
Discussion Paper 4 
June 2013

Revisiting Haiti´s Gangs  
and Organized Violence

Athena R. Kolbe1 

Executive Summary

Though a preoccupation with organized violence has dominated much of the 

discourse on politics and development in Haiti, little research exists on Haiti’s urban 

gangs and insurgent groups. This paper examines urban gangs through intensive 

mFME�SFTFBSDI�DPOEVDUFE�PWFS�B�OVNCFS�PG�ZFBST�XJUI�CPUI�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT�

and residents of areas in which they operate. Drawing on a combination of qualitative 

and quantitative methods, the paper sets out to examine whether Haiti´s gang-related 

violence constitutes a “war” using criteria embedded in the Geneva Conventions. 

"EWBODJOH�UIF�EFCBUF
�UIJT�TUVEZ�mOET�UIBU�UIFSF�BSF�TVSQSJTJOH�DPOWFSHFODFT�JO�UIF�

views and experiences of armed group members and Haitian civilians. 

Introduction

*U�JT�EJGmDVMU�UP�UBDLMF�)BJUJ�T�DPNQMFY�VSCBO�JTTVFT
�EFWFMPQNFOU�DIBMMFOHFT
�PS�

political dilemmas without being confronted with the specter of armed urban gangs. 

These omnipresent groups are credited with overthrowing governments, silencing 

the political opposition, preventing foreign and local investment, creating a nascent 

LJEOBQQJOH�JOEVTUSZ
�BOE�UFSSPSJ[JOH�FOUJSF�DJUJFT�2 While many narratives have been 

advanced about the origin of Haiti’s armed gangs, most are similar in form and 
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���"UIFOB�,PMCF�JT�B�DMJOJDBM�TPDJBM�XPSLFS
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“[President] Aristide resorted to distributing weapons to youth groups 

	LOPXO�BT�CB[FT�PS�CBTFT
�JO�FYDIBOHF�GPS�UIFJS�TVQQPSU��8FBQPOT�

provided to defend Aristide also gave the groups the wherewithal 

to commit crimes and dominate neighborhoods. With his departure, 

UIFTF�HBOHT�	XIJDI�BU�UIBU�QPJOU�XFSF�GVMMZ�JOWPMWFE�JO�DSJNJOBM�BDUJWJUZ
�

RVJDLMZ�FTUBCMJTIFE�DPOUSPM�w�	Q�����
�

This narrative, as well as others describing the role and behavior of these groups, 

has shaped the character of stabilization and development activities. Assumptions 

BCPVU�UIF�SPMF�BOE�JOnVFODF�PG�)BJUJ}T�VSCBO�HBOHT�IBWF�BMTP�QSPGPVOEMZ�JOnVFODFE�

the country´s internal politics. To “Political parties and politicians alternate between 

overtly using armed urban gangs to distancing themselves from the groups entirely 

	BOE�TPNFUJNFT�EPJOH�TP�TJNVMUBOFPVTMZ
��"T�B�SFTVMU
�JU�JT�JNQPTTJCMF�UP�EJTDVTT�)BJUJ�

XJUIPVU�BEESFTTJOH�UIF�JTTVF�PG�HBOHT��:FU�UIFSF�JT�TDBOU�FNQJSJDBM�LOPXMFEHF�BCPVU�

the groups, their composition, their activities, or their motivations and few researchers 

have questioned members about their own identities and functions.

5IJT�QBQFS�DPOTUJUVUFT�B�NPEFTU�BUUFNQU�UP�VOQBDL�XIBU�JT�LOPXO�BOE�XIBU�JT�

VOLOPXO�BCPVU�)BJUJ�T�BSNFE�VSCBO�HSPVQT��*U�JT�CBTFE�PO�B�SFWJFX�PG�UIF�FYJTUJOH�

literature as well as qualitative and quantitative analysis of data collected from 

NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT
�UIFJS�GVOEFST
�UIFJS�QBSUJTBO�CBDLFST
�BOE�SFTJEFOUT�PG�

the neighborhoods in which they operate. The paper starts by examining how armed 

VSCBO�HBOHT�BSF�EFmOFE�CZ�PVUTJEFST�BOE�IPX�UIFZ�EFmOF�UIFNTFMWFT��/FYU�UIF�

QBQFS�QSFTFOUT�mOEJOHT�GSPN�RVBMJUBUJWF�JOUFSWJFXT�XJUI�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT�

JODMVEJOH�EJTDVTTJPOT�BCPVU�UIFJS�VOEFSTUBOEJOHT�PG�UIF�OBUVSF�BOE�KVTUJmDBUJPO�GPS�

BSNFE�DPOnJDU��5IF�QBQFS�DPODMVEFT�CZ�QSFTFOUJOH�TVHHFTUJPOT�GPS�EFUFSNJOJOH�UIF�

PSHBOJ[BUJPO�BOE�JOUFOTJUZ�PG�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�JOWPMWJOH�VSCBO�HBOHT�JO�)BJUJ�

Before turning to the subject at hand, it is important to stress that the methods used 

to collect and analyze the data presented in this paper include both qualitative 

BOE�RVBOUJUBUJWF�NFUIPET���.VMUJQMF�EBUB�TFUT�BOE�TUVEJFT�	CPUI�QVCMJTIFE�BOE�

VOQVCMJTIFE
�XFSF�VTFE
�JODMVEJOH�UIPTF�JO�XIJDI�UIF�QSFTFOU�BVUIPS�TFSWFE�BT�UIF�

principal investigator. An extensive review of the literature in English, French and 

)BJUJBO�$SFPMF�XBT�DPOEVDUFE��CPUI�QVCMJDBMMZ�BWBJMBCMF�BOE�VOQVCMJTIFE�QSJWBUF�

EPDVNFOUT�XFSF�FYBNJOFE��*O�JOTUBODFT�XIFSF�mOEJOHT�GSPN�B�TUVEZ
�GPS�XIJDI�TPNF�

or all of the results of the study have already been published, the paper refers the 

reader to existing literature rather than re-explaining the minutia of the particular 

research project. 

