a current of individual economic maneuvers leading to 

one aggregate effect • a land tenure system can be adaptively transformed. 

COMPONENT SEQUENCES: E!-lf'IRICAL DEFENSE OF THE MODEL 

It is one thing to present a model; to defend it empirically 

is another matter. From the standpoint of logical, step-by-step 

individual economic decisions on the part of peasant cultivators 

(and their sons), the model is plausible. It furthermore invokes none 

of the quasi-magical ready-made "inventions" which plague many 

theories of agricultural intensification in the technological sphere. 

But a plausible hypothesis is still a far cry from a body of 

established fact. 'l'o what degree can it be demonstrated that local 

history has actually unfolded in the manner depicted by the model? 

It is in this stubborn realm of hard evidence that anthropological 

analysis is often most anemic. In the case of Kinanbwa, relevant 

land tenure data are simply not available for past generations 

(and, as fieldwork has shown , is extremely difficult to obtain 

even from the present generation). Nonetheless the judicious analy

sis of carefully collected synchronic data can, in fact, give us 

solid glimpses of diachronic patterns. I will use such data, 
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a modicum of empirical validation to its more important components. 

The term component is used purposefully. A careful examination 

of the model indicates that it is in fact a composite of several 

analytically distinct historical sequences. If the model is to 

be more than a string of hypotheses, each of the constituent sequences 

must in turn receive some sort of empirical vaJ.idation, to indicate 

that the sequence of events posited by the model corresponds to 

local historical fact. The ultimate objective is to abstract out of 

the data a general microevolutionary process which may be found to 

occur elsewhere as well. But unless evidence can be given that the 

process actually occurred historical.ly in this one setting~ no 

"findings" can be said to have been produced, but only a handful 

of hypotheses for future researchers. 

To bring the model to at least some level of factuality, there 

are four key historical sequences for whicb a, least some evidence 

must be marshalled. If' these sequences occurred, the model applies. 

If they didn't the model needs revising. 

1. Land has become not onl.y scarcer but also more valuable, in 

such a fashion that the gre.r:.ting of free pre-inheritance plots 

to sons becomes an increasingly 11expensive 11 labor-acquisition 

device. 

2. Children through the decades have been receiving fewer such 

pre-inheritance grants, and have been turning more heavily 

to sharecropping for their start in life. 

3. Children who have not received the traditionally expected pre

inheritance grants in fact give less free labor on their 
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parents' land, creating labor needs for the latter 

4. Parents in turn increasingly utilize the sharecropping 

option for reducing their own labor com.mittments to part of 

their own holdings, one result of which is the increasing 

appearance of landlord/tenant relationships between parents 

and children. 

In identifYing these crucial sequences, I have op~rationalized 

the model in the form of highly concrete and testable hypotheses. 

The available evidence, though not overwhelming, is nonetheless 

impressive. Local history does, in fact, appear to have unfolded in 

precisely this fashion. 

But as has already been emphasized, the objective is not only 

to document historical change, but to show that this change has 

occurred along channels consistent with evolutionary theory. 

When can we reliably "identify a "change" as a c:lse of evolution? The 

issue is important. The argument will be made that the burgeoning 

growth of the sharecropping modality in t.ile community is a microevo

lutionary adaptation to population growth. It is dangerously easy 

to rely on-elegant jargon, to apply labels and assign clever 

functions to different social patterns. But the pages to follow 

will attempt a more formal documentation of the claim. For an 

evolutionary- theory to be taken seriously, the analyst must first 

:provide some sort of evidence that local change has in fact 

occurred in the lifesphere which has reportedly "evolved," and 

must secondly show that this change is amenable to analysis within 

the general frameworlt of evolutionary theory. This latter require

ment would appear to involve as a minimum the utilization of three 
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key constructs of evolutionary theory. 

In the first place evidence must be given tc the presence of 

variety in the population on some behavioral or cultural dimension. 

Secondly there must "Le documentation of the presence of some ~~ 

producins modification in the physical or social environment, a 

1t1odification which clearly alters the relative feasibility or desi

rability of the variety-constituting behavioral alternatives. 

And finallY-perhaps most important.ly--evidence must be given that 

there was a gradual and statistically significant shift in the relative 

preponderance of the different alternatives over time. Unless 

such evidence can be given, the use of evolutionary terminology to 

analyze a change may be more in the nature of academic poetry. 

The source of environmental stress in the model being proposed 

here is the altered man/land ratio which has overtaken Haiti 

as a whole. The local effect of this environmental change will 

be worked out step by step. This stress, occurring in the 

context of a resource-control repertoire including several 

varied behavioral options • will be shown to have produced a nwnber 

of crucial, subtle • but statistically significant diachronic 

shifts in predicted directions. Three key constructs of 

evolutionary theory will, in short, be incorporated into an analysis 

of what has happened in Kinanbwa. 
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Phase One: Increase in the. Costliness of Land 

Phase One of the model posits not only that the population has 

increased, but that this increase has had direct repercussions on the 

value of land. If the allocation of land to one's children has been 

an increasingly 11expensive 11 way of securing that labor, it must be 

because more of the land is being put to "productive" use, less of it 

is being left unused or wmsed. But if this is true, this increasing 

value should be clearly '· · reflected in an increase in the monetary 

value of land on the market. 

There fortunately exists general data on 19th century land 

prices in Haiti. Writing in 1828, Franklin indicates that the abun-

dance of land in relation to the available labor was so great as to 

reduce the monetary value of the land to virtually nothing. 

The finest land in the republic would not sell for more than 
sixty dollars per acre, although contiguous to a port of 
shipping, and of a quality so strong and nutritive, as to 
be capable of growing any of the tropical productions. The 
mountain-lands, and the lighter descriptions in the plains, 
suitable for cocoa and cotton, can be obtained for a price 
varying between twenty and thirty dollars in any quantity 
from ten to five hundred acres (Franklin 1970:314). 

With respect to the land in the general area of Les Bayahondes, 

Franklin notes that " ..• although in this part of the country the soil is 

exceedingly deep and strong, land hardly finds purchasers." 

The contrast between this 19th century situation and the land 

situation in contemporary Kinanbwa is dramatic. Though land transac-

tions will .,e discussed in more detail below, it can be pointed out 

here that the days of large scaJ_e land purchase have long been over. 

Though a large percentage of adult males will in fact purchase at least 

one plot of land during their lives, the average transaction can now 
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be more appropriately measured in the JOOre common unit of' the !!, !!_, {a 

fourth of a carreau), a measure which contains only a third of' a 

hectare (or some four fifths of an acre). In the earl.y 19th century 

some officials were scanda.li zed when the government began selling off 

plots of' land smaller than 50 ca.rreaux, Nowada:t·s the transactions that 

involve ~ than a carreau in Kinanbwa have virtually ceased to 

exist. The 600 land transactions on which data were coJ..lected in-

vel ved on the average slightly more t!1an a quarter of' a carreau per 

transaction, a mere fraction of the more ambitious purchases of 

fifty carreau or more characteristic of the golden years of 19th 

century Haiti. 

But if the quantity of land transacted is now less per transac

tion, the value of the land has skyrocketed. In the Haiti of' the 

1820's the cost of land appeared to average some $30.00 per acre, if' 

Franklin's figures are correct. Computing the per-acre cost of the 

transactions studied in Kinanbva, and conservatively eliminating 

a number of' transactions where the price seems excessively high, 

we nonethelss arrive at an average contempora:w per-acre pr~ce of 

"tlhree hundred and thirty two dollars. And this is a conservative 

estimate. That is, in the space of 150 years the price of land 

has increased tenfold. It is true that many non-demographic factors enter 

into rises in the value of land: general inflation, increase in the 

commercial value of crops, and the like. But it is the relative 

per-capita scarcity in compa:r.ison to bygone epochs to which the brunt 

of' this astounding increase ma.y be most reliably attributed. 

""! 
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This comparison of contemporary Kinanbwa with early 19th cen

tury Haiti illustrates well the effect of local population growth on 

the value of land. But we need not resort to this rather ambitious 

"before-after" contrast to depict the process. Even restricting 

analysis to the land tr:msactions on which information .-..ras obtained 

in the community, the dramatic intergenerational effect of population 

growth can be seen. For each transaction, some twenty variables were 

coded, among them the crucial variables of size of the plot, amount 

paid for the plot, and--of particular relevance to the current 

discussion--approximate year in which the transaction took place, 

elicited by the question ''How long ago did you purchase (or sell) 

the plot?" 

Though most of the transactions on which data were obtained 

occurred during thE. teri years :preceding village fieldwork, over two 

hundred of them occurred earlier, at different periods. This permits 

constructing and testing of a diachronic hypothesis. If the increa

sing demographically generated land scarcity is in fact leading to 

increases in the monetary value of land, we would expect to find, 

even within the Kinanbwa land data, significant differences in the 

prices paid for land at different periods of time. 

There is a problem, in that respondents were asked how much they 

had paid for the plot involved in the transaction. But the hypott_esis 

involves a posited increase in the value of the land itself. To 

test this the absolute price paid for the plot cannot be used, since 

plots are sold in 6.ifferent sizes. If an eighth of a carreau of 

land is purchased for $150,00, for example, and a half carreau is 

purchased elsewhere for $200. 00, the first transaction, though 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

437 

involving less money than the second, nonetheless involves more 

valuable land. To test the diachronic hypothesis, the value of the land 

on the transacted plots has been computed by calculating the cost 

of that land per standardized unit, in this case the common unit of 

the "quarter11 (~ ~), In the above examples, then, the per-quarter 

value of the land on the first plot would be $300. DO; the correspon-

ding value of the land on the second plot would be only $100.00. 

If the hypothesis is correct, the villagers should be found to 

be paying slightly more per unit of land as each decade passes. 

The data dramatically confirm this hypothesis. Breaking the trans-

actions dovm into three groups according to the year in which the 

transaction occurred, and computing the cost per quarter of land 

for the land in each of the chronological groups, we find a highly 

significant increase in the relative price of the more recently 

purchased land. 

Table 9 -1 presents the data in cross-tabulated form. Before 

Year Before 
1950 

of 1950-
1959 

trans- After 
1959 

action 
TOTAL 

TABLE 9 -1 

Diachronic Increase in 
Monetary Value of Land 

Per-quarter value of the land (in dollars) 

Under 250.250-750.750 + 

2% ( 39) 29% (2;) 19% (14) 

7% ( 39) 32% ( 46) 41% (60) 

9% (61) 36%(ll8) 45% (145) 

6% (139) 34%(186) 40%(219) 

.TOTAL 

OO% 

100% 

100% 

100% 

('l5) 

(145) 

( 324) 

(544) 

x2 = 37.9 
4df 
p .001 
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1950 we see that about half of the transacted plots contained land 

that was worth less than $250.00 per quarter. Only one out of 

five transactions involved highly valuable land costing more than 

$750.00 per quarter. Already by 1960 the situation had reversed. 

By then in almost half of their land purchases, the villagers were 

already paying more than $750.00 per quarter of local land. In only 

one out of five transactions were they paying nnder $250.00 per quarter 

of land. 1 This ascending market value of land can be taken as a conve-

nient diachronic indicator of its growing scarcity. And this process 

triggers off shifts in parental behavior vis-8.-vis the granting of land 

to their sons. It is to this segment of the model that analysis will turn. 

Phase Two: Decline in Pn1-inheritance Grants 

The decrease in the custom of making pre-inheritance land grants 

might be considered as Phase Two of the model, a response to the 

stress created by the Phase One tightening up of' local land availability. 

1. Data which are cross tabulated in this fashion are amenable to 
another interpretation: perhaps the value of the land has .remained 
constant, and the peasants are merely tending to purchase the more 
valuable plots in recent years. But this interpretation, which runs 
counter to common-sense intuitions of peasant economic behavior, is 
also not supported by the data. The value of the land can be assessed 
not only by the price paid, but also by the type of land contained 
on the plot. The major categories are hilthly valued "wetland" 
( !&., fr€che or .:!&_ ~) whose marshy subsoil frees it from the need 
for irrigation; and "dryland.11 (.!&_ rouzay) which demands irrigation 
as a prerequisite to safe cultivation. Wetland is much more highly 
valued (and has always cost considerably more per unit of land) 
than dryland. For each of the transacted plots, data were therefore 
collected on the plot 1 s membership in one of these two major cate
gories. Controlling for landtype, it \Tas found that the proportion of 
wet and dry plots does not change over the decades. I.e. it is the 
per-unit cost of land in general, rather than the villagers 1 preference 
for wet land as opposed to dry land, which has been changing. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

439 

It must be emphasized that these grants have not ceased abruptly; the 

process is rather one of gradual microevolutionary movements, perceptible 

only through analysis of aggregate trends. In allocating pre-inheritance 

to their sons~ parents traditionally had a great deal of behavioral 

leevay, in terms of the specific amount of land allocated, and in 

terms of the plots which would be allocated to each son. But they 

also had leeway as to the timing of the land release. They could give 

it to the son when the latter was in his late teens, or they could 

delay the grant--in effect withhold it--forcing the son to go else-

·where for the first garden of his own. Such withholding may have been 

motivated by sp€cial circumstnnces--including an unusually srnall 

parental holding. But the motive is of less import here; what 

matters analytically is that there have always been precedents for 

the alternadve option of delaying and withholdjng pre-inheritance 

grants. That is, there :ba: been in this matter a fund of behavioral 

variety of the type that will be highly sensitive to certain types 

of pr':!ssure and consequently amenable to selection. 

The variety that exists in the population along this particular 

domension is documented in Table 9-2 . All cultivators were- asked 

on whose land they began working their own gardens as young men. 

Parental land 

Other land 

TOTAL 

TABLE 9-2 

Source of Lend for 
11First Gardens 11 

68% 152 

32% 10 

100% 222 
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The answers have been dichotomized in such a fashion that they ope

rationalize the behavior of the respondents' parents into the dis

crete alternatives of helping their sons get a start in life by 

releasing land, or of not doing so, in effect obliging the son to 

work on other land. It should be pointed out that those parents 

who did help their sons in this manner need not have been the only 

source of land. Many sons, especially in recent years, will seek 

extra sharecropping land elsewhere in addition to any small plot 

which their parents might have provided. Such individuals will be 

listed as starting on parents' land. A simple dichotomy is being made 

here between those respondents who began on parents land, and those 

who had to begin elsewhere. As the Table indicates there is variety 

within the population along this economically crucial dimension. 

Though seven out of ten cultivators were in fact able to count on 

parental land there were three out of ten who were not. As will 

become clear~ this behavioral variety has been a eritical target 

of diachronic selection. 

The evolutionary model predicts that the decrease in the avai

lability of land, and its increase in value~ will result in a dia-

chronic t.znde:r!c~' for pre-inherita.."'lc:= grants to be delayed or curtailed. 

Since such grants have never been recorded on paper, no written 

documents exist which would permit diachronic comparison. Nonetheless 

the contemprorary village contains three economically relevant age cohorts 

among whom the diachronic hypothesis can be tested. We can explore to see if 

in fact there are statistically significant differences between the cohorts 

in terms of the treatment which they received from parents with respect to 
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pre-inheritance land, and whether in fact the differences go in the 

direction that would have been expected if the evolutionary model 

described above is correct. 

To test this I have broken down the population into different 

age groups, indicating the year of birth of the individuals involved. 

If the general hypothesis is correct, one would expect that the 

percentage of "old timers" who received no pre-inheritance land 

from their parents, and who were forced to go elsewhere, would be 

low; but that a significantly higher percentage of the younger 

men will be finding themselves in that situation. 

Table 9-3 provides clear confirmation of this hypothesis. Non-random 

patterns of intergroup variation emerge in the data, variation which 

suggests that local history has unfolded as predicted by the model. 

Year 
of 

Birth 

TABLE 9-3 

Patterns of Diachronic Dwindling in 
the Granting of Pre-Inheritance Land 

On whose land did the cultivator 
crop his first gar,~.en? 

On parents' On others' 
land land TOTAL 

Before 
1923 

1923-1938 

1939-
present 

TOTAL 

% 

[m (10) 

I 33% (21) 

[4o% (39) 

132% (70) 

% N % N 

83% (50) 100% (60) 

67% (43) 100% (64) 

60% (59) 100% (98) 

68% (152) 100% (222) 

x2 = 9. 3 
2 df 
p = .05 
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Among the men over 50 years old, only 17% had to start life in this 

fashion, on land other than that given by parents. But the percentage 

more than doubles in the youngest of the three age groups, those under 

35. Four out of every ten members of this latter age group have 

had to begin their own cropping activities on land other than that 

of their parents. 

Interpreting this pattern in the light of the evolutionary 

model, the Table has captured in figures what is perhaps the major 

entry-point through which population growth has intruded into the 

institutions of access governing the relations of men to the 

land they crop. If it a historical fact that the population has 

been increasing throughout rural H~iti, Table 9.-3 has shown 

dramatically that it is an equally undeniable historical fact that 

in Kinanbwa parents have simultaneously been giving out less pre

inheritance cropping ground to their sons. The connection between 

these patterns is made clear in the framework of the evolutionary 

model. 

The genuinely evolutionary nature of this shift should also 

be clear. On the one hand the shift has been gradual ~not abrupt. 

It is discoverable only through statistical examination of subtle 

aggregate trends. On the other hand the change has operated through 

selection on "pre-existing variety." That is, the shift has involved 

no invention, but rather the simple exercise of a pre-existing 

behavioral option: the witl1holding of land from one's young adult 

male dependents. Price data had been earlier used to validate the 

claim that population growth bas made the granting of pre-inheritance 

cropping grou.>"Jd a prohibitively expensive option for many parents. 
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The data presented here have in turn given support for the second 

phase of the model, the notion that parents have responded to this 

land scarcity by withholding more land and by forcing more of their 

children to rely on other land for their start in life. 

Phase Three: Withholding of Labor by Sons 

Phase Three of the model then posits a quasi-retaliatory 

rP.sponse on tte part of young men. Deprived of the traditional 

land-g!'s.nts, they will be less faithful in the supplying of their 

labor to the gardens of their fathers. This is a critical feature 

of the entire scheme proposed here, The model as currently for

mulated depends on the existence of at least some degree of aggregate 

"truancy" among young men deprived of traditional land grants. 

Such absenteeism need not be total or even blatant. But it 

must have enough aggregate impact to create a labor shortage which 

will motivate parents into their adaptive maneuver of searching 

for tenants. But though this "truancy'1 on the part a:' children 

seems reasonable and logical, has it in fact happened? To -what 

degree is this plausible reaction in fact a historical reality? 

On the one hand we have the testimony of older informants 

that the "young11 cannot withstand the hours of labor which they 

themselves withstood in th~ir own youth. This is interpretable 

as a com.pJaint that sons are not giving the labor which they, the 

old men, had given to their own parents. He furthermore have 

statements to the effect that sons--even though still living with 

parents--are off wo:-king their own gardens on land which they 
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have acquired from others as sharecroppers. Fathers were heard to 

complain of this, but not too vocif'erously. It is well known that 

a father who can provide his sons with abundant land could control the 

energies and labor of his sons. It is further known that the ab

sence of a son or sons is most likely a reflection of the inability 

of the father to make these provisions, The complaints against such 

absentee sons are thus somewhat muted. But their occurrence seems 

to indicate that yonng men ~~in fact now putting in,on the aggregate, 

less time on parents' gardens than was true in the days of old. 

Yet important as such general statements about the 11 good old 

days" are, such reminiscences are notoriously unreliable, and it 

would be unfortunate if an evolutionary model had to rely strictly 

on such evidence for the validation of one of its major links. Is 

there any independent, statistically sotmder evidence for a link 

h~tween parental "land failure" and filial absenteeism from parents 1 

gardens? In fact there is. The evidence is furthermore amenable to 

the same sort of evolutionary 11select .on" analysis as was applied to 

iachronic shifts in par2ntal land-allocation behavior. 

I have earlier indicated that of the hundred or so male depen

dents in the village who arc old enough to 11hand.le a hoe, 11 and who 

are still living with their parents, forty-seven were,at the time of 

research, working gardens of their own as well. That is, they had 

acquired access to land, either through their parents or through 

other community members, either as quasi-inheritors;. or as 

sharecroppers. They ;vere responsible for planting, irrigating, cul

tivating,and harvesting those gardens. 
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However their status as quasi-independent cultivators is me:rged 

with another status: that of coresident dependents in their parents' 

house. With respect to the former status, they make independent 

decisions about the allocation of their time and energy. With respect 

to the latter status, however, custom and parental expectation 

impose upon them the d?ligation to give free labor in their 

parents' gardens. Even if his father was the source of his land, 

the young man makes a clear distinction between his own garden, 

which he must cultivate on his own with help from siblings and peers 

in similar situation, and his father's garder,s, on which the young 

man is still expected to help out. 

But the ultimate decision is up to the young man himself. 

There is in fact behavioral variety in this group of young culti-

vators along the dimension of time allocation. As indicated in 

Table 9-4 , some young men spend more time on their own gardens; 

whereas others spend more time on the gardens of their fathers. 

The hypothesis here is that there will be a functional linkage 

between a young man's time-allocation decision and the help (or 

lack thereof) which he has received from his father in terms 

of access to cropping groillld. The evolutionary model posits a pattern 

His own 
gardens 

His father's 
gardens 

TOTAL 

TJ\llLE 9 -4 

Allocation of Labor Time 
by Dependent Gardeners 

On whose gardens does the 
young man spend more time? 

55% 26 

45% 21 

100% 47 
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whereby parental failure to provide traditionall.y allocated land leads 

to consequent filial absenteeism on the father's plots. 

Though diachronic data is lacking on this matter, it 

might still be possible to utilize the behavioral variety 

within the contemporary population presented in Table 9-4 

We know that some of the 47 dependent gardeners have received 

traditional pre-inheritance grants from their fathers; others 

have not. Making the uniformitarian assumption that what 

occurred in the past continues to occur today, the model would 

lead us to hypothesize that those young men receiving pre

inheritance land from their fathers, being more aependent on 

him for their resource, will tend to f'ollow the normatively pre

scribed pattern of spending more time on his gardens, less time 

on one's awn gardens. Those young men who do !1£:t receive tradi

tional pre-inheritance grants, on the other hand, would be expected, 

in the framework of this model, to spend more time on their own 

garden--i.e to belong to the gr-oup of 'luasi-truants. 

The hypothesis is tested and strongly confirmed in Table 5J-5 

Despite the small number o:r individuals involve'd (47}, their tendency 

to behave as the model predicts reaches statistical significar.:ce. 

There is thus a tendency for those young men not receiving tradi

tional pre-inheritance grants to absent themsel. ves from their 

traditionally mandated labor prestations on their :father's gardens. 

It might be added that several of' those who ~ receive pre

inherit&nce grants supplement their incipient holdings by share

cropping a plot or two elsewhere. But these -tnd.ividuals cor, form to 
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TABLE 9--5 

Parental T .and Shortage 
and Filial Absenteeism 

On whose gardens 
does he spend more time? 

His father's His own 
% {N) 

447 

TOTAL 
% (N) % (N) 

Yes 62% (16) 38% (10) 100% (26) x2 = 5-2· 
1 df 

24% ( 5) 76% (16) 100% (21) p = .05 
ceived No 
Has he re-

pre-inheri-
tance :TOTAL 45% (21) 55% (26) 100% (47) 
land? 

* Yates correction applied 

the traditional pattern. What appears to produce the absenteeism 

is the failure of the father to give any land, or his decision 

to give the land to the son as a sharecropper, rather than 

as a quasi-owner. 

When dealing with such a smell number of cases, it is 

difficult to f'a.ctor out the influence of' diff'erent :forces. 

Age might seem to play a role in determining a young man's 

behavior. That is, "trua...l'lcy" might conceivabl.y be part and 

parcel of the normal life cycle. As the young man moves 

closer to establishing his own household, he might logically be 

expected to spend less time on his parents' gar<iens, even though 

he is still. living in his parents' house. Indeed if' the 47 

dependent gardeners are broken down by age, this is precisely 

what appears to occur. Dichotomizing the 47 young men into those 

vho are at or above the median age (23) f'or the group, and those 

who are below, Table 9.-6 shows that it is the older males who 
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tend to work more on their own gardens. Hence the pattern of 

truancy might be viewed as part •of the "life cycle," rather than 

as a response to parental land-withholding. 

Under 23 

23 + 

TOTAL 

TABLE 9-6 

Age as a Factor 
in Filial Absenteeism 

On whose gardens 
does he spend more time? 

His father's His own 
% (N) % (N) 

65% (15) 35% (8) 

25% (6) 75% (18) 

44% (21) 56% (26) 

TOTAL 
% (N) 

100% (23) 

100% (24) 

100% (47) 

* Yates correction applied 

x2 = 6.1* 
1 df 
p = .05 

But a closer scrutiny o:f the data does not lend support to this 

view. The association with age appears to be secondary and hence 

somewhat spurious. Younger dependents will "tolerate" delays of 

land grants sontelrhat more than their older siblings, But when their 

older Orothers begin absenting themselves from their f'athers' 

gardens, it is less because or their age than because they have 

not received the traditional pre-inheritance grants. This claim 

is supported by examining only those 24 individuals who are at or 

above the median age :ror this group. Controlling thus for age, and 

:recusing attention only on the older group, we notice that there 

are six unusual individuals in this older group who have continued 

to spend more of their time on their f'a.thers 1 gardens rather than 
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rather than on their own. Though the numbers are small, Table 9-7 

gives us an indication of what makes these six individuals differ 

from the remaining 18 who are spending more time on their ~ 

gardens. What appears to predict truancy is the condition of a 

son having to sharecrop. It is those who do not have to sharecrop, 

but who receive instead traditional pre-inheritance grants from their 

fathers, who continue to give them filial labor. 

Where 
does 
he 
work 
more? 

TABLE 9-7 

Sharecropping as a Predictor of Truancy 
in Dependent Males over Age 23 

Father's 
gardens 

His own 
gardens 

TOTAL 

Does he sharecrop? 

Yes No 
% (N) % (N) 

I 
33% (2) 67% (4) 

83% (15) 17% (3) 
----

71% (17) 29% (7) 

TOTAL 
(N) 

100% (6) 

100% (18) 

100% (24) 

x2 = 5.4* 
1 df 
p = .01 

* The Yates correction would reduce the significance 
to just below the .05 level. 

The small number of cases involved in these cross-tabulations 

wou.l d make it 1.mwise to construct a theory on them. But the fact 

is that the associations all go in the direction predicted by 

the evolutionary model. And despite the small numbers, the associations 

are impressive enough to attain statistical significance. 

Summing up, Phase Three of the model is given statistical support 

by contemporary patterns of filial behavior in Kinanbwa. Sons do 

in fact respond to land depr:i. vat ion by the premature withdrawal of 
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of their own energies from the garCens of their parents. Stated 

differently, parents who can supply children with traditional land 

grants are more successful in maintaining the labor of these sons 

for their own fields. But since domestic labor has traditionally 

played such a crucial role, the dynamics which have created patterns 

of "absenteeism" on the part of dependent sons have in effect sabo

taged a crucial component of the local energy mobilization system. 

It might be furthermore added that this pattern once again is 

highly amenable to analysis in the framework of microevolution. 

The decrease of pre-inheritance grants themselves is gradual and 

subtle--more than half of the young men still receive at least 

some. Furthermore the impact of receiving or not receiving is mani

fested in subtle aggregate patterns of absenteeism, in gradual ten

dencies, rather than in abrupt either-or dichotomies. Nor is any 

sort of 11invention 11 occurring. The pattern is rather produced by 

the economically motivated decisions of certain individuals--

young men deprived of traditional pre-inheritance grants--to 

opt for one alternative behavior (spending more time on their 

own gardens) than another. 

Phase Four; Advent of .Filial Sharee:ropping 

The nodel then moves on to posit yet a fourth major phase, perhaps 

the most problematic one from the point of view of empirical credi

bility. Absentee sons, deprived of traditional pre-inher:...cance 

grants, have turned increasingly to the option of sh'3.recropping. 

Their parents in turn, deprived partially or totally of the tradi-
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tional filial labor that was part and parcel of the traditional 

land/labor package, have themselves turned more end more to the 

option of sharecropping as a labor-acquisition strategy. The result 

has been a profound shi:rt in the tenor of land control patterns, as 

the modality of sharecropping has thus come to dominate on the ma

jority of the currently cropped plots. The most crucial "innovation" 

in this sphere has been the intrusion of sharecropping relationships 

into the very bosom of the 011clear family, as sons have begun to 

sharecrop in greater numbers for their parents. In the framework of 

the model, these patterns of filial sharecropping emerge as a common

sense compromise between the outright pre-inheritance grants mandated 

by tradition and the total alienation of sons onto the property of 

others. It is in the general dominance of sharecropping within the 

commu.'"lity, and in the particular emergence of filial sharecropping 

as a common practic:e, that the ultimate impact of population growth 

on the institutions of access is most directly manifested. 

But once again the task remains of empirically validating the 

credibility of this phase of the model. This involves, in the first 

instance, showing that the pattern of filial sharecropping was indeed 

a "pre-existing alternative; 11 and secondly showing that there have 

been diachronic changes of an evolutionary nature with respect to 

the prevalence of these patterns in Kinanbwa. 

With respect to the pattern itself, the data indicate that 

filial sharecropping is indeed a statistically importar;t pattern in 

the research community, I have presented data above indicating that 

six hundred and sixty seven of the plots in the community (well over 

half) are being worked tu1der a sharecropping arrangement. One hundred 

and ten of these plots were being sharecropped by sons for their 
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own parents. Thus,i:f sharecropping itsel.f is a statistical.1y 

important pattern in the community s then ~ sharecl"'pping is 

an important sub-variety of this general tenure mode within 

Kina.nbwa.. 

452 

But synchronic data on the contemporary pattern i tseli' do not 

tell the whole story. It is equally important :for purposes of' 

this discussion to document the occurrence of evolutionary 

change with respect to this pattern. The model claims that sharecrop

ping is f'unctionally rel.ated, by microevolutionary links, to the 

other diachronic patterns which have been discussed here. To 

validate this claim, the occurrence of change must be proven, with 

more recent generations tending to utilize the practice more 

frequently. 

Such change cannot be detected within the synchronic data 

coverning currently cropped plots. But another type of information 

was collected which will expose the change. By the time the 

Agricultural Survey (the final of' the surveys which I carried 

out in Kinanbwa) was undertaken~ the pattern of filial sharecropping 

had already surfaced as an important pattern. Thus I inserted 

relevant items into the survey instrument to expl.ore certain 

basic features of this important pattern. Among other queries, 

each cultivator was questioned as to whether at any time in his 

economic career, his parents had "lent" him l.and on a sharecropping 

basis. 

As was true of earlier discussed patterns, there was a great 

deal of behavioral variety in the population along this dimension, 

a state of behavioral ''polymorphism" amenabl.e to forces of sel.ection. 

Parents had several al.ternative behaviors avail.abl.e to them, some of 
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wh.i·;h i.avolve outright land grants of the traditional type, and 

others which involve some sort of landlord relationship vis-8.-vis 

the son. There is a great deal of variation in the manner in 

which these arrangements work themselves out concretely in real life. 

The parent may give~ land on a no-strings-attached basis, but 

assign other land on a sharecropping basis. The parent may further

more be lenient in calculating his share of the harvest, and leave 

a much larger portion to his son than would be left to a non-

related tenant. But as with the first dimension, this polymorphic 

variety of alternative behaviors has) for purposes of testing the 

hypothesis, been dichotomized into the two major alternatives of 

treating sons as tenants, or of refraining from doing so, 

adhering instead to the traditionally mandated "no-strings-attached" 

modality of father-son lar.d allocation. 

To describe the variety that exists in the population along 

this dimension, I have distinguished between those cultivators whose 

parents have never exercised the landlord option vis-a-vis their sons, 

and those sons whose parents, at one time or another, have. As 

Table 9 -8 indicates, in more than half of the cases, the cultiva

tor will have been involved in a tenant-landlord relationship with 

his parents. Tlle remaining minority--a quite substantial minority-

"Will have received all their land on a no-strings attached basis 

(or in an exceptional:!.y small number of cases received no land at 

all, not even sharecropping land) . 

But the frequency distribution provides a static picture of the 

situation. The critical hypothesis involves a process of evolutionary 
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TABLE 9-8 

Prevalence of Filial Sharecropping 

Yes 

No 

TOTAL 

Has the cultivator 
ever been a tenant 

onh'fS parents' land? 

N 

56% 123 

44% 98 

100% 221 

change. If in fact this pattern of filial sharecropping is proper-

ly construed as an evolutionary phenomenon, then it should be 

more frequent now than before. To test the hypothesis I have 

again broken down the population into different age groups, hypo-

thesizing that a significantly larger percentage of each succeeding 

age group will have entered into a filial sharecropping arrangement 

with their parents. Table 9-9 breaks down the data in the indi-

cated manner. 

With this Table the last major link in the evolutionary chain 

is given empirical validation. The Table reveals a clear and 

statistically significant trend in tte predicted direction. 

The parental practice of treating one 1 s sons as tenants--of exacting 

part of the harvest from them--on land allocated to them is clearly 

not a new practice. Even among -che oldest men some four out of 

ten had cropped at least some parental land under this arrange-

ment. What has changed, however, is the relative frequency of this 

behavioral alternative among parents. If exacting part of the 
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Year 
of 

Birth 

Before 
1923 

1923-
1938 

After 
1938 

TOTAL 

TABLE ~ -9 

Diachronic Emergence of 
Filial Sharecropping 

Has he ever sharecropped 
for his parents? 

Yes No 

• {N1 • % (Ill . 

43% (26) 57% (34) 

51% ( 32) 49% (31) 

66% (65) 34% ( 33) 

56% (123) 44% (98) 

TOTAL 

% (Nl 

100% (60) 

100% (63) 

100% (98) 

100% (221) 

x2 = 8. B 
2 df 
p = .05 
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harvest from one's sons is a long-standing practice, it is systema.-

tically increasing in frequency and slowly replacing the traditional 

practice of making one's sons quasi-proprietors of small plots 

of land. Thus, as was true of the retention or releasing of 

lanti, it is clear that in this other realm of parental behavior, 

that of being a landlord to one 1 s sons , there has been yet another 

microevolutionary readjustment in the relative preponderance of 

two pre-existing alte:..•natives. 

The entire discussion may now be summed up and concluded. 

In the first part of the chapter a theoretical model was presented 

which interpreted the contemporary prevalence of sharecropping in 

Kinanbwa as a microevolutionary response to population gr0wth, a 

response which has worked itself out through the intervening varia-

bles of land shortage and subsequent disruptions ..:.n traditional 

energy mobilization patterns. Having presented the model in a simple 
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descriptive f'a.shion, discussion then turned to the task of analyzing 

the model into its component sequences, and of' giving el!\Pirice.l vali

dation to the credibility of each of these major phases. Data was 

presented indicating that 

1. land in fact has become more valuable, a clear indication of 

growing scarcity; 

2. parents have in fact been withholding, to an increasing de

gree, pre-inheritance land from their sons, causing the 1atter 

to go elsewhere with greater frequency for their start in 

lif'e; 

3. sons who are deprived of' traditional pre-inheritance grants 

do in fact absent themselves sooner from their parents 1 

gardens, dedicating more labor to their own pursuits; 

4, sharecropping arrangements between fathers and sons have in 

fact emerged as an increasingly prevalent pattern, a strong 

indication of' a middle-ground compromiee between the now

too-expensive "generosity" of the traditional system and the 

normatively tulpleasant option of' total f'ilial alienation 

from parental soil. 

The discusssion hs.s fUrthermore been framed in the idiom of 

evolutionary theory. Specific land allocation patterns and labor 

allocation behaviors have been identified, and diachronic changes in 

the frequency of alternative behaviors have been viewed as a type 

of selection on pre-existing variety. Reedy made "inventions" 

have been avoided, and at all times the model has attempted to 

present a picture of economically rational peasant cultivators 

making economically int.elligible decisions. The abstract rubric of' 
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"cultural evolution" has been operational.ized into concrete, econo

mically motivated shi:f'ts in aggregate reliance on certain beha

vioral alternatives as opposed to others. 

Scientific theories tend to be intel.J.ectua.lly exciting and am

bitious. But productive scientific research is generally more 

specific, focused, and perhaps unexcitingly prosaic in its choice 

of topics. What has been documented here--vith an empirical foucs 

that might strike some as bordering on methodological fanaticism-

is a rather prosaic diachronic shift in one spe:-cific J.ifesphere 

of a group of Haitian peasants. But I have dwelt with such analytic 

and empirical. detail on this sequence of events simply because 

such specific sequences of aggregate diachronic change constitute the 

raw material of cultural. evolution. And though there is a plethora 

of sweeping, bold-stroke macro-sequences which have been posited in the 

anthropological literature, there is a paucity of reliably documented 

micro-sequences. Yet if macro-movements of "general. evolution" 

do actually occur, in the last analysis it is only in the form of 

such micro-cases of "specific evolution" that they are embodied. 

It is the task of scientific analysis to document historically ,and 

expose the underlying dynamic of,these evolutionary processe~. 

It is important to point out that such quantitative documentation 

is not dc.ne as an attempt to "prove" a theory. The empirical evidence 

has not simply proven what w<'J.S already known. On the contrary: in 

a somewhat serendipitous fashion, the:te has emerged from the data a 

ccmplex of patterns that would never have been suspected had the 

quantitative data not existed. And though the pattern dealt with 
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here--the shift from a tenure system dominated by inheritance to one 

dominated by sharecropping--might seem prosaic, the manner in which 

the transition is now known to have occurred speaks to several larger 

issues and might in fact compel a revamping of certain features of the 

idea-system within which human population dynamics are conventionally 

discussed, even within the anthropological literature. 

But the intent of this chapter has been !'i:t:st and foremost that of 

capturing the path of a change. The preceding pages, though cast 

largely in the idiom of systems aua.l;).-sis, have in effected docu

mented the demise of a system, and the obsolescence of the conceptual 

blueprint which described that system in terms of intrafamilial inhe

ritance. But a revised blueprint for the system as it operates 

synch:rr: -:cally today has not yet been presented. In performing 

the adaptive :m.<..neuv'2:' des . !bed above, the population of Kinanbwa 

had tinkered vdth a system. But when one component of a system 

is changed, other components must--if it is a genuine system--

also undergo adaptive modifications. The result of this chain 

of adaptations triggered off by population growth has been 

a totally transformed life cycle in which other aspects vf the 

system have also undergone a metamorphosis. It is to the task 

of documenting this new life cycle that attention will now 

be turned. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

THE TRANSFORMED LIFE CYCLE. 

At this final stage of the analysis, discussion moves from 

the diachronic framework of cultural evolution to a more ::;ynchronic 

focus on the contemporary functioning of the transformed system. 

But in making this shift and in turning attention to the manner in which 

the system 11works" and "hangs together" today, it will be useful 

to maintain the same dual perspective that has been preserved in the 

discussion of local microevolution. On the one hand efforts will be 

madE' to grasp an overall system, to avoid aimless wandering in an 

underbrush of abundant and occasionally contradictory detail. On 

the other hand~ to keep analysis from floating off into ethereal 

heights, insistence will be made on following the behavior of indi

viduals as they move through their lives~ watching them choose between 

different alternatives~ identifying those features of the local land

scape, perhpas invisible to outsiders, which incline individuals to one 

class of alternative as opposed to another. 

LIFE CYCLE RESOURCE MANAGEMENT SCHEMES 

A type of de-facto "stratification" is bullt into agrarian systems 

based upon the private ownership of la1.d. Even where social classes 

have not coales..:ed, land Will be under the control of older generations. 

Adolescents and young adults who are biologically capable of reprod.ue:icJi?, 

and cultivating may not have access to the basic resource of land. A 

critical dimension of any peasant system, then, is the particular 

manner in which young men get their start in life. 
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To see the "large picture" of today, it must be kept in mind that 

YTe are dealing with a specific type of resource-control system. The 

land tenure system of Kinanbwa is by no means unique to that commu

nity; but neither does it represent a type of somehow "generalized" 

peasant land tenure. No such entity could be profitably posited. 

