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of 2010: The Politics 
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Garvey Lundy1

This issue of the Journal of Black Studies (JBS) explores Haiti in the context 
of the earthquake of January 12, 2010. Hence the title “The Haiti Earthquake 
of 2010: The Politics of a Natural Disaster,” where the word “politics” is 
used broadly to mean the varied social and historical forces that predate the 
earthquake and have played out in the aftermath. Haiti—the country that 
occupies the western third of the island of Hispaniola—has fascinated schol-
ars for centuries. As the first Black republic in the Western Hemisphere, its 
people— “Gilded African[s],” to borrow a phrase from Napoleon—lifted 
itself from the wretches of slavery to create a nation ruled by Blacks and for 
Blacks. This collective act of self-determination shook the modern world to 
its foundation. During an era of revolutions, the world was simply not prepared 
for the singular revolution that gave birth to Haiti. Isolated, occupied, and 
manipulated by outside forces, Haiti has paid dearly for what was rightfully 
hers. The legacy of this monumental event and the subsequent trauma and 
drama that it has provoked runs deep in the consciousness of this nation. 
Indeed, the faces of suffering men, women, and children that are gratuitously 
displayed in the media coverage of the earthquake are nothing less than those 
of the descendents who fought in the Haitian revolution. One can reasonably 
argue that Haitians are still paying.

So, why a special issue on the Haiti earthquake of 2010? Immediately 
after the earthquake, the media superhighway, which includes print, 24-hour 
cable news, and the behemoth of the Internet and its blogosphere, was flooded 
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with speculation and misinformation. Most of the information presented was 
ahistorical and bordered on gross racial caricature. What little context was pro-
vided was compressed into 30-second sound bites that did an injustice to the 
complexity of Haitian society and history. Ironically, many of the contributors 
to this issue were called upon by media outlets to provide insights into the 
earthquake, but given the structure of the news, they were allowed, in most 
cases, just a few minutes to expound on a situation that was worthy of a book. 
This shortcoming needed to be addressed. The Journal of Black Studies was 
seen as the most appropriate outlet to establish some factual baseline for the 
events that were unfolding. As a scholarly outlet for issues related to persons of 
African descent, JBS is a vehicle for academic analysis of events and phenomena 
that has impacted the African world in the distant past, as well as issues that 
affect Africans in the immediate present (e.g., the election of President Obama). 
Thus, this issue is presented as one, of what will certainly be many, sound 
analyses of a historical event that will indeed alter the direction of the Republic 
of Haiti. Contemporary and future scholars interested in better understanding 
the Haiti earthquake of 2010 can begin here.

The articles collected in this special issue represent a fraction of the many 
fine articles submitted to address the tragedy of the Haiti earthquake. They 
are all united to varying degrees in their thematic critique of the external forces 
that have shaped, and continue to shape the nature of the Haitian state and its 
people, resulting in a condition Trouillot (1990) refers to as “state against 
nation.” Here, I use state to encompass the political strata of Haiti that wields 
power over the population, and nation refers to civil society, which includes 
culture and collective history.

Albeit thematically unified, the articles are diverse in the social arena they 
choose to analyze this nation-state relationship. The first section, The State, 
Neoliberal Policies, and NGOs, is focused primarily on the internal dynam-
ics of Haiti and addresses the following—paraphrasing Trouillot (1990): It is 
not enough to say that Haitian governments have never been up to their task, 
but rather it is necessary to know why Haiti continues to produce such gov-
ernments, and why and how such governments led to the catastrophe of the 
Haiti earthquake. To lead off this section, Jean-Germain Gros (“Anatomy of 
a Haitian Tragedy: When the Fury of Nature Meets the Debility of the State”) 
writes eloquently and provocatively about the failings of the Haitian government 
and how economic policies that predate the earthquake led to an emasculated 
state apparatus incapable of responding to the tragedy at hand. Robert Fatton, 
Jr. (“Haiti in the Aftermath of the Earthquake: The Politics of Catastrophe”) 
follows with an equally provocative paper that first uses the theoretical 
contribution of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to help us understand the 

 at RUTGERS UNIV on December 28, 2011jbs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jbs.sagepub.com/


Guest Editorial 129

cultural and historical matrix that results in succeeding Haitian governments 
and leaders crippled in their ability to govern effectively. He then leads us to 
the present to examine the role of international forces in the issue of Haiti’s 
sovereignty, and the dynamics of the Haitian election. The last articled in this 
section is Francois Pierre-Louis’s analysis of nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) in the dissemination of the Haitian state. His article (“Earthquakes, 
Nongovernmental Organizations, and Governance in Haiti”) provides a thorough 
historical analysis, along with devastating data, to assert the debilitating effects 
of NGOs on the Haitian state to carry out its duly mandated functions.

The second section, The Role of Transnationalism, expands the ideas 
of “state” and “nation” to accommodate the reality of globalization and the 
role of transnationalism. The articles in this section deal specifically with the 
Haitian nation as it operates in territories outside the borders of the Haitian 
state. The first article (“Transnationalism in the Aftermath the Haiti Earthquake: 
Reinforcing Ties and Second Generation Identity”), written by myself, exam-
ines the role of transnationalism in the Haitian Diaspora’s response to the 
earthquake. The article then examines notions of identity among the second 
generation as it grapples with the reality of its ancestral home in turmoil. Manuel 
Orozco and Elisabeth Burgess contribute the second article of this section 
(“A Commitment Amidst Shared Hardship: Haitian Transnational Migrants 
and Remittances”). Their focus is on the impact of remittances to Haiti in the 
wake of the earthquake. They provide us with useful data that help us reach a 
better understanding of the capacity (or lack thereof) of Haitians living abroad 
to adequately aid in the rebuilding of their country.

The third section, Vodou and Haitian Cultural Dignity, is primarily focused 
on the Haitian nation and its cultural works. To begin, Felix Germain (“The 
Earthquake, the Missionaries, and the Future of Vodou”) writes about the threat 
to Haiti’s most visible, and most maligned, cultural religious practice, Vodou, 
and how it is under attack by Christian missionaries. This attack, as Germain 
demonstrates, has been heightened by the earthquake. Patrick Bellegarde-
Smith (“A Man-Made Disaster: The Earthquake of January 12, 2010—A 
Haitian Perspective”) completes this section with a general critique of Western 
media’s portrayal of Haiti. The raison d’être of his piece is to defend the cul-
tural dignity of Haiti against the onslaught of misinformation and exaggerated 
caricatures. He does this with great verve and precision that is commensurate 
with his past scholarly writings.

This special issue closes out most appropriately with the section titled 
“Unifying Narratives.” Molefi K. Asante (“Haiti: Three Analytical Narratives 
of Crisis and Recovery”) draws on his vast knowledge of history concerning 
African peoples to delineate the common narratives that have surrounded 
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Haiti. Indeed, we can see these narratives in the article of this special issue. 
The narratives of class (i.e., economic forces), religion, and culture appear 
throughout either as a tool of analysis or a subject of analysis. Finally, by 
documenting the social and historical conditions that facilitated the tragedy 
of the Haiti earthquake in this special issue, I hope to be a contributor to the 
cauldron cries for change in the relationship between the Haitian state and the 
Haitian nation.

I would like to thank Drs. Ama Mazama and Molefi Asante for their gen-
erosity in providing the opportunity to make this very important issue of JBS 
possible. I would also like to thank all the contributors to this issue for their 
tireless work and commitment to Haiti, as well as their patience as the edito-
rial process placed their paper through various iterations.
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