*O�BMM�PUIFS�DBTFT
�RVPUFT�BOE�RVBMJUBUJWF�mOEJOHT�XFSF�HFOFSBUFE�CZ�B�TFSJFT�PG�

JOUFSWJFXT�DPOEVDUFE�JO�)BJUJ�CFHJOOJOH�VOEFS�UIF�BVTQJDFT�PG�UIF�i6OJWFSTJUZ�PG�

.JDIJHBO�4UVEZ�PG�)FBMUI�BOE�)BSN�JO�)BJUJw��5IJT�JOJUJBUJWF�DPOTJTUFE�PG�B�NJYFE�

NFUIPET�TUVEZ�FYBNJOJOH�SJTLT�BOE�QSPUFDUJWF�GBDUPST�GPS�WBSJPVT�IFBMUI�BOE�NFOUBM�

There is scant 

empirical 

knowledge about 

the groups, their 

composition, their 

activities, or their 

motivations and 

few researchers 

have questioned 

members about 

their own identity 

and functions.
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health outcomes in communities throughout the country. As part of this assessment, 

hundreds of respondents completed in-depth qualitative interviews. Those 

interviewed included current and former members of armed groups, victims of crime 

BOE�UIFJS�GBNJMZ�NFNCFST
�DPNNVOJUZ�MFBEFST
�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST
�BOE�SFTJEFOUT�

of areas in which armed groups operate.  

Standard protocols were followed for obtaining consent of those interviewed. 

Interviews were conducted in a location of the respondent’s choosing and in their 

language of choice. Transcripts and notes were translated into English and analyzed 

VTJOH�/VE�JTU������5IJT�TUVEZ�XBT�BQQSPWFE�CZ�UIF�6OJWFSTJUZ�PG�.JDIJHBO�*OTUJUVUJPOBM�

3FWJFX�#PBSE�	"OO�"SCPS
�.JDIJHBO
�6OJUFE�4UBUFT
�BOE�UIF�&UIJDBM�3FTFBSDI�

$PNNJUUFF�PG�UIF�&OTUJUJ�5SBWBZ�4PTZBM�BL�4ZBOT�4PTZBM�	1FUJPOWJMMF
�)BJUJ
��

"�NBUUFS�PG�EFmOJUJPO

5IPVHI�UIF�JOUFSOBUJPOBM�DPNNVOJUZ�UZQJDBMMZ�EFmOFT�)BJUJ�T�BSNFE�VSCBO�HSPVQT�BT�

iHBOHTw�BOE�iDSJNJOBM�OFUXPSLTw�	BOE�JO�TPNF�DBTFT�UIF�ZPVUI�NFNCFST�BSF�DBMMFE�

iDIJME�TPMEJFSTw

�)BJUJBOT�TFF�UIJOHT�EJGGFSFOUMZ��*OEFFE
�NBOZ�SFTJEFOUT�PG�)BJUJ�T�

popular zones conceive of gangs as “political associations,” “community groups,” 

and most commonly, as “bases”. For its part, the specialized unit of the Haitian 

/BUJPOBM�1PMJDF�UBTLFE�XJUI�NPOJUPSJOH�BOE�SFEVDJOH�DSJNJOBM�BDUJWJUZ�HFOFSBUFE�CZ�

UIFTF�HSPVQT�JT�DBMMFE�UIF�iBOUJ�HBOH�VOJUw��*U�JT�TQFDJmDBMMZ�GPDVTFE�PO�BSNFE�VSCBO�

groups in Port-au-Prince’s popular zones.3

6SCBO�HBOHT�BSF�POMZ�POF�PG�TFWFSBM�BSNFE�HSPVQT�XIJDI�DVSSFOUMZ�PS�SFDFOUMZ�

PQFSBUFE�JO�)BJUJ�	TFF�UBCMF��
��0UIFS�HSPVQT�JODMVEF�UIF�FY�'"%)�	B�HSPVQ�PG�

EJTCBOEFE�)BJUJBO�"SNZ�TPMEJFST�BOE�UIFJS�GPMMPXFST

�QSJWBUF�NJMJUJBT�XPSLJOH�

GPS�CVTJOFTTNFO�BOE�PS�USBGmDLFST
�DSJNJOBM�OFUXPSLT�JOWPMWFE�JO�USBGmDLJOH�BOE�

LJEOBQQJOH
�BT�XFMM�BT�BSNFE�JOTVSHFOU�HSPVQT�CBTFE�JO�SVSBM�BSFBT�XIJDI
�JO�

cooperation with the ex-FADH, ousted Haiti’s president in 2004.  