We are dealing, rather, with a particular type of land-control 

system, now very common throughout the world, which has been discussed 

nnder the rubric of "mercantile domain." This system has as one of 

its critical features the superficially paradoxical arrangement 

whereby its peasant participants, though living in stratified so

cieties in which they Celong to the subordinate sector, nonetheless 

are themselves the owners of the major productive resource of such 

agrarian societies: the land. The subordinate nature of their struc~ 

tural position takes the form of various asymmetric linkages, link

ages which are economic, political, and social. But nonetheless 

they themselves own the land; they themselves allocate it to 

upcoming generations. 

It is the nature of that control and allocation which are in 

ClUestion here. Such a land tenure system, and the majority of indi

viduals within it, can be said to "have a stake 11 in the establishment 

and perpetuation of a very special type of strategy of land 

control. I would like to single out this strategy for closer analy

tic attention and designate it as a scheme of life-cycle resource 

management. The emphasis is on "life cycle," and this particula,... 

land control scheme presents some crucial contrasts with what might 

be called a 11stratificational" scheme of land control, one based 
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on the local existence of discrete economic strata. 

In no real-life peasant system will there be perfect equality 

of landholdings among all households of a community. What is 

designed into many such systems, however, especially those based on 

partible inheritance, is a mechanism for assuring that most individuals 

will eventually move up into the ranks of the local "haves" via the 

process of inheritance. Even if such a system functions "ia.eally, 11 

everyone 1 s holdings will not necessarily be equal. But if functioning 

is unimpedeCi by other factors, in such a system the major predictor 

of an individual's holdings will be his~· rather than his membership 

in sor:e socially constituted class. That is, a major structural 

feature of such systems is the tendency--and it will always be 

a tendency in "real life" systems--for resources to be spread out 

along the life cycle rather than concentrated into permanent groups. 

Real-life systems may be seen as adhering more closely to one of' 

these two models. The life-cycle system, ;:md most of the individuals 

within it, will have a clear economic stake in preserving the 

age-based resource control dynamic, and impeding the coalescence of 

permanent resource-controlling groups. 

The land control system operating in Haiti's 19th century 

golden age shared many aspects of a "life cycle" model. But I have 

shown how the critical mechanism for assuring t't.e continuing, 

widespread availability of land to all commu:.1ity members had 

been jeopardized: pre-inheritance land grants diminished. The 

shift to sharecropping was "undertaken, 11 it was shown, as a solution 

to certain land and labor problems which arose as the local population 

increased. What the sharecropping maneuver preserved was a 
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labor mobilizing circuit, in which land and labor were traded off. 

In doing this the specific resource allocating mechanism was gradually 

"eased out" (though it still plays a role even today). 

This readjustment has opened the gateway to the eventual 

disruption of the entire life-cycle system then prevailing, making 

it vulnerable to replacement by a stratified system, in which 

land ¥auld gradually be concentrated into the hands of a smaller 

number of domestic group. That is, in preserving the labor

mobilizing mechanism, the life-cycle :mcd.a.lity of resource 

control was threatened, as the danger of local stratification 

became greater. Why did this threat exist? The question is important. 

In the traditional system, where the bulk of labor was 

provided by domestic labor and exchange labor, and where sharecropping 

was a statistically minor appendage, there was an upper limit on 

the amount of land an individual could profitably acquire. Exchange 

labor was a mechanism for spacing out one's own energy inputs over 

the course of a cropping cycle, but since all such labor had to 

be repaid with one's own energies, there was a ceiling on the 

amount of land a person could cultivate using this arrangement. Thus 

the major general constraint on the amount of land a cultivator could 

profitably put to use was his ability to mobilize domestic labor. 

In this context the concentration of land into the hands of a few 

households did not occur. On the contrary, in early 19th century 

Haiti those individuals (generally members of the military) who 

received enormous land gre.nts would frequently sell their land. 

The labor mobilization system that had come to prevail in the land-
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abundant context of rural Haiti made it senseless to have such large 

tracts of land. The tendency was for the dispersal, rather than 

the concentration ,of land. 

But as land becomes less abundant and as the mechanism of share

cropping emerges as the dominant labor-mobilizing nechanism, 

the size of one's family is no longer a constraint on the amount of 

land that can be -nut to profitable use. Wher(oas before it made 

little sense to acquire ever more land, now it makes quite good 

economic sense to do so, since sharecroppers will be easily found 

to work it. In the earlier period parents had enough land to give 

to their children; these latter consequently had small need to 

resort to the less advantageous option of sharecropping for others. 

Land to sharecrop was available if needed, but the arrangement 

was not as widely resorted to as the cropping of domestically 

allocated land. But now that parents cannot give as much "no 

strings attached" land, there has arisen a pool of potentially 

willing sharecroppers, and the individual who can continue to 

purchase land will never lack labor to put it to use. That is, 

W11ike the old days, arable land today will always be a source 

of income to the owner. 

But it is precisely such a situation which is conducive to the 

emergence of patterns of land concentration. Such a danger would 

exist no matter what the pre-existing tenure mode were. But in a 

society such as Haiti, where even at a "grass roots" level land has 

traditionally been aliena-ole, the danger is especially great. For 

wt.ere t!J.ere is land purchase, there must also be land sale and--
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ipso facto--the emergence of at least temporary local resource 

differentials. And where land is further transmitted via inheritance, 

as is true of Haiti, these differentials will easily be inter

generationally perpetuated. Furthermore, since the children of the 

better-off start life in a somewhat stronger economic position 

than the children of the less well off, they are more likely to 

purchase more land, the differentials will thus increase, and 

land contentration will have set in. 

In short the demographic process which led to the emergence 

of sharecropping had seriously "tampered" with a system. It first 

illldercut the labor mobilization strategy- which had prevailed in 

the "golden age." But the members of the system quickly maneuvered, 

shifted gear, and successfully preserved intact the basic feature 

of this basic component. They would still mobilize labor by allo-· 

eating land; others would still gain access to land by providing 

labor. But in pulling off this shift, the population had maneuvered 

itself (and its future generations) into a position where the specters 

of local stratification and eventual landlessness now had open 

doors. Some dangerous seeds had been sown. The danger was that the 

entire resource-control ;:;ystem would shift from the life-cycle 

resource dispersal, characteristic of the traditional system, to a 

stratificational model in which wealth is gradually concentrated 

into fewer hands, and in which local "classes" could finally emerge. 
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But this has not occurred. For simultaneously with the gradual 

shift to reliance on sharecropping, yet another equally fundrunental-

but analytically more impressive--systemic maneuver has been "pulled 

off" by the same population. Social classes have not emerged in 

Kinanbwa. The substantial holding differentials made possible by a 

sharecropping labor mobilization system have in fact occurred to 

some extent. But a systemic mechanism has for decades ·oeen opera

tiong toward the periodic reduction of these differentials. The 

mechanism has not elimi!lated differentials, but it has kept them 

within the basic confines of a life-cycle modality of resource mana

gement, and has prevented the emergence of intergenerationally per

petuated local strata. Of all the patterns described in these 

pages, it is this pattern which had least been expected and which 

has compelled radical reassessment of the function of one of the 

most enigmatic topics of Caribbean anthropology: the function 

of Haitian voodoo. 

I will look at this mechanism through the framework of the 

traditional anthropological concept of life cycle, since it is the 

li fe-cycll? modality of resource management whose preservation has 

been its principal result. But the life-cycle construct used here 

will be a somewhat revamped variant of the one traditionally used 

in anthropological writing. 

A conceptual "overhauling" was in fact necessary to adapt the 

concept of life cycle to the analytic task which it will be called 

upon to perform in these pages, Conventional ethnographic descrip

tions of the "local life cycle" frequently consist of a sequence of 
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ethnographic descriptions of the major rites of passage prevalent in 

the researched culture. Individuals will be depicted as passing from 

childllood to adulthood and old age along a trajectory of rituals and 

ceremonies, the most salient ones generally involving (in peasant 

societies) pregnancy and birth practices, courtship and mating pat

terns, and death and burial customs. Depending on the culture (and 

the focus of the ethnographer), some detail may also be given to 

ritual healing, child rearing, or other ethnographic domains, all 

as part of the discussion of the life cycle. 

The use of the concept of life cycle in anthropological writinB 

has brought certain advantages, practical as well as conceptual. From 

a purely practical point of view, the construct of life cycle has been 

a powerful organizing device for the incorporation of a wealth of 

descriptive information within the confines of a text. For field

work generates not only abstract analysis, but also concrete des

criptive data which can provide useful comparative materials for 

other researchers working in other settings. But some sort of presen

tational framework is needed for the organization of these ethnogra

phic minutiae. The chapter on "life cycle" is frequently the repo

sitory of such data. 

But the concept of life cycle has been useful from an analytic 

poi.nt of view as well. The construal of the 11hUillB.n life cycle" as 

the movement of a "typical" individuaJ. through a series of structures 

and rites--a movement lubricated with ritual, custom, and belief-

captures a very important facet of human life. The human career does 

in fact tend to be ordered sequentially, with large groups of indi

viduals pas:;ing through roughly the same statuses and "stages. 11 
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Despite the unique aspects of each individual life course, most indi

viduals share a common biopath with other individuals of the same 

social and economic group. The anthropological use of the construct 

of the "life cycle" captures this shared movement. And because 

the passage from one stage to another is frequently accompanied by 

public ceremonies, the focus on ritual is not entirely inappropriate. 

But a concentration of descriptive and analytic effort on the 

domains of ritual and custom exploit only a small portion of the po

tential of the life-cycle construct. For the overt (and publicly 

ritualized) aspects of the passage of an individual through life are 

only part of the picture. There are also latent underpinnings to 

this movement, patterns of what could be calle:J. a "hidden career." 

Though many aspects of local life are given symbolic representation 

and brought to public awareness, there may be other shared features of 

the local movement through the life cycle which may lie hidden, being 

either taken for granted or even disguised, and which hence will not 

form part of the publicly prevalent local theory of the "way things 

work." We may expect such "hidden careers" to be especially likely 

when the substructure of economic life is changing, but where the 

public theories and models of life are lagging somewhat behind. 

This is Frecisely the situation which prevails in Kinanbwa. I 

have shown that the substructure of economic life in Kinanbwa has 

in fact been changing in an important area, and that a demographically 

generated transformation has occurred in the local life cycle as a 

result. But this and other transformations have not yet been incor

porated into the public explanations givF 1 of local village life; and 
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a result there are aspects of the contemporary passage through 

life which constitute in effect a partially hidden career.. These 

microevolutionary shifts have become incorporated into the contem

porary life-cycle, and now ccnstit'...lte central components of the 

local yeoman career. But the state of flux in which this career 

finds itself has precluded~ not only the public ritualization of 

these new 11life phases, 11 but even their clear recognition in terms 

of verbal descriptions of "local life" on the part of villagers. 

That is, there is truly a somewhat "hidden career" pulsating nnder the 

surface of a life-cycle that is still locally conceived and 

described largely in terms of a rapidly vanishing traditional 

way of life. 

To capture this hidden career, the handling of the local life 

cycle cannot be done in the manner of traditional ethnography. 

The conten-: of the "life cycle" can no longer be viewed as the surface 

trajectory of an individul through a series of publicly ritualized 

rites of passage. On the contrary, the camouflaged nature of the 

newly emergent life path places it somewhat out of the reach of 

research teclmiques relying heavily on conventional informant descrip

tions. The basic construct of a series of life phases Bhared by 

many individuals is still valid; but the data this is to be "fitted 

int~ 11 this conceptual structure will be different. To characterize 

the transformed life-cycle in Kinanbwa, I will rely rather on quan

titative data collected on the life history of every adult male in the 

community. But the microevolutionary transformations have had their 

most impressive illlpact on the life sphere of land acquisition, and it 

will be on this life sphere that the analysis Yill focus. 
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STAGE ONE: SHARECROPPING AND INCIPIENT ECONOMIC AUTONOMY 

Even in the traditional life cycle, land acquisition was a 

central organizing feature of rural life. A loose framework of 

11stages 11 can be heuristically reconstructed. "Stage one" of economic 

autonomy in the traditional career began when an individual received 

land "on loan" from his parents whi:..e still living in their 

house. Stage two came when these incipient holdings were 

augmented by the definitive inheritance of more land on the death 

of the parents~ and by the achieving of marginal accretions to land 

via rental and purcflase arrangements. ''Stage three'' might be applied 

to those years when the cultivator began giving out land to his own 

growing male dependents to farm on their own. These three major 

economic functions--receiving provisional land, acquiring permanent 

land, and "lending out" provisional land--constituted a sequentially 

ordered series of critical behaviors which males traver~;ed in the 

course of a traditional career. During the passage, inheritance 

was the principal mainstay of individual aspiration, the 

most salient focus of intrafamilial strife, and the principal 

systE:-mic mechanism for resource transfer. 

To some degree stage one of the economic career of the contem

porary cultivator still bears a clear resemblance to stage one of the 

traditional career. In the first place the vast Ill&.jority of young 

males still living in their parents' home will have begun cropping 

their O'W'Il gardens before they establish their own families. As is 

probably true in most cultures, there is a latent "timetable'; which 

individuals a)"e expected to follow in making this important first step 
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toward autonomy. Though ethnographic accounts have indicated that 

young men receive their first piece of land when they are about eighteen, 

data from Kinanbwa indicate that, whatever the ideal norms may be, 

no"Wade.ys a good percentage of dependent males will not have begun 

even by the age of twenty one. Table 10 -1 breaks down the 101 

adolescent and young-adult male dependents in the community in terms 

of whether they have s-carted cropping their first garden or not. 

Age 

TABLE 10-1 

Age-Specific Timetable 
for Independent Gardenin(:., 

Dependent males residing with 
parents and cropping their own gardens. 

Crops Does not 
ow garden yet crop TOTAL 

% (N) % (N) % (N) 

Under 18 

I 
17% (6) 83% (30) 100% (36) 

50% (16) 50% (16) 100% ( 32) 18-21 

22+ 82% (27) 18% (6) 100% ( 33) 

TOTAL 49% (49) 51% (52) 100% (101 I 

* Yates correction applied 

,:=26.7* 
2 df 
p = .001 

The existence of an implicit timetable is clear. Whereas it is rare 

for a child under 17 to have his own garden, it is equally rare for 

an individual over twenty-two not to have taken this first step. 

But if the timing of this first step adheres generally to the 

timing that was prevalent in the traditional system, the preceding 

chapter has 111.ade it clear that the.ce has been a change in the ~ 
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ir.. which the step is taken. There is a much greater dependence an 

sharecropping. But we are dealing with an evolutionary trend~ and 

not with an abrupt break. Thus data have been presented indicating 

that a substantial part of incipient holdings still contain land 

allocated 7-o young men by parents (cf. Table 8-4 ). It appears 

to be the case that young men still living in their father's home 

can as a rule count on at least one small plot of land allocated to 

them tmder some variant of the traditional pre-inheritance arrange-

ment. Wnat is clear from that Table, however, is that a larger 

proportion of young men rely on sharecropped land. Thus the 

internal tenure heterogeneity that characterizes holdings in 

Kinanbwa is present even in these incipient holdings of the 

you."lg. Though pre-inheritance plots do appear on most of these 

incipient holdings, sharecropped plots appear with greater frequency. 

The data from Table 8-4 were provided by f'athers being inter

viewed concerning the holdings of thei:!"' dependent sons. The data 

agree substantially with data gleaned from interviews with the 

young cultivators themselves. There are 78 cultivators in the commu

nity who have not yet reached their 30th birthday. Though a 

majority of these cultivators are still living with their parents, 

have already established homes of their own. It is the nature of the 

holdings of these 78 cultivators t.hat is of interest here. 

Tab]e l0-2 categorizes these cultivators along two independent dimensions~ 

to assess whether inherited land or sharecropped land accounts for a 

greater part of their holdings. On the left hs.nd side those who 

are cropping at least some land given by parents are separated f'rorn those 
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who are not. On the right hand side, those who are sharecropping 

at least some land are separated from those who are not. Virtually 

the same relative distribution of tenure types is foUIJd to hold in 

this subgroup of the population as was seen in Table 8-4. The 

number of individuals working on a sharecropping basis is slightly 

higher than the number who are working on parentally donated land. 

The fact that a substantial majority are working on parental land, 

but that an even more substantial majority are also working share-

cropped plots, attests to the internal heterogeneity that characteri-

zes the typical holding, even from the earliest stages of the 

local career. But in light of the consistent distribution which 

appears in the two independently constructed tables, sharecropping 

must be listed as the major gateway to stage one of the economic 

life of the contemporary Kinanbwa yeoman, with pre-inheritance 

plots being relegated to a close but clear second place. 

Yes 

No 

TOTAL 

TABLE l0-2 

Tenure Arrangements 
of the 78 Cultivators 

under Age 30 

Does he work any land Does he work any land 
lent him by his parents? as a sharecropper? 

% (of 78) --
,, % (o' 78) N 

68% 53 II 76% I 59 

32% 25 II 24% I 19 

100% 78 I 100% I 78 

I 
I 
I 
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STAGE TWO: THE PURCHASE OF LAND 

If stage one of the economic career of the contemporary culti

vator has begun to veer awa:y from the lifepath trodden by his 19th 

century predecessors, in stage two the break becomes sharp, definitive, 

and virtually complete. In the traditional system, the incipient 

belding based on a provisional pre-inheritance grant would eventually 

be augmented, but principally via the process of inheritance at the 

death of one or both parents. The cultivator would enter a new eco

nomic life phase, but the vehicle carrying him there would be the same 

inheritance complex which provided the initial land grant. Other 

alternatives were always available, of course; land purchase bas 

always been a resource acquisition strategy in rural Haiti, as has been 

sharecropping and rental. But these devices, in the traditional 

context, remained ancillary sub-plots in a drama that was dominated 

by the theme of inheritance. 

The contemporary system is built up of the same constitu-l:.ent 

element, but the balance of power has shifted. Nowadays, to make 

an economically successful and socially respectable entry into stage 

two of his career, the contemporary cultivator must purchase a plot 

~· What was once perhaps the supplementary strategy of a 

minority has now beco::ne the normative rule for the group and the 

statistical achievement of the majority. Tnis incorporation of 

land purchase as a central axis of the ecvnomic life path is one of the 

major transformations that hav2 come over the local life cycle. 

It is via this portal that an increasing number of yeomen are 

entering stage two of their careers. 

The normative aspects of this pattern are truly impressive. In 
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elicitation sessions in which informants were asked to rank community 

members economically, land purchase emerged as a neck and neck compe

titor with having children as the prime criterion of locally 

recognized adulthood. So impo!"tant has land purchase become that 

apparently well-to-do young men in their late twenties or early 

thirties, though they have inherited more than an average amount of 

land from their parents, are nonetheless still considered 

ti-moun (children). "Yo poke 8-Chte t€!." They haven't bought 

land yet, 

If the purchase of land is now a normatively important prere

quisite to local adulthood, quantitative data indicate that it is 

a statistically important behavior in the commnnity as well. 

Table 10 -3 indicates that fully 44% of the cultivators of Kinanbwa 

have purchased at least one plot of land at some point in their 

career. But it is the timing of this behavior which is crucial 

for the present analysis. During the first phase of a cultivator's 

TABLE 10-3 

Prevalence of Land-Purchasing Patterns 

Has he bought land? 

Yes 44% 100 

No 56% 126 

TOTAL 100% 226 
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economic life he is basicall:-· a sharecropper of land for other members 

of the community and a cropper of plots provisionally allocated to him 

by parents. This state tends to last throughout the twenties. But 

by the time a cultivator has moved into his mid-thirties, be will 

find that most of his age mates have begun to purchase their first 

plots of land, and chances are strong that he will do the same. 

This contention is supported by Figure 10-1 , which breaks down 

the population into age cohorts, and specifies for each cohort the 

percentage of individuals therein who have purchased at least one 

plot of land. Two things become clear from this breakdown. In the 

first place the figure of 44% as the q_uotient for land purchase in the 

community is deceptively low. Because land purchasing is clearly a 

life cycle phenomenon, those who are young will not~~ have purchased. 

But if we look at older cohorts we see that more than six out of ten 

P~rcentage 

who have 
purchased 
land 

801 

701 

60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

35-44 45-54 
N=50 N=33 

Age 

FIGURE 10-1 

Land Purchase as a Life Cycle Phenomenon 

l 2 • 
X = 48.2 
5 df 
p = .001 

*Yates correction 
applied 
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individuals will have bought land. That is, the purcha.se of' land ha.s 

clearly become the ~--statistical. as well as normative--in the 

community. Secondly, we also can see that there is a clear social 

timetable for entering into this phase of' life. A :few individuals in 

their late twenties have already begun, but they have clearly gained 

a head start from the point of' view of the behavior of' their :fellows. 

But an individual who has :reached forty and has not yet purchased land 

is in danger of' being permanently left behind. As in other cultural 

settings, there is no mechanical adherence to a specific age :for 

entering this new life phase. But there is a general tendency for the 

aggl'egate behavior of' the cultivators to :follow a general timetable. 

The late thirties and early forties emerge as the age bracket sche

duled :for local entry into stage two of one's land acquisition career, 

a mov~ that is made when a man takes the "grown up" step of' purchasing 

land. 

One aspect of' the land-transacting pattern which emerges in 

Figure 10-1 at :first sight appears somewhat puzzling. If land pur·· 

chasing is part of' the life cycle, why does it seem to level of"f, and 

even decline, in the upper age brackets? Why has not the fourth 

cohort purchased more than the third, and the :fifth substantially more 

than the fourth? A.."ld above all, why have the oldest men in the commu

nity, those over sixty :five, not purchased more than anyone? I:f the 

rule were "purchase in your late thirties but never purchase 

after that," then the levelling o'i:f would be comprehensible. But 

this is a fat'-fetched explanation, and does not in f'act correspond to 

what happens. Men continue to purchase into old age. And if by some 
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quirk the land purchasers were the first to die off, then we could see 

why a larger percentage of the oldest age group should be slightly 

lower in land purchasing. But this explanation is even more 

far-f'etched than the first .1 

The problem is in fact more apparent than real. On the one 

hand the "levelling off'11 is to some degree a function of the breakdown 

of the data which was chosen. If instead of simply focusing on whe-

there an individual has ever purchased land or not, we ask how much 

land an individual has purchased, the progression continues up until 

old age. Table 10-4 focuses on the 100 individuals in the community 

who have purchased land, breaking them down, first by age, then by the 

amount of land which they have purchased. Whereas most of those under 

TABLE 10 -4 

Amount of Land Pur;:)hased 
as a Function of Age 

How much land has he purchased? 

Carre au Less than 
TOTAL 

% (N) % (N) % (N) 

Under 35 28% ( 5) 72% (13) 100% (18) 

35 - 49 36% (16) 64% (28) 100% (44) 

50+ 66% (25) 34% (13) 100% (38) 

TOTAL 46% ( 46) 54% (54) 100% (100) 
-

* Yates correction applied 

x2 = 8.2* 
2 df 
p = .05 

l. From a statistical point of view, the four upper cohorts are 
the same as regards the p~~oportion of land purchasers in each group. 
The differences between them could, with high probability, have been 
produced by random fluctuations. This is clearly not the case with 
the first two cohortS, as the chi-square for Figure indicates. 
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fifty have purchased less than a ca.rreau, a significant majority of' 

those land purchasers who are :rif'ty and over have in contrast purchased 

~ than a carrea.u of land. Thus land purchasing is a behavior which 

continues throughout the l.i fe cycle. 2 

But perhaps more importantly, the less-than-impressive l.and pur-

chasing behavior on the part of the very old is to some degree 

a result of the fact that there are two quasi-autonomous C.iachronic 

trends operating to produce the distribution. On the one hand we 

have the progress of the life-cycle, in which land purchasing begins 

at a certain age and continues into old age. But on the other hand 

we are dealing with a life cycle which in itsel.f has been chansins 

~ As was demonstrated in the preceding chapter, the current 

land tenure system is the product of recent microevolutionary adap-

tations in the aggregate behavior of the local population. Though 

sharecropping was the focus of attention there, there is also indica-

tion that land purchasing has been increasing and has become an 

especially prevalent component of the life cycle in recent generations. 

But the "old timers" began their own careers to some degree in the 

context of the traditional system, where land purchasing appears to 

have been more marginal. What is impressive, then, is not the manner 

in which they lag, but :-ather the degree to which they have almost 

caught up. At any rate, statistical as well as ethnographic. data 

clearly indicate that the contemporar-.t Kinanbwa cultivators are marching 

2. An analysis of some 600 land transactions in which community 
members were involved indicated that the modal land purchase involves 
about a quarter of a carreau of land. Thus most of the land purchasers 
have clearly been involved in at least two, and generally more, 
transactions. 
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along a life path in which land purchase is a mandated passport to 

local prestige, a passport which most individuals manage to acquire. 

STAGE THREE: THE SHARING OF LAND 

At this point, however, an apparently self-evident but analyti-

cally crucial question must be posed. What do the cultivators do with 

the land once they have purchased it? The obvious answer would appear 

to be: they begin cropping it~ thus increasing the size of their own 

effective holdings. There are certainly many young land purchasers 

who do precisely that. Figure 10,-2 breaks down the population of cul-

tivators into six ten-year age cohorts, and computes the average num-

ber of gardens which the members of each age cohort are cultivating. 

It will be recalled that the average cult=:.vator in the community 

is cultivating between five and six plots. But this average masks 

Mean 
number 
of gardens 
worked 

24- 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+ 
N=42 N=57 N=50 N=33 N=26 N=l8 

Age 

FIGURE 10-2 

Age-Specific Rise and Decl:i.ne in Energy Output 
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iJDPortant age-specific diff'erences which emerge if the population is 

broken down by age. As Figure 13-2 illustrates there is a peak 

period of energy output at precisely that point in the life cycle where 

land purchase becomes the statistical norm. Because they have pur

cha.sed plots of land to augment their predominantly sharecropped 

holdings, men at this age step into several years of high energy 

agrarian output which excels what has preceded and from which they 

will somewhat retreat as they enter their fifties and early sixties. 

From a bioenergetic standpoint, then, this period emerges as the 

"prime of life" in the career of the Kinanbva cultivator, a stage 

which is entered via the now mandated achievement of purchasing land. 

But here we begin to run into problems with "recalcitrant" 

data. There are several inconsistencies, troublesome "wrinkles" 

in the curves, aggravating refusals of' the data to pattern themselves 

in an internally consistent fashion. The sensible notion that men 

buy land and begin to work it themselves just doesn't pan out. 

The first troublesome wrinkle in the data. manifests itself' as 

an apparent inconsistency between the number of gardens being worked 

by men of different ages, and the amount of land which their age 

group has purchased. Table 10.-4 indicated that men over fifty 

have purchased signif'icantly more land than those under f'ifty. 

Yet Figure l.O -2 had indicated that those over fifty are not vork.ing 

more gardens than their juniors. On the contrary, they appear to be 

working slightly less land. There are several possible explanations 

for this pattern, but it is a warning signal against simplistically 

assuming that local economic life consists of' a simple accumulation and 

successive croppine; of ever more land. Land is purchased, but not ne-
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cessarily cropped by the purchaser. 

A somewhat more problematic pattern, however, is to be found in the 

age-specific cunre for sharecropping. People bey more l.and as they 

progress through life, and supposedly begin cropping that J.and. One 

would expect that as tr..ey acquire mOre l.and of their own through 

purchase, they would make efforts to extricate themselves :from the bonds 

of tenant sharecropping with which they began their economic life. 

That is, as the curve for land purchasing moves up through the dif-

ferent age cohorts, we would expect a cor..comi tant decline in the 

patterns of age-specific sharecropping. 

Despite its logic, this model simply doesn't "work." If we do 

for sharecropping what was done for land purchasing--examine it 

to see if it rises or falls along the life cycl.e--the results 

are somewhat ambiguous. This distribution is depicted in Figure 10-3. 

Percentage 
sharecropping 
at least 
one pl.ot. 

901 
80 ....Jl1L 

1_12!_ 
70 70% 

~-- 65% 
60 r--='-1~ 

::L 20 

10 

2 - ·-'-;2"5~-=34-'-:;3""5-'4"'4:-'-;4"'5~-"'54;:-'-"5"'5-'6"'4,.,.__...,.., 6~5"'+---'-
N=42 N=57 N=50 N=33 N=26 N=l8 

FIGURE 10 -~ge 
Sha...~ecropping and the Life CYcle 

7?- = 2.8* 
5 df 
Not sign. 

* Yates correction 
e.pplied 
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It is true that there appears to be a slight overall decline in the 

status of sharecropper as one moves up the age brackets. Except for the 

35-to-44 age cohort, which steps slightly out of line, there 

is a gentle but consistent decline in the percentage of individuals who 

are tenants in each successive age cohort. But this decline is too weak 

to produce statistical significa..rlCe. Statistically speaking, though 

there was a clearly significunt increase in land purchasing as one 

moves from the youngest to the older age cohorts, there is no corres

ponding decline in the proportion of tenants. 3 In short the data seem 

to indicate that cultivators continue to sharecrop with more or less 

the same prevalence as they did when they were younger, or that their 

entry intc the status of land purcha:;:-2rs is at any rate much more 

brusq_ue than their decline from tlE! status of tenant. Though they 

pick up new plots via purchase, they appear not to release the old 

plots which they have been sharecropping. 

A somewhat different breakdown of the data throws more light on 

what is hap!Jening. If we loolt. at the quantities of land involved, the 

pattern becomes somewhat clearer. Table 10 -5 div~des the popt1L::..tion 

into three groups on the basis of the amount of land purchased, and in 

each group separates those who are sharP.cropping from those who are 

not. What emerges is a clear tendency for those who have purchased 

more than a carreau of land to be less involved in tenancy for others 

than the rest of their fellows in the community. But the decline is not 

the most impressive feature of the data. What is more impressive, 

rather, is the fact t-hat even those individuals who have purchased 

3. Because we are dealing with a population r-ather than a random sample, 
the decline, though slight, has theoretical sig<~.ificance, especially in 
view of the fact that it occurs in the predicted direction. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

483 

up to a carreau of land will continue to sharecrop for others with 

as great frequenc·y as those who have purchased !!£.land. And furthermore 

even half of those who have purchased more than a karo will also con-

tinue to serve as tenants on the plots of others. 

TABLE 10-5 

Decline in Tenancy 
as a Function of Land Purchase 

Amt. None 

of 
Less than a land 

pur- A carreau 
chased or more 

TOTAL 

Does he sharecrop any plots? 

Yes No TOTAL 

(N) % (N) {N) 

78% (98) 22% (28) 100% (126) 

75% (41) 25% (14) 100% (55) 

50% (23) 50% (23) 100% (46) 

71% (162) 29% (65) 100% (227) 

I 
x2 = 13.o 
2 df 
p = .01 

Before discussing why this is so~ there is yet a third wrinkle 

in the data which must be ironed out, the most difficult one of 

all. The land purchasing behavior of cultivators was measured in two 

separate ways. On the one hand cultivators were simply asked if they 

had purchased land. But another type of data was collected on each 

of the gardens separately. One of the questions asked of each garden 

was the tenure relationship under which it was being cropped. From 

this it was possible to ascertain if the cultivator was currently 

cropping a:ny land which he himself had purchased. Thus there were 

two separate measures. Data as to whether a cultivator had purchased 

land at all were given in figure 10-1 and Table 10-3 • Additional 
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data as to whether a cultivator is cropping any of this purchased land 

are given in Figure 10 -4 . The pattern which emerges in Figure 10 -4 

teken by itself~ fits in with the general notion of gres,ter land pur-

chasing as one moves through life. But if it is compared to FigureJ..0-1 

then a serious problem leaps out. What emerges from such a comparison 

is the curous pattern whereby the purchase of a plot of land and 

the working of that plot do not necessarily go hand in hand. In 

fact the only cohort in which every individual who has purchased a 

plot of land is working that plot is the yonngest cohort, In every 

other cohort~ the number of individuals who are working on purchased 

land (Figure 10-4 )is smaller than the number who have purchased 

land (Figure lU.J. ). That is, in all of these cohorts, there are land 

purchasers '"ho are not working any of the plots they have bought. 

What then are they doing with them? 

Percentage 
who are 
cropping 
a plot which 
they have 
purchased 

FIGURE 10:-4 

Age-Specific Patterns of Cropping Purchased Plots 

x2 = 25.3* 
5 df 
p = .001 

* Yates correc
tion applied 
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The answer to this question will bring us into the heart of phase 

three of the contemporary system. But before answering it, a summary of 

what has preceded will be helpful. The apparent inconsistencies in the 

data have forced closer scrutiny, but the result has been the dis-

covery of a system which has o_f.erated at a level below the reach of 

conventional ethnographic description. I have shown on the one hand 

that inheritance can no longer be treated as the dominant land con-

trol modality in Kinanbwa. It has been displaced by the modality of 

sharecropping as the principal source of land for young men beginning 

their economic careers. This status of tenant-sharecropper, though it 

declines slightly with age, maintains it.s statistical predominance through 

all age cohorts. On the otter hand, however, I have shown that land 

purchasing is also a central feature of the contemporary yeoman career 

in this community. By their forties, most cultivators will have 

purchased at least one plot of land. And the older a purchaser becomes, 

the more land he appears to bey. Some individuals have purchased 

more land than the average household is cropping. Yet despite this 

pre-valence of land purchasing, tenant sharecropping also continues to 

be curioasly prevalent, even in the older age groups. But the most 

serious W"7'inkle, final!;)', is to be seen in the pattern whereby the 

nwnber of individuals actually working purchased plots is substan-

tially smaller than the number who have in fact purchased land. The 

most enigmatic aspect of this is that there are many individuals 

who have purchased land, are not working any of the purchased l".nd, and 

yet continue to sharecrop some land for others. These patterns are 

too common to be dismissed as mere inaccuracies i11 the data. We are 
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dealing with a puzzling aspect of the system, one which cannot be 

shoved aside but must be directly accounted for. There are cultivators 

who purchase plots but do not crop them. Where are these "missing" 

plots? What are their owners doing with them? 

They are in fact doing something quite sensible with them, 

something that is important not only to the cultivator himself, but 

to the functioning of the entire contemporary land-allocation system. 

The enigma will be removed when we examine one more life-cycle pattern 

that has yet to be discussed. Age specific data have been presented 

on land purchasing and on sharecropping. What remains to be examined 

is the status of landlordism as a component of the local life cycle. 

Most individuals become sharecroppers at an early age, and stay that 

way until old age. Most individuals furthermore become purchasers 

of land. Do most individuals also become landlords, taking en tenants, 

as part of the "normal" peasant career in Kinanbwa? How is this 

behavior of "land sharing" distributed along the life cycle? 

The question is answered in Figure 10 ··5 and the rn;ystery is 

removed from the data just discussed. Dividing the population again 

into age cohorts, and computing the percentage of individuals in each 

cohort who are 11landlords,"--i.e. who have at least one tenant on 

their land--it becomes clear that in the contemporary life cycle, 

_"!:.he role of landlord has come to constitute the grand finale of local 

peasant life. Of all the age-specific land-use curves, it is ti.lis 

curve of "landlordism" which shows the most persistent and determined 

climb up into the higher age brackets. By the mid-thirties some three 

out of ten individuals will already have entered this status. By 
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FIGURE l0-5 

Landlordism as a Component 
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the mid-forties more than six out of ten will have become landlords. 

Fron1 there it is a steady uphill road, culminating in a situation where-

by some eight out of every ten of the older men in the community 

will have entered this status. 

With these data on landlordism, the last missing element in the 

revised systemic blueprint has been supplied, the last systemic gap has 

been closed in. Land used to be transferred by inheritance. 'l'hough 

this still occurs, now the movement takes place in the context of the 

three behaviors of sharecropping, rurchasing land, and subsequently 

sharir.g that land out. These three critical behaviors occur in a life-

cycle sequence~ and are systematically spread out along the dimension 

of age. If individuals who purchase lanJ. will frequently not be working 

that land, it is because they are in a system where purchased land is shared with 
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other community members who will work the ikand as tenants. 

With this pattern, the enigma. has been removed from the system, 

and the puzzling patterns o£ status overlap-the intricate intraclass 

dynamics of' local sharecropping --have been given meaning. To see 

this meaning l.et us follow the steps of a cultivator as he makes 

his WSN through this transf'ormed l.ife cycle. We can begin with a 

cultivator who for years ha.s been cropping his "stage one" holding 

composed of a mixture of sharecropped and parentaJ..ly allocated 

pre-inheritance plots, with a slight preponderance of the former. But. 

in his early thirties he takes an important step and purchases his 

first plot of' l.and. The addition of this new pl.ot augments his 

holding, simultaneously augmenting the annual overall energy invest

ment he must make in the cultivation of his gardens. His prinli:ipal 

source of supplementary energy up until now has been exchange l.abor 

with age mates for those tasks requiring such concentrate!'! inputs. 

Having purchased his first plot, he increases his own energy invest

ment in these exchange labor arrangements and thus secures, over the 

course of' a cropping cycle, the extra labor that will be needed 

for the cultivation of his newly acquired lar..d. 

In a few years he purchases his second r,l.ot • But depending on tbe 

size of his holding, he may now think twice about simply adding this 

plot to his inventory and once again ari thmeticRJ.ly increasing his 

own personal. energy investment to handle the new plot. Let us assume 

he does it, however, as at least some cultivators do. 

But when he purchases his third plot, there will bl1l no question 

of following that simple procedure. He will probably be in his 

f'orties by now. His own physical prime may have passed, and at any 
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rate his age mates have already begun to curtail somewhat the amount 

of land they themselves will physically handle, 

The cultivator, now in possession of yet anothe:r· plot, has a 

choice to make. He now bas under his control one plot more than he 

can effectively handle by himself, even ta.lting into account his 

capacity to mobilize domestic labor or exchange labor. But it will 

be recalled that his holding will consist of several tYJleS of plots. 

Over and above the purchased plots, he will also be cultivating 

parentally allocated plots and plots which he has been sharecropping 

since phase one of his career. In purchasing a new plot, he has 

exceeded the energy demand that he is able or willing to meet. 

He must now decide what to do with the new plot of land. 

A government agronomist trained abroad, a foreign developmental 

expert dispensing free advice, or a mediocre ethnographer, would 

probably advise the individual to give back one of the sharecropped 

plots. After all, he has to forfeit half the produce from it anyway. 

He could redirect this partially w.a.sted energy' toward the cultivation 

of the newly purchased plot, all of whose fruits would be his. 

Fortunately, the cultivators would not as a rule follow such well 

meant but poorly conceived advice. 

In the first place the chances are rather good that the owner of 

the plots which the cultivator is sharecropping A.re relat.ive:: of 

one sort or another. In such cases he is probably not forfeiting 

half of the produce, come harvest. time, but substantially less. Kin 

are criticized for treating tenant-kin in the same way they treat 

non-related tenants. If the cultivator is receiving two-thirds of the 

produce from a plot he is sharecropping for a close relative, be would 
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be rather foolish to abandon that plot and turn full time to the cul

tivation of a plot he has recently purchased. His income will be 

maximized if, on the contrary, he continues sharecrooping as before 

and gives out the newly acquired plot to a tenant, To the degree that 

the new tenant is a non-relative, the cultivator will be able to 

claim as much as half of the produce f'rom tl:? plot. Two thirds 

from one plot plus one half from another plot add up to more than the 

simple "one" he would be earning were he to behave as most outsiders 

might and spend all his energy in his own private plot. 

But if maximizing income is one side of the coin, minimizing 

risks is the other--and probably more important--side. Anthropologists 

have for years been pointing out the strategic value to peasants of 

holdings that are diversified, not only with respect to crops, but 

also wiih respect to soil ~and hydraulic conditions. This 

diversification is a valuable protection against the hazards, both 

physical and commercial, of throwing all one 1 s fragile agrarian eggs 

into one basket. 

