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role in the evolution of mobility strategies for Black Caribbean 
families in the region and in the international diaspora. 
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Since the early 1990s, there has been an important turn 
in American studies, U.S. history, and related fields to 

examinations of the cultural dimensions of U.S. imperialism.  
Such studies have shown how central questions of “culture” are to 
the histories of U.S. imperialism, and also how U.S. imperialism 
has been constitutive of American national culture and identity 
at “home.” They have presented compelling arguments and evi-
dence for the historical inseparability of U.S. nation-building and 
empire-building, as, in the words of one scholar, “coterminous 
and mutually defining” projects (Kaplan 1993:17). Yet this salu-
tary shift has been marked by a striking and perplexing oversight. 
While the first U.S. occupation of Haiti between 1915-1934 was 
one of the longest imperial interventions that the U.S. undertook 
in the early decades of the last century, one of the closest to its 
continental borders, as well as one of the most contested, this 
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nineteen-year military takeover has received little attention in 
such scholarship. For example, the landmark anthology Cultures 
of United States Imperialism (1993) contains no chapter on the 
occupation, nor according to its index, any mention of Haiti over 
the course of six hundred plus pages.

Such omissions make Mary A. Renda’s study Taking Haiti, a 
particularly significant and exciting contribution to this growing 
interdisciplinary field. However, beyond simply filling a gap in the 
scholarly literature, this prodigiously researched and persuasively 
argued book also propels these studies forward, showing how the 
first U.S. occupation of Haiti was not just, as Renda puts it, “an 
instance of U.S. imperialism, but also a motor for it” (p. 306). 
Drawing on sources ranging from photographs, letters, diaries, 
memoirs, travelogues, congressional testimony, official memo-
randa, plays, novels, poems, and screenplays, Renda examines the 
way in which shifting U.S. discourses of race, gender, sexuality, and 
nationality were mobilized during and shaped by the occupation. 
If the nineteen-year occupation had far-reaching implications and 
consequences for Haiti (and these, it should be noted, are not, 
for the most part, the focus of Renda’s study), it was, she argues, 
no mere “sideshow” for U.S. history and society (p. 12).  Indeed, 
while situating the occupation in relation to other U.S. imperial 
actions around the world at this time,  Renda proposes that “the 
1915-34 occupation of Haiti facilitated the domestic renegotiation 
of racial and gender issues in ways that other interventions did 
not”—a claim which is amply borne out by her wide-ranging and 
meticulous research (p. 36).

Renda structures her book into two parts, the first entitled 
“Occupation,” and the second, “Aftermath,” although, as Renda 
acknowledges in her introduction (Chapter 1), this latter section 
overlaps chronologically with the first in its focus on the figure 
of Haiti in U.S. cultural production both during and after the 
occupation. The analytic throughline that connects these two 
parts is Renda’s focus on the rhetoric and practice of what she 
terms “interventionist paternalism,” which she argues, played a 
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key role in the U.S. government’s attempt to “culturally conscript” 
Americans in support of the occupation’s official ends.1 However, 
if paternalism was the “central discursive construction that sup-
ported the U.S. presence in Haiti,” it was also an ideology rife with 
ambiguity, ambivalence, and contradiction, and, of course, not 
wholly controllable by the state in any case (p. 303). Thus, Renda 
argues, it produced both unintended consequences for marines 
and occupation officials in Haiti, and new forms of resistance to 
the imperialist project in the U.S. Through this focus on paternal-
ism, Renda examines how American “identities were both consoli-
dated and unsettled in the specific historical and cultural context 
of the U.S. occupation of Haiti, and its aftermath” (p. 25).

One of the strengths of Renda’s research is that it often cen-
ters on the subjective experience of individual marines. Examin-
ing diaries and letters archived in the USMC’s Personal Papers 
Collection, she considers how white male “Americanness” was 
both affirmed and put at risk by the experience of being sta-
tioned in Haiti. If all of these marines considered themselves to 
be “white” (and here Renda might have discussed the history of 
racial exclusion for which the USMC, beyond other divisions of 
the U.S. military, was known), that racial identity was neither 
monolithic—shaped as it was by regional, religious, ethnic, and 
economic particularities—nor stable and secure. Foregrounding 
African American and women’s struggles for equality and full 
citizenship, new waves of immigration, and the development of 
an imperial consciousness, Renda argues that race, ethnicity, and 
nation were “shifting and troubled categories [in the U.S.] in the 
years leading up to and during the first U.S. occupation,” as were 
“the coordinates of gender, class, and sexuality” (pp. 62-63). She 
suggests that some young men may have been drawn to the Marine 
Corps precisely because such service promised to shore up their 
sense of racial and national identity, and affirm their masculinity, 
all of which were challenged by the changing social organization 
of race and gender at this time (p. 62).