���0UIFS�QPMJDF�VOJUT�BT�XFMM�BT�.*/645")
�UIF�6OJUFE�/BUJPOT�.JTTJPO�JO�)BJUJ
�IBWF�SFTQPOEFE�UP�BOE�

JOWFTUJHBUFE�)BJUJ�T�PUIFS�PSHBOJ[FE�BSNFE�HSPVQT�JODMVEJOH�UIF�EJTCBOEFE�)BJUJBO�BSNZ�	SFGFSSFE�UP�BT�UIF�

FY�'"%)
�XIJDI�SF�GPSNFE�BOE�UIFO�PDDVQJFE�HPWFSONFOU�CVJMEJOHT�JO�SFDFOU�ZFBST��*O������BOE�����
�

XIFO�UIF�FY�'"%)�HSPVQT�mSTU�CFHBO�FOHBHJOH�JO�BSNFE�DPNCBU�BHBJOTU�UIF�)BJUJBO�/BUJPOBM�1PMJDF
�

UIFSF�XFSF�BU�MFBTU�GPVS�EJGGFSFOU�HSPVQT�PG�FY�'"%)�	DPMMFDUJWFMZ�UIFZ�XFSF�DBMMFE�UIF�i3FCFM�"SNZw
�BOE�

NPTU�PG�UIF�NFNCFST�BQQFBSFE�UP�CF�GPSNFS�TPMEJFST��#Z�FBSMZ������UIF�FY�'"%)�HSPVQT�IBE�UBLFO�PWFS�

large parts of the country. At that time, though the ex-FADH groups remained separated from each other 

UIFZ�BQQFBSFE�UP�XPSL�JO�DPPQFSBUJPO
�BOE�UIFJS�NFNCFSTIJQ�IBE�FYQBOEFE�UP�JODMVEF�SFDSVJUT�GSPN�PUIFS�

armed groups, private militias and urban gangs in major cities outside of Port-au-Prince. 

.PSF�SFDFOUMZ
�FY�'"%)�HSPVQT�IBWF�BQQFBSFE�UP�IBWF�DPBMFTDFE�JOUP�POF�VOJUFE�FOUJUZ�XJUI�UIF�MFBEFST�

CFJOH�GPSNFS�TPMEJFST�GSPN�UIF�'PSDFT�"SNÏFT�E�)BÕUJ�BOE�UIF�CVML�PG�UIFJS�SBOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFSTIJQ�CFJOH�

comprised of young people who never served in the Forces Armées d’Haïti. Thus, the fact that these 

groups are referred to as the “ex-FADH” is somewhat misleading since only their leadership and a small 

QFSDFOUBHF�PG�UIF�SBOL�BOE�mMF�BSF�BDUVBMMZ�GPSNFS�TPMEJFST�XJUI�UIF�SFNBJOEFS�CFJOH�ZPVOH�QFPQMF�XIP�

support the recreation of the Armées d’Haïti.
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Table 1. Armed Groups Currently or Recently Operating in Haiti

GROUP CHARACTERISTICS

Urban Gangs such as 

#B[�-BCBOZF
�-BNF�5J�

.BDIFUF
� 

#PJT�/FVG
�"SNFF�4BOT�

Tete, Baze Solino, Rat. 

4NBMM
�HFPHSBQIJDBMMZ�JTPMBUFE�HSPVQT�DPNQSJTFE�PG�	NPTUMZ
�ZPVOH�NFO�

in the urban popular zones. These groups may or may not be politically 

NPUJWBUFE�BOE�BSF�PGUFO�mOBODJBMMZ�CBDLFE�CZ�CVTJOFTTNFO��5IFZ�VTVBMMZ�

engage in small scale crime including violence against those perceived to 

be a threat to their neighborhood, extortion from local businesses or street 

NFSDIBOUT
�BOE�MPDBM�TBMFT�PG�DPOUSBCBOE��6SCBO�HBOHT�VTVBMMZ�QSPWJEF�

social services to residents including assisting with medical care and burial 

costs, paying tuition fees for disadvantaged children, garbage collection, 

home repair, and the organization of social and musical events.

Ex-FADH groups such as 

'SPOU�QPVS�MB�-JCÏSBUJPO�

et la Reconstruction 

/BUJPOBMF
�UIF�

Revolutionary Artibonite 

Resistance Front, 

Gonaives Resistance 

Front/Cannibal Army4, 

-BNCJ����(SBOEF�4BMJOF
�

Group Zero.

(SPVQ�TJ[F�SBOHFT�GSPN�TFWFSBM�EP[FO�UP�TFWFSBM�IVOESFE�BU�FBDI�MPDBUJPO��

groups are nationally coordinated and leadership is comprised of former 

soldiers. Recently ex-FADH groups occupied former military bases and 

other government properties throughout the country and operated training 

QSPHSBNT�GPS�OFX�SFDSVJUT��3BOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFST�BSF�DPOTJEFSFE�SFDSVJUT��

they have access weapons and may advance into leadership positions.

Private Militias $PNQSJTFE�NPTUMZ�PG�NFO�XIP�IBWF�XPSLFE�GPS�QSJWBUF�TFDVSJUZ�DPNQBOJFT
�

UIFTF�HSPVQT�JEFOUJGZ�XJUI�UIPTF�XIP�IJSF�UIFN�BOE�UIVT�PGUFO�MBDL�HSPVQ�

names and a sense of group identity. Private militias may engage in 

DSJNJOBM�BDUJWJUJFT�JODMVEJOH�USBGmDLJOH
�FYUPSUJPO
�BOE�VOJPO�CVTUJOH
�UIPVHI�

many limit their activities to security provision that is similar to - though more 

FYUFOTJWF�UIBO���UIBU�QSPWJEFE�CZ�QSJWBUF�TFDVSJUZ�DPNQBOJFT��3BOL�BOE�mMF�

NFNCFST�BSF�SFHBSEFE�BT�FNQMPZFFT��UIFZ�IBWF�BDDFTT�UP�XFBQPOT�BOE�

occasionally advance into leadership positions.