The peasants of the Cul-de-Sac Plain are especially attuned to 

the wisdom of this practice. Even within the framework of the general 

lowland ecology of the Cul-de-Sac Plain, there are important micro

environmental differences. These differences revolve principally 

~:.round the natural moisture of the plot itself, the availability of 

groundwater irrigaion, and the quality of the soil. In all cases there 

is danger of crop spoilage. On the saline land, the cultivatl?r will 

plant hardy crops such as sweet potato and su~ar cane. The very 

salinity of the plot may, however, destroy even these cultivates. 
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If' on the other hand the cultivator has high quality soil, 

with groundwater irrigation, he will try crops such as beans, onions, 

and plantains which bring in a substantially higher per-hectare 

income. But these crops are more delicate and vulnerable to other 

dangers, a:r..d losses are also frequent. In view of the dangers 

surronnding the farming of any plot in this region, it frequently 

makes better sense f'or the cultivator to have half a stake in two plots 

rather than a full stake in one plot. Though his income may not 

increase, his risks are lessened. Once again there odll be a high 

degree of rationality and feasiblilty in the behavior of sharing out 

newly acquired land with another, even though one remains a tenant 

on some other plot. 

But the cultivator who is deciding whether to share out land 

with another or not is operating not only in the context of the 

above mentioned structure of economic payoffs and pitfalls. On 

the contrary, there will be clear social repercussions to the 

final choice he makes as well. It would be most surprising if a 

behavior so crucial to the economic functioning of the community as 

is the sharing of land were regarded neutrally by the community at 

large. There are in fact subtle but important social payoffs flow

ing from the act of sharing out one's land with another member of the 

community, even though one is collecting as much as half of the pro

duce. The basic feasibility and desirability of sharing out land 

are established by the above-mentioned income maximizing and risk 

minimizing implications of such sharing. But even these factors 

do not mechanically determine a course of action. Their impact is 

more in the nature of a predisposing "gentle shove" in ·one direction. 
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The simultaneous existence of a structure of social payoffs pushing in 

the same general direction, then, may intervene as an ancillary 

"extra" which may finally tip the decision scales in the general 

direction of land sharing. 

The nature of the social payoff resides partially in the 

altruistic construal that is frequently !:lade of the behavior of an 

individual who is sharing out land with one or more tenants. 

"Si au bay demwatye, ou mem ouap viv, aemwatyE!-a ap viv tou." 

If you share out your land, you'll still live from it, but so will 

the sharecropper. But perh~what is more important, evolving 

village success models have now come to incorporate this behavio:i· as 

a quasi-mandated characteristic of the successful male adult, in 

a fashion quite analogous to the current social implications of land 

purchasing itself. The contemporary yeoman in his forties or fif

ties is functioning in the context of a land-control system in 

which a substantial majority of his age mates have achieved this 

status of local sharer of land. Tv fail to follow suit is to 

be left socially behind. 

The genesis of this status system is to be sought, of course, 

in the diachronic process discussed in the preceding chapter. 

Where lend has become scarce, where sharecropping as become en important 

source of "first land" for young men, it is no surprise that a 

local status system has emerged rewarding land sharers. To get ahead 

in this community, one not only buys land, one "shares 11 it as well. 

Land sharing may have at base a structure of economic calculation. 

But a local status system construes this economically sensible behavior 

as being socially desirable as well. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

493 

In short the logic behind the complex and initially enigmatic patterns 

of intracommunity sharecropping has now been exposed. It is logical 

from an individual point of view. But there is a systemic logic as 

well: resources are regularly allocated, labor is regularly mobilized. 

!t is the data on landlordism, then, which finally flips the 

switch, the switch that not only puts the system in motion, but that 

turns on the light for an observer to see what is happening. It is 

the data on landlordism which exposes the operation of a system. 

If the traditional system of the nineteen"tb century is vanishing, 

we now have an accurate blueprint of what its transformed descendant 

looks like. It is true that these data--the data on landlordism--

are merely an aggregate summary of what are at root individual land

sharing behaviors. B1Jt these individual land-sharing behaviors are 

systemically meshed with the other two major behaviors of sharecropping 

and buying land. 

With the presentation of these data a "hidden sequence" has been 

exposed, a latent trajectory of three systemically crucial life stages 

through which the contemporary yeoman will generally pass as he moves 

through life. He will begin sharecropping. He will then eventually 

acquire land via purchase. P.nd he will later (or immediately) share this 

purchased land out ·,.;ith other members of the community. The sequence 

is "hidden, 11 because there are no rituals or ceremonies marking the 

passage of an individual into a new phase. But it is "hidden" for 

a much more important reason as well. The three critical behaviors 

do not neatly follow each other chronologically. There is rather 

severe overlap. An individual does not quickly drop his sharecropped 

plot when he purchases land. He enters the new life stage but hanS;s on 
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to behaviors from the old. Likewise when he begins sharing out land 

with others, he will in many cases continue to work as a tenant on at 

least some plots. Because of this overlap, conventional descriptive 

techniques will miss the sequence. It is only through the examination 

of aggregate data that this scarcely visible but systemically critical 

sequence gets exposed. 

The justification of the use of the term system. should be 

clear. Though land is not controlled and allocated as it was in 

the "golden age," it is nonetheless systematically transferred 

under a new modality. It passes from hand to hand as in the 

old system, and as in the old system those who pass it on tend 

to be older than those who receive it. 

The differences between the new system and the old one, of course, 

leap out. The young man of times gone by who began life on parentally 

allocated land has slowly been replaced by a young sharecropper. 

And the vignette of the old p.at:ri·arch, surrounded by sons laboring 

for him on his gardens, is being slowly replaced by a competing 

"success model." In this more contemporary portrait, the patriarch 

has been displaced by the image of an elderly but still healthy 

landlord who, laying down his own hoe, dons a clean, long-sleeved 

blue shirt, picks up his ~--the elaborate cane which those who 

have somehow "made it 11 can carry in rural Haiti--and calmly patrols 

his holdings, casting an approving eye on the -..rork of his tenants. 

The actors are the same; but they are performing to the cues of' ,;. 

substantially revised script. 
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But if certain parts of the script have been changed, the changes 

have permitted the retention of: the basic structure of' the traditional. 

~- Inheritance has to some degree been "sacrificed" and 

nlegated to second place. But this maneuver has permitted the pre

servation of at least three structures even more central. to the march 

of traditional lif'e. In the first place the demographic threat to 

the smooth linkage between land allocation and l.abor mobilization has 

been averted. Because land became too scarce, parents could no 

longer as easily "capture" their sons' labor via generous land 

grants. The shift to sharecropping has permitted t.he mobilization of' 

critical labor to continue to be made via l.and prestations, as ml.der 

the old system. What has changed is the context; the intra.f'amil.ia.l. 

linkages of inheri ta.nce land and filial labor have ceded to the largely 

extrad.omestic maneuvers of' landlord/tenant bonds. But the basic 

systemic linkage between land-giving and labor-giving:o a critical. 

feature of the old system, has been maintained. 

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, local stratification 

has been avoided. That is, a lif'e-cycle modlaity of land control 

has been preserved, a resource management scheme in which l.and is 

systema.tical.ly made ava.ilabl.e to younger generations, who will in 

turn acquire land to rua.k.e it available to their own followers. Such 

life-cycle schemes of resource management, coliDllOn in peasant societies, 

generally depend on intrafamilial )nheritance transactions. But here 

we have a population which has been conf'ronted with demographic 

inroads which reduce the feasibility of this arrangement and which 

has devised an adaptive "detour" which leads to the same destination 

via '3. somewhat different route. 
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And thirdly, in making this profound shi:ft, the population has 

preserved one other crucial :feature of traditional life: the ''bowing 

out" phase, the routine which guides and legitimizes the gradual. 

withdrawal of the elderly from active field labor. In the traditional. 

scheme the young would take over the fields of their elderly parents, 

who would then enter into a quasi-supervisory role. The basic 

bioenergetic imperative of gradual withdrawaJ. from field labor in 

old age was heeded, but heeded in a social context where the elders 

tended to play supervisory, rather than dependency, roles. This same 

basic :format has also been preserved in the new scheme. Though 

fewer patriarchs are to be seen directing the labor of their sons in the 

:fields, the basic bioenergetic and social characteristics of' this 

arrangement have been preserved in the role of' elderly landlord, who 

gradually reduces the amount of' land he crops himself', and increases 

his stake rather in the gardens of tenants. 

In short cultural e,rolution has once again occurred. The 

life-cycle which I have presented in this chapter is the product 

o:f the same type o:f adaptive maneuvering which is at the root 

of' change and progress in human society. Threatened by the inroads 

of' population pressure, a culture has maneuvered, adapted, and 

erected a temporary defense. The prosperity of' the traditional system 

has been irreparably damaged; but its basic viability has been 

temporarily preserved. If a great deal of' detail has been given 

to the documenting of' this drama, it was done out of a desire to study 

empirically and scientifically a local replay of tva archaic, 

pan-human the~s: population growth and the evolution of culture. 

Throughout history agrarian groups have been con:fronted with the 

dilemma of' a changing mall/land ratio. And throughout history cultures 

have f'l.e'ltibly maneuvered, ingeniously adapted, and energetica.Uy 
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changed some aspects of their traditional life to preserve the 

viability of others. In this sense the history of the Haitian 

peazant ~ under the surface guise of stagnant adherence to an 

archaic technology, has in etic fact been a history of maneuver 

and adaptive change. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

THE RITUAL MAINSPRING: LATENT FUNCTIONS OF PEASANT VOODOO 

With the conclusion of the preceding chapter, the analysis would 

appear to have been brought to an end. The task of accounting for 

the diachronic emergence of a system based on sharecropping as the 

stastically most fre-quent tenure type had been undertaken in an earlier 

chapter (Chapter Nine). The subse(!uent synchronic analysis of the 

system as it currently functions, the identification of a new and 

still somewhat latent life cycle along which various types of lend 

use behavior are systematically spread out, would appear to have been 

completed in Chapter Ten. Any further discussion of this land tenure 

system would seem to be complementary and perhaps somewhat anticli

matic. 

This impression of closure, however, is an illusion. Up until 

this point I have been systematically avoiding one devastating question 

which threatens to demolish the entire structure that has been erected 

in Part Three of this work. Though much of the discussion has been 

framed in the abstract idiom of systems analysis, I have attempted 

at all points to maintain the credibility of the model by constantly 

linking higher order concepts to specific, concrete, and 1!..."!.derstand

able beha-viors (or behavior changes) on the part of indi·vidual culti

vators moving through life as they make rational and reasonable deci

sions in terms of the structure of opportunities and constraints with 

which they are confronted. But there is a disturbing "bug" in the 

entire system, a missing component which would prevent the model from 

working in eny real life setting. There is a central link missing in 

the land transfer chain, a gap which must be filled. 
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THE RABBIT IN THE HAT: SYSTEMIC ENIGMA 

The contemporary systan, it will be recalled, has taken shape as 

a result of certain dem::>graphically induced blockages of the smooth 

flow of land via traditional inheritance pathways. The critical be

b.avior in the traditional system was the "pre-inheritance" allocation 

of land by parents to adolescent and young adult sons. This was the 

systemically critical link in the traditional land-transfer chain. 

Now that this transfer has been rendered less feasible by internal 

demographic increment, the population has devised a rather effective 

detour leading to roughly the same effect. Young men start out share

cropping on land which to a large degree has been purchased by its 

The burden has been taken off the intrafamilial inheritance 

pathway. This latter still functions, of course. But it now bears 

only part of the land flow. An alternate circuit has been established~ 

and to an ever increasing degree land now flows through this alternate 

route as well. 

But this alternative circuit absolutely presupposes the purchase 

of land by individuals in their mid thirties a.11d forties. The system 

no longer relies exclusively on inherited land. Now plots pass from 

hand to hand via a different channel~ one in which an extremely 

large percentage of the colllil!uni ty is sharecropping land for other 

community members. I have shown that a majority of the cultivators 

of Kina.nbwa have in fact purchased land after a certain age. There 

is no speculation about this aspect of the model; it is established 

fact. I have furthermore established that landlordism is the statis

tically modal state for the older members of the community. Thus 

the system is not the product of academic inventiveness, but is in 

one fashion or another a true feature of the "res.l world11 in Kinanbwa.. 
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But somewhere offste.~ back in the eaves someone appears to be 

waving a magic wand to keep the :whole show moving. It is that critical 

middle link which stil.l causes problems--the purchase of land by cu1ti-

vators in their thirties and f'vrties. Raising the money, of course, 

is a.J..wa;rs somewhat of a probl.em. But the system provides for that. 

It is a cash-cropping system, as was pointed out, where harvest pro-

fits may be used for the purchase of' land itsel.f' or, as is more usual, 

for the purchase of livestock which will be raised and saved :for 

sale when the opportunity to buy land comes up (c:f. Tabl.e 11-1.). 

Thus raising the cash mey be a problem :for the individual, but not 

TABLE H-1 

Source of' Cash for !.and Purchases 

N 

Sale of animal 50% 280 

Sale of crops 29% 164 

other source 21~ 117 

TOTAL 100% 561 

an inconsistency in the system's basic design. 

Where the system runs into problems is in the making available of 

land for purchase. The entire land transfer system is now predicated 

on the purchase of land by people who will subsequently share it out. 

The :strategic systemic question to ask is: where in the world does 

this land f'or sale come f'rom? Most of' the older males in the commu-

nity have been shown to be purchasers of' land. But where there are 
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buyers there have to be sellers. 1fuo is selling all this land'? It 

is not the government. None of the land in this region belongs to 

the State; the presidents gave away or sold most of it during the 

nineteenth century. lt is not the "absentee rich." They also sold 

off I!Dst of their holdings several generations ago. I have given 

data indicating that the wealthy "absentee parasite" is a non-existent 

figure in the land econoiey of contemporary Kinanbwa. Nor can we 

turn to emigrees as the source of all that buyable land. I have 

shown that tb.ere is not that much permanent emigration occurring~ 

and that the little that does occur tends to be by young men who 

have not yet begun their marital or land-acquisition careers. 

So ve are left then with this systemic problem: who is selling 

all the land? We have en impressively intricate system whereby 

individuals begin lii'e sharecropping to turn into eventual land 

purchasers and land sharers themselves. All well and good; the system 

has strategically adapted to certain demographically induced blockages 

in the traditional int.eritance system. But we are dealing "With 

e. real life system :presumably subject to the laws of nature. And 

we are dealing with a society where for generations all arable land 

has been treasured and avidly cultivated. How can you possibly 

have in such a setting a system that is predicated on continual land 

purchase? Who is going to supply ell this land'? 

The question is critical but on-target. For the pursuit of an 

answer has taken analysis into a totally unexpected realm and exposed 

the existence of a "subterranean" linkage between Haitian peasant 

land tenure and that favorite topic of visiting anthropologists: 

Haitian voodoo. 
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THE STRUCTURE OF PEASANT VOODOO 

My coverage here of Haitian peasant voodoo will be schematic and 

brief. Ethnog1 aphic description will be undertaken in other documents, 

The purpose here is to give enough essential information about the 

local voodoo cult to cast into perspective the unexpected :function it 

was found to have in the realm of agrarian resource management, 

DEFINITION AND PREVALENCE OF VOODOO 

The term voodoo as here used applies to the complex of belief and 

ritual practiced in Kinanbwa involving a number of supernatural and 

preternatural creatures unfamiliar to. the traditional Christian 

pantheon. The use of the English word voodoo is perhaps unfortunate, 

as it almost inevitably brings up the image of sorcery and magic 

death to the native speaker of English. Such sorcery is a small 

and somewhat secondary aspect of the cult~ and in any case virtually 

never entails the use of the famous pin-ridden dolls with which the 

English word 11voodoo 11 is associated in popular parlance. 

Some scholars have attempted to avoid this difficulty by calling 

the cult by the Creole term vodlUl (or vod6u, in the orthography being 

used in these pages). I have avoided this practice because it gives 

the false impression that this is what the Haitian peasants themselves 

call thei!' religion. This is emphatically not the case. The term 

vod6u in the lexicon of the villagers refers to a type of event in 

which drumming, singing, dancing, and possession took place. But 

this event, highly recreational in spirit, is a secondary and some

what optional appendage to the more essential consultations, healing 

rituals, and animal sacrifices which constituted the central events 

of the cult. These critical events were not called vod6u by the 
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villagers. 1 

There was no noun analogous to "Catholicism, 11 for example, used 

by the villagers to refer to their own folk cult. There was, however., 

a verb phrase commonly used: to "serve the lwa" (s€vi lwa). Any 

perscn who became involved with the folk spirits--even as a simple 

observer of voodoo dances--vas said by the villagers to s€vi lwa. There 

were two groups of people in the village who did not serve the lwa. 

These vere groups of evangelical Protestants (l€vii,jil) and a small 

group of individuals ;;ho, though not converting to Protestantism, 

nonetheJ-:ss publicly declared themselves to be non-servers of the 

lwa and would not even -attend as an observer at any ceremony invol Ying 

the lwa. This latter group was referred to as "pure Catholics" 

(katolik fr8.). It was possible, using these terms, to divide the adult 

villagers into three separate religious groups. As Table 11-2 

indicates, the Protestants and the "pure Catholics" constituted 

religious minority groups in the village. Some six out of ten adults 

interviewed classified themselves q_uite openly as servers of the 

lva. 

At other times and in -:)ther regions of Haiti, such openness about 

the service of the lva would have been unthinkable. Different 

1. This restriction of the meaning of the term vod6u is by no 
means idiosyncratic to the village of Kinanl::va. Moreau de St. Mery 
in the 18th century found the same use of the term, and Berskovits 
reports that in Mirebal.ais the term vodun 11 ••• deno'tes a form of 
sacred da.."lce accompanied by spi:--it-possession (1971:139)." This is 
identical to the meaning given in Kinanbva. Though I have visited 
communities in several parts of Haiti, I have yet to encounter a 
rural Haitian who refers to the folk religivn as vod6u. Haitian writers 
on the topic do tend to use this term. But in doing this they ar_e __ 
apparently folloving what is now standard academic practice, rather 
than adhering to the terminological practices of the peasants themselves. 
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TABLE 11-2 

Religious Participation of the Villagers 

Male 
% (N) 

sevi lwa 62% (127) 

Katolik fr§. 23% (46) 

15% ( 30) 

TOTAL 100% (203) 
-

Female 
% (N) 

59% (128) 

24% (52) 

17% (38) 

100% (218) 

TOTAL 
% (N) 

61% (255) 

23% (98) 

16% (68) 

100% (421) 

governments have at different times tried to stamp out the cult. 

Under the American Occupation vigorous measures were taken in this 

direction. Metraux, whose book on Haitian Voodoo is one of the 

better ones, ran into problems along these lines when he did his 

studies in the late forties: 

504 

Unfortunately the region where I had to work was the least 
fruitful for research into Voodoo. The anti-superstition 
campaign had there enjoyed an almost complete success. 
Those who in their heart of hearts remained fiathful to 
the ancestral spirits did not dare mention it aloud, still 
less celebrate public ceremonies (1972:19}. 

The case of Kinanbwa was ~he precise opposite. The service of tne lwa 

was in full swing. Those who did not serve were somewhat on the 

defensive. They were mild.ly accused of not wanting to contribute 

to the periodic familial rites which most kin groups eventually 

stage. It was understandable--and socially pardoned--when a household 

afflicte(l with sickness after sickness should angrily reject the lwa 

and convert to Protestantism. But such conversions ..,rere still the 

exception. Voodoo was by any reasonable definition of the term the 

dominant re:dgion of the village. 
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But a comparative examination of' the cult as practiced in Kinan-

bwa reveals some sharp dif'ferences in belief~ ritual, organization, 

focus, and--above all--latent f'unction from the voodoo that has been 

reported in much o:f the literatu::..·- The majority of published analyses 

of Haitian voodoo stem from information which researchers gleaned by 

attaching themselves to one or another important cult center under 

the central of some important houngan or mambo. MEitraux is roost 

explicit in his awareness of the implications of this choice: 

We have seen that Voodoo exists in two forms--one domestic 
and the other public. It is this last which mainly concerns 
us here. Mast of' my observations were made at Port-au
Prince where the sanctuaries are numerous and prosperous 
and where the ritual is full of refinements and subtleties 
which are lacking in the rural cults. People are prone to 
suppose that tne purest and richest traditions are to be 
found in the remotest valleys. The little I was able to see 
of rural Voodoo convinced me that it was poor in its ritual 
compared to the Voodoo of the capital. s..:.mplicity of rite 
is not always a guarantee of antiquity. It is often the 
result of ignorance and neglect (1972:61). 

Metraux appears to be asking here:which is the 11real Voodoo, 11 

the public Port-au-Prince voodoo or the domestic voodoo of the peasant 

hinterland, such as that flourishing in Kinanbwa? The issue need 

not be argued here, The voodoo one ends up studying is largely a 

matter of cirucmstaJlca. The voodoo that will be described here is the 

voodoo that was practiced in the homes and compounds cf the peasants~ 

most of whom never associate themsleves or contract the ::;ervices of 

highly organized sanc-tuaries of the type studied by Metraux and many 

other researchers of voodoo. Unlike most researchers, I did not seek 

out houngans as major informants on voodoo. If anything I was somewhat 

wary of the elaborate explanations which houngans appeared skilled in 

concocting to various questions and systematically ~Xamined explanations 
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and meanings of villagers as an aid to understa.ndin& rural voodoo, If 

the theology here differs somewhat from the theology appearing in most 

published works on voodoo, it must be kept in mind that probably most 

researchers on voodoo use well known houngans as informants and use 

the events that occur in highly organized sanctuaries as typical of 

voodoo as a whole, ~ inf'ormants were all peasants of Kinanbwa. 

The theology which emerged was therefore a folk theology that differs 

in certain important ways from the theories and explanations of the 

houngans. But more important for these pages, the rituals I witnessed 

and analyzed were virtually all performed in the compounds and homes 

of peasants rather than in highly organized cult sanctuaries. 

Does this make Kinanbwa voodoo "the real McCoy"·? It depends on 

one's definition. The question of the elegance of the rituals or the 

preservation of African traits does not concern me in these pages. What 

I was interested in exploring W3.S the cult as practiced and conceived 

by the fol)';. • and the interaction of these beliefs and rituals with 

other aspects of peasant life. A familiarity with the published lite

rature was a help in providing me With the basic terminology with 

which to interact with villagers on this matter. But after a point 

the "theology" of the books became an obstacle to communication with 

the villagers. We would be talking past each other on certain points, 

as their explanations harbored certain root assumptions that had no 

precise analogs in anything I had read in the literature. 

Once certain basic assumptions were grasped and certain meaning 

complexes exposed, then the structure of village belief began :falling 

into place. 3ut of even greater importance than such adjustments in my 
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understanding of the Voodoo belief syst.em, I had further to abandon ms.ny 

notions of which rites were the most important ones, and which details 

were the most worthy of recording. It was in terms of its ritual 

focus, on the one hand, and its community functions on the other hand, 

that the domestic voodoo of Kinanbwa turned out to differ most deeply 

from the "public" voodoo of the mo!"e highly organized cult centers 

reported in the literature. It will be useful to begin with 

a brief overview of voodoo theology as flourishing in Kinanbwa. 

SERVICE TO THE LWA 

The Familialization of the Maier Spirits 

The most prominent features in the voodoo pantheon are a group 

of spirits called lwa. The major assumption that was empha.sized in 

the belief scheme of the villagers, but that is generally given less 

erephasis in the literature on voodoo~ is the familial nature of thC'se 

spirits. The literature generally records a strong element of ancestor 

vorship in voodoo ceremony, but this aspect of the cult tends to be 

restricted to houngan-mediated communication between the devotees and 

their dead parents or grandparents. In Kinanbwa~ however, the theology 

of ancestor worship has come to incorporate most of the major spirits 

as well. 

The primary classificatory division among the different types of 

creatures in the pantheon separates those spirits that belong to an 

individual's family fran: those spirits and preternatural creatures which 

are alier.. All of the alien spirits tend to be harmful most of the 

time, Some (though not all) of the family S:t>irits are benevolent 

most of the time, provided they are given the proper attention by their 
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descendants. 

The lwa are the major tYJie of familial spirit. These lwa are 

given a wide assortment of names, some occurring all over Haiti. 
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The more important lwa in Kinanbwa were Ezili, Og6u, Azaka, Bos6u, 

and ceae, judging from the frequency with which they possessed indi

viduals. Each lwa-type had its own personality, and during 

possession the individual devotee was no longer seen as being 

present. He was merely the "horse" for the spirit who was mounting 

him; the spirit would speak through his mouth. Most possessions occurred 

during voodoo dances, and were more part of a recreational ambience, though 

the possessions were seen as genuine. At other times possessions are 

more "serious, 11 in the sense that they are an expected part of the 

ritual. When a family is offering a long service, extending over 

days, the inheritors are supposed to become possessed en masse. The 

animals being butchered are for the consumption of the spirits. But 

only part of the food is buried. The rest is passed out to the family 

vhich has gathered from across the Plain. Presumably they will be 

possessed by their ancestral lwa--and thus the food is being consumed 

by lwa. If no possessions occur during these critical tJ.oments, the 

service is considered less successful by the conummity, the houngan 

becomes somewhat embarrassed, and the family begins wondering (though 

vill never publicly question) whether the houngan is taking them 

for a ride. 

Thus there are many types of possession. Some possessions, especially 

those that occur during voodoo dances, are truly violent and individuals 

appear to be in a genuine trance. Other possessions are less clear, 

especially t.hose which occur during the proper periods of larger services 
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or of healing ceremonies. There does not appear to be a sustained 

state of physical excitation. What is sustained rather is a type 

of behavior and altered speech which the family members eagerly 

support, encourage, and respond to, as it means the spirits are 
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coming and their service or ceremony is going well. The behavior of 

individuals during these long possessions may lapse back into normal, 

but they are still possessed. On two occasions I mistakenly addressed 

individuals by their normal names when the were, unbeknownst to 

me, possessed by lwa. In the first instance, the individual, whom I 

addressed by his daily name (Ti-Jwi§n), answered gruffly: "This isn't 

·ri-Jwen here " (e pa Ti-Jwen ld la). The second individual was less 

brusque and explained that his horse ( ch€val-Il'IW"§ )··-i.e. the person 

I thought he was but who was now merely a vehicle for the spirit-

would soon be back and would speak to me. 

The manifestations of the lwa during voodoo dances, animal 

sacrifices, and healing ceremonies are ceremonial, rather than 

informationaL When c:dtical information is needed from one 1 s ancestral 

lwa (or dead parents), the spirit speaks directly to the kin group 

from a £2.!i, a special type of clay jug. The houngan secludes himself' 

and sunnnons the spirit up from below by shaking a gourde rattle (as6) 

and speaking an exotic tongue (~). Information is generally obtained 

in this manner rather than through the mouth of a possessed devotee. 

Such features of the lwa in Kinanbwa correspond in general to what 

has been reported elsewhere in the literature on Haitian voodoo. But 

there was one rather crucial and initially confounding difference between 

the lwa of this domestic voodoo and the lwa who appear in the literature 

on public voodoo of the formal cult centers. In the literature different 
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lwa, such as Og6u F€ray, DS.bala W€do, Ezili Fri?da, Bosou Twa KOn, 

and the like, are depicted in a sense as single entities, much in the 

nature of Catholic saints. Og6u F€ray, the "god of' war, 11 for 

example, is frequently associated with St.James, 'the warrior saint. 

There is onlJ'- one St. James the ·w·arrior in Catholic theology. 

Likewise there would be only one Og6u F€ray according to the theological 

premises which emerge in the lite:rature. Og6u F€ra;y is "a lwa. 11 

If two people in different parts of Haiti are possessed by him, it 

is presumably the same spirit who is possessing both devotees. 

But this is not the case with the Og6u F€ray, the DS.ba..la W€do, 

the Ezili Fr€da, and the other lwa of Kinanbwa. Rather these spirits 

are conceived of in roughly the same terms as the land on which 

crops are grown. They are "split up 11 in such a fashion that different 

individuals--or rather different sibling groups--have differ-ent 

Og6u Feray's in thEir ancestry. Each group is furthermore seen as 

inheritins these spirits from their ancestors~ just as land was inherited. 

It is here that I found one of the major differences between the folk 

theology of Kinanbwa and the theology which is implicit in the literature. 

In the village, whether I am a devotee or not~ I inherit every single 

one of the lwa. And furthermore the D§.bala that I inherit, for example, 

is the property of' my family. It is not the same Diibala that other kJ',~

. .mups inherit. The name's the same. But they are different individual 

spirits. 

The logic of thh. theological premise is f'ollowed with some consitency 

into other propositions. Since my f'ather has his own D§.bala Wi§do, and 

my mother has hers, then in f'act I inherit ~ D§.bala 1 s. The logic 

tends to be pushed even further back; many people will ref'er explicitly 
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to having ~ of each spirit, one correspo~1ding to each of the grand-

parental branches. But this logic does not operate in the air. It 

is critical to determine which of the four D§.bala' s is operating in 

a given illness in order to know in which compound to hold the ceremony, 

The major choice is between the paternal componnd or the maternal com-

pound, and most theological emphasis focuses on choosing between these 

two major branches, But it is a very salient part of local theology 

that the lwa are not universal spirits, not even the major lwa. They 

have been fragmented, like land, into discrete 11smaller11 units, and 

each family has its own. 2 

This aspect of voodoo theology involves a drastic departure 

from Christian theology. The major figures in the Catholic pantheon, 

for example, are unified spirits. There is one Christ, on ... St. Peter, 

one St. Patrick. Even the Virgin Mary is one personality. Though 

there are many Virgins--the Virgin of Guadeloupe, the Virgin of 

Montserrat, the Virgin of Fatima, and so on--there is no conception, 

at least in official Catholic theology, that different persons are 

involved. They are all the same Virgin. The St. Peter to "Them 

I light a candle is seen as being the same personality as the St. 

Peter to whom a nun in Sicily lights a candle. Furthermore neither 

of' us inherits this saint as a personal heirloom. But the lwa in 

Kinanbwa differ, even the famous lwa such as Ezili, D§.bala, OgOu, and 

the like. The Og6u of one f'a.mily is not the same Og6u as the one of 

the neighbors in surrounding villages. Every family has its own lwa 

2. The connection between this fragmentation and inheriting of even 
the famous lwa and the fragmentation and inheriting of land is rJ13 own 
analogy, not that of the village. I believe there has been a hol!IOlogization 
of the theology to the peasant economic base, though this notion will 
not be pursueC. in these pages. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

512 

and these lwa are passed on to children. The people of a family 

on the whole serve only the family lwa. Some people purchase outside 

lwa • but this is dangerous and still considered a type of deviant 

behavior which may end in tragedy for the purchaser. The best 

c:OUl'Se is to t§.n gin€!-ou--wait for your own family lwa. In short, 

the explanations of vi.llagers suggest that the theology of rural voodoo 

involves a high degree of familialization of the spirits served. 

Functional Confinement of the Lwa 

In the village theology the lwa have been further "domesticated" 

in termb of the powers that are attributed to them. Whatever their 

scope of activity in their African homelands, there are de facto 

limitations to their power implicit in villager explanations. The· lwa 

are seen as being subject to God (BB-Dye), and much less powerful. 

In fact certain functions and powers are seen as being explicitly 

outside the domain of the lwa, such as that of creating life in the womb 

of a woman. It is hardly a coincidence that the lwa have African na>nes 

but that God has a Frenc-h derived name (Bon Dieu). Though the villagers 

make no explicit distinction between European and African traditions, 

the curtailing of the power of the lwa, their subjugation to the Chris

tian God, quite possibly has roots in the social dominance of French 

as opposed to African symbols in Haitian society as a whole (cf. 

Nu:cray 1976 ) . 

In similar vein the familial hra in Kinanbwa are generally seen 

as having lHtle power over rain, winds, waters, and tbe like. 

The natural disasters of lightning, hurricanes, drought and the like 

were virtually never attributed to lwa or lesser spirits, but were 

generally attributed to the will of God. Even though historically 
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certain of the lwa were associated m.th specific forces of nature, 

this association has been dimmed and ·,ri.rtually extinguished in Kinan

bwa. There was a clear tendency among most informants to de-emphasize 

the power of the lwa with respect to rainfall, crop y:i:elds, and the 

like. People on the whole did not perform any ceremonies to the 

ancestral lwa on their gardens. The lwa confined their physical 

presence for the most part to specially designated sections of the 

residential land in the village itself. Thougl: the lwa were fragmented 

a.11d "inherited" like land= there was little actual attachment of a 

religious nature to specific plots of gr0und. Land was shuffled around 

with a vigor that was ~.mpressive, The villagers in general attributed 

little influence to the lwa with respect to ·the natural world. It is true, 

there is a fear of garden magic. Low yields will frequently be 

attribnted to sorcery on the part of other villagers, who will 

"pull your garden" (rale jade-au) causing most of the produce to 

be transferred to their own. But the spirits involved in these 

maneuvers are not ancestral lwa; and the precautions taken against 

this involve rituals and paraphernalia which belong to a different 

tradition. The Kinanbwa lwa on the whole do not involve themselves 

with the forces of nature. 

It must be pointed out that this withdrawal of the lwa from 

involvement with the forces of nature is less in the manner of 

conscious theological definition than in de facto emphasis in the 

beliefs and rituals of the villagers. If pressed, villagers might 

cvncede that perhaps the lwa could or could not perform this or 

that natural feat. But it was clear that the theology of the 

contemporary village de-emphasizes their power in these spheres. 
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This de-emphasis of one type of' activity, however, is accompanied 

by a compensatory highlighting of' the activitites of the lwa in 

another area. The principal sphere of activity of the ancestral lwa 

is in the minds and bodies of their descendants. The ancestral lwa 

exercise their power by making individuals behave in certain ways, 

by making them physically ill. In these matters the lwa will in 

general restrict their activity to the minds and bodies of their .2!!!!, 

descendants. I did not hear of cases where a person's ancestral lwa 

took direct action against the mind or body of a person 1 s enemies. 

Persons who wish to use spirits in this fashion in general have to 

purchase them. They are usually not lwa, but lesser, more malicious 

creatures called baka. A lwa who wishes to aid his descendant against 

an enemy will do so principally by 11opening his eyes 11 (ba-1 lin against 

the enemy 1 s plans, rather than by directly attacking the enenw. To 

repeat, the focus of the ancestral lwa is on the minds and bodies of 

their own descendants. The powerful nature gods of the African home

land have retained many of their names in Haiti; but their actual 

functions in the daily lives of the peasants have undergone a cur

tailing and impressive redef'ini tion. 

Dichotomization of "the Lwa 

I have been discussing the lwa as though they were a homogeneous 

group of spirits. In reality there are fnndamental differences between 

different classes of lwa. It is true that each lwa-type is seen as 

having its mm personality and preferences. But in addition to these 

individual differences, the lwa as a whole tend to be grouped into 

two major ce.tegories. In the literature these categories are generally 
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Rada lwa and Petro lwa (cf. Herskovits 1971: 149; Metraux 1972:86-8). 

The former are described on the whole as being gentler, the la-cter 

tending to be more violent and troublesome to human beings. A similar 

dichotomization of the lwa also exists in the theology of Kinanbwu. 

Though the word "Rada11 is rarely heard in the village, there is a 

category of lwa called GuinEie lwa {lwa gine), who are counterposed to 

a group of lwa called lwa pEitro. Every sibling group and every individual 

inherit the full contingent of both "bands. 11 

This dichotomization of the lwa into two bands is a major 

structural feature of the village theology, and frequently manifests 

itself in the division of domestic sanctuaries (kay lwa) into 

two separate rooms walled off from each other with no doorway between 

them. Historically there were not in fact two bands (or nations) of 

lwa, but many. For reasons that will not be explored here, but which 

might be amenable t.o an analysis in the framework of structuralism, 

the historical multiplicity of lwa groups has been superseded by 

strong cognitive and le:dcal preferences toward dichotomizing the 

pantheon into two contrasting (and to some degree opposing) groups. 

In a very interesting fashion the Guinee-vs .Petro dichotomy is on many 

occasions lexically formulated as a contrast between sweet lwa 

(lwa deus) and bitter lwa (lwa ame). 3 The more violent Petro lwa 

are also referred to as gro lwa, a designation for which the"re was 

no corresponding contrast applicable to the Guin€e lwa. .Among these 

3. Tne normal glossing of the adjective deus when modifying a person or 
spirit would be "gentle" rather than "sweet." But when in close juxtaposition 
to the word arne ( ''bi tter 11 )' an obvious play-on-words dichotonzy' is being 
expressed andthe word deus is best glossed as 11sweet." 
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Guin€e lwa, there are two (D§.bala and Ezili FrE!da) who are sometimes 

called lwa bl§. (which could be glossed as "white lwa11 or, possibly, 

11 foreign lwa11 ). 

It has i'requently been mentioned in the lit.erature that the 

Rada lwa (the "sweet" lwa of Kinanbwa) are of African origin, whereas 

at least some of the PE:tro lwa are of more recent New World deriva

tion. Though this is still a moot point historically, there is a 

very interesting emphasis in Kinanbwa which is consistent with 

this notion of' differential antiquity on the part of the two 

groups. In Kinanbwa theology the Guin€e lwa are seen as being 

older, more dignified, and in a certain sense more majestic. 

They do not eat pork or dark meat in general. They do not drink 

cheap local clairin either; they prefer libations of rum, a much 

more dignified (~) and expensive drink. In the olden days 

they were the only lwa who were given regular ritual attention. 

It is only in recent decades that the P€tro lwa have made themselves 

felt locally (though they have always been part of the villagers' 

ancestry), only in recent times that they have "taken over the region" 

(pr§. peyi-a). The fact that the gentler lwa, corresponding to the 

Rada lwa of the literature, are seen as being in one sense older, 

and are directly called by an African place name (Guini§e) does indicate 

that the hypothesis of different origin for the two groups may be 

basically correct. 

But whatever their origi!'l, both bands of lwa are given regular 

ceremonial attention in the contemporary village. They are kept 

strictly separated from each other, but most major ceremonies involve 

rituals addressed to both groups. A voodoo dance, for example, will 
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begin with songs, drum rhythms, and dances that are :part of the cult 

of the older Guinee lwa. When people are possessed at this phase 

of the event, it is only by lwa deus. But in the final hours 

of the dance, the drum rhythms will suddenly change and shouts of 

n'litre sou ma1i ("now we're into magic 11 ) will arise. The dances 

become mre violent and jerky, physical stances become purposefully 

more grotesque, ana possessions are by more violent spirits. The 

same sequence will be observed in longer family services (slevis) 

which may last for over a week. The initial days are spent in 

attending to the family's Guinee-lwa. Only in the final days of 

the service will tl1e sElvis petro bf;! given, a series of events 

dedicated to feeding, confir..ing, and chasing out these more violent 

spirits. 

Demands of the Lwc 

What is it that these spirits are searching for, to motivate such 

ritual attention? They search for various sorts of attentions from 

their descendants. The ma,jor demand of these spirits is for periodic 

food offerings, in which animals are slaughtered in ritual contexts, 

part of the meat being buried in the ground, the remainder being con-

sumed by the children of the lwa, many of whom will be in a state of 

possession while consuming the food, 

Th~ failure to receive "!:;hese offerings will cause the lwa to 

inflict their descendants with various sorts of illness. In local 

terms, they will 11grab" (kebf) some mem:uer of the family, afflicting 

him or her with sickness until such time as the proper offerings have 

been made. 
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In their behavior the two major groups of lwa differ markedly. 

On the one hand the demand~ of the P€tro lwa are much more serious. 

The ancient Guin€e lwa never used to ask for majo::- sacrifices. 

They would be satisfied with a simple plate of cornmeal, some 

porridge, or the like. But the P€tro lwa who set the ritual pace 

in contemporary times are continually hungry. "Nowadays you '11 kill 

three cows, four pigs, five goats, and the lwa are still not satis

fied, the service still isn't over as far as they're concerned." 

Not only do the lwa now demand more, the seriousness of the physical 

afflictions they send is increasing. The BGtro lwa especially are 

violent in their behavior. It was rare for a Guin€e lwa to kill 

one of his descendants. But the P€tro lwa have no compunctions about 

killing th!'!ir children if their demands are not met. 