The ideology of paternalism played a great part in that prom-
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ise, as Renda examines in Chapter Three. Indeed, it was central to 
the indoctrination of men who served as marines in Haiti, as else-
where at this time. Here Renda juxtaposes U.S. President Wood-
row Wilson’s discourse of paternalism with that of the marine 
Smedley Butler, the first leader of the Gendarmerie d’Haïti, one 
of several paternalist institutions created in the early months of 
the occupation. Butler, a notorious authoritarian in Haiti (and 
later a vocal anti-imperialist), cast himself in public and private 
statements as a stern but benevolent father figure to a country of 
childlike charges. While Wilson’s paternalist rhetoric was not as 
explicitly racist as Butler’s often was, Renda argues that his phi-
losophy of liberal developmentalism was likewise premised on a 
belief in racial hierarchy (p. 114). As shaped in Washington, D.C. 
and in Haiti, the paternalism that underwrote the occupation was 
structured by a racialized “logic of domination,” in which Haitians 
required a period of political and economic tutelage under U.S. 
rule in order to become a full-fledged self-governing nation. Such 
claims were backed up, in official reports as much as in Nationalist 
Geographic articles and pulp fiction accounts, by “evidence” of 
Haitian primitivism and barbarism, particularly turning on lurid 
tales of “voodoo” worship, child sacrifice and cannibalism. While 
metaphors of “fatherhood” sometimes seemed to imply a familial 
intimacy between marines and their “wards,” Renda observes that 
“references to primitive savagery bolstered U.S. claims to power 
by inscribing profound dichotomies between the two nations and 
peoples” (pp. 126-27).

 If U.S. paternalism promised protection to Haitians, this 
was conditional, of course, on their compliance with the foreign 
takeover of their country. There were two periods of active 
peasant revolt against the occupation in its early years, first in 
1915, and then more widely after the institution of a forced labor 
system (the corvée) for road-building across the country in 1917. 
In order to sustain a rhetoric of paternalism in the face of armed 
resistance, occupation officials drew a distinction between “good” 
and “bad” Haitians, guaranteeing the “bons habitants” (good 
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inhabitants) paternal protection, while waging an undeclared war 
on insurgents. However, as Renda examines in Chapter Four, this 
dichotomy was, of course, problematic from the start, and became 
only more so as resistance to the occupation grew across Haitian 
society and particularly among the peasantry as a result of authori-
tarian policies such as the corvée.  Individual marines sent to sup-
press the insurgency in the country’s interior found it increasingly 
difficult to distinguish those they were supposed to protect from 
those who they were ordered to hunt down. Renda examines what 
impact the dissolution of such distinctions may have had on the 
violence that marines perpetrated against Haitians during their 
counter-insurgency (p. 179). This is a particularly notable question 
in light of evidence (well publicized in the Haitian and eventually 
U.S. press at the time) that, as Renda writes, “violence that had 
rested on the ability to discriminate among…appropriate forms, 
victims, purposes, had become indiscriminate” (p. 159).