Criminal Networks "MTP�OPU�HFOFSBMMZ�JEFOUJmFE�CZ�B�QBSUJDVMBS�OBNF
�DSJNJOBM�OFUXPSLT�BSF�

usually regional or national and are often associated with wealthy and 

powerful families. These groups are involved in both legal and illegal 

CVTJOFTT�WFOUVSFT�JODMVEJOH�JNQPSUT�FYQPSUT
�USBGmDLJOH�PG�XFBQPOT
�ESVHT�

BOE�QFPQMF
�UIF�MPUUFSZ
�NPOFZ�MFOEJOH
�QSPUFDUJPO�SBDLFUT
�BOE�NPOFZ�

MBVOEFSJOH��3BOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFST�BSF�SFHBSEFE�BT�FNQMPZFFT��UIPVHI�

they have access to weapons, advancement into positions of leadership 

appears to be determined by familial ties.

4  Though rare, occasional armed urban gangs have joined larger insurgent groups. In this case, the 

Cannibal Army, an urban gang from the popular zone of Raboteau in the city of Gonaives, made a public 

alliance with the ex-FADH groups and joined the insurgency against the elected government of Haiti, 

FWFOUVBMMZ�BTTJTUJOH�JO�PWFSUISPXJOH�1SFTJEFOU�"SJTUJEF�JO�������5IF�HSPVQ�RVJDLMZ�SFWFSUFE�UP�DSJNJOBM�

activity in mid-2004 and is no longer associated with the ex-FADH.
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Armed groups that are not�GSPN�VSCBO�QPQVMBS�[POFT�BSF�USFBUFE�JO�B�NBSLFEMZ�

different way by the international community and the Haitian government. For 

FYBNQMF
�PWFS�UIF�MBTU�UXP�ZFBST�HSPVQT�BGmMJBUFE�XJUI�UIF�FSTUXIJMF�BSNZ�IBWF�

openly held armed marches, called well-attended press conferences denouncing 

the existing government, and were allowed to present various demands to 

representatives of the international community and the Haitian government, some 

PG�XIJDI�	JODMVEJOH�EFNBOET�GPS�DBTI�QBZNFOUT
�XFSF�HSBOUFE�CZ�UIF�DVSSFOU�

BENJOJTUSBUJPO���%FTQJUF�TPNF�IJHI�QSPmMF�BSSFTUT�PG�MFBEFST
�UIF�FY�'")%�BOE�UIF�

other insurgent groups involved in the 2004 overthrow of the elected government 

are widely viewed as politically motivated insurgent organizations while urban gangs 

BSF�TFFO�BT�DSJNJOBM�FOUJUJFT��*OUFSFTUJOHMZ
�UIF�SBOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFSTIJQ�PG�UIFTF�UXP�

types of armed groups is similar in some ways, notably their reason for joining the 

PSHBOJ[BUJPO�BOE�DIJMEIPPE�FYQFSJFODFT�PG�GBNJMZ�WJPMFODF�	TFF�mHVSFT���BOE��
�5

Figure 2. Demographics of Rank and File Membership in Armed Groups�

 5

���5IJT�EBUB�JT�CBTFE�PO�RVBMJUBUJWF�BOE�RVBOUJUBUJWF�EBUB�DPMMFDUJPO�JO������BOE�������#BTFE�PO�NFEJB�

SFQPSUT�EVSJOH�UIF�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�JO������BOE�����
�JU�BQQFBST�UIBU�UIF�BWFSBHF�SBOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFS�

of an insurgent groups during those years were older, better educated, and from higher socioeconomic 

CBDLHSPVOET��#PUI�UZQFT�PG�HSPVQT�XFSF�PWFSXIFMNJOHMZ�DPNQSJTFE�PG�NBMF�NFNCFST��4JNJMBS�UP�UIBU�

seen in militias and insurgent groups worldwide, within armed urban gangs, women played limited roles in 

TVQQPSU�QPTJUJPOT�BOE�PGUFO�FOHBHFE�JO�SPNBOUJD�PS�TFYVBM�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�XJUI�HBOH�NFNCFST�	$*%"
�����
�

���8IFUIFS�B�QFSTPO�XBT�B�SBOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFS�PG�BO�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�XBT�TFMG�EFmOFE��%VSJOH�JOUFSWJFXT�BOE�

TVSWFZT
�SFTQPOEFOUT�XFSF�BTLFE�JG�UIFZ�XFSF�B�MFBEFS�JO�UIFJS�DPNNVOJUZ�BOE�PS�B�MFBEFS�JO�UIF�HSPVQ��

5IPTF�XIP�SFTQPOEFE�UIBU�UIFZ�XFSF�OPU
�CVU�EJE�TUBUF�UIBU�UIFZ�XFSF�B�NFNCFS
�XFSF�DMBTTJmFE�BT�iSBOL�

BOE�mMFw�NFNCFST��*OUFSFTUJOHMZ
�MFBEFST�PG�BSNFE�VSCBO�HSPVQT�UFOEFE�UP�CF�IJHIMZ�FEVDBUFE�	XJUI�BO�

BWFSBHF�PG�����ZFBST�NPSF�UIBO�PUIFS�SFTJEFOUT�PG�UIF�TBNF�BHF�HSPVQ
�XIJMF�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�VSCBO�

groups were much less educated than those in their age group.