It is difficult not to posit some connection between the transformations 

"Which older people indicate have come over the loca.:i. ritual complex and 

the overall impoverishment of life "Which has taken place in rural 

Haiti in recent generations. Hunger, sickness~ and death are in 

fact noYT a much more prevalent part of the rural Haitian scene; it 

can hardly be a coincidence that the violent Pi§tro lwa have also 

been "taking over. 11 Villagers and outsiders "Would disagree as to the 

direction of the causal arrow. The devotee attributes the sickness 

to the arrival of -che Pi§tro lwa; the outsider 3.ttributes the cognitive 

salience of these bitter spirits to the presence of more illness, But 

the tYTo machi§ §.sam~ go hand in hand. 

But not only bas the local cult c;langed in the direction of the 

pi§tro lYTa. Nowadays the control of spirits is much more the prerogative 

of specialists~ much less the domain of heads of lak.ou, as in times 

past. A brief discussion of the ritual specialists will be helpful. 
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RITUAL SPECIALIST: THE HOUNGAN 

Basket Houngan vs. Rs.ttle Hount]ian . 

There a.re two major categories of 11folk specialist" who intervene 

in matters of sickness in the region of Les Bayahondes. One group 

cGncerns itself almost exclusively -w-ith various types of illnesses 

which have been diagnosed as naturally, rather than supernaturally, 

caused. Such natural illness is generally referred to as a 11sickness 

from God" (maladi BO-dy€!) and is distinguished from sicknesses sent 

by the lwa (maladi lwa). The specialists who deal with these 

natural illnesses belong to a different historical tradition from 

the specialists who handle the spirits, The major folk-curers of 

natural illness are the midwife and the leaf doctor. The midwife 

(fS.m sa,i or, more frequentlY in Kinanbwa, f§.m cha.y) handles not only 

child"l:lirth. She also has a number of diagnostic and therapeutic 

techniques which are based principally on skillful massaging 

(ralE;, literally "pull" or "rub") for dealing with a number of 

female illnesses. Midwives E.re always females as are most of their 

patients. The lee.f doctor (dokte fE;y), on the other hand, is generally 

1"\ale, but his patient.s may be of either sex. He is a specialist in the 

medicinal use of the many herbs which grow in the region. There is 

a widespread local saying that tout fey se remed ("every leaf is a 

medicine"); but not every individual knows how to exploit the m2dicinal 

potential of every leaf, The leaf doctor is the specialist in this 

matter. He also is ~alled upon to set broken bones. The leaf doctor 

appears to be dwindling in importance in the region, and many of his 

skills with medicinal herbs are being practiced by midwi V&S. The 

midwives continue to flourish, as most childbirths continue to occur 

in the homes of the villagers. 
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Though these two specialists are part of the local healing 

compl.ex, of much greater structural importance are those specialists 

who handle sicknesses caused by the l.wa.. These specialists may also 

be male or f'emale, but there is no specialization by sex in termes 

of' the roles or talents attributed to each. Both are seen as being 

equally powerfuL The strength of these specialists stems not from 

their sex, but from their control over the spirits. Female specialists 

in this realm are ca.ll.ed dbo (or mambo in conventional. orthography}. 

Male special.ists are called ~ (usually spelled houngan in the 

literature~. There were a nUillber of mambos of some repute in the 

Les Ba.yahondes area, but the vast majority of ritual events are headed 

rather by male houngans. No reference was ever heard to the effect that 

males are 11stronger" in these matters (pi fO); but the :fact was that 

oost of the "business" was in the hands of males. 

In the taY.onomic scheme of the village, there are t"'-c E:ubstantia.J.ly 

different types of houngan. One of them is the traditional hounge.n of 

times past; he acquires his powers through personal charisma.; he deals 

principally with the benevolent Guinee lwa; end he sells his services 

for a relatively reasonable price. These houngans are sometimes referred 

to as houngan Guinee, in accordance with the type of' lwa with which 

they generally deal. But a much more f'requent designation for them 

is houngan makout, literally ''basket houngan." This designation probably 

comes f'rom the shoulder basket in which they place their ritual para

phernalia as they walk up and down the Plain. 

Quite different :from these is another category of houngan who has 

appeared on the local scene only in recent years, has acquired hi1::1 

powers through purchase and special initiation rites, traf'fics more 
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heavily with the more violent P~tro lwa, and is generally quite expen

sive in his services. These latter types of houngan are called 

houngem as son (~), the ass on being a special gourde rattle 

empl.oyed to summon the lwa, but which can be used only by those who 

have passed through the lengthy initiation rite (~). This asson 

is seen as being a source or great power. Even the houngan makout 

will. use a less dignified substitute rattl.e, a simple maraca, whose 

rattle is produced by internal seeds. But only the initiated can 

use the asson, an empty gourde whose rattl.ing sound comes from the 

elaborate web of snake bones which have been arranged around the exterior 

of the asson. No person was observed to have picked up the asson on 

his own; only the initiated dare handle this powerful and potentially 

dangerous cult ob.ject in ritual context. 

Until recent decades the asson was unknown in the village~ and 

it is still not used in many regions or Haiti. But ever since the 

appearance or the asson~ and with it the specially trained ho'Ullgan 

who has the power to wield it, f'undamental changes have come over local 

voodoo rituaJ.. Tradi tione.l ceremonies have become more elaborate, and 

a number o'£ rormerl.y unknown ceremonies such as co.lling one' a parents 

back :from the dead to consult with them have now become part of th(': 

comLlOn ritual repertoire of' the village. Only the houngan asson can 

perform such esoteric ceremonies. 

Thus not only has voodoo theology been undergoing e. 1~ransformation, 

but voodoo ritual has as well. .Many older folks speak nosta.lgicaJ.ly of 

the ritual simplicity of' the past, of the days in Which the service of' 

the lwa was a true f'amily cult. In those days it was male heads of 

household who norma.J.l handled f'amily illness. They themselves would 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

522 

become possessed by one of the .:mcestral GuinEie lwa. This lwa would 

"give them sight" (ba-yo .1€) to choose the proper remedy, to diagnose 

the cause. There were houngans, but they were houngans who had risen 

by their own charisma. There was no special rite by which an individual 

could bey his we:y into power through the purchase of an nsson and the 

passage through an initiation. And in those de;ys the houngans that 

were available were resorted to with much less fre'luency. Ritual 

power was lodged in the heart of the family. 

But now the houngan asson, like the PE!tro lwa with whom he 

frequentl~,'" deals, has taken over the region. There is no central organization 

of any sort; even a houngan asson can win clients only through successful 

cures. But the fact is that it has now become de rigueur to call on 

a houngan ass on for certain major ce:Lamonies. I~ this respect a 

subtle change is coming over the modal career of the ritual specialist~ 

product of the higher esteem in which the power of the asson is now 

held. The term houngan makoll.t now tends to be said with a somewhat 

pejorative tinge. And these initially somewhat distinct types of 

specialist roles (honngan makout and houngan asson) are now gradually 

being joined as two stages in the same career. tl..ost houngan ass on in 

the region have probably started off as holUlgan makout. And conversely 

it is now assumed that a holUlgan makout who has any success in his 

craft will eventually "pick up the ass on" (pr§. as6) by going through 

the lengthy kanzo rite. There furthermore seems to be a subtle tendency, 

which will only be briefly mentioned 'here, for individuals in the 

town of Les Bayahondes to move more quickly into the purchase of the 

asson, whereas tne specialists of the hinterland remain longer--and in 

some cases permanently--in the status of holUlgan makout. The end product 
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of such a tendency would be a true shift in the balance of ritual power, 

where townsmen would gradually come to account for a disproportionately 

large percentage of the initiated specialists. 

Such tendencies are at present still effectively counteracted by 

a clear preference of' the rural people to contract rural houngan 

asson, and to laugh at what they consider to be the farcical efforts 

of townsmen to attempt to take shortcuts to ritual power via the 

speedy purchase of e.n asson. Nonetheless it is clear that even in 

the rural h"J.mlets the ritual focus has beer. shifting in the direction 

of resorting to ritual specialists who have attained their basic 

status via purchase rather than personal charisma. 

The Houngan as Healer 

But though the outlay of cash (about $150.00) is a necessary 

prerequisite tG the taking up of the asson, it is no guarantee of 

a successful ritual career. The houngan has had many faces in Haitian 

history. Some have seen him in terms of a revolutionary leader, 

others have seen him more in the light of a potential tool of the 

government. Still others see him simply as a two-bit charlatan 

out for a quick buck. But of his many faces, the houngan of Les 

Bayahcndes and Kinanbwa is first and foremost a healer, and the major 

manifest function of the entire voodoo cult in the research region 

is the prevention, diagnosis, and healing of illness. If one had 

to sum up domestic voodoo in a sentence, it b"ould have to be described 

as a folk-medical system in which most illnesses are healed by various 

types of food offerings to the ancestors or ancestral spirits of the 

sick person. It is at once a healing cult and an ancestor cult, the 

two conceptually distinct elements being functionally j;::dned in the 

context of a single cult. 
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This characterization of voodoo on my part as being essentially 

a foll~-medical system has evoked disagreement from other observers 

who have sought for other contexts--psychological, political, or others-

in which to give the cult analytic meaning. A frequent response is to 

point out that they have been to voodoo dances where no sick people 

were present and where no curing ceremonies ¥ere being staged--so how 

can you call voodoo a folk healing cult? I am convinced that if observers 

take their attention away from the details of the drumming, singing, 

possession, and the like, and ask rather who is financing the ceremony 

and for what reason he is financing it ,they will find that in the vast 

majority of cases matters of sickness and death have served as the 

trigger to ritual involvement. To repeat: the major manifest frmction 

of contemporary voodoo in the peasant hinterland is that of a healing 

rituaL There are other faces to voodoo; in this very chapter I 

will expose one of these faces that has up until now remained hidden. 

But the best guiding assumption with which to approach a concrete 

rmderstanding of voodoo in daily peasant life is the assumption that 

the cult intervenes prL1cipally in matters of sickness and death. 

In very practical terms this means that most of the income from 

houngans comes from their services in this domain. A typical setluence 

begins with a visit by a family relative of a sick person to the house 

of a houngan. The visitor w::.11 not tell the houngan vhat the problem 

is, Houngans, though respected and feared, are generally assumed to 

be tricksters who will pretend to have insights but who will simply 

use pre-existing information they have about you to lead you on. One 

frequent defense against this is the visit.ing of houngans in distant commu

nities who are unlikely to have such information. The visitor will 

enter the house without specifying what his problem is; the houngan 
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must tell him that on his own. The visitor comes with a bottle of clairin 

and a white candle {bou:li). He places these on a table, along with 

five gourdes and tell the houngan that he would like him to f~ cbapit, 

the local term for card-reading. The houngan will shuffle and spread 

out the cards, and will furthermore stare into the f'lame of the candle 

through a glass of water. If successful he will gradually work his 

way around to telling the visitor more or less what it was that he 

came to consult about. If the houngan fails to identify the general 

problem area, the visitor thanks him, picks up his five gourdes, 

and simply leaves, having wasted nothing except time, a little clarin, 

and a candle. 

If the general problem is identified, however, chances are that 

the houngan will be contracted to pursue the matter, It is a very 

interesting feature of the folk-medicinal system of' rural Haiti that 

a great number of preliminary diagnoses are made in the absence of the 

patient. Diagnosis does not always involve the physical examinatio:P.. 

of the patient by the healer; cures are suggested though the healer 

making the suggestion may never have laid eyes on the patient. 

The diagnostic sequence, in short, proceeds along a trajectory of ritual 

rather than examination of physical symptoms in a large number of cases. 

The first element in the diagnosis is the determination whether 

the illness . is natural or supernatural in nature. There are times when 

the houngan will simply tell the relatives of the sick person to 

take the patient to a modern doctor or to a midwife, that there is 

no supernatural force at work here. In the majority of instances, however, 

the houngan does find some spirit or other creature causing the problem. 

Many times it will not be a lwa, but some other local mischief maker. 

Of particular importance in the village are lousarou, vampire-like 
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creatures who are neighbors during the d~ but who at night roam the 

village in transformed shape sucking the blood of young children. Other 

non-familial sources of' problems are ghosts (,!!!Q). These are not the 

persons immediate ancestors, but rather wandering souls which an enemy 

will cause to possess someone in the family. Special lotions and 

potions must be prepared against the lougarou; rites of exorcism 

must be performed to cast out the ghost. 

Persons with a sick family member may suspect one or another 

cause. But nowadays nobody in the family will be able to tell for 

sure, and resort will be made to a houngan. And though the illness 

of young children stands a high chance of bF.!ing attributed to the 

lougarou, most adult illnesses tend to be laid at the doorstep of 

the person's familial lwa. But it is not enough for the houngan to 

determine that a lwa is involved. He must determine which type of 

lwa--whether it is an Og6u, a Sibi, a Bosou, or the like--and, 

most importa.."ltly, he must determine which branch of the person 1 s 

.£_enealogy the lwa comes from. To say that it is an Og6u causing 

the illness is not enough; the houngan determines also whether 

it is the og6u bO mfun§. or the og6u bO papa. Once the lwa is specifically 

identified, then the houngan will know on which compound the consultations 

and heali!lgS must be performed. The lwa must be served on their own 

property. 

When the cause of illness is detected, the services of .the houngan 

will further be needed to remove the illness. Most of the diagnoses 

understant'l.s.bly involve causes which will require the further services 

of a houngan to remove. The patient's family is under no obligation 

to use the same houngan; another one may be contracted. But a houngan 
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who has given a plausible diagnosis of a problem is quite likely to 

be contracted to give the cure as well. 

The cure may involve a great deal of money. If the cause 

is a ghost,then an exorcism must be performed. But if the cause 

is a lwa, then the remedy may be an expensive family service. 

But in most cases the remedy will entail the contracting of a 

houngan, just as the diagnosis has involved such an individual. 

Thus there is a great deal of theological order and logic at the 

base of these ceremonies. The meaning system that imbues these events 

with such consistency only slowly reveals itself to an outsider. 

There is no question of secrecy here. 'i'he divination sessions, 

healing rituals, and animal sacrifices are all public matters, and 

I had the same access to these events as did any other villager. 

What took a great deal of time was the unravelling of the different 

conceptual threads which ran through the cereFlDnies, and the identi

fication of the underlying theological structure which the villagers 

took for granted, but which was slightly out of kilter with the 

voodoo theology which I had gJ.eaned from the literature. 

But the pursuit of the emic meaning system underlying the cere

monies is in a sense a siren song which, if not approached cautiously, 

can lead analysis off in a direction which will in the long run impede, 

rather than enhance, understanding of what is happening. A critical 

function of this rich system of meanings will be missed unless we 

see the behavioral sequences which underlie these f'olk theories. 

What i.s happening is the occurrence of a number of widely shared behavioral 

sequences in which ceremonies are staged and money is spent around the 

domain of ritual healing. When a person gets sick, the family members 
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are supposed to take economic steps, A growing number of people are 

turning to modern doctors in such contexts; but for a majority of 

households the advent of illness is the trigger for a chain of events 

in which their relatives and neighbors will expect them to spend 

large sums of money. I was at first puzzled when I heard a woman whose 

child had just died incorporate into her public wails a gourde-by

gourde acco1.mt of the money she had spent on various houngans, rituals, 

and remedies. It turned out she was merely protecting herself against 

accusations of stinginess toward her now dead child. The consequences 

of this stinginess were clear in the case of a man whose wife had 

died but who had not, in the opinion of her kinsmen, received the 

proper a~tention during her illne::;s. Rather than being consoled by 

the neighbors, the man was publicly criticized as a cheapskate and 

shamed in front of the cor:"llunity. There is impressive social pressure 

in the village to make heavy expenditures on the occasion of domestic 

illness. These illnesses are generally caused by the lwa, those 

distant, transformed ancestors who expect attention from their 

descendants. 

THE CULT OF THE DEAD 

But the lwa are not the only preternatural creatures with whom 

the villagers ritually interact. Of equal importance are the dead 

(lemO), especially one's dead parents. Because the lwa are conceived 

of as distant ancestors of the villagers, the rituals involving them 

must be seen as part of an "ancestor cult." But Kinanbwa ritual fur

thermore involves dead parents and grandparents, ceremonies which correspond 

more directly to notions of classic ancestor cults. 
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There are three major duties that children have t0 their dead 

parents. In the first place there is a very serious duty to provide 

a fitting wake. Unless the person dies early in the morning, the 

burial will generally be on the morning or in the early afternoon of 

the day following the death. Though it is rare for representatives of 

all households in the village to go to a wake, most households will 

be rep1·esented for at least part of the evening and visitors from 

surrounding communities will also come, Thus the children of the 

deceased may find themselves in the position of having to provide 

some food and drink--especially the locally brewed clairin--for 

several hrmdred people. A coffin must also be made, a new suit or 

dress will have to be purchased for the deceased, a specialist will 

have to be paid to prepare the body for burial, a brush shelter 

(ton81) wiJ.l have to be constructed for the neighbors, and various 

other expenses will have to be undergone, including the fees the 

next day for burieJ. from the church. 

The arribience of the KinailbWto. wake is hi.gl!ly recreational. 

Songs are sung and jokes will be told, though the music and jollity 

will be interrupted by sudden peals of wailing on the part of the 

deceased's kin. Groups of men may begin a special type of ambulant 

singing, to the rhythm of a nail beating a detached hoe head, referred 

to as ~- If the flow of alcohol slows down, the met vE!y.§, the 

adult rnale who takes charge of organizing the wake, will be mock~d 

in song. ·uomen who go into fits of thrashing and wailing will be 

t.enG.zd to by sympathetic neig..t.:lbors; but rmderlying the sympathy is 

an equally visible element of commUidty demand for refreshments, especially 

clairin. The household that is not generous in these matters is seen 
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as cheating the dead person. Such stinginess would be especia11.y 

reprochable in the case of ad'Ul t children whose parent bas just 

died. Wakes for children, or for young people whose children have 

not yet grown, are less elaborate. But wakes ror adults, either 

mal.e or f'emal.e, with grown chil.dren who are themsel.ves economically 

independent are expected to be generous in their reception of the 

community. 

If the wake were the end of the matter, things would be easier. 

But on several successive nights f'ol.l.owing the wake, special pr83'ers 

will be said, led by a local pi! sav.in (bush priest), who must 

also be paid for his services. The number of people assisting will 

be less than on the night of the wake, but some refreshments must 

be served. On the ninth day after death once again a major prayer 

ceremony is held, and once again the number of people assisting 

increases, causing expenditures to be made. Al.l in a11 there are 

f'ew people who can get away with paying less than $100.00 on a 

burial f'or an adult, and the f'igure ma:y come closer to $200.00 

in the case of' an economically well-of'f' cultivator with adult 

children. 

But the wake and f'oll.ow-up prayers are onl.y one duty which a 

villager has to the dead. A second ma..~or duty which chil.dren have to 

their parents is to do everything in their power to prevent them 

f'rom being buried in the ground. Mo.lt of' the villagers who died 

during the period of' research did in f'act ms.nage to avoid this disgrace 

of' being buried in the ground. The proper burial place is in a tomb 

(~). M:>st burials now take place in the town cemetery, and many f's.milies 

have constructed elaborate tombs there. The successf'ul man or WO!IIS.D will 
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have built his or her own tomb before death. Few people manage to 

achieve this ideal. Most people are at least provisionally buried 

in tombs that parents, grandparents, or other relatives had 

built. Generally only four coffins will easily fit into the typical 

tomb. But crowding is avoided by a practice of secondary burial, in 

which the bones of thvse long deceased will be removed from the 

box, '\<.'Tapped in a cloth, and placed in a corner back in the 

tomb, making room for newcomers. But this use of other people's 

tombs is considered provisional. If his parents have not built 

a tomb, a child will try to build one for them. 

It is because of this practice, which appears to be especially 

strong in the research region, that the tO"wn cemetery of Les Bayahondes 

strikes the eye of first-time visitors. The tombs of the peasants 

are -well constructed~ brightly painted, and in general well maintained, 

minor repair work being done every year on many of them. Though 

prices vary, the construction of one of these tombs will generally 

cost over $150.00. There were a surprisingly large number of masons 

in the region. A substantial part of their income caiOe from the 

construction and reparation of these elaborate resting places which 

the dead of the region expect the living to provide. 

Bt'.t the duties vhich children eve to their ancestors continues 

long after the burial. Every single child is said to "ove11 his 

parents a year of mourning. As in traditional ~ristian mourning, 

the individual purchases and vears black clothing. But Kinanbwa 

mourning involves much more. The year of mou-ning is kicked off 

by a Mass and a reception in the lakou. It also involves an elaborate 

and some-what expensive banquet for the deceased (ma1e mO), in "Which 
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the 'food which the dead person liked during life wil.l. be pr4!pared, but 

in which special :foods liked by the dead in general are also prepared. 

The preparation of' this banquet in many instances involves a direct 

consultation with the dead person. A boungan will be called and the 

person will be su:mmoned from the dead to converse with the chil.dren 

i'rom a govi. Special instructions will be given concerning the 

content of the banquet. The :food itsel.f will be l.aid out in the 

house of' the dead person, if possible. Mo:re frequently it is laid 

out in the houses of the children themselves, provided these are 

located on property which the decee.sed owned, on which the deceased 

was an iDlleritor, or which the l.iving child has himself purchased. 

The "sou1.11 of the f'ood wil.l be eaten by the dead person. The rest 

v.i.l.l then be shared out among the residents of the lakou. Visitors 

are eagerly shOWD. the bBllquet, as it is a demonstration of the 

fulfillment of a serious duty on the part of children. Each child 

i'requentl.y will unde-rtake the banquet individually, rather than in 

combination with other siblings. There is a sigh of relief when 

the meal is over, and people were heard to say happily: kounyEa. m pa 

~e akO, ! 1 m no longer in debt. This is a very serious duty which 

children owe to their parents. It is a loose end which most hope to 

tie up before their own death. 

The preceding may be summed up. There is an ancestor cult 

flourishing in Kinanbwa. This cult, generally referred to as 

11voodoo" o!" "vodun" by outsiders, is a rich complex of beliefs and 

rituals whose description would fill several monographs. I have 

singled out i'rom the cornucopia of theological and ritual details 
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the cult of the lwa and the cult of the dead. Each of' these classes 

of preternatural beings has been found to make heavy demands on the 

living. The lwa are seen as being responsible for many sicknesses, 

Their punishing activities have been increasing over the decades~ 

and to an increasing degree their placation can be done only through 

resorting to more or less expensive professionals. The other 

pillar of the cult is the attention given to one's dead parents, 

including the staging of an expensive wake, the building of an 

elaborate tomb, and the preparation of a banq_uet for the deceased 

at some point during the surviving child's life. 

What is important about these elements is the fact that 

heavy expenditures must be made to fulfill obligations. Villagers 

speak with fear of angry lwa and angry dead parents; there is 

obvious anxiety at the thought of retribution from these beings. 

But of equal importance--perhaps, in the long run, greater importance-

in sustaining these rites and in coaxing out the necessa!'Y expenditures 

is the existence of strong community pressure to comply. Failure 

to make the demanded expenditures will result, then, not only in 

retribution from the spirits, but in public criticism and ridicule 

from flesh and blood neighbors. Protestants and "Pure Catholics" escape 

from many of the demands. But the staging of an appropriate wake and 

the preparation of an adefluate resting place for parents is demanded 

even of them. In short the villagers of Kinanbwa, by virtue of the 

presence of a local ancestor cult, are periodically tr.otivated--or 

browbeat--into ritually directed cash outlays. 
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THE LATENT FUNCTION OF PEASANT VOODOO 

All of this is intimately related to the agrarian concerns which 

have been the focus of discussion from the opening pages of this 

presentation. At the beginning of this chapter~ before undertaking 

the brief sketch of peasant voodoo, I indicated that there was a 

baffling paradox built into the machinery of the local land tenure 

system. The functions of land allocation and land control in the 

village now unfold along a life cycle in which the purchase of land 

is a systemicaJ..ly critical behzvior, the one that now keeps the entire 

system in motion. But the question was posed as to how such a system 

could possibly "work" in Haiti, where land is scarce, valuable, and 

treasured. For generations most of the land of the Les Bayahondes 

region has been in the hands of smallholding peasants for whom the 

acquisition of ~ land is a central life goal. The system has 

moved awa:y from an inheritance modality of land transfer. Certai:a 

features of local demography were seen to have rendered the inheritance 

mode of land allocation and labor mobilization combersome and econo

mically unfeasible. The system has responded to population growth 

by 11opting for" a redesign of the basic mechanisms of land transfer, 

in effect preserving the viability of the system by preserving a 

general ambience of economic energy and individual land maneuver that 

would simply not be possible if people passivPl;{ waited for their parents 

to die off or bow out before getting access to land. The new strategy 

for which the system has opted is a statistically interlinked sequencing 

of sharecropping, land purchasing, and landlordism along a nuw trans

formed life cycle. 
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this purchased land is coming f'rom. The system could not work unless 

there were some interna.l. mechanism maintaining a regular supply of land 

for purchase. This is a real life system; there are no magic wands or 

rabbits-in-the-hat involved. A model. that :fa.il.s to answer this question 

in a highl.y credibl.e fashion has failed to capture the dynamics of 

land control in Kina.nbwa. It was not until somewhat later in :field

work that the outlines of the etic patterns of land cont.:~ol. had begun 

manifesting themsel.ves, and thus it was not until late in :fieldwork 

that the analytic centrality of' that embarrassing question became 

clear. 

In a highly serendipitous fashion, however, I had al.ree.dy in 

fact--unwittingly--collected the data that were to provide an answer. 

Much earlier in fieldwork, when patterns o:f feverish land maneuver 

had become evident, I began questioning people about the matter. 

But fortunately, following a methodological hunch that what informant 

generalizations might miss, plot by plot counts would pick up, I 

trained and sent out four vil.lagers to gather data on a large number of 

l.and transactions that they, their kinsmen, and their neighbors had 

been irlvolved in. Having no specific hypothesis in mind at the 

time, I gathered information on some twenty variables for every 

plot of land transacted, variabl.es which appeared to me to cover 

the most important parameters of the land transaction sequence. I 

inquired about the price of the plot, the size of the plot, the type 

of land involved, the names and rough ages of the transacte.nts at the 
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moment of the sale, the kin relationship, if any, between buyer and 

seller, the sex of the transact ants, and the source of cash for the 

buyer. It turned out in almost every single case that both buyer and 

seller of the land were smallholding cultivators. 

Many of these questions, and others which I posed, have as yet 

to reveal any striking, Ui1seen patterns, But there is one question 

which scored an accidental bull 's-eye on a target which was not to 

come into view until the question had already been launched. One 

of the items that was on the sheet with which the village interview

ers were sent out was the question as to why the seller sold the land. 

It was only later in fieldwork that the importance of that question to 

an U."lderstanding of the local system became clear. Iiiot having yet 

done so, I immediately tabulated the answers given to this question 

on some six hundred land transactions. I had read of the famous mental 

"click" that a sudden insight will trigger off in a researcher's head. 

On looking at the tabulated answers, I experienced such a click, along 

with a somewhat comical sense of shared anthropological foolishness on 

realizing that for decades a critical but disguised economic sequence 

has been occurring under our very noses in Haiti without our having 

even suspected it. 

Table 11-3 breaks the responses down into fourteen tYPes of 

reasons that occurred for selling plots of land, with the frequency 

with which each reason motivated the selling of a plot. But the signi

ficant internal patterning of these responses is better exposed in 

a more collapsed breakdown. Figure 11~1 ma.ltes such a bre~down, 

separating those sales of land which cultivators made to finance some 

sort of ritual from those which were made for non-ritual reasons, such 

as debts, schooling, food purchase, and the like. 
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TAllLE 11-3 

* Reasons for Selling a Plot of Land 

Bury a parent 

Healing of a 
sickness 

Poverty: general 
cash needs 

Bury a child 

Pay off debts 

Bury a sibling 

Bury a spouse 

Build a tomb 

Anniversary ser
vice for dead 

Wedding of son 
or daughter 

Buy food 

Raise capital 
for trade 

Pay for child 1 s 
schooling 

Others 

TOTAL 

N 

32% 187 

23% 138 

12% 74 

7% 41 

6% 38 

4% 23 

3% 19 

3% 15 

2% 11 

2% 10 

1% 6 

1% 6 

1% 5 

2% 16 

100% 589 

537 

* I had attempted to gather information on land transactions myself, 
but was much less successful than the village interviewers in getting 
individuals to talk about this sensitive area. flince in many cases 
both partners to the transaction were independently interviewed 
I was able to cross check the answers. Though I have not yet 
analyzed the discrepancies quantitatively, most transactions were 
reported by both parties and the answers were roughly the same 
for most important variables. Other types of internal patterning 
have appeared in the data which would not have occurred unless the 
data were basically accurate. 
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FIGURE U-1 

Ritual as the Dominant Motive for Land Sale 
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I 
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Ritual 

Reasons for Selling Plots of Ground 

It is Figure l.l.-1 which answers the question posed at the beginning 

of tfie chapter and removes the enigma from the system. Whence comes 

all the land that people in the village buy as normal parts of 

their economic careers? The answer: the "voodoo" ancestor cult 

continuallY churns out plots of gr01md placing them on the UJB.rket. 

In a systematic manner that up until now has not even been suspected, 

the r:i.tual system which dominates the Haitian countryside has been 

latently functioning as a circulator of the basic resource of land. 
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I have shown that sharecropping is the major tenure mode in the 

community, I have furthermore shown that the landlords are indivi

duals who have purchased land. And new it becomes clear that 

in three out of four cases buyers find land only because they are 

living in a community where the ritual system imposes heavy expen

ditures on local households. Lacking other major sources of income, 

but not thereby released from their ritual obligations, many households 

must periodically resort to the sale of land. 

If one merely lives in the village and spea.t;.s with the cultivators 

in a general fashion, these ritually motivated land sales can easily 

pass disguised as occasional misfortunes which this or that house-

hold will have to endure. They do not leap out from the background 

as the the major resource-circulating mainspring that they in fact 

are. Nobody in the village ever told me that the only reason they 

could purchase so much land is because voodoo rituals of one sort 

o:..• another regularly forced people to sell land. But what is emically 

camouflaged can be etically exposed. I have broken the system apart 

plot by plot and have shown that land purchasing is ir. fact the life

blood of the conmnmity. But these data on land transactions now 

reveal that in three out of four cases the systemically critical land 

sales have been triggered off by ritual obligations. 

I believe that this analysis rips the mask off Haitian voodoo 

and exposes for the first time what is perhaps its bottom line economic 

meaning in peasant Haiti. The emic focus of voodoo in village life 

and conversation draws attention in one direction: rituals, possession, 

singing, dancing, drumming, animal sacrifices, and the like. But 
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underneath these dramatic ritual and recreational trappings, the 

local ancestor cult has all along been sustaining a vi tal etic flow 

of land. Haitian voodoo has many faces . Many of' them are diver

sionary ~ clown-like disguises. In discovering this most recent 

face, however, I believe we have caught the jester in an unguarded 

moment and have won a fleeting glimpse of what he has perhaps secretly 

been up to all this time. 
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CHAPTER OWELVE 

SUM!'•1ARY 

Though a large number of specific themes have been raised and 

discussed in this lengthy presentation~ the central top:..c has been an 

analysis of the impact which a century and a half of population growth 

has had on the economic life of a Haitian peasant community. Begin

ning with a preliminary discussion of the roots of Haiti's demo

graphic dilemma and the formulation of a guiding research hypothesis, 

Part One proceeded to reconstruct, within an evolutionary framework, 

the emergence of peasant lifeways on that part of Hispaniola destined 

to become the R::public of Haiti. Part Two of the presentation consi3-

ted of several background chapters containing descriptive and quan

titative data, gleaned during some 21 months of anthropological field

work in a comrnunit;y- of the Cul-de-Sac Plain, on those peasant life

spheres roost directly effected by the process of internal population 

growtn. 

The final section, Part Three, carried the major burden of 

analysis. The first task was to clear away several cultural "camou

flages" produced by the disparity between human belief and human 

action. Examination of several types of q_uantitative data on the 

landholdings of the Kinanbwa cultivators exposed a number of incon

sistencies between the land tenure system that the villagers them

selves (and the ethnographic literature) tended to describe, and the 

actual land control patterns that were found to prevail statistically 

in the community. It was this disparity that was used as the entry 

point into tbe analysis of a profound but somewhat latent transformation 

that had in fact occur:red in the local institutions of land control as a 

response to the phenomenon of local population growth. 
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What had been initially expected was a land tenure system 

based principally on the cultivation o'f plots that r..a.d been inherit~d 

'from one's parents. What emerged rather was a land tenure system 

in which a heavy majority of the plots were in fact being cropped 

under a sharecropping arrangement. Examination o'f the data indicated 

clearly that the sharecropping was: net o'f the interclass • absentee 

landlord variety found in many parts o'f Latin America, but was rather 

a class-internal and community-internal variety in which virtually 

all o'f the landlords were themselves peasants and in which a majority 

of those who were landlords were simultaneously cropping at least 

one plot as a sharecropper for some other community member. 

The complexity o'f this initially puzzling tenure system was 

reduced to order through the use of a series o'f age specific break

downs of landholding patterns. What emerged from the data was the 

operation of a transformed and still somewhat "hidden" life cycle in 

the community. The traditional economic career o'f the Haitian peasant, 

in which males received their start in li'fe through land provisionally 

allocated through inheritance on the death of their parents, had been 

largely supplanted in Kinanbwa by a new modal ca!'eer. In the trans

'formed system males tend to begin their economic careers as share

croppers of land for other community members--including in many cases 

their own parents. In their mid-thirties they then begin augmenting 

their holdings via the purchase of land, a process that continues up 

into the higher age cohorts. But rather than using this land to free 

themselves from the tenant bonds they contracted in younger years, 

in many cases they continue working their earlier plots as sharecroppers 

and turn over their newly purchased plots to other individuals to work 
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as tenants. The result is a complex tenure system in which most young 

men fall into the category of sharecropper, most old men fall into the 

categi.lry of landlord, end most men of all ages are found straddling 

two, and sometimes three, categories simultaneously. 

A major systems-analytic problem arose around the problem of the 

source of the land that the men were found to begin purchasing in their 

mid-thirties. The entire system was found to be predicated on the 

avaih.bility of a constant stream of land available to interested 

purchasers--a highly problematic issue in a country such as Haiti 

where land is scarce and valued. Who was selling all the land that 

was being purchased? One of the most unexpected and surprising 

findings of the study was the latent economic function that the 

local ancestor cult (generally referred to as "voodoo" in the lite

rature) was playing in this regard. QuenHtative dR.ta indics.t.ed 

clearly that at least seven out of every ten land sales were made 

by local peasants who were under social pressure to finance some ritual 

(in the majority of cases mortuary and/or healing rituals). Thus 

rural Haitian voodoo emerged as a critical regulatory device suste.in

ing the availability of land, functioning thus as a critical mechanism 

in a resource control system that had come to revel ve around the 

sequentially arrayed behaviors of sharecropping, land purchase, 

and landlordism. 

This aspect of the analysis constituted in essence a "synchronic" 

blueprint of a land control system that, in cross cultural perspec

tive, is somewhat 1.Ulusual. Of equal importance, however, was the 

"diachronic" task of accounting for the emergence of this system in 

rural Haiti. Where did this system come from? Once again examination 
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of quantitative data, broken down by age cohorts, has provided soli:d 

clues as to the genesis of this system. We are dealing in effect 

with the product of a cultural-evolutionary transformation of a more 

traditional peasant land tenure system, a transformation that was 

triggered off by the process of internal population growth and the 

shrinking land base that such growth created. A model was constructed 

simulating the step by step conversion, under demographic pressure, 

of a traditional inheritance-based land tenure system into a system 

whose transformed state is one of reliance on intracommunity share

cropping. For purposes of empirical testing, the model was broken 

down into several smaller, empirically manageable hypotheses, and quan

titative data were marshalled to show that it was precisely such a 

transformation that had come over the land tenure system of Kinanbwa. 

Population growth emerged as the princi:ps.l engine of this diachronic 

transformation. 

The adaptive transformation which has been found in Kinanbwa is 

highly analogous to changes which have been found by other anthro

pologists and economists in other world areas. As is the case in 

many of these other studies, this analysis began with the variable 

of population pressure as an inrportant catalyst, and viewed the realm 

of subsistence behavior as a targe life-sphere where adaptive modifi

cations were found to take place. 

But there is one major difference which must be pointed out. 

Unlike certain other researched populations, the changes occurring 

in Kinanbwa have not taken the form of traditional 11 inter.sific~tion 11 

whereby the use of more sophisticated productive technology substan

tially increases per hectare yields. As has already been pointed out, 
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the evidence is that there are substantially lower per hectare yields 

in Haiti than 1n the past. The adaptive modifications which have 

occurred in Kinanb'W'a involve rather the transformation o'f the insti

tutions of access 10 the land-tenure and land-control. arrangements 

governing tq.e all.ocation of' the resource of l.and. 

The question then arises as to the justi:fication of bestowing 

the label "adaptive" response" on the process that has been found 

in Haiti. Could not as equally strong a case be made that what has 

happened has been maladaptive, has in fact diverted the adaptive 

energies of the population into a ritually guided nontechnological 

sol uti on that must terminate in a dead end? Why this facile use of 

the term "adaptive" in anthropological writing? 

At first blush it might seem that the "non-intensii'y'ing" response 

made by the agrarian system of rural Haiti is less adaptive than the 

response of those groups who have adopted improved technology to in

crease their crop yields per unit of land. It should be pointed out, 

however, that even those technological responses that have been docu

mented in the literature on other agrarian groups are not ~ 

to population growth. They are at best delaying~· If popu

lation growth itself' does not level off'--and the forces leading to such 

leveling fall outside the scope of' the present discussion--then the 

major eventual solution for an agrarian society appears to be a funda

mental restructuring of the economy in such a manner that a structure 

of non-agricultural occupations arises hand in hand with a mechani

zation of the agricultural sector. That is, the society must even

tuaJ.ly become industrialized. But it is i~ortant to point out that 

the anthropo1ogica.lly documented cases of the apparently ''better'' 
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adaptation--technological intensification--do not involve this type of 

structural change. They involve instead minor technological delaying 

actions which raise production enought to permit local agrarian life 

to pxoceed despite the increased man/land ratio. In this sense, 

though they do not constitute final solutions, such modifications may 

nonetheless be validly labelled as "adaptations." 

But by the same token we are eq1:1ally justified in talking about 

the "adaptation" of tbe rural Haitian agrarian system to population 

growth. The evolutionary concepts of 11 fitness" and "adaptiveness" 

have meaning only in relation to specific environments and specific 

problems that a population encounters. I have shown that the earliest 

effect of population growth in Haiti was not one of food shortage, 

calling for greater per-hectare productivity. Instead populatin growth 

intruded under the guise of "energy crisis." Convenient linkages 

had earlier been established between the granting of provisional land 

to sons and the securing of their continued labor on the gardens of 

their parents. It was this joint labor mobilizing and land allocating 

mechanism that was first threatened by population growth, and it was 

this problem, rather than actual food shortage, that triggered off adaptive 

maneuvering by individual cultivators. By shifting the brunt of their 

land allocation and labor mobilizing strategies to the device of 

sharecropping, the population maintained the viability (though not the 

prosperity) of an agrarian system whose traditional arrangements 

for allocating labor and land had been forged in the days of a now 

vanished land abUndance. By pulling off this shift, the cultivators 

of Kinanbwa had thus effected a "delaying action" against the dele-

terious impact of an increased man/land ratio. 
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In this sense we are ful.J..y justified in speaking of' l.ocal 

11adapta.tion 11 to populatin growth. No implication is harbored that 

the adaptation in any way constitutes a final. solution. On the 

contrary, the evolutionary framework that has been utilized through-

out these pages woul.d suggest that this cultural device, as with so many 

other patterns in human history, must be seen as a transient, 

ephemeral vaystage arrangement that will quickly give way to new 

forms. 