 Thus, in this key part of her study, Renda examines marine 
brutality in Haiti in relation to the “subjective challenges” they 
faced there: “how to maintain one’s sense of oneself amid the 
collapse of meanings and distinctions essential to one’s identity; 
how to maintain one’s sense of oneself as a white man, and as an 
American in occupied Haiti” (p. 164).  Letters sent home reveal 
the moral confusion that some published memoirs written later 
on (such as Faustin Wirkus’s The White King of La Gonave) seem 
to smooth over. For example, in a letter to his mother, Louis 
B. “Chesty” Puller wrote: “You may rest assured I was relieved 
when I found out that I had been ordered to Port-au-Prince to 
be decorated for killing Cacos and not to be court-martialled 
for the same” (p. 156).  Renda argues that the contradictions of 
paternalism played into such moral uncertainty. On the one hand, 
paternalism demanded that marines sympathize with Haitians 
and work on their behalf. They were encouraged to learn Haitian 
Creole, and those who served as officers in the newly-formed 
Haitian Gendarmerie wore the uniforms of that force. Yet, pater-
nalism was also a form of racism, which demanded that marines 
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dis-identify with Haitians, whether they were being protected as 
harmless “children” or pursued as brutal “savages.” Renda sug-
gests that the horror stories that circulated among U.S. forces 
stationed in Haiti, and particularly those casting the insurgents 
as cannibals, functioned as “cautionary tales for marines who 
risked being consumed by another culture” (p. 175). In focusing 
on the subjective experience of marines, and the meanings they 
associated with violence in Haiti, Renda aims to illuminate, as 
she writes, “the relationships among broad cultural patterns, indi-
vidual experience, and the hard material realities of bullets and 
bodies” (p. 154). Her focus on the horror stories that circulated 
among the occupying force is especially important in this regard, 
and particularly in light of documented cases in which marines 
seemed to enact the brutality that they attributed to the Haitian 
rebels.

When marines began publishing articles, memoirs, and fic-
tional accounts based on their service in Haiti, such stories came 
to have a much wider audience. The second part of Renda’s 
book examines the impact of the occupation in the United States 
through the diverse cultural texts it generated. Here Renda’s proj-
ect is particularly revisionist: by taking “culture” as her optic, she 
reveals how seriously the significance of the occupation has been 
underestimated in U.S. historiography up to this point. She sug-
gests that Haiti’s emergence as an object of “cultural fascination…
[and] desire” in the U.S. “derived in part from the ways in which 
it came to serve as a means for negotiating the politics of race, 
gender, sexuality, and national identity” (p. 185). Again, Renda 
focuses on how people responded to the discourse of paternalism 
that underwrote the occupation, to what extent they were “cultur-
ally conscribed” by that ideology, and to what extent they resisted 
and/or opposed that conscription. In her fifth chapter, “Haiti’s 
Appeal,” she takes James Weldon Johnson’s four-part series 
against the occupation in the Nation, “Self-Determining Haiti,” 
and Eugene O’Neill’s hit play The Emperor Jones (both written in 
1920) as cases in point. These were both highly influential texts, 
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which in their own ways challenged U.S. imperialism, capitalism, 
and paternalism, yet in different respects and to different degrees 
contributed to the construction of Haiti as an exotic object.  

Renda argues that the discourse of exoticism enabled Ameri-
cans to create “a cultural space for Haiti in the United States 
premised on Haiti’s very foreignness” (p. 209).  In a particularly 
fascinating part of her book, she goes on in this chapter to examine 
the commodification of Haiti in the U.S. during the 1920s-30s. 
She analyzes how marines themselves played a crucial role in this 
process, particularly given the proximity and access that occupa-
tion power relations gave them to “Haitians—their bodies and 
their services—as well as to Haitian cultural objects and lore” (p. 
212). For some marines, as Renda acutely notes, orders to repress 
the Vodou religion became a pretext to confiscate drums and 
other sacred objects for personal collections. Among a number 
of extraordinary photographs that illustrate Renda’s book, one 
of Captain John Houston Craige posing with four Haitian drums 
which he pretends to play (p. 214) is the most evocative of her 
concerns in this chapter. She writes: “In this way, military power 
facilitated the production of Haitian cultural objects as exotic 
commodities for circulation and exchange in the United States. 
Thus, while disciplining Haitians for their supposed backwardness, 
marines could indulge their own desire for the exotic” (p. 213). 
However, beyond cultural artifacts, Renda suggests that the “very 
idea of Haiti” was commodified over the course of the occupation. 
In fact, she argues that U.S. publishers succeeded where agricul-
tural and industrial capitalists largely failed in “find[ing] profit-
able commodities in occupied Haiti” (p. 216). Thus she examines 
how aspects of Haitian history and culture (such as black kings 
and emperors, the Citadel monument, “zombies”) were heavily 
thematized in popular fiction, film, and a host of other American 
media during the 1920s and early 1930s. She argues that part of 
the appeal of such texts for American audiences was that they 
made Haiti a screen for negotiating the politics of race, gender, 
sexuality, and national identity in the U.S. at this time. 
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Such representations also stimulated Americans to travel 
to Haiti during and after the occupation, which resulted in the 
publication of a great many more accounts of Haitian culture, 
society, and history.  Renda cites a short story by Agnes Tait that 
appeared in the New Yorker in 1934 (the year that the marines 
were withdrawn) which begins: “‘Suddenly I had to go to Haiti. 
You know how those decisions come to you: a few words heard 
at a party, a line or two in a book, or a picture in a steamship 
company folder, and all at once you realize that you have to go to 
Haiti’” (quoted in Renda, p. 19). Renda’s Chapter Six focuses on 
four white Americans who answered this call. Traveling to Haiti 
at different points during and after the occupation, they wrote 
books that critiqued various aspects of U.S. imperialism, but also 
constructed “an exotic Haiti figured largely in terms of race and 
sexuality” (p. 231). Samuel Guy Inman, a prominent Protestant 
missionary, traveled to Haiti in 1918 and published his Through 
Santo Domingo and Haiti: A Cruise with the Marines two years 
later, depicting a country desperately in need of “civilization,” but 
insisting that this should come at the hands of missionaries with 
bibles, rather than marines with bayonets. Inman was particularly 
troubled by the sexual unmorality (as opposed to immorality) and 
“gender disorder” that, in his view, characterized peasant family 
life. While critical of marine presence in Haiti, he attributed cases 
of misconduct to their being cut off from the civilizing influence of 
white women. Given Renda’s focus on the politics of race, gender, 
and sexuality, it would have been valuable if here, or perhaps in 
the first part of the study, she had examined racial segregation in 
occupied Haiti, which according to both U.S. and Haitian accounts 
at the time, was imposed in order to protect white American 
women who joined their husbands stationed there from the dis-
comfort or threat of racial mixing. Such a discussion would have 
been especially interesting in light of Renda’s analysis in this 
chapter of the work of two white American women (unaffiliated 
with the occupation) who did cross the color line while traveling 
in Haiti. These were Blair Niles whose Black Haiti: A Biography 