ARMED INSURGENT GROUPS  
(N=88)

ARMED URBAN GANGS  
(N=432)

Age ������	4%������
 ������	4%������


Gender .BMF�������� .BMF��������

.FBO�ZFBST�PG�FEVDBUJPO ������	4%������
 �����	4%������


History of crime during 

childhood7

&YQFSJFODFE�JOUFSGBNJMJBM�WJPMFODF��

������

Was a victim of a violent crime by a 

OPO�GBNJMZ�NFNCFS������

&YQFSJFODFE�JOUFSGBNJMJBM�WJPMFODF��

������

Was a victim of a violent crime by a 

OPO�GBNJMZ�NFNCFS�������

Reason for joining the 

group

To serve my country�������

5P�JNQSPWF�NZ�MJGF�������

To serve my community�������

5P�JNQSPWF�NZ�MJGF�������

-PDVT�PG�$POUSPM�4DPSF �����	4%������
 �����	4%������
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Figure 3. Place of Origin of Members of Armed Groups

"EEJUJPOBMMZ
�UIF�BUUJUVEF�UIBU�HSPVQ�NFNCFST�FYIJCJUFE�BCPVU�UIFJS�BCJMJUZ�UP�JOnVFODF�

FWFOUT�JO�UIFJS�PXO�MJWFT
�XBT�NFBTVSFE�VTJOH�UIF�3PUUFS�-PDVT�PG�$POUSPM�	-0$
�

scale. An individuals’ locus�	-BUJO�GPS�iMPDBUJPOw
�SBOHFT�PO�B�TDBMF�GSPN�JOUFSOBM�UP�

external with “internals” believing that their actions determine what happens and 

“externals” believing that outside forces such as a higher power, chance or an 

BVUIPSJUZ�IBT�DPOUSPM�PWFS�XIBU�IBQQFOT�UP�UIFN��5IF�DPODFQU�PG�-0$�FNFSHFT�GSPN�

social learning theory which proposed that a combination of both environmental 

	TPDJBM
�BOE�QTZDIPMPHJDBM�GBDUPST�JOnVFODF�JOEJWJEVBM�CFIBWJPS��  An internal locus of 

DPOUSPM�JT�MJOLFE�UP�FOHBHFNFOU�JO�QPMJUJDBM�CFIBWJPS�TVDI�BT�EFNPOTUSBUJPOT
�WPUJOH
�

joining community organizations, and engaging in other forms of political and social 

change.� �*O�UIJT�DBTF�XF�TFF�UIBU�NFNCFST�PG�FY�'"%)�HSPVQT�XFSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�

CF�FYUFSOBMMZ�NPUJWBUFE�XIJMF�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�VSCBO�HBOHT�XFSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�

believe that their actions could impact the world around them. 

��3FTFBSDI�IBT�GPVOE�UIBU�SFTJEFOUT�PG�QPQVMBS�[POFT�BSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UIBO�PUIFS�VSCBO�SFTJEFOUT�UP�

FYQFSJFODF�TFSJPVT�IVNBO�SJHIUT�WJPMBUJPOT�TVDI�BT�DSJNFT�BHBJOTU�QFSTPOT�	TFYVBM�BTTBVMU
�NVSEFS�BOE�

UIF�MJLF
�DPNNJUUFE�CZ�TUBUF�BDUPST��/PU�TVSQSJTJOHMZ
�DSJNF����CZ�BMM�QFSQBUSBUPST����JT�BMTP�NPSF�GSFRVFOU�

JO�UIFTF�BSFBT�	)FSU[
�FU�BM
�������,PMCF���)VUTPO
�������,PMCF���.VHHBI
�������,PMCF���.VHHBI
�������

,PMCF
�.VHHBI���1VDDJP
�����
��

���5IPVHI�QFSTPOBMJUZ�BOE�JOEJWJEVBM�CFMJFGT�DBO�JOnVFODF�UIF�EFDJTJPO�UP�CF�WJPMFOU
�TVQQPSU�UIF�VTF�

of violence or join a violent group, there are multiple other factors including social support, trauma 

BOE�SFMJHJPVT�FYUSFNJTN
�BNPOH�PUIFST�UIBU�DBO�QMBZ�B�SPMF�	$BOFUUJ�/JTJN
�FU�BM
�������$PIFO
�������

$VNNJOHT
�FU�BM
�������(FSCFS
�FU�BM
�������)VUTPO�FU�BM
�������,SPTOJDL
�7JTTFS
���)BSEFS
�������-BPS
�FU�BM
�

����
�

���4FF
�GPS�JOTUBODF
�#BLFS���4IBMIPVC�,FWPSLJBO
�������3PUUFS
�������4BOHFS���"MLFS
������
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Figure 4. Locus of Control of Ex-FADH Group Members10

Figure 5. Locus of Control of Gang Members11

����0OMZ�SBOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFST�XFSF�JODMVEFE�JO�UIJT�DBMDVMBUJPO���/P�TVSWFZT�XFSF�DPOEVDUFE�XJUI�MFBEFST�

of ex-FADH groups.