This theoretical perspective--this conviction as to the explana

tory power of carefully applied evolutionary analysis--has given shape 

to the entire presentation. In addition to the general concept 

of cultural. evolution, contemporary anthropologists inherit a growing 

tradition of provocative 11micro-evolutionary" analyses of agrarian 

adaptations to popul.ation growth. I hope to have pushed this tradi

tion one step further along the path by being somewhat more rigorous 

in terms of the documentation of the posited evolutionary sequence. 

Most analyses of local evolutionary shifts have tended to paint 

"artist 1 s reconstructions" of the intervening changes that have presumably 

occurred between a before and an after state. But by presenting 

diachronic data, the analysis presented here can be said to have 

captured at least one or two "real lif'e photos." The photos capture 

not only contemporary patterns, but also the trajectory of' change 

itself. 

They do not, of' course, cover the entire sequence, and many of 

the links remain hypothetical. But they have covered enough of' the 

process, I believe, to elevate at least some of the model from the 

sta,.us of interesting hypothesis to the plateau of reasonably well 
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documented fact. It is admittedly a rather low altitude plateau, 

hope:f'ully to be rapidl.y lef't bel.ow by methodological innovations of 

the future. But the concern :ror humdrum documentation IllllSt eventually 

supplement the penchant for brillimt. analytic schemes which the 

present generation has inherited from some of' their predecessors. 

In addition to providing documentation, this analysis has 

further tried to avoid that all-too-frequently invoked .9&~ _g 

machina of quasi-magical "inventions" and "innovations" that 

seem to pop up ready made when the need for them arises. This 

analysis has adhered rather to a llX:Idel that at least in certain key 

areas remains faithful to the time tried principles of classic 

evolutionary theory. Though inventions can occur--just as mutations in 

biological evolution-natural selection itself operates not by 

inventing but by selecting from among preexisting alternatives. 

I have documented this brand of classic evolution in the behavior of 

a community of Haitian peasants. The analysis has posited and 

documented a step-by-step trajectory along which an increasing number 

of cultivators have been effectively veered into economic choices 

that ir1 the aggregate differ from those of their predecessors. 

In this process nothing radicaJ.ly or abruptly new was created. 

'lhat has occurred rather ie a genuine "selction from preexisting 

variety, 11 in the form of an increasing use of economic options 

which, in somewhat less prominent form, have aJ.ways been present in 

rural Haiti, from the earliest years of the independent Republic. 

I have, in conclusion, attempted to translate the abstract 

formula of "Population Pressure Leads to Economic Change" into a 

highly concrete series of behavioral. modifications on the part of 
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economically rational Haitian cultivators. Though I'ieldwork ;.;as carried 

out in the exotic Haiti of voodoo fame, what most stood out was the 

quiet~ humdrum, day-to-day persistence of hard working cultivators 

eking a non-exotic living from a less-than-optimum soil. It is 

in the slow motion unfolding of these daily behaviors that the 

process of evolutionary selection has worked its transforming 

change. 
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APPENDIX A 

SITE SELECTION AND SETTLING IN 

There is a built-in dilemma to the exploration, even aided by 

new concepts and field methods, of a phenomenon such as agrarian 

adaptation to population growth. The type of field data appropriate 

for shedding new light on this general process can be collected only 

by laborious and determined fieldwork within a particular agrarian 

setting. The patterns which emerge from a given community will hopefully 

exemplify general processes. Yet it can easily be the case that the 

patterns which a researcher uncovers may be to some undetermined 

degree a function not only of these larger processes, but also of 

certain idiosyncratic dynamics of local life whose operation he 

may be unable to perceive or facto:r out. 

Kinanbwa, the community in which this research was carried out, 

is merely one community in an island society characterized by im

pressive ecological variation from one region to another, where local 

climatic, topographic • anU edaphic features can impact heavily--in a way 

not necessarily perceptible to the analyst--on the genesis and function

ing of an agrarian adaptation such as the one to be analyzed here. 

This diversity must be clearly recognized at the outset, and some 

information given on the factors leading to the choice of a particular 

research community. This appendix will address itself to that question. 

'l'he presentation will begin with a discussion of th~ decision 

to channel research into an intensive study of one community (rather than 

spreading out efforts over several communities) and of the procedures 

used in selecting the actual research site. This will be followed 

by an analysis cf the "settling :in" process, the·period of initial 

"immersion." Examination of this process will focus, not on anecdo-
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tal details, but rather on the structural contours of the process, 

pointing out the operation of four societal dynamics to which 

early in fieldwork I learned it was best to respond in a quasi-passive 

rolling-with-the-punches looseness before the onset of active re-

search. The principal objective of this particular discussion will 

be to analyze the nature and scientific meaning of the conflicting 

currents in which a newly arrived village-based fieldworker suddenly 

finds himself immersed. Though some of tiles~ currents have to be 

lightly "bucked," there are others, it will be shown, which unbeknownst 

to the researcher are carrying him directly toward those regions where 

his major scient..ific findings will be uncovered (cf. Arensberg 1961:244-5), 

in this case the mechanism controlling much of local land distribution. 

SITE SELECTION 

GENERAL REGION 

The original research proposal was built around the notion of 

investigating the dynamics of population gro:-¥tth in a Haitian commu-

nity, giving special attention to those aspects of local fertility 

patterns that touched areas of possible receptivity within the local 

popultion to modern concepts and methods of voluntary fertility 

control. Res~ arch was thus sponsored -within the country by the 

Department de la Sante Publique et de la Population of the government 

of Haiti, u.."'lder the direct auspices of the physician1 in charge of 

supervising all family planning programs within the national territory. 

This physician had been active in establishing rural clinics in the 

1. Dr. Ary Bordes, director of the Centre d 'Hygiene Familiale. 
Dr. Bordes had been responsible for directing publich health programs 
in Fort-au-Prince and in some rural areas of the Cul-de-Sac Plain. 
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Cul-de-Sac Plain. Convinced that high infant morbidity and mortality 

were of much more concern to the villagers than high fertility, Dr. 

Bordes was determined to initiate family planning activities in the 

context of a public health program in which these more critical 

health problems were being simultaneously treated. Thus the folk-

medical system became an important topic of fieldwork, and it was de-

cided to carry out research in the area where new services would be 

established: the region around the town of Les Bayahondes, 

SPECIFIC COMMUNITY 

Having delimited the general region of fieldwork, the task became 

that of deciding on the specific group or groups among ,.;hom the research 

would be carried out. Earlier anthropological research in general~ 

and specific studies of Haiti and other Caribbean societies in particu-

lar, provided several alternative models from which to choose: 

Live in one rural community throughout fieldwork and carry out 

the bulk of the research in that cOmmW1ity (cr. Bastien 1951). 2 

b. Live in a town, using it as a base from which to study 

several surroW1ding communities (Herskovits 1971 and, apparently~ 

Simpson 1940). 

Study several communi ties in a general ecological region 

( Underwoocl 1970) . 

d. Caver all of Haiti by visiting briefly various communities 

representing the major ecological types all over ~he island 

(Moral 1961; Schaedel 1962). 

2. Though he gives no information on the details of his field
work, Bastien (1951) perhaps actually lived in the same village as 
his informants during several months. 
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Each of these models had something to recommend it; each of the 

designs showed the potentiality of producing at least some information 

that would be missed by the other designs. A rational choice of a 

design would ideally be made under the dual light of a clear notion of 

the research objectives combined with a clear notion of the strong 

points of each design. These factors were to a large degree taken into 

account, but other factors intervened as well--notably previous f'ield 

expreiences, familiarity "'ith the differing quality of the publica

tions resulting from different designs, and in the end simple convic

tion as to the ~ventual scientific fruitfulness of in-depth extended 

involvement with a human group to whom one ceases, at least to some 

degree, to be a total outside stranger, and the difficulty of achie

ving this involvement using a research strategy that entailed substan

tial mobility or residence i'or less than a full year among any speci

fic group. The disadvantages of itinerant research were eventually 

felt to be so great as to outweigh its possible advantages, and by 

a process of elimination the first of the above mentioned designs 

was chosen: an intensive in-depth study of "life in rural Haiti'' as 

it was lived in one community. 

Several decades ago such a choice would have needed no comment. 

But there are at least two valid cautions which are now frequently 

voiced when discussing the design of peasant studies. In the first 

place rural communities are neither economically nor culturally auto

nomous; and secondly ecological variation Pet ween rural areas creates 

tremendous subcultural variation between different regions of the same 

national society. The first caution implies that much of what happens 

inside his community will not be understandable to the researcher unless 
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he has access to infomation concerning certain key events outside of the 

community. The 3econd caution implies that, even i:2 a researcher 

achieves a structurally perceptive analysis of the internal and exter-

nal dynamics of local life, there is no guarantee that the findings 

for his community also hold for other regions. Given ecological and 

subcultural variation, the probability is that at least some of them 

do not. 

Both of these cautions were taken into serious account. But 

care was taken to avoid a fallacious interpretation of their implica-

tions for research. The first caution--that of structural links 

between a community and the outside world--means that a researcher's 

theoretical and analytic perspective must broaden to include considera-

tion of the empirically observable local impacts the outside world 

exerts locally. It does not mean that it is mandatory, or even wise, 

to collect exhaustive first-hand field data in governmental or company 

offices. These are crucial areas which are also valid and important 

topics for full-time research; but so is the matter of the impact of 

these patterns on local economic, political, domestic, and social 

life. A researcher's awareness of structural links should not lure 

him into the misguided design of overambitious and overextended re-

search into disparate areas, which will produce reliable, in-depth 

information on none. The implication of structural linkages is basi-

cally theoretical and analytic; in terms of the locus of the data-

gathering itself, it still seems preferable to gather in-depth data 

3 
in one setting, rather than superficial impres:;ionistic data in many. 

3 . A very clear and coherent discussion of this entire problem has 
been made by Arensberg, in a discussion of a paper in which Manners 
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The problem of ecological diversity has slightly different impli-

cations. The danger here is that the researcher will overseneralize 

and talk prematurely about the "Haitian peasant." But once again, 

this caution bas implications principally for the ana~Ysis of the 

research. To interpret it as a command to gather firsthand field 

data in many ecological settings woul.d once again produce impression-

istic and diluted generalities and might even sabotage the effective-

ness of the research from the outset by making it general and fleeting, 

incapable of uncovering some of the latent phenomena which yield only 

to intensive, concentrated research which is carried out over a:n exten-

argues at great length that the "methods and tools of traditional anthro
pology11 must be seriously modified :ror research in the Caribbean (Manners 
1960; Arensberg 1960~ esp. pp. 93-6 with respect to the present dis
cussion). In fact a careful perusal of Manners' arguments turns up 
no specific references to community studies which contained the allegedly 
common shortcomings against which he cautioned~ nor even any concrete 
suggestions as to how field workers should change their tactics, except 
perhaps the exhortation to be sure to look at available documents when 
doing their analysis--which, as Arens berg points out~ only a nincom-
poop would :rail to do. In fact Manners' only specific criticism was a brief" 
footnote criticizing Wa.rne1•'s concept of the community as microcosm. 
Had he cited at least one de:f"ective Caribeean analysis where tradi-
tional anthropology had succumbed to the dangers he was describing, 
one could perhaps have gleaned some idea of what exactly he was talking 
about. 

Such referential ambiguity characterizes many of the criticisms 
that are now being levelled against the "community study method. 11 

Anthropologists criticize other anthropologists :ror failing to take 
into account 11the larger society, 11 or "the structural linkages" between 
peasant communi ties and non-food-producing groups in the larger society, 
It is not at all clear that writers of' oonographs have been as seriously 
ignorant of these factors as critics have on occasion implied. But at 
any rate the important point is that the community study method is 
basically a manner of sa.thering data, not a series of chapter headings 
in which to present the data. If there are shortcomings in th~ organi
zation and analysis of' data in many monographs, these weaknesses are 
net inherent in the community study method, whose essential f'eature is 
the collection of data in natural settings where daily lif'e unfc:!.ds. 
I will argue below that it would be most unfortunate if anthropology 
were to prematurely abandon this research tool before having exploited 
fully its unique potential for gathering certain kinds of data. 
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ded period of time in the midst of a specific human group. 4 

Such considerations fortified the decision to concentrate data-. 

gathering, rather than extend it to a degree that would dilute research 

effort. But the option was still available to choose two or three 

geographically close communities from the same region, rather than 

one community. Again, though such a design does avoid the problems 

of overambitious extension~ there still may be an epistemological 

fallacy involved, which concerns the nature of scientific generaliza-

tion, and which has to be challenged. It may be feared that research 

conducted in one community--no matter how carefully done--is not 

generalizable even to the surrounding communities in the same 

ecological zone, and that a study of several communities would be 

scientifically more generalizable. This is simply incorrect. 

Generalizability from a sample to a larger population depends on 

the degree of randomness of the sampling procedure. In no multi-

community study ever reported for Haiti or the entire Caribbean 

(e. g. Underwood 1970; Schaedel 1962; Steward ~· ~· 1956; Clarke 1957; 

R.T. Smith 1956; M.G. Smith 1962; Comitas 1973) were the communities 

selected by statistically random procedures. A common-sense impressi::m-

4 ~ This of course does not mean that a researcher confines him
self to the boundaries of his community. A practical decision made in 
this research was to follow villagers in their activities outside of 
the community, whether in the town of Les Bayahondes, in Port-au
Prince, or in more distant parts of Haiti. Such a proceG.ure was compa
tible with intensive localized research and did 'uot entail a dispersal 
of research time and energy. {Cf. Murray and Alvarez 1975.) A powerful 
and effective methodological approach to the dilemma of ecological diver
sity in vertically integrated societies was that o.dupted in the study 
of Puerto Rico that was carried out by a team of five graduate students 
and their Puerto Rican counterparts under the guidance of Julian 
Steward (Steward et. al. 1956). In this study a preliminary survey of 
ecological tYJ)es On the island was followed by a selection of a community 
that would represent each type. 
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istic assessment of typicality is generally the deciding factor. 5 

But from a technical point of "iew the findings from three or four 

communitiee. e.re no more generalizable to seve:?J. hundred communities 

in the same region than are the findings from one community in that 

region. 

This fact has important implications for building in the "scien-

tivic" component to field research. It means that scientific genera-

lizability to a larger population will be a rare phenomenon in 

such anthropological studies, a virtually impossible phenomenon in 

Third Vlorld research, where there are no feasible ways of drawing 

technically random samples. It means furthermore that the bulk of the 

"scientific concern" will have to find outlet in the application of 

empirically rigorous and systematic methods for the study itself, and· 

live with the burden of knowing that the generalizability of the 

findings will rarely or never be a matter of : cientific certitude. 

When the illusory nature of the quest for scientific p;enP.ralizabilit:y 

is thus exposed, the meaning of such research takes on a new light. 

Science is not eliminated from the endeavour; its demands are merely 

focused in a different direction. The task becomes that of applying 

penetrating and empirically reliable research techniques to study 

phenomena whose documentation achieves a high level of scientific 

accuracy, bt:.t whose strict scientific generalizability will remain 

at best plausible. 

'!'hen question then becomes: which design will make more likely 

the uncovering of significant patterns? A design which spreads out 

5. This non-random strategy for selecting communities will probably 
be folll1d to hold true for the literature of other world regions as well. 
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research time and energy over several communities? Or a design which 

focuses attention on one plausibly representative community? 

The question is of course loaded to elicit an answer in harmony 

with the research design chosen. This notwithstanding, it should be 

clear that, even taking a conservative stance, when the issues are 

subjected to a rigorous logical scrutiny, the traditional anthropologi-· 

cal approach of focusing on a single community is as justifiable from 

a scientific point of view as any other approach. There wiJ 1 un

doubtedly be many field workers who for one reason or another opt 

to abandon entirely the community study approach as traditionally 

practiced, to expand the physical scope of t'leir research, to gain 

more geographic breadth at the expense of some of the traditional 

depth. The present discussion is not meant to criticize such a 

choice, but merely to point out that its authors Should harbor no 

illusions that they are making it in the name of science. 

To eliminate as unrealistic the incontestable statistical gene

ralizability that would come from technically adequate random sampling 

techniques in selecting communities to be studied is not to deny the 

possibility--or necessity--of seeking communities that ~at least 

plausibly representative of a broader region or population. There 

are several techniques that have been used for assessing this typica

lity or lack thereof in a particular community. 

Perhaps the earliest breakthrough made in this regard was the 

use of national statbt:ics by Arensberg and Kimball to identify and 

characterize the small-farmer class in southern Ireland, thus lending 

credibility to the not:i.on that their findings were in fact applicable 

to a much broader universe than the small sample of families in three 
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communities which they actually studied. Studies carried out in 

Puerto Rico and Peru also placed particular communities in statis-

tical perspective {Steward 1950:44}. 

Insofar as it was possible, analogous procedures were used in the 

selection of a community outside of Les Bayahondes. Meager as they 

were, the findings of the national census were kept in mind. Fami-

liarity with the ethnographic literature was helpful to some degree, 

but not entirely. As has been indicat.::d, moist studies had been done 

in the mountains, and it was clear that .:ven in highly visible matters 

such as settlement patterns and land use there were obvious 

6. Steward (1950: 44), either through personal communication with 
the authors of this work, or through incorrect reading of the text, 
stated that the authors first examined the census data and then selec
ted connnunities to study on the basis of what the census indicated 
was typical. Nowhere in their text (Arensberg and Kimball 1968) do the 
authors state that this Vfl.S th;:ir procedure. The analysis of statis-
tics might very well have been done after the actual fieldwork was 
completed. But the point is that the identification of the statis-
tical importance of the small farmer class bespoke the probable appli
cability of their findings to a broader population. Stew&..rd, however, 
seemed to be going beyond this and implying that this use of national 
!:;tatistics can lead to the reliable selection of a typical community, 
and states outright that the study done under his guidance in Puerto 
Rico was one of the few which had "made community selection specifi-
cally a sampling problem" (Steward 1950:44). There is something frankly 
"fishy" about this formulation, a gap in the logic of procedure which 
should be pointed out. In the first place tht: census data cover only 
certain topics. To have chosen a community, for example, where average 
land-holdings fall v."ithin the national range, means that the community 
is typical in terms of land holdings. But no guarantee exists that 
therefore other patterns found in 1he community are also typicc.l. But 
there is an even more serious flaw. Even knowing that the average 
land holding size is such and such, and the average income is such 
and such, how then does one select a community that falls within this 
range? Strictly speaking, an exhaustive preliminary stuC.y would be 
necessary. The fact is that no matte:r what use is ·nade of national statis-· 
tics, the choice of research site remains impressionistic. The use of 
:figures helps to make the choice more intelligent·. and defensible, but 
not "a sampling problem." The Puerto Rico study is in many ways a 
yet unsurpassed pj ece of research that could serve as a model for 
others; but onr:: of its strengths -was not choice of community by 
"sampling," using a technical definition of that term. If the term sampling 
is used, it should be termed "impressionistic sampling." 
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ecologically rooted subcultural variations which suggested extreme 

caution in using the literature of the highlands to select a commu-

nity on t.he plain. Eventually a series of specific criteria were set 

up and a plan was formulated whereby a large number of local communi-

ties would be visited and assessed as far as possible on these criteria 

of typicality during brief visits. 

Tl~ere were several features that were ascertainable through in-

spection and at the same time potentially diagnostic of atypicality 

in important areas~ if a community were found to differ therein. 

Size, settlement pattern,. relative incidence of different house types, 

and proximity to vehicle transportation were among the relevant 

features probed. other characteristics were less visible but 

roughly ascertainable through brief interviews with members of the 

coromWlities: basic source of livelihood, degree of Protestant evange-

lization, presence of any unusual developmental inputs from without 

being some examples. 

With an eye to such criteria, visits were made to some two dozen 

o.::ommunities in the four directions around Les Bayahondes. The 

choice wa~ narrowed to two communities, and tentative !legotiation!O for 

possible housing were initiated. When one of the house deals was 

brusquely and decisively terminated by the wife of the owner (a sudden 

outburst that at least some residents of Kinanbwa said was the work of 

their own ancestral spirits), that community was abandoned and the 

decision was made to do research in the village of Kinanbwa. 

7-. Such projects exist in a few communities of the Cul-de-Sac Plain, 
where wells have been drilled and cooperatives organized by foreign agencies. 
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SETTLING IN 

STRUCTURAL "BARRIERS 11 

The already-alluded to "immersion" which is the distinctive hall

mark of anthropological field;.;rork implies the existence of an interim 

period bet;.;reen the selection of a research site and the onset of actual, 

full-time research. In this period the immersion process begins. It 

may be experienced subjectively by the researcher as a t.rying series 

cf one unpleasant anecdote after another, as the fieldworker attempts 

by frequently painful trial and E!:cror to establish a viable daily 

regime in which basic physical needs are met and in which the begin

nings of a social network are forged, contacts which ;.;rill hopefully 

crystallize into the deeper contacts from which anthropological insights 

will come. 

But it is easy to misperceive the dynamics of this process. What 

appears to be a series of anecdotal events are frequently manifestations 

of structural features of the local social system; and what appear to 

be "methods" and "solutions" of the newly arrived fi~ldworker may 

merely be E_redictable responses to pre-existing "strategies" and 

"methods" which the host society has developed for dealing with 

strangers. 

It is in their large structural contours that these "lines of 

defense" of He.itian society now stand out. A retrospective analysis 

of the dynamics of i.mmersion that followed site selection but pre

ceded active fieldwork in Kinanbwa reveals the operation of at least 

four major structural dynamics of local society which intervened in 

the process of channeling the arrival of an outsider to the community. 

Three of these patterns were in effect lines of defense whose 
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operation lightly tended to militate against the move of an outsider 

into a hamlet; the fourth was a device for relating to and "incorpora-

ting" the outsider once the first three l.ines had been passed. A 

description of the anecdotal details of this process is of less 

interest here than a brief discussion of what the operation of the 

structural process reveals about Haitian society. 

As is the case with most other sovereign national entities, Haiti 

has a government which controls the entry of foreigners in~o the natio-

nal territory. But certain features of Haitian history have given a 

distinct slant to the nature of this control. In recent years an 

interest in developing tourism has resulted in liberal policies f'or 

permitting foreigners to visit the country, and there are fev restric

tions on movement within Port-au-Prince or its immediate surroundings~ 

But institutional controls over the movement of foreigners reassert 

themselves as soon as the t'oreigner tries to travel by vehicle out-

side of the vicinity of Port-au-Prince. Many visitors are surprised 

to find that they have to obtain a. laissez-passer to travel to other 

towns on the island. And they tend to be less than enthusiastic at 

the frequency of military checkpoints along the highways where armed 

soldiers more often than not stop a vehicle carrying white strangers 

and copy down the information contained on the laissez-passer. And if 

the casual visitor elicits such behavior even on fairly well-travelled 

tourist circuits, the atypical foreigner who intends to seottle in an 

8~ The government reportedly discourages taxi drivers from 
taking foreigners on tours through same of' the less attre.cti ve neigh
borhoods of the city. 
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out-of"-the-wa.y hamlet will do well to come armed with copious official. 

documentation and permissions. The question of the possible historical 

roots of this institutional. stance, or of" the degree to which such 

control is an admirabl-e or not-so-admirabl-e expression of' national 

sovereignty, is somewhat academic at the moment the visitor is challenged. 

This is perhaps the first institutionaJ. line of defense that had to 

be traversed before the search f"or a home in rural Haiti could even 

begin. 

Over and above the letters of introduction brought into the field 

from the U.s., four separate documents were obtained from various 

Haitian oi'fices, including a statement of support obtained :from the 

Minister of Public Health and Population through the int~rvention of 

the Haitian physician under whose auspices research was to be conducted. 

Upon arrival in Les Ba.ye.hondes with this physician, visits were made 

to the proper authorities. 

In actuality the authority structure seemed somewhat diffuse and 

undefined, there being at least three o:fficials who exercised some 

sort of jurisdiction within the region where fieldwork was to be carried 

out. One was the caporal, the commander of the military outpost. in the 

town. Another was the Magistrat Communal, the civilian mayor of ":.he 

town. The third was the Che:f' de Section, a military official with 

jurisdiction over the outlying rural areas, and involved in a chain of 

command somewhat removed from that of the town's caporal. 9 The lack 

9 .• Had fieldwork been done at an earlier period in Les Bayahondes, 
there would have been yet a :fourth authority: the local commander of 
a militia-type organization known formally as Volontiers de la Securit€ 
National, in common parlance referred to as th.e tOtO makout. Though 
this organization still functions in other parts of Haiti, it had been 
disbanded in Les Bayahondes several. months be:f'ore the onset of fieldwork. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

564 

of precedents created initial confusion as to what steps to follow~ 

and the two authorities in the town each made out separate reports and 

had to inquire several times for more details about the nature of the 

intended activities. There was hesitation and some initial uncomfor-

tableness on the part of all parties concerned. 

Had the proper documentation not been presented~ and had I not 

been personally taken to the town by my Haitian sponsor, it is quite 

unlikely that I would have been permitted to stay for a long tim~ in 

the town, to say nothing of moving to the countryside. But the offi-

cial introduction and documentation ultimately removed any ambiva-

lence. The reports were filed and within a week all inquiries into 

my activities ceased and were never reinstated during the remaining 

20 months of fieldwork, even when both the Magistrat and the 

caporal were replaced by successors. The stereotyped images of contem-

porary Haiti projected by visiting novelists and journalists would 

have led to the expectation of continued surveillance throughout 

fieldwork. This is a false image. After the initial institutio:r:al 

formalities had been met, and some valuable contacts in outlying commu-

nities had been made through the Magistrat • indifference to my acti-

vities was the general official reaction. The initially formidable 

documentation "barrier" erected against foreigners proved to be basi-

cally a paper formality maintained more out of institutional habit 

than out of any particularly strong attitudes tor'trd foreigners on the 

part of the local authorities of Les Bayahondes.·10 

Hl. ::!:n other parts of Haiti control is apparently still more 
stringent. My wife journeyed with women from our village as they engaged 
in trading activities elsewhere in Haiti, and was on one occasion uncere
moniously turned back from a town by the local military co::nmander. 
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Class Divisions Between T.:::lwn and Countrz. 

If the institutionalized paper barrier makes it somewhat diffi-

cult for an outsider to establish initial residence in a town, there 

is a much stronger structural dynamic, which enjoys no codified insti-

tutional support, but which operates to ~him residentially confined 

to the town once he has arrived. If allowed to follow its course, this 

dynamic would result in a type of "commuter's" fieldwork consisting of 

brief visits to the surrounding hamlets from a base in the town. This 

dynamic largely takes its force from the local class structure. 

A clear existence of a class structure in Haiti has been commen-

ted on since the earliest days of the republic and has in recent 

decades been given explicit scholarly attention (Mintz 1959, 1966; 

Leyburn 1966; Simpson 1941; Wingfield and Parenton 1965; Casimir 1964}. 

One aspect of the ideological expression of this internal differen-

tiation and stratification is a complex of pejorative stereotypes 

with which members of one group verbally lambaste members of other 

groups. 

I was thus warned by townspeople that "out there," in the country-

side, I would be plagued ·ay mud, mosquitoes, dust, storms, not to men-· 

tion the machinations of wily peasants whose prime activity would hence-

forth be that of trying to separate me from my worldly goods by begging 

and overcharging. Dire calamities were predicted for me were I to 

forsake the safety of the bouk (the town} for the uncharted wilder

ness inhabited by moun sa-yo ("those people"). U 

11. These pejorative stereotypes were to be reciprocated after I 
had settled into Kinanbwa, where the term moun Les Bayahondes was 
almost an epithet. The people of Kinanbwa felt that I had made the right 
choice in choosing their friendly and more upright milieu over the 
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Though i:f pressed each group coul.d be induced to sa.y nice things 

about other groups, in general there were marked pejorative stereo-

types which easily found verbal expression. This structurally-generated 

feature made Jey actual settling into Kinanbwa a little bit touchier 

than it would otherwise have been. The :famil.y with 'Wbom I had secured 

temporary lodgi:ag reacted to my plans to move to the outlying area 

somewhat as e. type of mild betrayal and pref'erence for "those people. 11 

Nonetheless clear indications had been given, on arriving in 

Les Bayahondes, that residence there was temporary. And when my deci-

sian to leave the bou.k. was seen as genuine, my host in the town 

actually accompanied me to Kinanbwa and participated in the initial 

negotiations for renting a house.12 As with .the institutional paper 

barricade, the town-country structural antagonism proved a relatively 

simple line of defense to break through. 

Insecurity of L.and Tenure. 

If the townspeople were not flattered by my decision to leave them, 

neither were the people of Kinanbwa overjoyed at their having been 

"chosen. 11 It was not unti1 fieldwork was well advanced that I was 

jokingly told why. Generations of informal partitioning and transacting 

of cropping land had created a situation in which few of the people 

had separate, personal deeds to their plots of ground. Some old deeds 

pretentious people of the tol.'Il and the trouble-making vakab6 that plagued 
the town. But furthermore the "Tilla.gers also felt that I was right in 
choosing their more alert company--peasants of the Plain--over the 
company of the "hillbillies" in the mountains (moun-mOn) with their 
strange customs. ---

12. Subsequently, of cour~e, my town host adhered to a version of events 
in which, ha.d it not been for his intervention, the suspicious peasants 
would never have permitted me to rent a house in their community. 
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for large plots before partition were still in the hands of old men or 

elder siblings. But few people possessed or had even seen the fo:rmal 

deeds on which their tenure was ultimately known to depend. Though 

local ownership was clearly recognized, and there were relatively 

few cases of land conflict in Kinanbwa during the entire period of 

fieldwork, nonetheless there was a general awareness that the final 

legal requirement for uncontested ownership of a plot--the possession 

of a deed drawn up on the basis of a surveyor's measurement of the 

actual plot--was present in only a tiny minority of tho: cases. Thus 

though the threat of global expropriation was not an overt theme of 

concern in daily life in the village, there was a latent and dormant 

insecurity which was shaken awake and which found verbal expression 

when a foreigner took the unprecedented and inexplicable step of seeking 

residence in the village. It was openly stated--though never to my 

face--that I must be after their land. 

This suspicion of evil intent on my part was perhaps partially 

responsible for another fear that was expressed to the effect that 

whites were lougarou--v!l.l.llpires--who at night "eat children. 1113 The 

people from whom I eventually rented the house were warned by the 

neighbors that if they "brought me into the com_munity" (m€n€:-m n§. lakou-a) 

13~ The expression "to eat children" (tnai€ ti-moun), frequently 
heard in rural Haiti, never refers to physical eating but rather to death 
by clandestine sucking of children's blood at night by creatures vho 
are people during the day but take the form of small animals at night. 
The Haitian custom of referring to this as "eating children" is perhaps 
at the root of the erroneous notions held by earlier visitors to Haiti that 
there were people in :rural Haiti who practiced cannibalism on children. 
Such practices had never been heard of by even the oldest informants in 
the village and struck all who vert- asked as incredibly repulsive. We 
are probably dealing with a ludicrous example of a pejorative myth 
concerning cannibalistic practices vhich arose originally through a 
mistranslation of a common Creole phrase, m8.Hi ti-moun. 
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their children woul.d be the first to go. Thus clear social pressure 

was brought against the individuals with whom negotiations :for renting 

a house had been initiated, a defensive barrier which makes perfect 

sense in terms of the history of rural Haiti. 

But the nature of local social organization prevented this oppo

sition on the part of some members of the community :rrom effectively 

impeding the entry or an outsider. The rural Caribbean is in gene-

ral characterized by weak local community organization, and a high 

degree of economic individualization, which stand out in sharp contrast, 

for example, to effective patterns of community control documented in 

corporate landholding communities in Mexico, Guatemala, and Peru 

(Wagley 1960:8-9; cf. also Mintz 1971:37-42). 

Thus, despite lack oi' precedents and the resulting uncertainties 

and misgivings, the owners oi' the house i'inally agreed to rent it 

over a long p~riod oi' time. The practice oi' renting was, after all, 

i'airly common in the case oi' cropping land, making the rental trans

action not unusual in itself'. The i'ormalization of' the rental by 

written agreement signed in the presence o~ witnesses assured the qvners that 

the foreigner would not be able to pr.B. kay-la ( 11take the house away"). 

And their knowledge of the local system--that if they succumbed to 

opposition and forfeited the rentel money, some other person in the 

community wouJ.d rent his house anyway--clinched the matter. There were 

simply no local structural mechanisms for converting anxieties at the 

intrusion of' an outsider into an ei'fective blockade. Kinanbwa, as 

in the case of other ru:..•al communities in the Caribbean, has no 

truly eff'ective mechanism f'or dealing with the outside as a united 

social entity. Thus the structurally generated anxiety concerning 
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possible loss of land was unable to find collective expression in the 

form of effective social impediments to the arrival of an outsider 
14 

into the community. 

DYNAMICS OF INTEGRATION 

If the impression has been given above that the selection of a 

research site in rural Haiti was done in the nature of a swashbuckling 

campaign against obstacles pressing in from all sides, the impression 

is false. The operation of these structural barriers was subtle, 

frequently imperceptible during the events themselves; and interaction 

with the villagers was courteous and cordial, if' peppered with much 

of the local haggling over prices that a stranger in need of basic 

goods and services in rural Haiti soon becomes adept at. It is only 

in retrospective analysis that the patterns described above became 

clear. 

When the move vas finally made to Kinanbwa, however ,1 5 a funda-

mentally different dynamic set in. In the early days, relationships with 

other members of the lakou was cordial, but economic discussions 

dominated as the still unsettled issues of who would provide me with 

essential water-ca::-rying, cooking, and washing services--and at what 

price--were being worked out. But the earlier processes which had 

.14. During the time that the house negotiations were proceeding, 
I was blissfully unaware of what was going on, and was under the illusion 
that hesitation on their part was due to my astute bargaining and re
fusal to pay an exorbitant price for the house. It was only much later 
that I learned of my hl..lllger for land and my thirst for children's blood. 
A full knowledge of this at the time, th<)ugh it would not have kept me 
in the town, would undoubtedly have resU.:l.ted in open references to 
these matters on my part in the form of impassioned denials--which woulC 
simply have worsened matters. 

15. In December of 1971. 
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lightly militated against settling in and beginning :fieldwork ceased 

their operation abruptly.16 'lhe threats of ostre.cism to the owners of 
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the rented house gave way to curiosity and to courteous albeit reserved 

approaches. And a new unanticipated mechanism swung into operation 

whose effect was to provide all parties a vehicle :for the establishing 

of those preliminary interactions useful to a small face-to-face 

community confronted with a stranger, and to a researcher desiring 

to begin fieldwork. The emergence of such a vehicle had been hoped 

for. It was the quarter from which it came that was unexpected: the 

rituals of the ancestor cult. 

Two related decisions taken prior to the beginning of fieldwork had 

resulted in a perceptual unreadiness to perceive the importance of 

local ritual, and in a delay in realizing how significant it had been 

in establishing relationships in the early days in Kinanbwa. The first 

factor was dissati~faction with what appeared to be an exaggerated 

fascination with exotic ritual on the part of many aul>hors who have 

made firsthand studies in Haiti. Probably the most easily available 

and still widely read ethnographic study of rural Haiti is Herskovits' 

16. My impression at the time was--and still is--that there was 
noticeably less of the formalized hospitality patterns in this village 
of the plain than had been experienced across the border in the moun
tains of the Dominican Republic or that had been reported to exist 
in other parts of Haiti (Herskovits 1971:68). Food offerings in this 
commilllity are an extremely sensitive matter, due to prevalent beliefs 
about the danger ot' poisoning. As in many settings, to offer cooked 
food is an act of courtesy, but to accept it is furthermore a public 
statement of trust. Thus cooked food will generally be offered only to 
those with whom some trust relationships have been established. There 
was the further factor of prevalent notions concerning strange dietary 
preferences among "bl§.," and perhaps an initial insecurity as to how 
I would respond to any offer (except coffee). At any rate it is 
probably factcn·s such as these, rather than poverty or hostility, which 
accounted for o;hat struck me during the first days as a noticeable 
absence of the quasi-ritual hospitality patterns that I had encountered 
in other fieldwork settings. 
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Life in a Haitian Valley, which ended up dealing heavily with a des-

cription and analysis of ritual matters. Outside of publications stem

ming from the Marbial project of the late 4D's~7 few detailled, empiri-

cally convincing analyses of the economic and domestic functioning of 

any specific rural commu."lities or households have appeared in the lite-

rature. Those works which address themselves in any way to economics 

are hard to obtain. In contrast contemporary studies which deal with 

voodoo (Metraux 1972; Deren 1970; Huxley 1966; Courlander 1960) are 

easily available. There has been, in short, a fascination with color-

ful ritual, drumming, possession and the like. The subsistence acti-

vities and domestic organization of ::.·ural Haiti had received much 

less detailled attention. Fieldwork was thus initiated with the firm 

intention not to get lured into producing one more analysis of voodoo; 

and the domain of ritual was specifically designated as one that would 

receive only passing attention. 

Related to this was a general research orientation with hypothe-

ses which anticipated a great deal of conscious economic motivation and 

economic rationality on the part of the peasants. It was anticipated, 

for example, that in discussing the ideal number of children, they would 

refer to the agricultural utility of older male children. This anti-

cipation of conscious economic calculation (which was eventually foillld to 

hold for some spheres but to be a simplistic misrepresentation for 

others) created a tendency to dismiss religious explanations which 

individuals gave for their behavior as conventional conversational de-

vices to avoid giving the "real" motives--the conscious economic ones--

17. Metraux et.al. (1951); Bastien (1951). See also the very useful 
article of Comhain-Sylvain (1961). 
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which it was assumed would eventually come out. 

The basic theoretical orientation underlying these anticipations-

the assumption that the conditions of subsistence will have i'D.portant 

repercussions on other spheres of life--survived the test of fieldwork 

and haS been given documentation in these pages. The simplistic mis

conceptions as to how this primacy of subsistence patterns would mani

fest itself directly on the phenomenological and motivational plane were 

quickly demolished, as villagers persisted in alluding to the impor

tance of ritual considerations in many spheres of behavior. The inter

vention of the ritual complex in the regulation of access to economic 

resources was· a major aspect of the analysis to be presented in these 

pages. But long before these insights emerged~ ritual had intervened 

to make possible the establishment of tbose preliminary basic social 

bonds from vhich much of subsequent fieldwork was to flovr. It is hard 

to be "objective" about the processes by which one established personal 

relationships; but retrospective myth-making can be held to a minimum 

by simply reporting a series of events which led from stark, initial 

social isolation to the establishmen"!: of at least general acceptance 

and public justification of one's presence in the village. The role 

of ritual will be clear. 

The first occasion for contact with the community at large CSJile 

a few days after my arrival in Kinanbwa~ when some young men began 

singing ch§:te lwa ("songs to the ancestral spirits") in the lakou. 

Their glances in my direction indicated that they were doing it at 

least partially for my benefit. I took the cue and inquired about 

the songs. They explained what they were and offered to gather a group 

and sing some for me that night. I agreed. Almost a hundred villagers 
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showed up in the lakou that night, and several hours were spent in this 

activity. 

Shortly th<::reafter the people in my lakou hinted that it would 

not at all be inappropriate for me to re yoU vodoii, that is, finance 

a ceremony consisting of religious d.!'"tmuning, singing, dancing, and 

spirit poseession. This step was taken; and again the community 

assisted. This was yet a further occasion on which some contacts were 

established. 

Shortly after this event I left the community for a brief period 

of time. From the beginning I had informed the neighbors of my forth

coming marriage, and explained that I had come alone only to pare kaY-la, 

to prepare a decent residence before the wedding, a special preparation 

that was seen as highly necessary and appropriate in the light of local 

custom, which demanded that elaborate reparations and embellishments 

be carried out on their future abode by villagers who were going to 

take the big step of getting legally married. Furthermore the matri

local residence patterns prevalent in the Plains had led to wedding 

customs whereby the ceremonies themselves (outside of the actual 

church wedding) were almost always to be held in the lakou of the 

bride. Thus it was seen as quite natural and proper that I should be 

going to my future wife's lakou (in the neighboring Dominican Republic) 

for the wedding ceremony itself, even tlough we would both be Jiving 

in Kinanbwa afterwards becausG of my work. 