290

Caribbean Studies Vol. 34, No. 2 (July - December 2006)

of Africa’s Eldest Daughter (1926) Renda characterizes perfectly 
as “a mix of cultural relativism and racial essentialism” (p. 238), 
and Edna Taft, whose A Puritan in Voodoo-Land (1938), she writes, 
“linked sexual awakening with racial mingling and with the vio-
lence of Haitian history” (p. 255). Of all the travelogues published 
by Americans who spent time in occupation-era Haiti, the most 
widely read (and, for Haitians, infamous) of these was undoubt-
edly W. B. Seabrook’s The Magic Island (1929). In her excellent 
analysis of this text, Renda argues that in his quest to discover 
the mysteries of the “voodoo” in Haiti, Seabrook celebrated “an 
essential African racial identity fully revealed in an exotic sexual-
ity” (p. 247). While Seabrook made a number of biting comments 
about marine presence and policy in Haiti, his book (like those 
of Inman, Niles, and Taft) was inscribed with a paternalism that 
ultimately served to validate the occupation. Renda argues that 
for Seabrook, Haiti was a space of polymorphous sexuality, as well 
as “grotesque femininity.” Thus, she writes, “Seabrook’s Haiti 
called out for a fatherly male presence, and suggested that U.S. 
marines, when they were not too caught up in their own blatant 
racism, could fill that urgent need” (p. 254).

However, Renda argues that the occupation also made avail-
able an array of new cultural “vehicles” or “resources” through 
which Americans from diverse communities could challenge ide-
ologies of race, gender, sexuality, and nationality that bolstered 
U.S. imperialism in Haiti, and perpetuated inequalities at home. 
Chapter Seven provides a fascinating overview of Haiti’s central-
ity to oppositional politics in the United States during the 1920s 
and 1930s, with a particular focus on African American social 
criticism and cultural production during the Depression. Renda 
argues that while the stock market crash of 1929 created grave 
financial hardships for most African Americans,  it also resulted 
in social changes which “opened up new possibilities for social 
criticism and for the articulation of race and class consciousness by 
black writers” and artists (p. 277).  The authors Langston Hughes 
and Arna Bontemps, visual artists Jacob Lawrence and Augusta 
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Savage, choreographer Katherine Dunham, and folklorist Zora 
Neale Hurston all explored Haitian themes and/or idioms in their 
work during these years (with a number of them spending time in 
Haiti themselves). Renda examines how the history of the Haitian 
Revolution became an important touchstone for those interested 
in connecting the struggles of people of African descent across the 
world to a black revolutionary tradition. Of course, Trinidadian 
writer and activist C.L.R. James’s history The Black Jacobins is the 
crucial text here, but Renda also discusses the remarkable case of 
the Federal Theatre Project production Haiti. Written by a white 
southern journalist as a “morality tale about the grave dangers of 
miscegenation” and set at the end of the Haitian Revolution, Haiti 
was staged by Maurice Clark, African American director of the 
Federal Theatre Project’s Harlem branch as “a dramatization of 
the black struggle for freedom” (p. 286). Renda writes: “here was 
a challenge to the association between whiteness and American 
identity, a challenge couched in terms of Haitian history, and 
articulated by African Americans with financial assistance from 
the government itself (p. 287).”2  