���5IJT�HSBQI�TIPXT�POMZ�UIF�SFTVMUT�GSPN�SBOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFST�PG�UIF�VSCBO�BSNFE�HBOHT��-FBEFST�PG�

BSNFE�VSCBO�HBOHT�XFSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UIBO�NFNCFST�UP�CF�JOUFSOBMMZ�NPUJWBUFE�	NFBO�TDPSF�PG�����
�4%������
�
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impact the world 

around them



8

HASOW DISCUSSION PAPER 4: REVISITING HAITI´S GANGS AND ORGANIZED VIOLENCE

.FNCFSTIJQ�JO�)BJUJ�T�BSNFE�VSCBO�HBOHT�IBT�WBDJMMBUFE�PWFS�UIF�ZFBST��'JHVSF�TJY�

EFNPOTUSBUFT�IPX�UIF�QFSDFOUBHF�PG�ZPVOH�NFO�BHFE�������XIP�BSF�JO�HBOHT�JO�

UIF�DBQJUBM�T�JNQPWFSJTIFE�OFJHICPSIPPET�IBT�FCCFE�BOE�nPXFE�JO�B�TJNJMBS�QBUUFSO�

over time.12 In the early 2000s when armed ex-FADH groups launched an insurgency 

BHBJOTU�UIF�HPWFSONFOU�PG�)BJUJ�MFE�+FBO�#FSUSBOE�"SJTUJEF�PG�UIF�-BWBMBT�QPMJUJDBM�

QBSUZ
�NBOZ�VSCBO�HBOHT�UPPL�TJEFT�JO�UIF�DPOnJDU�BMJHOJOH�UIFNTFMWFT�XJUI�UIF�QSP�

EFNPDSBDZ�QSP�-BWBMBT�NPWFNFOU�PS�UIF�BOUJ�-BWBMBT�SFCFM�NPWFNFOU��"GUFS�UIF�

insurgency was successful in early 2004, leaders of the interim Haitian government 

IBJMFE�UIF�FY�'"%)�BOE�UIFJS�BMMJFT�BT�iGSFFEPN�mHIUFSTw�BOE�B�QFSJPE�PG�JODSFBTFE�

QPMJUJDBM�SFQSFTTJPO�BHBJOTU�UIF�-BWBMBT�NPWFNFOU�CFHBO��

During this three year period of political repression, membership in armed groups 

BDSPTT�UIF�TQFDUSVN�JODSFBTFE��#PUI�QSP��BOE�BOUJ�-BWBMBT�HBOHT�BDUJWFMZ�TPVHIU�

GVOEJOH�BOE�NFNCFST���8IFO�FY�'"%)�TVQQPSUFE�BOUJ�-BWBMBT�HBOHT�BOE�

BUUBDLFE�QSP�-BWBMBT�HBOHT
�JU�POMZ�GVFMFE�UIF�NFNCFSTIJQ�ESJWF�BOE�BDDFMFSBUFE�

violence. Crime, both that committed by both political actors and crime committed 

by opportunistic criminals, increased. As shown through observations of Haitian 

politics and empirical evidence demonstrated through survey research, periods of 

democratic crisis are frequently associated with increased crime more generally.13  

0OF�FYDFQUJPO�UP�UIJT�QBUUFSO�JT�(SFBUFS�#FM�"JS�	JODMVEJOH�%FMNBT��
��CFUXFFO������

BOE������UIF�SFMBUJWF�SJTL�PG�HBOH�JOWPMWFNFOU�GPS�ZPVOH�NFO�	BHFE������
�JO�UIJT�

area decreased considerably.14

12 Bel Air and Delmas 2 are exceptions to this pattern. Both neighborhoods were targeted by a Viva 

3JP
�B�#SB[JMJBO�/(0�XIJDI�MFE�BO�JOUFOTJWF�QBDJmDBUJPO�BOE�BOUJ�HBOH�JOUFSWFOUJPO�CFHJOOJOH�JO�������

8PSLJOH�XJUI�NFNCFST�PG�HBOHT
�UIF�JOUFSWFOUJPO�CVJMU�PO�DPNNVOJUZ�BTTFUT�UP�DSFBUF�JODFOUJWFT�GPS�OPO�

violence while using social action to improve the quality of life for residents and address institutionalized 

NBSHJOBMJ[BUJPO�PG�QFPQMF�GSPN�QPQVMBS�[POFT�	.PFTUVF���.VHHBI
�����
�

����4FF�,PMCF���)VUTPO
�������,PMCF�FU�BM
�������,PMCF���.VHHBI
�������BOE�,PMCF���.VHHBI
������

14 A notable exception to the pattern also includes Greater Bon Repos. The demographics of this area, 

XIJDI�JODMVEFT�QBSUT�PG�$SPJY�EFT�#PVRVFU
�DIBOHFE�ESBNBUJDBMMZ�BGUFS�UIF�+BOVBSZ������FBSUIRVBLF�

when 400,000 displaced people were relocated to the nearby Corail IDP camps. Between December 