When my wife and I returned to Kinanbwa, the reception of the 

members of the lakou, and of many village neighbors, was uarmer and 

more co:rdial than anything I had yet experienced in the community. Yet 

the growing acceptance was to be publicly articulated in a manner that 
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took us both somewhat by surprise. Not too long after our arrival, 

a frape as6 was held in our lakou~ a ceremony in which an ~ (a 

ritual specialist of the local ancestor cult) summoned the dead owner 

of our house, who was the father of the children vho after some besi-

tation had agreed to rent the house. The purpose of the ceremony was 

to consult with the dead patriarch concerning his food preferences 

with respect to the miije mO 18 which was being prepared in his honor. 

The dead patriarch's voice could be heard from behind the closed 

door, where the oilg§. had summoned him into a .6.2.!i. (a clay recep-

tacle -with the shape of a small jug). After answering the questions 

for which he had been summoned, the decea!C!4 patria.ret~ took the 

occasion to formally welcome my wife and me to his former abode. 

He informed us that ~ had been personally responsible for inspiring us 

to choose Kinanbwa, and he excoriated his children for their initial 

reluctance to rent me the house. He had brought us to €kl€r€ lakou-a, 

to "bring light 11 to the compound~ and we were to be treated as members 

of the lakou. 

The impact of this particular ceremony was dramatlC, at least for 

the t..,o of us who had never been through such a rite before and who 

had been singled out for a welcome from beyond the grave. Previous 

intellectual acceptance of the "integrative function of ritual" became 

for the first time an emotional reality. The obvious g_uestion that 

18. Literally "meal of the dead." This is a minor banquet which 
is an obligatory service that children "owe" to their dead parents-
preferably soon aft<:!r death, but at any rate at some period during the 
children's lives. It was the rental money from the bouse which was 
to be used in the preparation of this ceremony~ and indeed a great 
deal of the rent had already been spent in embellishing the peristil 
(an elaborately constructed locale for holding rituals), w~d.ch 
their dead father, who had been an important local oilg§., had built 
during his lifetime. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

575 

would have arisen had we read about such an event--"did the people 

suspect it was the oUg§.'s voice and not that of their dead father? 11-

seemed completely trivial at the time. There was a palpable glow 

of mutual acceptance which had been triggered off by this ritual, and 

the possibly fictive nature of the dead pat:;.-iarch 1 s pres€'nce seemed 

genuinely irrelevant, even to a skeptic's mind. It was a useful 

cognitive device for bringing about a social catharsis that was 

indeed genuine. 

The emotional glow itself, or course, was relatively short-lived. 

Bickering among the siblings, and between one particular household in 

the lakou and ourselves, was quickly to resume. But the fact was that 

our presence in the lakou now had a validation that went far beyond 

the fact of having shelled out the rent money. A very important feature 

of local life had thus manifested itself; the commercial basis on which 

so many aspects of life in rural Haiti seem to openly rest is not the 

final story. There will in many important events be a supplementary 

rationale--if not "more basic" then at least ancillary--sought through 

the rites of the ancestor cult. 

The assessment of the importance of ritual in local social life 

does :wt rest merely on an intellectually clever Monday-morning reinter

pretation of this one particular incident. For not only in this lakou, 

but in the connnunity at large, was our gradually increasing acceptance 

expressed and explained in the context of ritual. The concept of our 

;'brightening up the lakou," which was hardly the interpretation of our 

presence in the community that we wished to be promulgated, eventually 

came to take on a very specific and paradoxically accurate significance. 

It turned out that the vast majority of large social gatherings in the 
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village took place around rituals--wakes, healing ceremonies, spirit 

seances (rifile-lwa), pre-wedding receptions, and vodoil dances. These 

events generally took place at night, and efforts were made (except 

in the r€ili§-lwa) to provide as much light as possible. There being 

no electricity in the village~ peuple were dependent on dim kerosene 

lanterns, or even dimmer, and smokier, wicks soaked in gasoline. The 

pressure lantern which we had bought to be able to read and write 

at night cast an intense light "W"hich could ligh"':. up a large area. 

When we had settled for several weeks in the community, people began 

inviting us to these events and asking if they might not borrow the 

lantern. We accepted the invitation and invariably lent the lantern, 

leaving it in the hands of the owner of the house if the event was 

to continue after we departed. This practice continued througho~t 

fieldwork. 

576 

Caution must be exercised in attempting to assess the genuine 

attitudinal impact of this gesture. But one thing is empirically cer

tain: our willing lending of the lantern for these frequent rituals 

was the major issue around which subsequent comments of acceptance 

and s0lidari ty tended to be made to us. The com.·r.ents mention the 

lantern, but also mentioned our wilJ ingness to pE!dj nyit-la {"lose 

the night") with other people in the community, especially for wakes. 

In short, it ·wa.~ t.b.~.ou~ll inv.i:tt:~.i...ions to participate in their rituals that 

the community first approached us; and our assistance at, and contri

butions to, these events was the major source of early social contacts. 

Not only had these rituals given our presence in the lakou some legi

timation that came from beyond the grave, but they were in the begin

ning the major context for interaction with the community at large. 
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Later in fieldwork~ even when more intensive interaction had been 

created through neighbor relationships and work relationships that went 

beyond the conventionalized interactions of ritual contexts, the 

ancestor cult continued to be invoked as the rationale justifying our 

presence. The major kin group in the community, some of whom were 

undoubtedly among those who had feared loss of land or death of children 

if foreigners found lodging in the community, were eventually to recall 

that shortly before I had come -::.a the community, there had been an 

elaborate ancestral ceremony for the met bitasy6, the founding patri

arch of the entire community. It was suggested that it had been his 

doing that brought us to the community, and it was further suggested 

on different occasions tha·t, since he was reportedly the child of a 

white, I might actually be a distant relative of the contemporary 

villagers. In short solidarity was sought, and our presence in the 

community was eventually explained and ritually justified, by re

ference to long dead ancestors. 

As in the case of the earlier-mentioned welcome from beyond the 

grave, the question of whether anyone in the community actually believed 

this, or whether we believed it, seemed completely immaterial at the 

time. The function of such statements was clearly one of affirming 

solidarity, and as such they manifest the central place of ritual 

words and actions in the social S1'Stem~ quite independently of the 

"true beliefs" of any of the participants. Ritual is among the central 

strategies or "methods" by which important ends are achieved. This topic 

has been dealt with specifically because it relates directly to the 

nature of the latent economic regulatory device uncovered during 

fieldwork. Had we perceived at the time that ritual was intervening 
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in the village's treatment of' us, the discovery of' an even prof'ounder 

l.e.tent function of this ritual would not have come as such a surprise.1 9 

19 •• Fieldworkers perhaps have a tendency to generalize i'rom their 
own concrete experiences and turn them into "useful. rules." Herskovits 
did tl.is when he cautioned f'ieldworkers in Haiti to avoid any attempts 
to participate in an way in the rituaJ. events being observed, under 
threat of ridicule (1971:326-7). His challenging of' the vague concept 
of 11pE'.rticipant observation" is very well taken, but his jeremiad 
against any sort of participation seems quite extreme in J.ight of' what 
we experienced in Kinanbwa. My own attempts to learn the songs and the 
drum rhythms, and to participate as everyone else, at least in the 
singing and dancing, was never ridiculed, was on the contrary positively 
received. There are probably several factors involved. In the first 
place these activities are all frequent, and are a major context for 
recreational enjoyment, social contact, and i .. or some, emotional 
release. These rites are considered to be a bi!l baf!'iaY, a "beautiful 
thing. 11 Secondly there were two groups in the community, numerically 
small, who disapproved of voodoo activities. There was some tension 
between them, and my participation in ritual activities tended to be 
seen as a solidary aff'irmation on my part that I was not 11on the side" 
of' those who condemned voodoo and its practitioners--that is,the 
converts to evangelical Protestantism, and the group of' katolik f'r§., 
"pure Catholics, 11 who avoided what they considered to be the satanic 
rites of the ancestor cult. I of course interacted cordially with 
members of' both of these groups, and was occasionall.y the object of 
public proselytization, especially by ·the evangelicals. My refusal 
to reject satanic practices was not held against me personally, but 
against the wiles of the voodoo devotees who had managed to ensnare 
me into their diabolical rites. Thus a note of seriousness entered 
the reaction of many people to rrry marginal participation in these 
matters--but no apparent traces of the ridicule which Herskovits 
foretol.d. 

Another factor underlying the conmnmity's acceptance of my 
interest in these rites is connected to the fact that proficiency 
in ritual activities is seen to be a guaranteed source of income. 
When I became serious about mastering the voodoo drum rhythms, som.e 
people openly commented as to how I was going to make a lot of money 
lOt bo ("back home") doing that. It was seen as quite natural that 
I should pa...-ticipate and attempt to attain some proficiency in these 
matters. In short the ritual area turned out to be one or the major 
areM where participation to some degree was possible. 

However any reverse insistence to the effect that a researcher 
ought to get invol.ved with the rituals would be just as inappropriate 
as Herskovits' warning that they should not. Much will depend simpl.y 
on the inclination of the researcher. One could easily live in a. village, 
have nothing to do publicly with the rituals, and still do effective 
fieldwork in rural Haiti. 
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The research and ana.J.ysis presented in these pages is constructed 

out of two epistemologica.lly distinct types of component elements. 

Because one of these components enjoys a much greater degree--not 

of certitude--but at least of empirical credibility, than the other, 

it is crucial to indicate very clearly that they are in fact concep

tually distinct 

There was an analytic-explanatory component which bas involved 

not a little theoretical speculation and hunch-following; but excur

sions in this area were care:fully tied to a much more empirically rigo

rous second component: a body of carefully recorded information. 

The oft-flouted truism tOOt even the information which a researcher 

collects is in:fluenced by the pre-existing theol·etice.l focus under 

which research was entered should not obscure the fact that research 

competently done wil.l provide a corpus of data that stand and demand 

explanation whatever the fate of the theoretical :f'ramework in which 

the data were first analyzed. It is this dichotomy which endows a 

shelf' of old ethnographies with a value and permanence not enjoyed by 

a shelf of abstract, theoretical treatises also of bygone years. 

Were it not for the odious tradition in the social sciences of forcing 

newer generations to analyze the more "classic 11 of the thought 

patterns of older generations, most of these latter treatises would 

have long since been confined to oblivion; whereas the ethnographies 

become, if anything, more valuable and priceless as time passes. 

The unanticipated complex of land tenure and l.and use pat-
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terns, which constitut~ the factual base around which the theoretical 

construct of evolutionary adaptation was woven in these pages, was 

uncovered through the application of a slightly "modereized" version of 

what in its basic contours and objectives was simply a conventional 

application of the powerful anthropological research method frequently 

referred to as the "community study." This research strategy has as 

one of its major defining features a type of extended immersion and 

face-to-face involvement in the ongoing daily routine of at least some 

representative members of the group whose lifeways are the object of 

research. Though the nature and degree of the immersion and involve

ment will vary from field worker to field worker, the vast majority of 

analyses produced by anthropologists have been based upon some such 

settling in, lea:..~ning the language, and establishing social contacts; 

whereas those produced by members of other disciplines have,in their 

majority, probably not. 

This is not the place to undertake a defense of the basic pre

mises of this research strategy, nor to point out the misunder

standings, "straW" men, 11 and less-than-lucid logic which underlie at 

least some of the criticisms directed against it in recent decades. 

Both of these tasks have been done by the. person with whose nrune this 

method and its defense are most frequently associated (Arens berg 1954; 

1960; 1961). But brief mention can be made of some major points 

where confusion can enter. 

The term "community study" if:.<::~lf may perhaps be misleading. 

The normal English decoding of that phrase would read "study .£.!:. a 

community." But as the term is being used here, it means rather "a 

study carried out within a community, as opposed to a laboratory study, 
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or study within some bounded institution. "1 Thus the titling of a piece 

of research as "community study11 does not at all imply that the study 

is organized by chapter into traditional ethnographic headings. That 

is, the content of the study does not in itself classify it in this 

sense; "commilllity studies" are compatible with a broad range of 

specific problem-content (cf. Arensberg 1961:243-5). It certainly 

does not imply a 1b.~etical committment on the researcher to a 

view of a community as a self-sufficient orhole. This has to do with 

a researcher's theory. The community study method is compatible with 

a broad range of theoretical approaches. The question to ask is: 

does a substantial part of the data of this research--whatever the 

theory, whateY<:-!' the content--come from observation of and interac-

tion wit,h people in a broad range of the natural settings in which 

their lives unfold? If the answer is yes, we are dealing with the 

community study method. 

Assessments and critiques of this method, as opposed to other 

methods, of gathering data have abounded. Much of the discussion 

that has taken place within the discipline of &.nthropology has revolved 

around a semantic confusion. For example, both Steward (1950) and 

Manners (1960), in their criticisms of the community study method 

or of traditional anthropological techniques, are primarily concerned 

with what they perceive to be a conceptual fallacy by those anthro-

1. This is a paraphrase of the now classic distinction which 
Arensberg (1961) made between the coxmnunity as ob,ject and the commu
nity as sample. 

2. There does not seem to be much difference in this use of "community 
study" from the term "field study" as used by Kerlinger (1964: 389-91} 
or "participant observation11 as used by others (e.g. Becker and Geer 1969). 
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pologists who allegedly analyze peasant communities as though they were 

self-contained systems. But, in the first place, this error has not 

been documented with any great frequency. And in the second place the 

criticisms concern anthropological analysis, not anthropological 

data-collection. Neither of the above-mentioned authors suggests that 

anthropologists should stop living among the people they study; they 

are not criticizing the method per se, but re.ther the analytic frame

works which they perceived anthropologists to have used. In their 

criticisms of the "connnunity study," or ''traditional anthropological 

techni(lues," neither of these authors makes any specific recommenda-

tions as to how anthropologists might change their actual field tactics. 

Such discussions are hence irrelevant to the issue of "anthropological 

methods 11 per se, by any normal decoding of that term (cr. Arensberg 1960). 

But there have been more telling criticisms aimed directly at 

perceived defects in "t-he techniques themselves, whereby the critic for 

one reason or another says that data collected by this observation and 

interaction with the researched in their daily lives tend to be scien

tifically less valid. Such criticisms come principally from scholars 

in other disciplines. A classic example is the assertion by the 

psychologist Kerlinger that, despite the strengths it has, 11 ••• the 

field study is a scientific weak cousin of laboratory and field 

experiments.~ (Kerlinger 1964:390.) This is merely a bluDt statement 

of a point of view that can be found expressed in many fashions, not 

necessarily in anthropology, but in other social sciences. The notion 

tends to be that somehow the data gleaned through participant obser

vation and interaction are less valuable scientifically, less verifia

ble statistically. The data are "soft," not "hard. 11 They tend to be 
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"merely descriptive" instead of "analytic 11 or "explanatory." And it 

may even be suspected that participant observation is the preferred 

research mode of warm-hearted (and probably soft-headed) humanists, 

as opposed to the mercilessly cold, penetrating statistical probes of 

those with a more hard-headed scientific bent. 

Such a construal is blatant nonsense. One of the major objectives 

of this dissertation, over and above the analysis of certain aspects 

of rural Haitian society, h/3.$ been to document and demonstrate the 

well-nigh untapped and unequallable 11hard11 scientific potential of the 

community study method, with its reliance on immersion in a social 

field. The argument can be made that the "softness" of' this method 

stems more from its newness and lack of full exploitation; as maturity 

approaches, a scientific strength born of more skillful techniques 

will imbue the traditional intuition-gleaned insights of these anthro-

pological immersiOn procedures, not only with a solid substructure of 

incontestable statistical "hardness," but also an unprecedented 

ability to penetrate and expose heretufore latent patterns and processes 

which had escaped even the most careful ethnographic description during 

the discipline 1 s adolescence--and which at any rate will remain 

forever invisible to research whose designers lack the insights that 

only immersion can bring. 3 

Such claims obviou.sly.:stem f'rom the unexpected patterns that were 

discovered during the commnnity study in Kinanbwa. The met·hodological 

3. If these notions are correct, we may expect that the not-too
distant future will see the intellectual vindication of those who 
have refused to climb on someone else 1 s bandwagon, but who have 
maintained instead a public insister:.ce on the unique potential which 
they knew to be latent in this most ancient of anthropological 
data-collecting strategies. 
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impl.iCation ot this experience is that the latent scientific po

tential which in-depth techniques have always had is contingent upon 

their eventually being harnessed to quantitative tect.niques. This 

general.ization vil.l. become clearlY specific in the light of concrete 

examples of how this was done in the research community, and done in 

a way that would have been utterly impossible to an itinerant researcher 

who quickly breezed into Kinanbwa for a brief survey. If the patterns 

.round have validity·, , it should be clear that in-depth field 

workers should weed out any sentiments of f'ear --or scorn--for 

quantitative techniques. The disdainful. sneer with which the term 

"questionnaire research" is occasionally pronounced by anthropologists 

can be seen as highly inappropriate. Such techniques are not the 

foibles of' unimaginative nit-pickers who want to document everything 

they say; they rather provide the researcher with completely unanti

cipated things that he otherwise would never have thought of saying. 

Fear of these techniques will be seen to be just as inappropriate--

the understandable hesitance of some fieldworkers who feel they are 

somehow "out of their depth" when approaching the domain of statistics. 

On the contrary, a very convincing arguinent· can· be made to the 

e:ffect that a researcher plunged into linguistic and cultural involve

ment within a community is in a uniquely advantageous position to 

use these quantitative techniques for genuinely effective research. 

He is able to e.void the pitf'alls which so frequently sabotage the 

investigations of' permanent of'f'ice-based (or visiting hotel-based) 

survey researchers, pitf'a.lls which f'requently turn such research 

projects into expensive farces. 

In light of this concern for evolving tet:!hniques, I will giv~ 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

in this appendix a fairly, detailed 1iscussion of the methods that 

were used at different points in fieldwork, and the considerations that 

led to their eventual adoption and use. Many of the methodological 

decisions were taken with hesitation, and a few of them proved ill

founded. But on the whole the methodological complex which finally 

crystallized seems to have been effective enough to warrant presenta

tion of its principal features. 

Tne appendix will be divided into two sections. In the first 

section a discussion will be undertaken of variations on traditional 

ethnographic methods which were used in Kinanbwa, distinguishing them 

from the consideration, in the second section, of the various tYPes:> 

of quantitative techniq_ues that were simultaneously being used. 

With respect to ethnographic techniq_ues, a discussion of the 

decision to engage in active fieldwork, combining open note-taking 

with formal interviewing, vill be followed by a description of the 

contractual <:l.!'rangements vhicll were entered into with a large number 

of regular informants as a response to a series of obstacles that 

had presented themselves in the earlier days cf fieldwork. The misgi

vings that had been felt about these arrangements vill be discussed, 

as well as the highly positive impact which, despite these earlier 

misgivings, the decision to adopt such arrangements had on the course 

of fieldvork and the quality of "';hF> ethnographic data. 

A lengthy and detailed discussion of the quantitative techniques 

utilized in Kinanbwa will begin with an analysis of some major problems 

which such research confronts in the rural Third World. An argument will be 

made that village based researchers are in a better position to do such 

research than vi.siting .survey takers, ~nd detailed. descriptions will be 

given o1· the content and methods of the surveys taken in Kinanbwa. 
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ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS_ 

Appendix A has analyzed in their broader context the series 

of events that occurred between arrival in the town of Les Bayahondes 

and the eventual onset of active fieldwork in Kinanbwa, The 11settling 

in11 period was a quasi-passive phase, with no clear termination point, 

which resulted in the modicum of integration into the community 

necessary for beginning a more active pursuit of new informa-l: ion and insights 

into the dynamics of local life. Interesting and moving as these 

processes were (in retrospect), they by no means provided most or 

even much of the serious insights that eventually surfaced. These 

latter were the product of conscious and active data collecting tech-

niques, and the validity of the analysis rests, not on the degree of 

"integration" achieved into the community, but on the reliability of 

the subsequent research procedures employed after the modicum of 

preliminary a~ceptance had been won. 

ACTIVE FIELDWORK 

Though there were several broad topics which had been designated 

as eventual targets of specific research, the first v~eeks were spent 

in the time-honored anthropological task of trying to soak up as 

much information as possible about. daily life in ov:c lakou, trying 

to identify the major activities that engaged the energies of our 

neighbors, and the major concerns around which conversations revolved. 

4.p;y_ then my Creole was adequately fluent. I had been studying 
the language, and practicing it with Haitians in New York, for over 
a year before beginning fieldwork. My wife had also arrived with a basic 
knowledge of the language. In this task, the grammar by Valdman (1970) 
proved useful, as ha,l Hall 1 s earlier descriptive grammar (1953). 
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The lakou where we lived was an ideal site to carry out such 

exploratory observations. Because of the location of our hous.:, we were 

members of a lakou which, in addition to our own household, had four 

other households, representing some variety in terms of conjugal 

types, houseL·:~ld composition, and age of chil.dren. In addition to this 

great social diversity,. there was also a large degree of economic 

diversity within this lakou, ranging f'rom the relatively wel.l 

endowed households to impoverished households Wose members lived 

in a room that had origina1ly served as a storage room. The presence 

of dif:ferent household types and different level.s of' economic well.

being in terms of landholdings gave firsthand exposure to a wide 

variety of' the lif'e situations present in this community and throughout 

the Plain. Furthermore the presence of adult half-siblings within 

the same lakou, and of inmarrying husbands whose union to the adult 

females of the lakou was of the non-legal plasal type, and who conse

quently had no strict property rights in the lakou apart f'rom their 

having procreated children there, was also typical and provided 

direct access to various types of' interpersonal. and interhousebold 

dynamics (both friendly and hostile) whose observation provided many 

important leads and insights. 

Eventually, inf'ormal observation and sporadic inquiry had to give 

way to more formal methods. The :first aspect of the change involved 

an expansion of contacts, and the gaining o:f access to other l.akous 

in the community. But P.fter one or two visits, informa.J.. conversation 

tends to run dry, and people begin to wonder just what the researcher 

does for a living. The occurrence of this problem in Kina.nbwa brough 

to the f'ore an issue which many :fiel.dworkers have discussed and which 
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probably ~ f'ieldworkers have had to confront: how formal and 

obvious should one's research be and~ specifically, how open should 

one ' s note taking be? 
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Initially care was taken to restrict open note-taking to a mini

mum in order to avoid creating uncomfortableness in people and perhaps 

stopping or altering the content of the conversations or behaviors 

thus recorded. But the alternative--"acting naturally" in situations 

and waiting to write down information afterwards--proved to be a quite 

dissatisfactory procedure. It constantly involved what in effect was-

to me, at least--uncomfortable dissimulation~ as covert "interviews" 

were carried on under the guise of "natural" innocent chatting. It 

further involved the continual but subtle manipulation of conversa

tions toward certain topics. Furthermore, this technique, despite the 

naturalness of behavior which it purported to sustain, in actuality 

proved to be comparatively superficial in the quality of the informa

tion obtained. If questions were held back and the conversations 

permitted to follow their natural course, topicB would switch before 

vital information would come up. But if question after question was 

injected by the researcher, peo!Jle soon realized they were being pumped. 

Uncomfortableness was felt on both sides. And at any rate the delay 

in writing down what was observed, casually overheard, or conversa

tionally elicited led to a loss of· rich, colorful, and potentially 

crucial information. 

Any research technique involves problems; but the informational 

advantages of completely overt fieldwork, formal interviewing, and 

unabashed note taking were eventually felt to outweigh any disadvan

tages, and they were thus adopted as constant research tools. Informal 
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observations and "mental notes" continued to be made, but open note-

taking and interviewing became gradually more :frequent; and clearly the 

bulk o~ the data on which ";the analySis- has dependai was elicited in 

situations where people knew they were openly being asked questions 

or where they knew events were being observed by a researcher. 

Eventua.J.ly it was necessary to stop attempting to soak up and 

record "everything" and to begin focusing observation and question-

asking. Broad content areas had been previously designated, on the 

basis of both theoretical concerns and specific needs of the publ.ic 

health program of which this research project vas in part an adjunct, 

as topics :f'or research. In terms of these latter concerns, high 

priority was given to the exploration of healing rituals and specialists, 

with respect' not only to the details of the ceremonies, but a.l.so to 

the folk-theories and conceptual models which underlie these rites. 

Specia.l attention was similarly given to documenting in some detail the 

cultural. beliefs and practices associated with pregnancy, chil.dbirth, 

and care of the neonate (Murray and Alvarez 1972). A dominant 

research concern also involved the general. question of family size. 

This general. topic was formulated into more specific questions con-

cerning the local economic repercussions of having many as opposed 

to few children, or vice versa. This formulation of the broader 

issue was chosen because it 'Was conducive to the gathering of d.etai~d 

ethnographic information on economic and domestic patterns in rural 

Haiti--spheres which had been given relatively little scholarly atten

tion in the literature. 5 

5. A preliminary analysis of these latter topics can be found in 
Murray 1972. 
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The quantitative coverage given to some of these issues later in 

fieldwork will be discussed below. But all through fieldwork they were 

given detailled, descriptive ethnographic coverage as well. They 

were pursued non only through observation of daily life in several 

lakous, gardens, and market-places, but also through repeated inten-

sive, tape-recorded interviews with some two dozen adult males a.11d fe-

Dales from different selected households.. Various formats were used 

for this interviewing. Some sessions were "dyadic," between inte-rviewer 

and one interviewee. But many group interviews were also held, vhere 

the topic did not make such a procedure inappropriate. These group 

interviews tended to produce highly detailed data, as informants 

would reinforce (and occasionally contradict) each other, buttressing 

their statements with vivid anecdotal materials that 'Would call 

forth yet more information from others. These conversations we:-:"e 

6 
neither interrupted nor slowed down and new questions that arose 

during the interviews were jotted dovn and posed when a lull in the 

conversation occurred. In other sessions detailled genealogies and 

life histories were elicited. 

6. This vas one of the major advantages of the tape recorder, which 
was -~sed during most interviews. If an individual had never seeD a 
tape recorder, a demonstration of its use was given before the inter
view. Surprisingly few cases of "mike fright" were encountered through
out fieldwork. All of the interviews were subsequently transcribed, 
producing thousands of pages of rich verbal data. The tape recorder 
was also used during rituals, as vas the camera. Far from encoun-
"t:eriP.g objections to this, as fieldwork. progressed and more neigh-
borly invitations were received to attend various rites being given 
by different households for their ancestral spirits, the tape 
recorder became expected. On one occasion when it was left behind, 
the person giving the ceremony asked why I had not brought it, implying 
that I was treating his ceremony as somehov less worthy of recording 
than ceremonies that I had atteaded in other lakous. After that I 
generally took the tape recorder to such events. 
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THE QUESTION OF REMUNERATION 

These extended relationships with many villagers who permitted 

themselves to be interviewed repeatedly anC!. at great length provided 

much important data and were in many ways crucial to successful field-

work. Though such matters tend to be omitted or treated passingly 

in many anthropological studies, the specific steps taken to estab-

lish such research bonds, whether consciously done or not, consti-

tute an important element in the methodological repertoire of the 

researcher. Such extended cooperation from such a wide variety of 

households was a boon which did not just emerge spontaneously. It 

vras made possible only by the adoption of a system of explicit, 

regular recompense. The misgivings felt, and the decisions taken, 

with regard to this sensitive and somewhat controversial issue are 

worthy of at least brief discussion. 

When the decision was taken early in fieldwork to be less shy 

about direct questioning and open note-taking, the most. frequently 

P.xpressed objection by some villagers was: why was no payment being 

made for their assistance? These requests came as no surprise. 

I had encountered more frequent and direct general requests for money 

in Haiti than in any other Caribbean setting, usually by people who 

had performed no service whatsoever. 7 Little stigma appeared to be 

attached to making such a direct request if the asker placed himself 

:7. Such requests had, however, virtually never been encountered 
during fieldwork among peasants of the Dominican Republic. Though 
economically hard-pressed individuals there would occasionally ask 
for money, requests were never phrased as recompense for cooperation 
in an interview. Quite the opposite was true in Kinanbwa, however, 
dramatically illustrating that rules of fieldwork appropriate in 
one setting may be totally misguided in another. 
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in a low economic category. In fact many times the request was made 

in a joking tone that indicated that the petitioner fully expected 

a refusal. No such joking tone was present when recompense for 

time spent giving information was requested. 
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Neither financially nor philosophically did such requests pre

sent a problem. Financially the grant under vhich fieldwork was being 

carried out allowed for research expenses, of which informant remune

ration would be a justifiable item. Philosophically research was 

ultimately viewed as a task requiring the expenditure of human 

time and energy. The villagers 1 participation was not limited to 

going through their normal daily routine as the researcher observed 

and questioned; there were t.imes when certain villagers would be 

asked to drop what they were doing and to spend one or several hours 

of their time and energy :in direct assistance to the researcher. 

Despite the association of the study with a public health program, 

I neither entertained nor promulgated the illusion that the research 

was so noble in intent as to merit grateful, unremunerated assistance 

from its intended beneficiaries. It was a neutral, professional 

task; and if individuals who gave of their time and energy toward 

the achieving of that task asked for recompense, they were being 

perfectly reasonable. 

Philot:ophical agreement with the validity of the requests was 

countered, however, by misgivings of a different nature. These mis

givings centered on two issues: the practical worry that payment would 

set a precedent that would be difficult to retreat from at later 

stages of fieldwork; and a less clearly definable concern at the 

"commercis.lized" element that this would impart to fieldvork, a concern 
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which was related to the vanishing (but still occasionally flouted) 

mystique that "good f'ieldwork 11 is that which proceeds on the basis of 

neighborly rapport--"people give you information beca·'"' .e you 1 re 

one of theru and they like you. 11 Though the absurdity of this second 

misgiving is patent on close scrutiny~ the combination of the two 

produced serious hesitation when payment for services was requested. 

I had gloomy fantasies of eventuallY approaching a group of neighbors 

relaxing and conversing in the lakou, and of 'being charged admission 

to join the group; of anthropological visitors coming to be shown 

around my community and of my shame at having to pay peop:i..e in advance 

to be sure to wave to us.... Some of the hesitations against paying 

had an air of practical p1ausibility; others on close examination 

bordered on the a"tlsurd. But all were felt and were weighed heavily 

before a decision was taken vhich profoundly affected the overall 

course of much of the subsequent fieldwork. 

Eventually the misgivings vere cast aside and a contractual 

arrangement was adopted whereby individuals would be selected~ approached, 

and asked if they would be interested in spending a few hours "work-

ing with me." They were told that selected individuals from different 

lakous~ who agreed to fairly regular sessions, would be remunerated 

for their cooperation at a fixed hourly rate. 

Though never explicitly formulated, clear "rules of the gam.e" 

emerged which were acceptable and satisfactory to all concerned. 

Payment vas strictly for those intensive (and increasingly frequent) 

sessions where the informants sat with me at a table while I asked 

lengthy questions, writing or tape-recording their answers; or -when 

they dropped vhat they were doing to make a special trip to the fields 
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or marketplaces specifically to point cut or clarify some matter. 

At no other time--neither in relaxed conversations in their la.kou, 

nor in the religious ceremonies, nor while they were performing 

normal tasks in their fields or houses--was any money ever reques-

ted or paid. When a regular working relationship was satisfac

torily established, other ambiguities tended to disappear. '8 

EFFECTS OF REMUNERATION 

The adoption of this system had dramatically positive impacts, 

not only on the socioemotional and interpersonal dynamics acco!!!pany-
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ing the gathering of information, but also on the breadth and quality 

of the information itself, Because the decision to use this method 

could conceivably seem less than wise to some fieldworkers, a factual 

description of some of its effects in the context of Kinanbwa is 

in order. ·9 It must be emphasized that the following discussion is 

not an advertisement for blanket use of direct cash payments by all 

fieldworkers. The appropriateness and effectiveness of this system 

in a rural Haitian community might be matched by a glaring inappro-

priateness and ineffectiveness in other settings, a practical assess-

ment which must be made by each fieldworker. Nonetheless 1.mwarranted 

misgivings may be felt by fieldworkers in a situation where it might 

8. It should be pointed out that some of the informe.nts were in the 
middle or higher economic level in the community and were never among 
those who actively req_uested money in the early days of fieldwork. But the 
incontestable appropriateness in this cultural setting of properly prof
ferred cash recompense is attested to by the general agreement to colla
borate which such an offer elicited throughout fieldwork, and by the 
absence of a single refusal to accept such paymer1t when tactfully offerred 
as a matter of course . 

. 9. For a discussion of remuneration in a slightly different context, 
see Coen and Murray (1975). 
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be a hirhly effective procedure to utilize some variant of this re

muneration strategy. To these the following discussion should prove 

relevant. 

Effects on the Interview. 
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The most immediate noticeable effect of a regular remuneration 

system was the virtual elimination of a generalized uncomfortableness 

that had up until then pervaded many interviews. The uncomfortable

ness alluded to here is not the nervousness that understandably 

res1..1lts from the broaching of locally sensitive of "tabootr topics; 

a noticeable degree of tension--and relief at termination--was present 

even during some interviews whose topics were fairly neutral. 

The nature of the interview situation iteelf undoubtedly t~.ccounted 

for part of this uncomfortableness. The informant was not only per

mitting an imposition on his or her -Gime, but was also being subjec

ted to a type of detaiJed questioning which most had probably never 

undergone before. If the villager felt uncomfortableness, the 

interviewer was no less so. Though thorough questioning and the 

clarification of inconsistencies or implausibilities in the informa

tion was essential to the research, these constituted a l.ess than 

attractive imposition on the person being interviewed. In fact the 

latter we.s doing the researcher a favor; both parties knew it. 

And whereas such a favor could be asked and given once with a minimum 

of tension, crucial follow-up interviews, though essential, were diffi-· 

cult to request. 

This uncomfortableness had yet another dimension in Kinanbwa, which 

is perhaps less prominent in other cultural settings but probably holds 

in some other regions of Haiti as well. Favors and services tend to 
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be rendered to non-family members only under specific arrangements 

(such as exchange-labor groups) where the nature of the reciprocity 

is clearly understood and its occurrence is assured. This is not 

unusual in peasant communities; in fact it is rather common. But 

there is a norm in Kinanbwa whose effect must be taken into account. 

To let oneself somehow be induced into doing something pou gramesi 

("for a great big thank you"--i.e. for free) is generally interpreted 

less as a manifestation of generosity than as a sign of gullibility, 

is less a virtue than a weakness. The occurrence of some complaints 

against talking pou gramE!si indicated that the interview situation 

itself was subject to this construal. One offshoot of this is that 

~-individuals who might not object to dedicating time to a re

searcher were potentially vulnerable to the danger of mockery 

which extended, repeated cooperation could elicit from other villagers. 

The establishment of a system of remuneration effectively eli

minated this problem~ which had not only made the obtaining of inter

views more difficult, but even contaminated the atmosphere of some 

of those that were granted. When remuneration was adopted, both 

parties tended to be more at ease during the interview itself, 

and neighbors knew that steady informants had been selected and were 

doing this pou kOb (''for money") and not pou gram8si. The only 

complaint that was heard voiced on this matter was, not that such 

a practice existed in the commnnity, but why were not more indi

viduals given such a ti-lavi. ("little br.e.ak11 /. Dread of interviews 

disappeared, replaced by willingness and in some cases at least 

outright enthusiasm. The interviews themselves proceeded in a much 

more relaxed fashion, and the tension that interviewer as well as 
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interviewee had often felt became a thing of the past. 

The 11 contract 11 nature of the interview situation also elimina

ted many of the physical interruptions which had plagued the non

remunerated interviews earlier in fieldwork, when children and curi

ous neighbors would make their presence felt. The noise itself was a 

distraction, and the content of what was being said was in many cases 

perhaps altered by virtue of the arrival of new "listeners. 11 On 

other occasions the villager was busy and the interview had to pro

ceed as the respondent was simultaneously occupied in sorr.e other 

task; or the interview would be simply terminated by the respondent 

before all of the content had been covered. In such cases I simply 

just was in no position to be firm in securing privacy and un

divided attention for the interview, or insisting on completion. 

The interviews comducted in the remuneration framework had none of these 

problems. 

If the intervie".f under this latter arrangeme::1t was being co:1-

ducted insidE: my own home~ interruption from the neighbors 1 

children was easily avoided and any adult who arrived was cour

teously attended to for a few moments at the door and invited back 

later when "my work" was finished. When the interview took place 

in the informants 1 houses, they themselves played si:roilar roles in 

removing the sources of interruptions. Occasionally other adults 

would enter and circumstances did not permit a request for the new

comer to leave. In such cases, if the content of the interview was 

delicate, the topic would be changed to ::~olliethine broader and more 

neutral until the reestablishment of privacy once again permitted the 

original topic to be pursued. As work became regular and "normal," 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

598 

such interr<.lptions, usually motivated by curiosity, greatly dimi-

nished in number. This control of' the interview situation, usually 

done on the initiative of' the informants themselves in their own 

homes, was a naturally assumed concomitant of the formalized work 

situation. 

Quite apart f'rom its beneficial effects on the socioemotional 

dynamics of the interview itself, thl.!s contractual arrangement had 

positive effects on the breadth and quality of the interview data 

themselves. In contrast to the fleetingness and chanciness of infer-

mation gleaned in "normal conversations," in these remunerated 

interviews and visits to the fields it was possible to cover a wider 

range of crucial topicslD and to pursue these in the desired depth. 

Time was, of course, no longer a problem; and the elimination of am-

biguities concerning the nature of the expected cooperation and 

recompens-e also remo·,~d the major ambivalences on both sides cancer-

ning the detail with which information could be pursued and given. 

General preliminary explanation had always been given as to the 

objective of the research and of the need to explore at least some 

areas that people usually discussed only with their intimates. These 

preliminaries, coupled with the contract nature of the interview 

situation itself, certainly made it easier to probe otherwise sensi-

tive areas and--to all appearances, at least--made it ·substantially 

less painful or embarrassing to talk of them. There were questions 

that still resulted in slightly uncomfortable pauses; but both 

10 . ~nere "ere~ of course, some topics that were purposefully 
not broached in this fashion. 
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parties helped to get through these "rough spots." They were 

treated as natural though difficult; they were no longer treated as 

inappropriate invasions of privacy, and never threatened to termi

nate the interview abruptly. In this fashion the range of explo

rable content expanded greatly. 

Effects on other Aspects of Research. 
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It must be further recalled that the intensive interview, or the 

special visit to the gardens, was only one aspect of the field research. 

Though important data were gathered in such contexts, insights 

gleaned in more informal settings continued to be sought and in many 

instances provided material for later intensive questioning. The 

contract relationship with informants had the paradoxical effect, 

not of making other types of fieldwork more difficult, as had been 

feared, but of opening wide the doors of many houses and lakous, 

where working relationships had been established, and of rendering 

quite natural and non-disruptive visits by me to houses or gardens 

when ordinary work was going on. Thus participation in ordinary 

domestic scenes in a greater variety of lakous became possible, as 

"Hell as detailed observations in gardens and market stalls where the 

presence of the researcher would have formerly been more intrusive. 

Thus the effects of this contractual arrangement were felt far beyond 

the confines of the particular situations where it was formally in 

ef:fect. 

Misgivings Proved Unwarran'ted. 

If there were any disadvantages to this system, they did not 

become apparent. The various misgivings which preceded the decision 
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proved unfounded. A major fear, for example, had been that once 

payment wa.s prof:fered for one bit of information, every subsequent 

insight during the remainder of :rieldwork would also have to be 

purchased. As was pointed out, the opposite occurred. The expec

tation of cash remuneration automatically confined itself to certain 

formalized work sessions, and other interactions were construed in 

the idiom o:f friendsnip or neighborliness. In fact the frequent 

requests for money or other gif'ts, which had made the early days of 

fieldwork somewhat trying, generally came to an abrupt halt in 

those la.kous where solid work relationships with an adult member 

had been establ.isbed. 