Very effectively, Renda ends her final chapter, and thus, for 
all intents and purposes, her book, with an analysis of Zora Neale 
Hurston’s Tell My Horse (1938). Mixing genres and juxtaposing 
seemingly contradictory political positions, Hurston’s account of 
her travels in Jamaica and Haiti confounds any easy categoriza-
tion or characterization. She seems to endorse the occupation 
retrospectively and her representations of Haitian culture are 
easily read as exoticizing and sensationalistic. However, Renda 
suggests that such aspects of Tell My Horse mask “a subtle critique 
of the gendered ideology that underlay American action in, and 
white writing about, Haiti” (p. 288). The vehicle for this critique, 
Renda argues, is the figure of Dr. Reser, a former American 
military man who decided to stay on in Haiti rather than return 
to his family in the States, and who also became a Vodou priest, 
or oungan. Hurston describes Reser’s account of his experience 
of spirit embodiment thus:  “‘Before our very eyes, he walked out 
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of his Nordic body and changed. Whatever the stuff of which the 
soul of Haiti is made; he was that’” (quoted in Renda, p. 299). 
Through Reser, Renda argues, Hurston countered the imperial 
discourse of paternity which “posed Papa Blanc as the savior of 
an illegitimate child/nation in need of a father” (p. 299).  Here, 
it is rather the racial and national identity of the white American 
“father” figure that is revealed as uncertain and unstable.

In sum, Taking Haiti reveals not only the way in which pater-
nalist discourses were crucial for the “cultural armament” of the 
U.S. occupation of Haiti. It also shows how such ideologies were 
challenged by the occupation, and how central the figure of Haiti 
was to the redefinition of race, gender, sexuality, and national 
identity in the United States between 1915-1940 (and beyond).  In 
its focus on American culture, Renda’s book is a major contribu-
tion to historiography on the occupation; in its focus on Haiti, it is 
a major contribution to the growing body of work in transnational 
American Studies. Without doubt, the research, analysis, and 
conclusions presented in this work will shape, enrich, and inspire 
scholarship in these and related fields for time to come.

Kate Ramsey
Assistant Professor
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kramsey@miami.edu
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Notes

 1 Renda defines cultural conscription as “the process by which dis-
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In the book, Rebellion to Riot: The Jamaican Church in Nation 
Building, Reverend Devon Dick charts the crucial role the church 
has played in Jamaica’s economical, educational and political 
development.  Written in accessible style, the author provides 
easy access for the lay reader to follow account of the church’s 
historical role in nation building since 1865. Each chapter of the 
book is filled with historical and current photos, and tables of 
statistical data referenced throughout the text. A comprehensive 
list of Jamaica’s churches and religious organisations, educational 
institutions, old age homes and health facilities in addition to sub-
stantial bibliographical reference‚ adds to the book’s usefulness 
as a source of historical record.

As the Reverend Dick demonstrates, the church’s role in Jamai-
ca’s nation building project worked in tandem with the promotion 
of Christian values.  For example, in discussing the church’s role 
in economical empowerment in Jamaica, Dick describes at length 
the clergy’s crusade against gambling. Here, the writer betrays 
his strongly partisan views on Christian values against gambling, 
openly lashing out at politicians and religious groups who have 
supported gambling. The writer does not appropriately connect 
the discussion on how the church has economically empowered 
Jamaica to the church’s position against gambling. Therefore, this 
section of the chapter came across as an opportunity for the writer 
to persuade the readers into believing that gambling is responsible 
for some of the nation’s social problems.

The writer also paints a cynical picture of the government-


