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Introduction

On November 9, 1980 officials of the Bahamian government

arrived at Cayo Lobos, a small uninhabited key close to Cuba, to
return to Haiti 106 Haitians who had been stranded there for

over 30 days without food or water. Despite being in a desperate

state of starvation the Haitians, armed only with sticks and clubs,
drove the Bahamian officials back into the sea saying that they

would rather starve to death than return to Haiti. Two days

later the group was forcibly returned at gunpoint to Haiti,

but others continue to flee to the Bahamas and the U.S.,

becoming part of a flow that has continued for years. There are

now an estimated 35,000 such boat people in southern Florida

and another 300,000 Haitians in New York, most of whom have arrived

by more normal means.

For the past nine years, the U.S. government has resolutely

persecuted, virtually without respite, the Haitian boat people

in southern Florida. Claiming that the Haitians are simply

economic refugees equivalent to the Mexicans in the Southwestern

U.S., the government has detained with unreasonable bonds,

beaten, illegally denied work authorizations to, deported as

many as possible, and strenuously fought Haitian advocates

politically and in the courts. Yet, Haitian boat people continue

to flow into southern Florida, about 1,000 a month currently,

and no Haitians have been deported for three years.

By borrowing and adapting theoretical frameworks from the

structural approach to migration and the dialectical view of

legal repression, this paper attempts to explain why the Haitians



have been so singularly persecuted and, secondly, why the govern-

ment's efforts to expel the Haitians have failed.

Presently, this paper is no more than an exploratory analysis

of work in progress that requires more theoretical development

and empirical verification. It has its roots in my personal

involvement in the Haitian boat people's political and legal

struggle for justice in the U.S. I first became involved with

the Haitian boat people while I was the American Anthropolgy

Association's 1979-80 Congressional Fellow and worked in the office

of Congressman Mickey Leland, a black Democrat from Houston,

Texas. The Congressional Black Caucus had already taken a position

in favor of refugee status for the boat people and, as an "expert"

in Latin American affairs, I was assigned to follow the issue.

I soon obtained an intimate knowledge of the principal

Haitian advocates and a working relationship with the government

officials most directly concerned with the issue. As my involve-

ment deepened, I became increasingly impressed with the seeming

paradox of overwhelming evidence that the boat people deserved

asylum/refugee status under U.S. law and the adamant and

apparently sincere position of government authorities that the

boat people were no more than illegal aliens fleeing poverty.

After the completion of Congressional Fellowship, I began

formal interviews of many present and former government officials

who formulated and implemented the Haitian policy including the

Ambassador for Refugee Affairs, the Commissioner and Deputy

*Commissioners of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, the

Senior Policy Program Officer for Latin American Refugees in the