But to some degree the opposite danger had alsc been seen as a 

possibility, the danger that some individuals would be insuJ.ted at 

the offer of money, Open requests for money tended to be made by 

less well-off individuals. Furthermore, as became clear when 

labor arrangements .were discussed, working for wages :for other 

villagers, no matter what the task, is considered a demeaning mani

festation of one 1 s own poverty. Many villagers WOUl.d have been 

insulted if another villager offered to hire them for a day in 
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his gardens. Persons in need of such employmE::nt :frequently sought it 

out in distant communities where their condition would not be so mani

fest. It was thus feared that offering money to informants would be 

construed as bearing the same demeaning implications. 

This did not occur. The unusualness of this research situation 

to the villagers, and its association with the first :foreigner who 

had lived in the community, created a flexibility of interpretation 

by which a special invitation to participate might be interpreted 
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positively, as an acti•rity somewhat analogous to prestigeful "white 

collar" employment in the tow.n, for example. Though it is impossi

ble to say in retrospe-ct how prevalent this attitude was, it did find 

verbal expression. And positive steps were taken to avoid the attach

ment of any negative economic or social implications to agreement 

to 11work with me. 11 It was made clear to the two dozen or so men and 

women with whom we worked intensively at different points in field

work that their services -were being utilized, as opposed to those of 

other villagers, because of their knowledgeability and capacity for 

communicating that knowledge. And though work sessions were carried 

on in as informal and relaxed a manner as possible, and sessions were 

peppered with easy-going humor, this relaxed atmosphere was inten

tionally embedded within a certain context of situational formality, 

incorporating some of the paraphernalia of research--such as a tape 

recorder--and the seating arrangements that would facilitate its use. 

This maintained a "work-ethic" air, even in the context of the easy 

conversational style appropriate for the elicitation of certain topics, 

and fully legitimized and desensitized the potentially embarrasing 

(for some) payment aspect by embedding the whole matter in a profes

sional context where payment was highly al?propriate •. 

It had also been feared, as was mentioned above, that working with 

informants on a direct cash basis vould tend to channel relationships 

into a commercialized "employer-employee" mold which would bear 

little in common wHh the war:n, disinterested neighborly rapport 

so frequently flouted in the literature as the anthropologist 1 s main 

sou:.::-ce, not only of h:.nnan satisfaction, but also of penetrating insights 

into local life. To adopt a quasi-contractual mode of work relationship 
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seem to run the risk of precluding such relations from the start, or 

of making them extremely difficult. Indications have already been 

given above that this was not in f'act what happened. The tstablishment 

of economic bonds served in fact to provide a basis for, rather than 

to hinder, the emergence of more generalized interpersonal reiation

ships, which in turn gave rise to the mutual invitations, minor 

food gifts, and reciprocal visiting patterns characteristic of 

"classical11 anthropological fieldwork. In retrospect the initial fear 

of injecting an economic element. into informant relationships had 

little theoretical validity; for in the cr;ntext of life in Kinanbwa 

(and in other peasant settings) it is precisely around realistic, 

serious 'W'Ork relationships that other types of relationships tend 

to crystallize. 

It is true, of course, that unlike most economic bonds bet'W'een 

neighbors ::i.n the connnunity, the researcher-informa~t bond had a heavy 

element of asymetry. But a strongly egalitarian orientation which 

governs most imteractions between adults in the community, as well 

as the above mentioned sensitivity toward potentia-lly demeaning inter

pretations of working for wages, resulted in the formulation by some 

informants of explicit rationales as to bow this type of work required 

skill on their part • which not everyone in the community possessed. 

This mutually developed and accepted definition of the informant as 

an articulate, knowledgeable expert was buttressed by a concomitant 

definition of the researcher as a perceptive, not-easily-fooled, but-

in local matters--helplessly ignorant questioner whose ignorance it 

was the informants' specific task to overcome. This working definition 

of the situation was quite effective in 11defusing" the potential 
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sensitivity of non-egalitarian aspects of -the working arrangement 

(such as payment and the firmness which was occasionally necessary 

for the maintaining of a prmctuality, concentration, and coherence in 

the interviews). The economic :asymetry of the relationship was 

thus deemphasized in favor of the model of a quasi-egalitarian 

and collaborative search for accuracy, a task which required skill, 

hard work, and some discipline on the part of all involved. The sense 

of mutual achievement YThich was felt at different "plateaus" in 

fieldwork eventually i..nbued certain relationships with a number of 

sentiments that are more appropriately discussed under the rubric, 

nor of work relationships, but of friendship. 

Two other objections were heard in Haiti against the practice of 

directly remrmerating informants and respondents. These must be dis

cussed briefly. The first stated, in effect, that the peasants were 

alread;:,r too prone to ask for money and had to be taught to cooperate 

voluntarily with people who came from Port-au-Prince or from other 

countries to engage i!! activities (among which was research) which 

would ultimately benefit them. The second objection was based on the 

f'eeling that payments would "spoil the ground" for other researchers. 

The first objection, which depicts the researcher as an altruistic, 

quasi-humanitarian benefactor of the lucky villagers on whom he has 

bestowed his attention~ scarcely needs comment. 

The second objection, as stated, is simply false; ground is not 

spoiled. A village which has been the object of intensive research, 

but whose residents have been adequately recompensed for their coope

ration, will in all likelihood be much more receptive to future research, 

than a village which has never been exposed to this initially threatening 
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experience or which has been studied during a sudden inunda.tion of' 

questionnaire-toting urban interviewers sent out by social scientists 

who assume that it is the vill.agers 1 duty to donate their time 

to answer his questions. It is this latter type of impersonal., 

threatening, and frequently demeaning intrusion which generates 

hostility to research, not the type of extended, remunerated collabo

ration that was carried out in Kinanbwa. 

It ~true, however, that the peasants of Kinanbwa are now aware 

of a right to recompense for assistance rendered to researchers; and 

to that degree the ground has been spoiled f'or any researcher who 

had hoped to find a village full of "naive subjeds," who l.ike so 

many Third World peoples can be easily talked into donating free 

time and inf'ormation to help people write their articl.es or books. 

The people of' Kinanbwa were "recalcitrant" in this sense from the 

very beginning, L.ild are undoubtedly more so now.ll 

To sum up the preceding: in the light of certain research ob

stacles encountered early in fieldwork, a decision was made which 

was to af'fect dramatically the quantity a...;.a qucJ.ity of certain types 

of ethnographic data.: the decision to inject a higher degree of 

structured f'ormalit.y into fieldwork, one aspect of' which was the 

"contracting" of' several informants for extended work on the basis 

of specified hourly recompense. The many unanticipated benefits of 

this decision were briefly discussed, not the least of' which was the 

re~val of much initial artificiality and the creation of realistic, 

task-oriented bonds which overflowed into other types of relations, 

greatly enhancing f'ieldwork in several fashions. Caution must be 

u .. cr. Chen and Murray (1975). 
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used in generalizing from this experience; it was appropriate f"or 

a specific setting. Yet it was fo1Uld to be useful. by one researcher~ 

and other researchers may be inclined to at least consider its appli

cability to their own setting if' they are encountering analogous 

obstacles. 

QUANTITATIVE METHODS 

Had data collecting been limited to the methods discussed above, 

a relativelythaough and somewhat traditional ethnography of life 

in Kinanbwa would have emerged, an ethnography which would have 

captured in some detail the major patterns of rural Haitian C4.L'ture, 

but which would have missed crucial domains of more subtle, less 

visible patterning which will in the long run turn out to be an im

portant key to understanding what occurs on the surface. A major 

feature of this camouflaged regularity became visible through the 

application of quantitative techniques, which were employed at four 

different periods of fieldwork. How the instruments were construc

ted and the de.ta. collected will be the subject of the f'ollowing 

paragraphs. 

"Quantification" can take several forms. One could capture in 

figures key aspects of one da.y in the life of one peasant, in tenu.s 

of caloric intake, man-hours dedicated to dif'ferent tasks, and the 

like. The type of quantification that is of interest here, however, 

is that research procedure in which the investigator singles out a 

number of important dimensions and attempts to gather the relevant 

data on a large number of carefully chosen individus.ls, whether they 

constitute an entire population, or a representative sample thereof. 
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A surprisingly large percentage of scholars who have analyzed some 

aspect of peasant Haiti present at least some such quantitative in:for-

mation in their writing. But the researchers who actually collected 

the quantitative data which they present can be counted on the fin-

gers of I)De band. Comhaire-Syl vain (1952) has published an analysis 

of' several land tenure patterns in Marbial, using firsthand data 

collected by members of that project. International organizations 

have also carried out brief surveys on land tenure in specii'ic re-

gions of Haiti (Organization of American States 1.962:630). And 

Klein (1971~ has written up a preliminary analysis of demographic 

dn.ta which she gathered in Fond Parisien. 

But outside of these studies the literature tends to rely, for 

quantitative estimates, on what is perhaps one of the most ficti-

tious and unreliable body of numbers in the Western Hemisphere: 

the Haitian Census of 1950.12 The shortcomings of the census are 

in part due to problems inherent in the realization of eurvey research 

in the Third World. These common pitfalls simply destroy the ef-

fectiveness of the research in many cases. As was suggested earlier, 

steps were able to be taken from the vantage point of village-based 

research which effectively crossed many of the hurdles which prove 

to be the down:fall of jiffy surveys whose designers never set eyes 

on the majority of the people being intervieved. As each of these 

pitfalls are mentioned, some concrete examples of specific solutions 

adopted in Kinanbwa will be given. 

12. E.g. I-ioral (1961:183); BastiEn 0..951:25). For a discussion or 
the officially determined unreliability of these data by U.N. stan
dards, see Casimir (1965). 
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COMMON PITFALLS 

Sociolinguistic Barriers. 

The first weakness in the census--and apparently in some 0ther 

survey research which has been c.arried out in Haiti--had its origin 

in sociolinguistic problems with roots reaching back to the days 

in which the Creole language crystallized. The majority of the popu-

lation speak only Creole, a language which despite its consistent 

similarity to French in its lexical inventory has a syntax and cer

tain phonological features which make it mutually unintelligible 

with French. Several competing orthographies have long been avai-

lable for the language. But French is the national language and 

one frequently hears ambivalent or outright negative evaluations of 

Creole from educated Haitians to the effect that Creole is somehow 

an uneducated, grammarless patois. With this attitude so prevalent 

amon!J the groups who would be entrusted with a task such as that of 

designing a census, it is understanda.ble that there would be a 

reluctance to 11debase 11 such a serious endeavour by producing a 

document in Creole. Thus the census takers descend on the Haitian 

countryside bearing masterfully constructed French document.s which 

could be proudly tacked up in the Sorbonne but which are unintelli

gible gibberish to all except a small minority of the people being 

interviewed. 

The practice of having each interviewer make his own transla

tion on the spot is cOmpletely unacceptable !"rom the point of view 

of response reliability. The practice of supplying the inter-

viewers with ;:;tandardized translations which they read from a sepa-

rate sheet while filling in the answers in French on the French 
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questionnaire borders on the absurd. 13 

Inflexible Prestructuring. 

There is a further connnon weakness in much rural survey research 

in that the investigation is inappropriately prestructured. The 

researchers frequently go directly from their theoretical problem 

to specific questionnaire items, which they then literally translate 

into the language of the country where the survey will be run. Even 

apart from the meaningless of many o~ the questions to the village 

respondents~ the resea!'cher has precluded the possibility of re

operationalizing his theoretical concerns in terms of their concrete 

manifestations in local life--a task v.hich he cannot possibly realize 

without at least some firsthand contact with t,he ;?Opulation to be 

researched. 

This insistence on "face to face 11 contact is occasionally 

dismissed as an amateurish~ quasi-religious initiation rite neces

sary for entry into the anthropological fraternity. The opposite 

is true. First-hand, face-to-face knowledge is a simple task

oriented prerequisite for the constructiou of any professionally 

competent research instruments. Appearances to the contrary, it is 

the coat-and-tie office-based l'esearchers, not the \Tillage based 

fieldworkert who in historical perspective may turn out to have been 

the 1Jungling amateurs. 

From the beginning research in Kinanbwa was prestructured in its 

general contours, in that certain key topics were designated as 

major research objectives. Investigation was, among other things, 

1.3. This practice was reported to me. 
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oriented toward exploring possible int~rrelationships among economic 

organization, domestic organization, and fertility (Murray 1972). 

These are topt"cs which had received much treatment in the scientific 

literature in other culture! contexts, and the agrarian base of rural 

Haitian life was seen as providing a promising context for an ex-

tended ethnographic and quantitative exploration of these matters. 

But it was felt that the formulation of these broader issues into 

specific research q_uestions had to be postponed until some knowledge 

of the organization of local life had been obtained. Ready-made 

instruments with specific prefabricated questions, it was felt, 

might simply confine and pre-channel perception. A looser, more 

open approach to defining problems was adopted in the beginning. 

This openness resulted in the eventual incorproation of land 

transactions, mortuary ritual; and female absenteeism into the research 

question, phenomena which in Kinanbwa are central to the issues being 

researched, but which would never have occurred as dimensions to 

explore carefully had research been totally prefabricated in advance. 

This flexibility is one powerful benefit stemming from immersion in 

a cultural milieu, as opposed to pre-designed survey research; 

and it was utilized heavily in the elaboration of specific research 

~UeRtions in Kinanbva. 

Epistemologically weak Classificatory schemes. 

A survey instrument can be weak because of failure to include 

certain locally crucial variables; but it can also go astray--and in 

Haiti frequently has--in its utilization of categorization schemes 

that are inappropriate to local reality. The most devastating example 
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of this occurs with depressing regul.a.rity in the crucial. domain of 

subsistence. The designe!'s of the national census correctly attempt~d 

to categorize the population of peasant Haiti in terms of land-

tenure variables. The error came when researchers borrowed !'rom 

abroad a taxonomic scheme that attempts to categorize each peasant 

as a landowner, sharecropper, renter~ or l.a.ndlord who has land which 

others work. This taxonomic scheme assumes either that a peasant 

works only one plot, or at l.east that all the plots are worked under 

the same tenure relationship. As was demonstrated in these pages 

this is emphatically not the case in Kinanbwa, where the average 

peasant crops over five separate plots, almost always under varied 

tenure relationships, and in a large number or cases simultaneously 

gives out a plot on a sharecropping basis to another peasant. 

The epistemology of a fourfold classification scheme in which most 

individuals straddle two of the categories, and many fall into three, 

borders on the absurd. Yet the literature is replete with percentage 

figures taken from the 1950 Census, which used what was basically 

a variant of this tYPe of categorization scheme. 

Obviously a radically different classificatory scheme is called 

for in such a setting. When I ha.d become alr·are of the nature of 

local land tenure, the solution adopted in Kinanbwa was to devise 

a classification scheme in which the basic unit of analYsis was not the 

individual cultivator, but the~' thus permitting a higher-level 

secondary classification of an individual on the basis of relative 

nubers of different types of plots whith which be is connected in one 

fashion or another. It is this type of search for classification 

schemes with local epistemological validity that preceded the con

struction of final survey instruments in Kinanbwa. 
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Choice of I:ocally :l;napproprie.te L_exemes. 

There is a final type of error, consciously avoided in Kinanbwa, 

which can weaken the eff'ectiveness even of a well conceived instru

ment with appropriate categories of inquiry and classification. These 

are simple lexical shortcomings, in which the researcher, in the for

mulation of his questions, uses terminology that is somewhat alien 

to the community being investigated. This creates 3ll!biguities in 

the respondent's interpretation and may result in correspondingly 

ambiguous answers. Such errors are especially unfortunate, since 

with st modicum of p:reliminary work with members of the community being 

researched, locally used words and expressions which zero directly in 

on the topic can usually be found. The instruments used in Kinan-

bwa were constructed with the help of village assistants who en-

sured that the ClUestions being posed really meant what they were in

tended to mean. Two very important examples of such local terrni

nology which were incorporated into the instruments will be discussed. 

In the area of mating patterns, there were several socially and 

terminologically distinct conjugal union types, legal marriage (maria1) 

and consensual cohabitation (plasaj) accounting for most unions. 

But there is a scientifically relevant generic category meaning to 

enter into §!!l. type of conjugal union, in which a person can be 

designated as "ever mated" or 11never mated. 11 The problem was to find 

if this category existed in the local terminological scheme, and if 

"SO what linguistic terms were used to designate it. There is such a 

category; and, it turns out, there is a common locally used phrase 

which permits the formulation of unaiJ.biguous questions as to whether 

an individual has ever entered a conjugal union: fe are ("to make affair"). 
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To 11ma.ke an af'f'a.ir11 is to enter into any type of' conjuge.J.. union in 

which ·t.here are community-structured economic responsibilities on the 

part of' the man, and in which the woman is publicly recognized as his 

ma.dam. 14 This thus excludes casual sexual liaisons, or even semi-

permanent liaisons in which the couple has not yet taken the steps 

which earn f'or them community recognition as man and wife. That is, 

there was in the Creole of' Kinanbwa a generic term which roughly 

coincJ.des ref'erentially with the academic concept of' "conjugal. 

union." The identification of this concept, and its term, thus per-

mits the formulation of' specific interview questions which zero di-

rectly in on the target area. 11Has the respondent ever been involved 

in a ..:=onjugal union? 11 enters the survey instrument as "Eske ou k5n 

f'e a:re dEija? 11 11How many conjugal unions has the respondent entered, 

including his current union?" enters the instrument as 11K6bYe af'e ou ge 

tit :re?" And so on. 

To discuss "conjugal unions" "Without ref'erring to the concept of' 

"a:f'f'air" would require cumbersome circumlocutions which will probably 

be ambisous to respondents and resu1t in the elicitation of' ambi-

guous responses. The problem cannot be avoided by merely being f'luent 

in Creole. Several urban Haitians with whom I discussed this matter 

f'ound this term surprising--and gave a dif'f'erent interpretation to 

the term "make a:f'f'air." It is a matter of' discovering underlying 

conceptual categories which dif'f'er greatly f'rom urban to rural areas. 

Failure to do this can result in ambiguous answers and vitiate the 

14. She will generally not be called "Madam so and so" unless the 
union is of' the legal mariaj type. But in third person ref'erences, 
even plase wives are referred to as the ~ of' so and so. 
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result :3 of the hard work necessary to design and run a survey. 

An equally important lexical item emerged in the ritual sphere. 

Questionnaires have been seen in -which respondents were going to 

be queried as to whether they adhered to the beliefs and practices 

of the folk-religion of Haiti, commonly referred to in the literature 

as "voodoo, 11 or vodun. The fatal error made in these questionnaires 

was to assume that, because the researcher and the interviewer refer 

to the religion as yodun, the peasants do also. They in fact do 

not. It turns out t.hat in KirJ.anbwa, the term vodoU has a different, 

quite restricted and specialized meaning. It refers to a public dance, 

heavily recreational in nature, which is an optional grand finale 

to many larger services~ but at any rate somewhat tangential to the 

central rites of healing and ancestor sacrifices which are the central 

axis and focal point of rural Haitian 1·.aual. The researcher, 

oblivious of the actual meaning of the word vodoii in peasant speech, 

tries to ascertain whether the respondent practices voodoo, by asking 

him, "Esk€ au k6n re vodoii?" To the peasant, this question is 

crystal clear. It means approximately "Have you ever finunced a 

public ritual dance?" And of course, since most haven't, they laugh 

and say no. And the researcher concludes either that voodoo is on 

the wane in his research community, or that the secretive peasants are 

denying their attachment to their ancestral spirits. 

What has actually happened is that the question was posed in an 

inappropriate fashion. It became clear that there was no noun or 

adjective in common speech which was used as a. label for the religion. 

But there was a verb phrase whose semantic content corresponded 

roughly to the concept "practice the folk religion." This verb 
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serve the spirits?" elicited an immediate, unabashed yes from most 

respondents in Kinanbwa. 
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T·::> sum up: in preparation for quantitative research in Kinanbwa, 

a great deal of elicitation and intensivG ethnoscientific probing of 

folk categories and taxa preceded the design of the various survey 

instruments, to insure the formulation of survey questions which were 

both clear to the villagers from a linguistic point of view, and 

were taxonomically appropriate for eliciting the desired information. 

Much of the quantitative research that has been carried out in Haiti, 

including the national census, has been weakened· from the outset 

by the utilization of poorly designed instrur,lents. Yet there is a 

danger that obstacles encountered in a survey lvill be blamed on pea

sant mistrust ("they refuse to answer questions truthfully") or even, 

as was occasionally heard, peasant superstition ( 11they refuse to 

tell the birthda.te of their children for fear of sorcery"). In 

actuality the major source of weakness which bas weakened or devas

tated the value of much survey research in rural Es.iti, and other Tnird 

World settings, is probably to be found in the instruments themselves. 

Most are originally constructed in offices by researchers who have 

neither the familiarity with the daily life of the researched which 

VI'Ould permit the construction of taxonomically relevant 'lUestions, 

nor the familiarity with the language to insure the intelligibility 

of the questions. If many surveys done in villages turn out to be 

farces, the cause is to be found less in peasant recalcitrance than 

in researcher .incompetence. 

The incompetence lies not in My failures on the part of survey 

researchers with respect to the mechanics of their own craft. The 
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shortcoming resides rather in their frequent 11skipping" of a 

crucial page in the bluePrint for intelligent research: the instru

ments must be finely adapted to the local scene. In this sense the 

village based researcher is in general in a highly advantageous posi

tion, to design instrmnents that tap all local manifestations of the 

theoretical problem, that use locally appropriate classification 

schemes, and that are formulated with locally appropriate vocabulary 

which makes the queries crystal clear to the respondents. 

To conclude, we may mention yet another source of error which 

can damage quantitative research. The instrument itself may 

be perfect, but the information given by (;be respondents may be 

inaccurate, either through error or through intentional dissimula

tion. The outside survey researcher is virtually powerless against 

this. The village-based fieldworker is, on the contrary, in a uni

q'\lely advantageous position to devise techniques which make the occur

rence of errors less likely, and their detection and rectification 

more feasible v;hen they occur {cf. Chen and Murray 1975). Discussion 

of the steps taken will be given as the content of each of the four 

major surveys is described. 

CONTENT OF THE FOUR SURVEYS 

A great deal of quantitative data was gathered in Kinanbwa in 

the course of four separate surveys carried out at different periods 

of fieldwork. Each of these surveys aimed at a broad range of infor

mation, but for purposes of discussion here, each will be given a label 

referring to a majcr content area which distinguished it from the 

other surveys. Discussion will focus on those aspects of the surveys 
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which bear most directly on the content of the analysis to be presented 

in these pages. Mention will be made of the methodological innovations 

employed in each survey .1~ 

The Exploratory Survey. 

The collection of quantitative data had been anticipated before 

fieldwork began, but the intention was to spend at least half a year 

immersed in the life of the community before designing instruments. 

Nonetheless some three months after fieldwork began, when some basic 

15. Financial support for these surveys was given as follows. The 
first survey (henceforth to be referred to as the "Exploratory 
Survey") and the second survey (the "Land Transaction Survey") 
were carried out entirely under the generous and flexible funding 
arrangements of the Overseas Population Internship Program of 
the Department of Population Planning at the University of Michigan 
in Ann Arbor. The third survey (henceforth to be called the "Demographic 
Survey") and the fourth survey (the "Agricultural Survey") involved 
supplementary support from other institutions~ over and above the 
research fu.'1ding, support which is here gratefully acknowledged. 
The Demographic Survey, carried out several months after the 
Land Transaction Survey, was done with financial and professional 
support from the Divisio~ of Social and Administrative Sciences of 
the International Institute for the Study of Human Reproduction, at 
Columbia University. The director of this division, Dr. Samuel 
M. Wishik, sent two members of his professional staff on a brief 
visit to Kinanbwa, visited the research community himself, financed a 
trip by me to consult in the division's center in New York City, 
covered the many expenses involved in the preparation and carrying 
out of the survey, and, above all, arranged for Ms. Kwan-Hwa Chen, 
a demographer from the Division, to be jointly responsible for the 
collection and analysis of the demographic data gathered in this sur
vey, and to reside in Kinantwa itself during the survey. 

The Demographic Survey was also made possible by the generosity 
of Dr. Ary Bordes, who generously permitted the use of the office and 
mimeographing facilities of the Centre d'Hygiene Familiale, over and 
above the logistical support which he had given the anthropological 
investigation throughout fieldwork. 

The Agricultural Survey, which was carried out in tl.Je final months 
of fieldwork, was again pri.marily funded un<ler the research grant from 
t~1e University of Michigan. But deeply app::-eciated support was also 
received from the Inter8lilerican Institute for Agricultural Sciences 
of the Organization of American States, whose Representative in Haiti, 
Dr. Michel Montoya Maqu:ln, <!ompletely f:'.nanced the preparation of the 
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insights had been gleaned into local life and fluency in the la.J.guage 

had increased, a decision was made to collect certain basic data on 

ev-ery household in the community. Items were included which would 

provicie information not only on population size, fertility, marta-

lity, age structure, and sex ratio of the village, but also on 

occupation, house type, household composition, house ownership, 

mating patterns, outside children, migration patterns and other items, 

all of :!.JO':entiel relevance to the theoretical issue of the interre-

lationship between the economic, domestic, and fertility variables 

toward whose exploration fieldwork had from the outset been oriented. J.6 

I collected this data myself during some two months of door-to-

door intervi~1-.ring. Subsequent hand tabulations of the data pro-

vided much of the basis of an analysis of local fertility patterns 

(Murray 1972). Though systemat.ic comparisons have yet to be carried 

out, informal inspection of this data in the light of subsequent sur-

veys indicate that it provided an accurate picture of the village 

on most of the variables covered. There appear to be, however, some 

questionnaires and provided invaluable transportation facilities for 
several trips to and from Kinanbwa. To all of these individuals and in
stitutions I reiterate my deepest gratitude for the combined proyision 
of a degree of financial, logistical, and professional support that 
must certainly be unusual in graduate-student field projects; and for 
their patience in the face of the laborious delays inevitable in the 
processing, analysis, and presentation of such abundant data. 

Though preliminary hand tabulations were done in the field, an&.
lysis of the data ·was greatly facilitated by the use of the IBM 360 
at the Yale Computer Center. I was able to program the data--using 
Data-Text and for simpler tasks Fortran--only through a grant for 
computer time arranged for me by Professor Sidney W. Mintz, then director 
of the Antilles Resea:-ch Program at Yale, and through the competent 
guidance of Ul.i Locher, who spent several hours instructing me in the 
ABC 1 s of Data-Text and the use of various types of equipment, thus 
introducing me to a sphere of endeavour which I otherwise might not have 
approached. 

lfi. A prelimin9.ry report was prepared on the basis of' these data 
(Murray 1972) • 
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systematic discrepancies of a minor nature between this data~ collec

ted by an outsider who had recently arrived in the village, and data 

later collected by village interviewers, patterned discrepancies 

which should make for interesting comparisons. 

As will be discussed below, the data from this survey were 

eventually superceded by data collected in subsequent surveys. But 

the 10 weeks of labor were not therefore spent in vain. The formu

lation and wording of many essential items in subsequent surveys 

were verbatim repetitions of the ones which trial-and-error experi

mentation in this survey showed to be the most effective. And of 

equal importance the survey highlighted the difficulties inherent in 

the collection of quantitative data and was directly responsible for 

two crucial methodological innovations which were tried out in the 

subsequent Land Transaction Survey, and whose success resulted in 

their incorporation as central methods in the Demographic Survey 

and the Agricultural Survey. 

The Land Transaction Survey. 

The Land Transactior. Survey was an attempt to capture the 

essential features, by quantifying severa: key parameters, of a remar

kable pattern of land purchasing and selling which, though shrouded 

in the tactful secrecy C'haracteristic of many vital economic pheno

mena in peasant society, had nonetheless been dimly glimpsed in the 

first year of life in Kinanbwa. The strategy of this survey was to 

intervi.:w villagers of both sexes who had been involved in land tr9.ns

actior.s either as sellers or buyers, and secure information on some 

twenty features of each of the transactions in which they had been. 
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17 
involved. Among the questions asked of each transaction were: 

size of plot, type of land, sex of both seller and buyer and the kin 

relationship, if any, between them; price of tl'.e plot; reason for 

the sale; source of capital for the purchase, approximate ages of the 

seller and buyer when the transactions occurred. Data was obtained 

in this survey on over 600 transactions in which yj !lagers had been 

involved, and it was the tabultion of data from this survey which 

unexpectedly revealed the camouflaged operation of the regulatory 

mechanism alluded to in chapter 1.1 8 

But some of the formidable difficulties ¥1'hich had been encountered 

in the Exploratory Survey led to experimentation. One of the major 

obstacles was one which he.s been alluded to already in a slightly 

different context: the problem of' widespread reluctance to spend 

time "for free" answering questions. This was handled by remunerating 

respondents on a scale that, though not .Lavish, was generous in 

local terms and that adjusted for differences between respondents 

in terms of the number of transactions each had been involved in. 

Interviews that la:;ted one or several hours were remunerated at a 

substantially higher rate than those lasting only a few minutes. 

This strategy was adopted primarily in ligD.t of the growing success 

that had been encountered in remunerating informants (discussed above). 

Remuneration vas aimed at the problem of willingness to be int.er-

viewed; but the problem of the veracity and accuracy of the informa-

tion still remains. It was not for a moment assumed that a villager's 

17. The Land Transaction Survey was carried out in August-September 1972. 

18. The data on this survey were consequently retrospeCtive in natUre. 
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acquiescence to be interviewed guard.nteed the accuracy of what he 

would say. On the contrary, the Exploratory Survey had revealed 

clearly the reluctar:tce of many villagers to answer ~ questions, 

even such relatively innocuous queries such as "where were you 

born?" or 11how many children do you have? 11 To expect villagers to 

enter into details about their acquisition of land seemed to be 

asking for trouble in light of this former experience.19 
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Nonetheless in the matter of land ownership it became clear that 

secrecy was not absolute; the promulgation of some information in this 

matter was mandated by the very design principles of the local 

social ranking system. Though the details of land transactions were 

generally kept confidential between the transactants themselves, 

nonetheless there was fairly common local knowledge in the commu-

nity as to who had purchased land and who had sold; rough estimates of 

how much land different individuals possessed; and knowledge of who 

had been involved in transactions with each other. Because the local 

ranking system is s~ heavily dominated by the acquisition and loss of 

land~ there are subtle informational mechanisms and "signal systems" 

by which the ownership status of an individual become clearly broad-

cast, while still permitting discretion as to many of the details. 

19. The crucial role which ~~ plays in social life in general 
and in peasant cormnunit.i.es in particular, and th~ processes by which 
this information barrier is created and maintained, are empirical 
questions of great theoretical and methodological consequence which 
merit more attention by researcbers than has been given. What is a 
theoretical concern to the analyst of society is a very practical con
cern to the fieldworker. Non-trivial research involves the exposure 
and elucidation of phenomena. which lie close to the heart of the well
being of individuals and groups. But it is frequently around pre
cisely such central concerns that barriers of secrecy and ideological 
obfuscation are erected. Effective rtsearch must somehow penetrate 
thes~ barriers. 
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The competing demands of both public status placement and economic 

secrecy are in fact gE:nerally balanced and met. 

This fund of public knowledge is available only to the villa-

gers involved in this local status system; outsiders will not easily 

be made privy. In fact a quite marked (and highly ,;ustifiable) 

"conspiracy of silence" will be triggered off at attempts to pene

trate this wall. 20 

The problem was approached by incorpore.ting insiders into the 

data-collecting process, not only as informants or respondents, but 

as paid interviewers. When the Land Transaction Survey was designed, 

preparations were already in progress for a collaborative Demographic 

Survey (see the follo·.dng section). Though the original plan had been 

to use Port-au-Pri:1ce interviewers in this survey, I eventually 

proposed that we use instead several villagers who I knew had at 

least some degree of literacy in Creole. With this in mind, I 

had contacted several potential candidates, pending a final decision 

on the matter. It was these indiYidual s who collected the data for 

me on land transactions. 21 

20 .. The notion of going to legal records, -which in some settings 
would be useful, is in Kinanbwa of low utility. As will be seen, the 
vast majority of transacted plots are not subsequently surveyed and 
deeded to the new owner. The only record of' such transactions is the 
record of sale written in a local notary's office. These records con
tain only simple, basic information such as the location and size 
of the plot, the names of the transactants, and the price paid. Most of 
the other crucial items mentioned above simply do not appear. And even 
the record of the price paid is, according to many informants, inva
riably underestimated, since the notary 1 s fee is a net percentage of 
price of the transaction. The buyer and seller will usually combine and 
agree on the "true price, 11 but report a lower price to the notary, and 
exchange this lower quantity of money in his presence. 

21. The pro 1 s and con 1 s of using villagers instead of anonynJ.ous outside 
interviewers has been discussed Jn Chen &nd Murray (1976). 
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The interviewers were bl'iefly trained in the reading of' the ques

tions and the writing of the responses. The twenty variables chosen 

for investigation on each transaction -w-ere formulated in such a fashion 

that the answers could be recorded in one or two words. (It "Was not 

until later surveys that more complicated open-ended questions were 

attacked, using village interviewers as well.) Furthermore the very 

choice of village interviewers was made on the hunch that they could 

capitalize on their own social networks and personal relationships in 

contacting and interviewing respondents, thus minimizing at least to 

some degree the tension inherent in the interview situation itself. 

With this in mind no attempt was made to randomly assign respondents 

or village areas to eat'"!h interviewer. They vrere permitted, rather, 

to cover the community in the fashion they saw fit. 

In the resulting survey most of the villages vho had been in

volved in land transa:::ting were contacted and interviewed, and all 

of those villagers who were heavy land transactants were covered. 

The entire village would have been covered by the enthusiastic inter

viewers were it not for my decision to cut off the survey when data 

on some 600 transactions had been collected--a practical decision 

which, however, was regretted in retrospect. Random sampling had 

been rejected as an impractical procedure for reasons discussed 

above; but it would have been possible to cover the entire popu

lation, since the combii.ed remuneration and village-interviewer 

system was producing a greater degree of willingness to cooperate 

than I had encountered in the frequently frustrating Exploratory 

sur-.rey. Cutting off' the Land Transaction Survey after 600 transac

tions had been collected produced a corpus of data which was neither 
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a true random sample nor an entire population coverage. Nonetheless 

the fact that most transactants had been contacted and interviewed 

produced a Sa.I:Iple of at least 50% and perhaps as high as 75% of 

the population of transactants, making the presence of detrimental bias 

highly unlikely. 

The fact that only a minority of the transactants were ~ inter

viewed meant that the non-random nature of the sample waR less likely 

to distort the results. But the results could be biased by a much 

more direct and simple process: inaccuracies in the answers given by 

those that ~ interviewed. Survey researchers might i'ind such an 

observation in slightly poor taste. For social science to roll on, 

its practitioners must adhere, at least to some degree, to an un

written gentleman's agreement by which they will accept the infer-

mat ion on each others' questionnaires as "b::::.sice.lly e.':'C1_l_ra.te." 

Yet some will find this agreement more difficult to adhere to 

than others. In particular, s survey researcher who in addition to 

supervising his interviewers has also done some actual fieldwork 

himself, and has walked, notepad in hand, up to the door of a 

peasant household to atter;·,,' __ ,_. ?licit information on landholdings, 

cannot help but entertain suspicions as to the magnitude of the 

make-believe involved in that gentleman's agreement. Survey researchers 

in general never lay eyes on most (or even ~) of the people whose 

answers fill their questionnaires, and are thus hermeticf.l.lly shielded 

from the possible discomfort of learning thet systematic di;:;simula

tion may have effectively reduced their meticulously filled ques

tionnaires to a massive, expensive pile of science-fiction. A field

worker who has ~on the other hand, lived among the researched and knows 
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at. least a few of them well enough to recognize an outright, blatant 

error on one of his questionnaires has no such comforting shield. 

It is neither masochism nor scientistic posture which prompts 

this concern for the accuracy of re:sponses in surveys, and certainly 

not any illusion that 100% accurate and fullproof techniques will 

ever be devised. This issue takes on such importance, rather, 

because of sobering revelations received later in fieldwork concern

ing horrifying (or hilarious, depending on whose "side" one is on) 

straight-faced "inaccuracies" which characterized much of the earlier 

economic information that was given to questions which .rent beyond a 

simple yes-no probing of whether the individual was a cultivator or 

not. 

The willingness to confront openly this potentially embarrassing 

issue of inaccuracies in hard-earned data is a_ so motivated by rather 

solid and heartening eviden~ that remunerated respondents being inter

viewed by fellow villagers did in fact give information that was 

satisfactorily accurate, not only in comparison to information eli

cited by outsiders~ but by any reasonable standards which are realis

tic for the social sciences., and that we may consequently be dealing 

with an extremely promising approach for gathering such data. 

The evidence, though not statistically conclusive~ is rather 

compelling. There was an automatic cross-checking mechanism built 

into some of the data by virtue of the mechanics of the survey, a 

mechanism which could not determine the truth of e. response but 

which could infallibly detect the presence of an errcr. RF.'R'?O!loio?~i:o;, 

it will be recalled, were questioned on any transaction in whi-..:; 

had participated, either as buyer or seller. This meant that, by 
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serendipitous good fortune~ information on some transactions was 

gathered twice--once when the seller was interviewe:i, and on1:e with 

the buyer, if both happened to be living in Kinanbwa anC had been 

contacted for the survey. Fortunately, one of the questions that 

had been asked of each respondent was the name of the other tra.."'lsac

tant, thus permitting the identification of these duplic-A-ted trans

actions. In this manner the information given by the buyer could 

be compared to that given by the seller. 

A complete quantitative analysis of these duplicated trans

actions has yet to be done; but even a casual inspection was revealing. 

It would be pleasant to be able to report that information was in 

all cases identical for both versions of the transaction. But in 

fact in not one of the duplicated transactions were the two versions 

exactly the same. There appeared to be clear patterns--provocative 

for future analysis--vhereby the versions of buyers systematically 

differed from the versions of sellers. But it is the stta.llne·ss 

of the differences that is heartening: the information vas not 

identical, but it was usually very close. 

In the first place, both participants tended to report transac

tions. There were a few cases where individual X reported transac

ting with individual Y; but individual Y would not mention that par

ticular transaction in his interview. But such forgetfulness or 

concealment appeared clearly to be the exception. Examination of the 

duplicated cases gave encouraging ind.ications that most transactions 

were in fact being elicited. 

Furthermore the discrepancies • such as size of' plot and price 

paid. were of a minor nett"!lre, and still permitted confident placement 
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of the transaction within a high, medium, or low range with respect 

to price or size of plot. And comparing th~ minor discrepa::tcies 

appearing in the protocols of the village interViewers with some of the 

incredible concoctions which I had been given by some of' thP respon

dent-s at other periods of fieldwork gave dramatic testimony to the ac

curacy·-enhancing effect of using local people to participate actively 

in the gathering of information. 

But there is yet another important evidence, perhaps even more 

impressive, that points in the same direction. This evidence comes 

actually from the Agricultural Survey, but will be mentioned here 

in the context of this discussion of the accuracy of the economic 

inf'ormation. The literature has been very confused and contra

dictory in its presentation of the actual morphology of the 

typical holding (called exploitation in the French literature) to 

be found in rural Haiti. A major ambiguity and inconsistency concerns 

the degree to which a holding is contained in one or two plots, or 

is scattered out rather into many plots. What the village interviewers 

of Kinanbwa found stands in strong contrast to vhat outside inter

viewers have found, and this discrepancy, it vill be argued, consti

tutes dramatic evidence toward an assessment of the relative accuracy 

of these competing research techniques. 

The con+,radiction in the literature becomes apparent when the 

patterns that emerge from descriptive, ethnographic findings of 

what is tYpical are contrasted to patterns that emerge when outsiders 

have beE>:n sent in to eli~it specific in_~ on sensitive issues. 

A perusal of the ethnographic literat1_tre from di:f'ferent parts of 

Haiti suggests strongly that the typical landholding in Haiti, though 
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relatively small, nonetheless must be scattered out into ~plots. 

This impression of' plot dispersal, rather than plot concentration, 

comes from at least three i'eatures o'£ the inheritance and land tenure 

system.reported in the literature. 