�����BOE�%FDFNCFS�����
�UIF�NFBO�JODPNF�GPS�UIJT�BSFB�ESPQQFE�UP�B�RVBSUFS�PG�JUT�QSF�FBSUIRVBLF�MFWFM
�

VOFNQMPZNFOU�PG�NFO�BHFE�������SPTF�GSPN�������UP�������BOE�UIF�QFSDFOUBHF�PG�TDIPPM�BHFE�DIJMESFO�

FOSPMMFE�JO�TDIPPM�ESPQQFE�GSPN������UP�������	,PMCF���.VHHBI
�����
�
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Figure 6. Percentage of males (18-29) in selected neighborhoods of  
3RUW�DX�3ULQFH�FODLPLQJ�DIÀOLDWLRQ�ZLWK�DUPHG�XUEDQ�JURXSV14

Overall, the policy and research literature on armed groups in Haiti tends to be 

NFUIPEPMPHJDBMMZ�XFBL�BOE�BOBMZUJDBMMZ�JNQSFDJTF��5IFSF�IBT�CFFO�MJUUMF�mFME�CBTFE�

empirical research conducted  with members of armed urban groups in Haiti. As 

XF�DBO�TFF�GSPN�BCPWF
�FWFO�UIF�EFmOJUJPO�PG�XIBU�JT�BOE�JT�OPU�TVDI�B�HSPVQ�JT�JO�

EJTQVUF��5IJT�SFnFDUT�B�MBSHFS�EFCBUF�BNPOH�QPMJDZ�NBLFST�BOE�BDBEFNJDT�BCPVU�

IPX�UP�EFmOF�HBOHT��� $PNQFUJOH�EFmOJUJPOT�JNQBDU�IPX�BOE�XIFSF�QPMJDJOH�BT�XFMM�

as violence prevention and reduction interventions are carried out, they complicate 

measurement of violence over time and they obscure the evaluation of public policy 

JOUFSWFOUJPOT��*U�JT�EJGmDVMU�UP�DPNQBSF�UIF�GFX�TUVEJFT�XIJDI�IBWF�CFFO�DPOEVDUFE�

PO�)BJUJ�T�HBOHT�XIFO�OP�DPNNPO�EFmOJUJPO�IBT�CFFO�FTUBCMJTIFE��.PSFPWFS
�NPTU�

assessments do not adequately account for the fast-changing social and political 

dynamics or the impact that outside political forces and funder priorities have on the 

location, targets and parameters of anti-gang interventions.17

����.FO�DMBJNJOH�BGmMJBUJPO�FY�'"%)�HSPVQT�XFSF�FYDMVEFE�GSPN�UIJT�DBMDVMBUJPO��%BUB�XBT�HBUIFSFE�

EVSJOH�IPVTFIPMET�SBOEPNMZ�TBNQMFE�BOE�TVSWFZFE�CZ�UIF�BVUIPS��TBNQMF�TJ[FT�SBOHFE�GSPN�����UP��
����

IPVTFIPMET�XJUI�SFTQPOTF�SBUFT�SBOHJOH�GSPN������������

����$PWFZ
�������)BHFEPSO
�������,MFJO���.BYTPO
�������2VJSL
�������3JCBOEP
�������4IFXGFMU
�������

4VMMJWBO���#VOLFS
�������5IPNQTPO�FU�BM
�������7JHJM
������

����4FF
�GPS�JOTUBODF
�$PDLBZOF
�������%[JFE[JD���1FSJUP
�������)PGGNBO
�,OPY
���$PIFO
������

,PWBUT�#FSOBU
������,PWBUT�#FSOBU
������-VOEF
������.BSDFMJO�FU�BM
������.BSDFMJO
������.PFTUVF�

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
Bel Air 2 3.4 3.8 2.4 2.2 2 1.3 1.6 1.5 1.5
Delmas 2 1.9 3.3 3.4 2.6 1.9 1.4 1.2 1.8 1.9 1.8
Martissant 1.1 2.7 2.5 2.1 2.1 2.2 1.4 1.7 2.2 2.3
Gran Ravine 1 2.6 3 2.4 2 1.8 1 1.9 2.1 2.3
Cite Soley 1.9 3.4 3.3 3.6 2 1.6 1.4 2 2.4 2.5
Greater Carrefour 1.5 2.6 2.9 2.5 1.6 1 0.7 2.6 2.5 2.8
Greater Bon Repos 0.4 0.1 0 0.2 0.3 0.2 1 2.1 2.6 3
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5IF�PWFSXIFMNJOH�OFHBUJWF�QFSDFQUJPOT�PG�)BJUJ�T�HBOHT�BT�EFTDSJCFE�CZ�#FDLFS�

in the introduction is reinforced by the Haitian government, multilateral and 

bilateral agencies, the media, and practitioners involved in providing security and 

development support. Yet the stereotypes of gangs and gang members featured in 

UIF�EBJMZ�OBSSBUJWF�PGUFO�DPOnJDU�XJUI�SFBMJUZ��� *O�����
�XIFO�����GPSFJHOFST�XPSLJOH�

or volunteering full time in Port-au-Prince on community development and social 

XFMGBSF�QSPKFDUT�XFSF�BTLFE�UP�EFmOF�iHBOHw�UIFJS�BOTXFST�WBSJFE�DPOTJEFSBCMZ���  

"OPUIFS�TJNJMBSMZ�DPNQPTFE�HSPVQ�PG�����GPSFJHO�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST�JOUFSWJFXFE�

JO������HBWF�XJMEMZ�EJGGFSFOU�BOTXFST
�SFnFDUJOH�UIF�QVTI
�BU�UIBU�UJNF
�UP�WJMJGZ�

members of the political opposition by accusing them of “gang activity”. Though the 