In the first place the very nature of the partible inheritance 

_§,Ystem, leads to dispersal. As will bc se-e!!., i;:;. extralegal plasaj 

unions the property of' the spouses, with a few statistically minor 

exceptions, tends to be kept separat~, which means that their 

children will inherit separately f'rom each parent. This produces 

the phenomenon whereby an individual bas both dwa bo papa ("property 

f'rom his f'ather•s side") and dwa bo mama ( 11property from his mother's 

side"), Thus we can expect the typical inheriting adult to inherit 

at least two plots of la.."ld.f2 When it is further recalled that both 

sexes inherit, this mee..1s that~ if the system functions at all as it 

is reported to function, households will on the whole have a minimum 

of four plots, since the spouse of the cultivator will also have 

inherited. These fea~ures of the local syst.em point t.o the probability 

of a dispersed landholding system. 

But there is a :further dispersal-generating i'actor, to be found 

in th~ actual mechanics frequently employed in the division of land. 

If an individual has, :for example, four plots and four childreiL who 

will inherit them, the usual practice in Kinanbwa and elsewhe!"e 

(cf. Comhaire-Sylvain 1952:182) is for the four children to receiv::-

22 .. ActtJJ:\lly we oould expect more in some cases, since each of the 
parents of an individual will also have inherited separate plots 
i'rom both sides~ creating the possi.bility that their legacy to their 
children will be truly dispersed and. that the children will be re
ceiving tiny plots in many different places. Moral (1961:187) also 
!':'.ll'.!des to this phenomenon of separate inheritance from each parent. 
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one-fourth of each of the plots, rather than an entire plot in one 

piece. In short both the rules governing inheritance and the custo

mary details of how it is carried out are conducive to the producing 

of holdings which consist of several extremely tiny plots. 

But there is yet a final factor which should yet increase the 

degree of land dispersal. This is the practice reported all over 

Haiti of supplementing one's inherited land with purchased, rented, 

or sharecropped plots as well. As will be seen in Kinanbwa, these 

are not occasional strategies resorted to by a landless few, but are 

on the contrary major economic maneuvers which both statistically 

and normatively are key components of the long-range economic stra

tegy of the ordinary peasant cultivator. And though their statistical 

and normative importance is not there discussed, the literature 

abundantly documents the existence of these land-acquisition stra

tegies elsewhere in Haiti. (Underwood 1964:477; Moral 1961:36; 

Bastien 1951:41; Organization of American States 1972:630; Cornbl'.dre

Sylvain 1952:184; Mintz 1964:273-4; Herskovits 1971:77; Schaedel 

1962:18; Simpson 1940:505.) These patterns would strongly reinforce 

the tendencies toward holding dispersal created in the first place 

by the partible inheritance system discussed above. 

The overwhelming evidence which indicates that the typical Haitian 

peasant subsists on a holding that has many small plots may now be 

compared to what individual peasants have told investigators who 

questioned them specifically about how many plots they were cropping. 

Though only three studies containing relevant breakdowns have been 

located, their findings are coherent and revealing. Two otudies found 

that the average peasant household was cropping fewer than two plots; 
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the third found slightly more than two per household. These findings 

can be restated. Despite impressive evidence to the contrary the 

peasants, when questioned by outside interviewers, report having only 

some two plots under cultivation. This contrasts dramatically with 

the data brought in by the village interviewers of Kinanbwa, which 

indicated that the average cultivator was cropping between five and 

six plots. 

The meaning of this disparity, between what outsiders are told and 

what fellow villagers are told, should be obvious. The community of 

Kinanbwa is characterized by the same poverty and land scarcity as 

has 1:-een reported in other Haitian communities; the larger average 

number of plots is hardly due to wealth in Kinanbwa. Nor are the 

peasants of Kinanbwa any different from other peasants studied around 

the world, in that their dissimulat.ion takes the form of minimizing, 

not exaggerating, their local wealth. We are dealing with a drama-

tic demonstra'tion of the differential effectiveness of competing 

research techniques in eliciting accurate information in sensitive 

areas. This issue has merely begun to be explorea.23 It is impor-

tant, not only because it lends credibility to the data which have 

been presented in thie ~e study but also because of the implications 

23. It is often stated that anonymous interviewers will elicit 
more accurate information than interviewers known to the respondents. 
But to imagine that this holds in all settings for all topics would 
be just as ill-founded as the reverse extreme of completely denying 
the value of anonymity for ~purpose. Neither stance is being 
adopted here. But there is good !"eason to 'believe that the principle 
of anonymity as a path to accuracy is blatantly inapplicable to 
survey research in th~ rural Third World. This issue, as well as 
other methodological, theoretical, and ethical issues, have been 
discussed at more length elsewhere (Chen and Murray 1975). 
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it may have f'or other research. The reasons for this pattern will 

make for interesting debate; but the information given by remu

nerated respondents tal.k.ing to fellow villagers, while not :free of 

errors, appears to be dramaticall.y more accurate than inf'orme.tion more 

conventiona1l.y gathered by outsiders, be they foreigners or u"t'ban 

Haitians. 

The Demographic Survey. 

For all of its effectiveness and the subsequent importance of' 

its data, the Land Transaction Survey had several procedural weak

nesses that would make a professional survey-researcher wince. There 

were no reproduced questionnaires; the interviewers each wen~ out with 

a list of the questions to be asked and wrote numbered answers on 

separate lined sheets. Sampling was purposefully rejected; but the 

logical alternative--complete coverage oi' the community--was not 

pursued f'ul.l.y, though most transa.ctants were in i'act interviewed. 

Ages oi' fellow transactants vere elicited, but r.o techniques were 

used 'for enhancing the accuracy o'f this variable. 

Many o'f the shortcomings oi' this survey wer'2 overcome in the 

third survey to be run in Kinanbwa. The methodological advances 

involved a direct reversal of' some of' the shortcomings mentioned 

in the preceding paragraph. Furthermore the content o'f this E">urvey 

was much broader than that o'f either o'f the tvo surveys which had 

preceded it.. This survey, which unlike the others was collaborative 

and interdisciplinary in nature, provi.ded a uniquely comprehensive 

demographic and ethnographi~ coverage o'f a rural community. At the 

same time it gave rise to a number o'f unanticipated issues which 
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demanded solution--among them the problem of ensuring that the time-

consuming nature of the endeavour did not jeopardize the pursuit of 

the principal researclf4 and the problem of establishing an equi-

table and satisfactory allocation of access to, and credit for, 

this rich data, vhich had been collected in an institutional 

context which, though utilizing the pre-existing findings and 

village activities of a single researcher, also involved the funding 

and professional expertise of others. The content of the Demographic 

Survey, and the arrangements adopted in response to these other 

issues, is discussed at lengtlt in Appendix .C • 

The Agricultural Survey. 

A question that had been kept in the forefront during the 

months of fieldwork concerned the mechanisms by which the population 

of rural Haiti had attempted to respond to the paradox created by 

its own internal growth. The mechanisms governing the movement 

of demographic rates per se were in a position to be explored, now 

that data f'rom the Demographic Survey had been collected and prepared 

f'or analysis, But a dif'ferent question, straddling the demographic 

and the ethnographic, yet remained to be answered, For a society 

responds to demographic pressure not only by regulating f'ertility and 

mortality per se, but by adjusting its overall adaptive strategy. As 

has been discussed in Chapter 1, agrarian societies have been shown to 

adapt in the productive sphere, adopting more productive techniques--

24. This problem was largely solved by subsequently including 
a heavy ethnographic component in the Demographic Survey, which 
ended up greatly enhancing, rather than interfering with, the 
exploration of' economic and domestic patterns that had been the 
main target of research in Kinanbwa. Cf'. Appendix ·c. 
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investing more man-hours of labor in the agricultural process, as 

response to population p1·essure. But tovard the end of fieldwork the 

clear impression had emerged that Hc-.iti 1 s !'esponse had "been of' a dif

ferent kind; though older informants remarked that more land had 

been brought under cultivation as a result of there being more 

people around in recent years, technology had remained reld.tively 

static and production had not increased, but declined. What had 

appeared among the peasants of Kinanbwa was feverish movement, not 

in the realm of productivity, but in the "institutions of' access, 11 

in the land tenure system itself. It seemed crucial to collect in the 

final months some definiti·re data on this matter. 

Since the mechanics of quantitative research had now been 

mastered to some degree, and since there was a corps of' now prof'icient 

interviewers eager for further work, one final survey was undertaken. 

This survey would delve heavily into agricultural matters, would 

be restricted to the males of the commlUlity, but would also include 

more of the adolescent males who had not yet estab1ished independent 

households, but who were working their O'Wll gardens. In this final 

s1.1rvey some 275 adult males were interviewed at length, covering 

more than 95% of the villagers who were currently cropping at least 

one plot. 

One of the weaknesses inherent in many earlier studies of Haitian 

land tenure has already been alluded to. Complexities within the 

typica.i. i.,·.Jl:iing render somel'that invalid the standard categorizations 

conventionally used to classify a cultivator as "owner, 11 nrenter, 11 

''sharecropper, 11 or 111a.ndlord. 11 'l:he sobering realization became 

..::lee.L"er that. perhaps the ouly epistemologically valid approach to the 
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dynamics of land tenure woul.d be one in which the target of data-

and the prel.iminary unit o:f cl.assification and analysis would be, 

not the individual peasant, but the individual plot. This wou.ld 

require the collection of data on either a random sampl.e or the 

entire universe of plots cropped by the vil.lagers, indicating for 
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each plot not only the tenure relationship under which the pl.ot was 

being cropped, but also key variables such as size, distance f'rom the 

community, tYPe and quality or land, l.ength of time the person cropping 

it had been on the plot, crops grown, and other key measurabl.e vari

ables which stood a chance of varying significantly under different 

types of tenure relations, thus exposing at least some of the 

complex dynamics of' local man/l.and relationships. 

This task was underta.k.en as one aspect of the Agricultural 

Survey, and such data were collected, not only for each plot the res

pondent himself was cropping (or sharecropping) , but also for each 

plot which he owned and was giving out to some other cultivator on 

a sharecropping basis. Data from over 1,200 plots were thus 

collected, which constitui:;ed over 95% of the plots being cropped in 

the village. Because random sa.mpl.ing would have been virtually 

impossibl.e, the entire universe of Kinanbwa. gardens was studied. 

One of' the major categories of' the traditional categorization 

scheme--the category o'f "owner-operator"--glossed over a critical 

local distinction that separated different types of owners social.ly, 

that received terminological distinction within local. usage, and that 

showed promise of being analyticall.y rel.evant as well.. In s.n attempt 

to capture these l.ocally rel.evant distinctions, a five-fold cl.assif'i

cation scheme was finally adopted and applied to each r;lot. A cultivator 
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could be cropping a plot because he 1) had purchased it; 2)had inheri-

ted it; 3) was sharecropping it; 4) was the husband of the owner; 

5) or had rented it from its owner. This classification scr.eme is 

much more sensitive to the actual dynamics of acess-acquisition 

than is the simple "owner-operator," 11sharecropper," and 11renter 11 

classificatory scheme used in other pieces of research. This 

more sensitive classification scheme was in fact devised on the basis 

of knolwedge of local land-tenure dynamics. 25 

But it is one thing to devise a classification scheme and another. 

to elicit the information which reliably places phenomena within that 

scheme- '!'he elicita.t:i.on of the information presented formidable 

challenges. In the first place there is no locally used lexeme or 

phrase which refers to "land tenure. 11 I could simply find no way of 

forlilulating the qt~estion 11Under what tYPe of tenure are you cropping 

this plot?" CircUllllu.::utions were available, but their looseness 

produced ambiguities in the responses. There appeared to be only one 

way to ensure that each plot was categorized correctly as to its 

tenure: to go through the entire series of alternatives for each 

plot. Thus as part of the elicitation procedure, the respondent was 

asked, in this order: 11are you sharecropping this plot?" If not: 

"are you renting the plot?11 If not: 11are you working it f'or your 

wife?" If not: are you the owner'?" If not: "who is the owner'?" 

If the respondent said he ~the owner, then he was asked: "Did 

you inherit the plot or purchase it?" The effectiveness of the 

25 .• A sixth category emerged as important as well: a plot that 
was currently being lent to an individual, usually by one of his 
parents. But the detection of these plots was made possible by 
other q_uestions already built into the information that was gathered 
on the ownership of each plot. 
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classification scheme itself is attested to by the fact that vir-

tually every plot Yras unambiguously assigned to one of' the categories 

by the respondents, indicating that the scheme was both etically 

valid, in that it repl"esented an outsider';; c9-t.egc:rization scheme~ 

and emically appropriate in that, though it did not rely solely on 

an explicitly formulated folk-classification of land tenure, it 

nonetheless did no violence to the local scheme, but produced in 

fact highly consistent and cr~.a.mbiguous categorizations on the part of 

respondents. 26 

Once again it must be r~marked that the effectiveness of any 

scheme will depend on the willingness of the respondents to spend the 

time answering the questions and to give truthful answers to those 

questions. Though much quantitative research assumes these, I assu-

med the opposite throughout my fieldwork and gave high priority to 

meeting these problems head on. With respect to this survey of the 

villagers' gardens, I used the same techniques of generous remune-

ration to respondents, which did in fact elicit cooperation from 

almost all individuals approached (and even produced offers to be 

interviewed by people from other commllllities). Furthermore a 

strict r.erusal of the interview protocols resulted in the detec-

tion of inconsistencies. As in the Land Transaction Survey, the 

fact that many sharecropped gardens were reported twice--once by the 

sharecropper and once by the owner~-gave me a handle for checking 

consistency. I made it clear to the village interviewers that nobody 

26 • One of the distinctions that was made in the Census proved irrele
vant in Kinanbwa: that ·of ~7enter from the State." This e.r.ea.n...gement did 
not exist in the research ar-ea. - - .. 
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in the ~-il.lage was obliged to be interview~d~ that participation was 

compl.etely vol.untary, but that once a person agreed to be inter

viewed, I expected truthful answers. In the Demographic Survey 

two interviewers had been eventually dismissed :from the Job because 

of" the obvious inaccuracies in many of" their protocols; and I maintained 

this same degree of pressure for accurate information on the re

maining core of four interviewers who carried out the Agricultural. 

Survey. Toward the end I had them reinterview a sam.pl.e of" J.O% 

of" the respondents, and there was over 90% consistency in the num

ber o:t gardens reported. The 10% inconsistency keeps one humble with 

respect to any illusions of absolute truth, but in the long run a.l.l 

we can hope for are cl.oser approaches to complete etic accuracy and 

the gradual design o:f' research techniques whi ~"h Jr.'\'!oep to e. minimum 

the intrusion of inaccuracies. 

The preceding discussion has centered around the questions of 

landholdings and land tenure, which were a maJor f"ocus of the 

Agricultural. Survey. But another concern throughout :fieldwork had 

been the economic value o:f children. In the Agricultural. Survey 

quantitative data were collected which would document some important 

aspects o:f this question. In an earl.ier paper (Murray 1972) hypotheses 

had been forwarded to the ef:fect that both :fertility aspirations 

and actual. fertil.ity output voul.d be f'ound to be in substantial. 

harmony with the economic patterns of local li:fe. A mo1•e speci:f'ic 

hl'pothesis stemming :from this is that children--both male and :female-

would be essential contributors to the productive activities o:f' local 

households; that the villagers' stated pre:f'erences for children 

woul.d emphasize these productive inputs o:f' theirs; and that~ since 
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male income-generating agricultural activities can absorb and prof'i-

tably utilize more additional labor than the il~come-generating commer-

cial activities of' female traders, the preference would be for male 

children. Several queries appropriate for the testing of these 

hypotheses were incorporated into the Agricultural Survey. 27 

The earlier surveys had been composed of' questions that were in 

their vast majority :factual. Except for the final section of the !lema-

graphic Survey, villagers were not asked in survey interviews about 

their feelings, beliefs, values, or motives. This restriction of -che 

content of the earlier surveys was not due to any rejection of the 

phenomenological realm as a valid sphere of inquiry. What was in 

doubt was whether the survey was an effective research tool for tapping 

this realm. A great deal of attitudinal and motivational interviewing 

had been done in Kinanbwa, but always in the context of conversations 

or loosely structured interviews where people would talk freely and 

spontaneously. The survey setting, on the other hand, appeared to 

be an awkward context for trying to ce.pture attitud:i.nal and ideational 

phenomena. Other methods seemed more appropriate. 

But this decision had merely postponed a problem that eventually 

had to be faced. The "inner wor-ld" of the people of' Kinar.bwa, though 

not amenable to the same research techniques as their external beha-

vior, was still a matter of gr~at interest. This interest stemmed 

not only from a desire to imbue the research with an element of human 

27. The results of the survey confirmed some hunches, but other aspects 
of the hypothesis were dramatically disconfirmed by the emergence of prefe
rence patterns which were shaped to a much greater degree by the long-
term dynamics of land azquisition rather than the short-term demand.<; 
of field labor. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

638 

feeling and credibility; there vas a theoretically important issue 

at stake as well. For one of the major contributions that a scien

tific study of human society can make is to document and analyze 

subtle linkages between the external behavior systems in which indi

viduals must fu.."lction~ and the cognitive and attitudinal patterns 

which, though apparently 11private, 11 in effect function to rationalize 

and ensure active participation in these external systems. But an 

analysis which purports to expose the interrelationships between the 

behavioral and the phenomenological spheres must presumably have 

equivalently reliable data on both realms. 

There is nothing about the phenomenological realm of attitudes 

and motives which makes it more amenable to generalization-by-intuition 

or by guessing than the behavioral realm. It is no more valid to talk 

about the Kinanbwa value system on the basis of haphazard conversa

tional data, or interview data with a small number of informants, 

than it is to talk about fertility or land tenure patterns on the 

basis of impressionistic data. If the action system--including the 

domestic and economic components which will be discussed here--are 

ca.refully documented, the phenomenological phenomena should enjoy 

comparable empirical documentation, or any analysis of the interac

tion between the two domains will lose some of its credibility. 

Several types of 11attitudinal" questions were built into the 

Agricultural Survey. Some questions were open ended, and the inter

viewers were instructed to probe. 'Jthers were answerable with a 

simple two or three word response. And still others were to be 

answered by checking off one of a number of pre-structured answers 

(frequently a simple yes-no dichotomy). In some items the respondent 
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as asked to make a choice between two preferences~ and then asked a 

further fol.low-up question which asked him to explain t.lle reason 

that he chose a particular alternative. 

It should be remarked that the open ended attitudinal questions 

were the hardest to construct. They often proved difficult i'or the 

interviewers to ask naturally, and they apparently were the most 

ambig-uou:::; to l'c;::;;:::::::!c::-"t::. !ITonetheless after extensive revision, pre

testing, and c..::;nsulting with the village interviewers ~,rho were going 

to pose these questions, fairly effective formulations of most 

items were arrived at, in some cases after nine or ten versions of 

an item had been tried and rejected. 

No attempt was made to exhaust any cognitive or attitudinal domain 

in these questions. The content areas of attitudinal and motivational 

probing were selective~ chusen principally to give at least some 

quantitative validation of patterns which had been discovered by more 

intensive in-depth methods. Some areas which were probed were 

attitudes toward various types of labor arrangements (e.g. desira

bility of exchange labor as opposed to wage labor}, strategies for 

dealing with land shortage (wage labor vs. sharecropping), the sale of 

land, the utility of children of both sexes~ polygyny, and others. 

These topics vere chosen because they stood a chance of being 

important elements in the eventual e.nalysis of certain economic and 

domestic patterns, and the objective was simply to give at least some 

aspects of local attitudinal and motivational patterns the same quan

titative documentaion that was being prepared for certain economic 

and domestic patterns. 
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NON-SURVEY TECHNIQUES FOR QUANTIFICATION 

It would be incorrect to equate "quantitative research" with 

"survey research." The latter is merely one variant o"f the f'ormer. 

For some types of' pl:.enomena, a well designed door-to-door survey 

(emphasis being on "well designed") is a highly effective means of' 

quantification; but for other phenomena, it is less e:ffective or 

appropriate, and qua.nti:fication must take other forms. Though cer

tain aspects of the economic anti. domestic organization of' Kinanbwa 

were probed in some detail via the above-mentioned survey teclmiques, 

there were other crucial domains that were purposefully not approached 

in this f'ashion. There were several possible :factors which l.ed tO 

a decision not to pursue a given topic on one of the surveys. The 

inf'ormation might have been of such a nature that the respondent 

could not give it with any sort of accuracy; the information might 

have been so sensitive as to create embarrassment or offense, destroy

ing the smooth interaction which was one of the principal advantages 

of using village interviewers; or the information might be of such 

a complicated nature that its accurate elicitation would unduly" 

extend the length of the interview. For such phenomena, oth~r types 

of quantif'ying probes were used. 

Two important examples can be given of such information, which 

despite its importance to a.n effective anal.ysis of economic and domes

tic patterns was not attacked in the survey. Crop yields were of 

high concern. Such information is of interest not only from the point 

of view of' agricultural. technology, but also from the point of ~ll'iew 

of domestic functioning. Because most crops were planted with a view 

less to their edibility than to their saleability, domestic income was 
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largely a frmction of crop yields. But this question was not put 

into any of the surveys for several reasons. In the first place it 

vould have slowed down the interyiew greatly~ if for each of the 

1,200 gardens studied the respondent had been asked how much the garden 

produced, vhat percentage of the crop he marketed instead of saving 

for home consumption, and how much cash the marketing of the crop 

brought. But perhaps !!lore seriously, this question was felt to be 

much more sensitive and potentially disruptive of the interview than 

questions on the number of gardens worked, and the tenure relation

ships under which each garden was worked. Prevalent beliefs in 

garden magic, and the quasi-religious rationale that underlay the 

habit of minimizing the output of one's garden meant that it was 

an inappropriate question to expect the village interviewers to 

ask of their fellow cultivators. (Not that outsiders would have 

had much more luck--as I painfully learned.) The inappropriateness 

of this question in a survey context was sensed on the basis of 

familiarity with certain aspects of life in the village. The task 

was to design questions which would effectively call upon the insi

der's knowledge possessed by the village interviewers, but which would 

not violate unspoken taboos nC>r prove embarrasing to any party invol. ved 

or counterproductive to the successful termination of the interview. 

Another topic that was not pursued in the context of surveys 

was the question of annual. domestic income and expenditures. The 

same elements were involved to some degree in this decision. But 

here the element of cumbersomeness was the major consideration. 

Villagers do not have figures on their annual income at their finger

tips, in the sense that a salary or wage earning employee in an 
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industrialized setting could give, for example, a fairly accurate 

estimate of his annual income with a modicum of thought. In a 

village setting the only way to elicit this information in a survey 

would be to have a knowledge of every possible source of income in 

the local peasant economy, and to mention each source, asking if the 

respondent had earned money on this in the past year and if so, how 

much. Because this question was not seen as crucial to any aspect 

of the broader hypotheses which had emerged by the end of fieldwork, 

this, like the question of crop yields • was never entered into 

a survey. 

But these matters are important for any economic analysis of 

village life, and f'igures are obtainable through other methods. 

There are in effect at least four other ways of obtaining quantita

tive information that were employed (some much more than others) 

at different periods in fieldwork. These IPay be briefly listed in 

decreasing order of the empirical rigor which they involve. 

The availability of' scales and tape measures made possible the 

direct measurement of certain phenomena, and these methods were employed, 

albeit to a minimal degree, for some phenomena. Some produce was 

actually weighed to assess the accuracy of' the villagers 1 calcu-

lation of the weights of' different produce contained in different 

volume measures commonly utilized. Furthermore some plots -were mea-

sured to assess the degree of correspondence between informants 1 

reports of' their size and their actual size. Direct observation of 

market transactions, in which urban customers purchased from the fewale 

traders of Kinanbwa in Port-au-Prince, were made over extended peri-

ods by my wife, providing inf'ormatinn on the scope cf typical trans-
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actions and the speed at which stock was solQ. and replenished. 

But the conditions under which these direct measurements were 

!!18.de was limited. And there are certain types of information-

such as income and expenditure patterns--for which observation will 

be virtually impossible and the investigator will have to elicit 

verbal data from informants. (The survey, including national 

censuses, is a research tool of this latter type; it is a form 

of conversation, and the data elicited are verbal.) 

A very promising type of verbal data can be elicited if house

holds and individuals are contacted over an extended period of time, 

and ongoing information is elicited. Assuming that cooperation from 

households has been obtained, one can gather daily or weekly accounts 

of expenditures, activities, movements, and the like. This method 

was also used to some degree, though not as heavily as the methods 

described below. 

A method which might be called a "retrospective case study 11 was 

used extensively. Certain aspects of the cropping cycle which could 

not be quantified via the survey method were captured in this fashion. 

In sessions with close informants, questions were posed as to spe

cific plots that had beE::n cropped in the recent past. By asking 

specific questions about the size of the plot, the amount of seed 

{o:r vegetative cutting) that was necessary to plant it, the number 

of days allocated to each task, the number of fellow villagers called 

upon to as :Jist, the amount of crop harvested, and the disposition of 

the barvested crop, some reliable quantitative insights into local 

agriculture and marketing were obtained. This retrospective data seems 

broadly reliable, judging from the consistency between infol'!!lB.nts. 
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In reality local cultivation involves much cash orientation over and 

above its subsistence :function, and cultivators are thus aware of 

the general quantitative parameters of their inputs and outputs. 

Once the cooperation of the cultivators has been obtained, they can 

provide much accurate information in this fashion. 

There is yet another method of quantification which was used 

throughout fieldwork. This method has the highest danger of 

inaccuracies and contam5.nation with "ideal" instead of actual 

figures. But used properly it can aliJo elicit much useful quantita

tive information. In the retrospective case study mentioned above, 

the investigator questions informants about specific events in their 

past history. But informants can also be asked to generalize as to 

what they think. is typical. For some dOinains this would produce 

questionable data--e.g. "how many people live in the typh:al commu

nity in this region?" {In fact informants were even inaccurate 

about the population of their own commnnity, estimates varying from 

a few hundred to several thousand, but most being far wide of the 

figure 1,200 which turned out to be the actual population of the 

community.) Nonetheless there are types of infonnation in which the 

generalizations of villagers ca~1 be taken into account, above 

all if they are already "experienced" informants who have been 

"caught" a few times in inaccuracies and are aware of the researcher's 

interest in exactitude. This type of research tool might be called 

the "informant generalization." 

The domain of crop yields provides again an illustrative case 

where such an approach might be appropriate. If one wants to know 

f)Xactly how much rice is produced per hectare locally, the actual 
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weighing of yields from sel.ected representative plots would be called 

for. But though such high exactitude is admirable, most social 

science hypotheses and theories can be perfectly well tested by 

data which contain a slightly larger margin of error, and it could 

be questioned whether the tremendous effort involved in weighing 

yields :from a respectable sample of plots is not excessive in terms 

of the advantages which accrue to the overall research from such 

high accuracy, in comparison to roughly accurate data gleaned from 

simyler methods. Dogmatism in this matter can be avoided by a recog

nition that the issue depends largely on the specific hypotheses 

which the researcher eventually wa.nts to test. But unless the 

researcher has some fairly specific hypotheses whose testing 

hinges on the resolution of exactly how much rice (or other crop) 

is produced locally on a hectare of' land, a rough estimate will 

probably do. And in a setting where measures are commonly used and 

calculations made, this rough estimate can be gleaned by asking 

knowledgeable villagers. 

In Kino.nbwa in:formants were asked to bracket what would be 

excellent, normal., and poor yields :for given quantities of different 

types of l.and. This setting of' three different level& reduced some

what the danger of eliciting purely ideal "good ol.d days" yiel.ds. It 

is of course necessary to cross-check the estimates of many informants; 

but the same is true of' any other method, including the actue.l weighing 

of' produce. Any generalization that was based on d.ata from onl.y one 

plot or one household woul.d be weak, no matter what the exactitude 

of the measurement carried out. It was found that the creation of 

three possible l.evels, and the specification of' different conditions, 
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A majvr drawback, alluded to above, is that a particular infor

mant might think in terms of the "good old days, 11 when land of 

course produced the way it was supposed to. But this type of exagge

ration disappears when the informant has been interviewed several 

times. And it vanishes with astonishing rapidity if the information 

is being elicited in a group interview with three or f'our cultivators, 

who will generally call to task any generalization that smacks of 

absurdity. For attitudinal questions group interviews may bias the 

results toward the socially acceptable and hence possibly lead to 

inaccuracies. But for factual questions under normal circumstances~ 

the group interview was found to be productive of highly credible 

generalizations. Such a strategy was thus widely used in Kinanbwa 

for eliciting quantitative estimates of phenomena that were important 

but not amenable to easy investigation through the survey method. 

To sum up the preceding~ the objective of the above paragraphs 

was to describe briefly a series of quantification techniques used in 

Kinanbwa whch did not involve the use of the survey methods .,-,hat were 

applied for gathering data on other topics; to explain why ti1ese 

alternative techniques were used; and to justif'y them on the basis of 

their ability, when circumspectly used~ to produce data of sufficient 

accuracy for many purposes, But the discussion was not meant to be 

an advocacy of' 11margins of errors" as generally prefE"!"able to exact 

information. The discussion was rather governed by a best-of-all-worlds 

image of research in which an investigator 1) bas a clear theoretical 

stance and a concomitant notion of what types of information are most 
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crucial for addressing themselves to that theory; 2) is aware of and 

proficient in a wide gamut o:f dif'ferentially eff'ective techniques; 

3) arrives at a methodological selection which reflects the theoretical 

stance, choosing rigorous~ time consuming methods for exactitude 

in data critical to the main hypotheses and less demanding methods 

for spheres where exactitude would be less important for the main thrust 

of the research; and 4) specifies in any case what the methods were. 

To sum u:p and conclude this discussion, the preceding pages have 

discussed on some detail the procedures employed during fieldwork 

in Kinanbwa. Discussion began with a consideration of the major 

ethnographic techniques, paying special a·t;tention to the ticklish 

question of eliciting and maintaining informant cooperation over 

extended periods of' time through_ a system of' regular remuneration. 

Discussion then turned to the methods used in the collection of a 

large body of quantitative data, and of the various solutions adopted 

to the problems which arise in such research in rural Third World 

settings. Despite heavy use of' quantification, research in Kinanbwa 

was a Yarian~ of the traditional community study method, in tha.t it 

adhered to the premise that only intensive, long term field immersion 

in the life of' a specific human group would generate the type of 

behind-the-scenes, nuts-and-bolts hum::Ln insights which would provide 

mcst of the direction for subsequent data gathering and analysis. 

':::'he adoption of quantitative techniques was done within this basic 

framework. Had this dual policy not been adhered to--had research 

been purely descriptive or purely quantitative--it is unlikely that the 

latent resource control patterns discussed in these pages would 

ever have surfaced. 
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,-_, APP;EN_DI)\ C 

THE DEMOGRAPHIC -SURVEY 

The Demographic Survey involved supplementary funding from the 

International Institute for the Study of' Human Reproduction at 

Columbia University and was carried out in collaboration with Ms. 

Kwan-Hwa Chen, a demographer from the Division of Social and Adminis

trative Sciences within that Institute. In response to the paper 

vri tten after the Exploratory Survey (Murray 1972) , Dr. Samuel M. 

Wishik arranged for Ms. Chen and Dr. Susan Scrimshaw to make a brief 

visit to Kinanhwa. During this visit the problems which h~d been eL.

countered with respect to the accuracy of fertility, mortality~ and 

age data were discussed. It was further pointed out that the collec

tion of certain additional demographic data in Kinanbwa would be 

highly useful for certain types of an'3.lyses which were of interest to 

the Institute. Though basic demographic and sociological data, inclu

ding age, occupation, education, marital status, and religion, had 

already been elicited for most adults in Kinanbwa during the Explo

ratory Survey, the possibility was discussed of re-eliciting this data 

as well as additional demographic data in a professionally run survey 

using interviewers, questionnaires, and a number of aging techniques 

that one member of the Division t'or Social and Administrative Sciences 

had aJ.ready used in another Haitian cormnunity (Klein 1972}. 

The marginality of some of these topico to the ongoing research 

in Kine.nbwe.t as well as Ms. Chen's particular interest in exploring the 

use of baptismal records (which were available in Les Bayahondes) 

a source of accurate aging, led to the suggestion that she and I 
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might collaborate on such a survey in Kinanbwa. A colle.borative sur

vey aimed strictly at t"ocused demographic matters would not constitute 

a duplication ot" the research already in progress; and Ms. Chen's 

presence in Kinanbwa to participate in actual data collection would 

permit regular fieldwork to continue at least to some degree during the 

survey itsel.f. Furthermore the data, though demographic in nature! 

would provide some quantitative data that would be of' utility to the 

broader research being conducted as well. A proposal f'or such a survey 

was written up and subsequently approved. 

During a brief' visit to New York arranged :for me by Dr. Wishik, 

a questionnaire was jointly designed by Ms. Chen and myself incorporating 

the major questions which had been asked already on::the Exploratory 

Survey as well as the additional questions necessary f'or eliciting the 

detailled age, fertility, and mortality data that would provide the 

basis f'or a focused demographic analysis to be jointly authored by 

Ms. Chen and myself. 

As a preliminary step, my task was to return to Haiti with this 

questionnaire, translate it into l.ocall.y ef':f'ective Creole, a.nd test it 

out on a few respondents. On completion of this Ms. Chen wou1d join 

us in Kinanbwa d!U'ing the actual coll.ection of the data. 

While the instrument was being translated and pre-tested, however, 

a number of problems were encountered which turned this originally 

intended brief task into a frustrating, full-time activity which brought 

to a halt other aspects of' fieldwork. Of particular difficu1ty was 

the construction of truly e:ffective attitudinal questions concerning 

ideal f'e.I4.il.y size a:Jd ::o~tre.ception. A method had to be devised 
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to circumvent the expressions of submission to God's will which are the 

conventional responses to this type of questioning in Haiti and which 

lllf'.sk the clear preference patterns which had been found to exist 

in the course of ethnographic fieldwork (Murray 1972:36-42).The 

construction ~f an effective survey instrument was proving to be much 

more difficult and time-consuming than had been anticipated. 

But despite the unanticipated drain on time which the pretesting 

of this instrument occasioned, the experience gleaned in constructing 

items and in experimenting vith different phrasings of questions and 

in formatting the interview schedule itself made me aware of the tre

mendous possibilities tb8~e methods would have for capturing other 

patterns as well, and of the inestimable value which quantitative 

data on general ethnographic patterns would have to my own research. 

With this in mind, I designed some 150 ethnographic questions. 

But the inclusion of these items into the questionnaire was done 

in a tentative fashion, pending approval frCI!l Ms. Chen and a clari

fication from Dr. Wishik of certain issues to which their inclusion 

would give rise. For if these items were incorporated, the survey 

would in effect go drastically b-eyond the focused content area on 

which the invitation had first been extended to, and accepted by, 

the Institute to have on~ of their researchers briefly join us in Kinan

bwa. These additional items would, in the first place, lengthen every 

interview and thus incr-ease the cost of the survey to that institu

tion. Furthermore the content of the survey would nov no longer be 

tangential to, but would cut to the very heart of, the research into 

ec·:-<.,;.:ni•; domestic organization which I had been doing for a year 

in Kinanbwa. The throwing into one basket of all the hard earned 

research eggs gathered during this year of laborious village field-
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work was a serious, decisive step which should be taken only when 

the conditions of subsequent access to the contents of that basket were 

clear beyond doubt. The nature of the special funding, and tha pre

sence of interdisciplinary collaboration, would subject the data 

collected in this survey to special institutional control and, 

possibly, to a concomitant expectation that it should appear solely 

o1· principally through the vehicle of joint or plural authorship. 

Though such institutional restrictions and expectations were eminently 

appropriate for the originally planned demographic content, they seemed 

professionally and intellect.ually inapplicable to the ethnographic 

items conceived and designed during a mosquito-infest<:d year of 

solitary fieldwork in Kinanbwa. 

But whereas the conditions of funding remain recorded in the 

records, mosquito bites and their evidence quickly ve.nish. It was 

feared that eventually ill_ of the quantitative data, including the 

hard-earned ethnographic insights into economic and domestic 

patterns, would--by virtue of the presence of collaboration--fall 

subject to uniform patterns of institutional control and plural 

access consistent with the :funding arrangements under which the 

data had been collected. If' this were the case, it was not 

desirable to gather data on such matters in the context of a joi::lt 

survey. 

The fear of unwittingly and unintentionally forfeiting personal 

control over the fruits of extended fieldwork, though a highly deli

cate topic, '!<.'as broached in correspondence with Dr. Wishik, who 

had manifested a constant concern for~ and expertise in, the 

accurate and equitable attribution of professional credit, a con-
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cern that was born of" l.engtby experience in col.laborative research. A 

cl.arif'ication of" the :future "rules of' the game" with respect to access 

to the data was requested, and a memore.nd;..!!ll. was prepared for Dr. 

Wishik and Ms. Chen specifying the precise items which I had added 

and 'Wb.ic'A should potentiall.y be cut. If' their additional cost 

was prohibitive to the Institu:te, or my future access to them was in 

any way uncl.ear, the ethnographic items should be eJ.iminated, to be 

pursued by me independently at a later date, and the survey should be 

restricted to the much briefer and more focused instrument designed by 

Ms. Chen and myself'. 

The problem was resolved when the Institute generously approved 

the instrument in its longer, more expensive form, and graciously 

refrained from tacking any expl.icit restrictions on my future 

access to the envisioned eth.'"log:rephic treasure house that would 

be provided by the added items. The result ·Jas an expanded survey 

instrument, unusual in its scope,designed to el.icit not onl.y the de

tailled a..<t1d accurate data required for demographic purposes, but also 

a comprehensivel.y broad range of ethnographic patte:rns such as crop

ping patterns, l.and tenure, purchase and sale of' plots of land, l.ive

stock, house types, exchange labor, residence patterns, details of' 

religious involvement, migration patterns, kin dispersal, bilin

gualism, sickne-ss, rec.~·ett:t.ion, and other topics--questions which 

in e:ffect embedded knowledge, insights, and hypotheses that had been 

gleaned during a year of anthropol.ogical fieldwork in rural Haiti. 
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Ms. Chen then came to Haiti and was a neighbor in C'!.ll" lakou 

during the weeks in which the survey was run. A division of' labor 

was instituted, involving the unremittingly full-time activity during 

16 hour work days, o.f Ms. Chen, my wife (who was temporarily employed 

by the !JSAS during the survey) and myself. A discussion of the 

methodological complex used in this survey has already been publie-hed 

(Chen and Murray 1976} and Ms. Chen has begun subjecting the age, 

fertility, and union data to statistical scrutiny and has uncovered 

several provocative patterns which sugges.t that local fertility regula

tiqn may be achieved, not by late onset of union or by economically 

motivated female absenteeism, as had been impressionistically hypo

thesized, but rather by complex patterns of withdrawal from unions 

and by the concomitant loss of reproductive time which this 

withdrawal entails. But age-related patterns of union involvement have 

also been tentatively linked to age-related patterns of lanJ. acqui

sition which have been documented in these pages, providing the 

exciting promise of potential causal insights into certain demo

graphic processes and illustrating the power of' collaborative research 

which incorporates methods and queries transcending the conventional 

boundaries of any one discipline. These findings will be further 

explored and presented in forthcoming papers. Pending the comple-

tion of these reports, an agreement has been reached concerning interim 

use of the data of the joint survey. 

The bulk of the analysis presented in these pages rests on 

economic and attitudinal data which was gleaned in the other surveys. 

But tabt!lations of the major ethnographic items subsequently inclu

ded in the joint survey have also been presented here, as well as 
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those key variables relevant to the basic sociol.ogical identifica

tion of' individual.s (e.g. age, rel.igion, education, marital status). 

Though these items had been first col.lected in the Exploratory 

Survey, the obsol.escence of' this latter data in l.ight of' the subse

quent surveys has made unnecessary their transference to IBM cards, 

and for these variables the data from our joint survey has been 

used instead. 
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