EFNPHSBQIJD�DPNQPTJUJPO
�QPMJUJDBM�BGmMJBUJPO
�BOE�CBTJD�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�PG�HBOHT�

changed little between 2005 and 2010, the perception of gangs among those whose 

PQJOJPOT�JOnVFODFE�QPMJDZ�DIBOHFE�DPOTJEFSBCMZ��5IF�XPSE�DMPVET�CFMPX�	mHVSFT�

��BOE��
�SFQSFTFOU�UIF�XPSET�BOE�QISBTFT�DPNNPOMZ�BQQFBSJOH�JO�USBOTDSJQUT�

PG�RVBMJUBUJWF�JOUFSWJFXT�XJUI�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST
�XJUI�UIF�JODSFBTFE�GPOU�TJ[F�

representing increased frequency of mentions. 

Figure 7. Words commonly used by development workers when describing 
Haiti’s gangs (2005)

��.VHHBI
������6OJUFE�4UBUFT�#VSFBV�PG�$JUJ[FOTIJQ�BOE�*NNJHSBUJPO�4FSWJDFT
������8JMMNBO���

.BSDFMJO
�����

����'PS�BO�JOUFSFTUJOH�UBLF�PO�UIF�JOnVFODF�UIBU�NFEJB�IBT�PO�IPX�HBOHT�BSF�WJFXFE�JO�/PSUI�"NFSJDBO
�

TFF�.PPSF
�����

����2VBMJUBUJWF�JOUFSWJFXT�XFSF�DPNQMFUFE�XJUI�����OPO�)BJUJBO�JOEJWJEVBMT�BGmMJBUFE�XJUI�/(0T
�DIBSJUJFT
�

64"*%�BOE�$*%"�GVOEFE�QSPKFDUT
�6/�BHFODJFT
�BOE�NJTTJPOBSZ�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�XIJMF�FWBMVBUJOH�UIF�

FGmDBDZ�PG�BO�JOUFSWFOUJPO�UP�SFEVDF�WJDBSJPVT�USBVNB�FYQFSJFODFE�CZ�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST�JO�IJHIMZ�

JOTFDVSF�FOWJSPONFOUT��"MM�QBSUJDJQBOUT�MJWFE�PS�XPSLFE�JO�UIF�1PSU�BV�1SJODF�NFUSPQPMJUBO�BSFB�BU�MFBTU�

����PG�UIF�UJNF�BOE�BMM�IBE�CFFO�JO�)BJUJ�GPS�BU�MFBTU����EBZT�QSJPS�UP�UIF�JOUFSWJFX��	,PMCF
�������,PMCF���

.VHHBI
�����
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Figure 8. Words commonly used by development workers when describing 
Haiti’s gangs (2010)

6ODSJUJDBM�SFQSFTFOUBUJPOT�PG�UIF�TFWFSJUZ�PG�WJPMFODF�JO�)BJUJ�DBO�SFQSPEVDF�IBSE�

IBOEFE�QPMJDJOH�SFTQPOTFT�BOE�TFWFSF�QFBDFLFFQJOH�JOUFSWFOUJPOT��"T�B�SFTVMU
�

heavy handed interventions can inadvertently harm innocent bystanders, alienate 

residents, and contribute to marginalization of a given neighborhood within the 

XJEFS�TPDJFUZ��-JLFXJTF
�TFOTBUJPOBMJTU�SFQPSUJOH�PG�TVQQPTFEMZ�HBOH�MFE�DBNQBJHOT�

of violence and beheadings dubbed “Operation Baghdad” by the media and false 

BMMFHBUJPOT�PG�UFSSPSJTU�DPOOFDUJPOT�XJUI�QSP�-BWBMBT�HSPVQT�MFE�UP�JODSFBTJOHMZ�

BHHSFTTJWF�UBDUJDT�CZ�TQFDJBM�QPMJDJOH�GPSDFT�BOE�QFBDFLFFQFST�CFUXFFO������BOE�

2007.20 Though “Operation Baghdad” and reports of beheadings were later revealed 

to be rumor rather than an actual event, it is still widely believed by some to have 

occurred and has even been the subject of an admittedly simplistic academic study.21  

A similar situation has occurred, albeit on a much larger scale, with the Mara 

Salvatrucha 	DPNNPOMZ�LOPXO�BT�.4
�.BSB
�BOE�.4���

�B�TUSFFU�HBOH�UIBU�

PSJHJOBUFE�JO�-PT�"OHFMFT�BOE
�BT�NFNCFST�XFSF�EFQPSUFE�GPS�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT
�

TQSFBE�UISPVHIPVU�.FYJDP�BOE�$FOUSBM�"NFSJDB�22 This group differs from Haitian 

TUSFFU�HBOHT�JO�UIF�TFWFSJUZ�BOE��VTF�PG�GPSDF
�BDDFTT�UP�mSFBSNT�BOE�TPQIJTUJDBUJPO�

of organization, but it has also experienced a similar shift towards organized crime 

UIBU�JT�TFFO�JO�)BJUJBO�HBOHT��1PPSMZ�DPOEVDUFE�KPVSOBMJTN�BOE�XFBL�BOBMZUJDBM�

TUVEJFT�PG�.4����IBT�MFE�UP�NJTDPODFQUJPOT�BCPVU�UIF�USVF�OBUVSF�BOE�FYUFOU�PG�JUT�

activities. In particular, journalists tend to see the group as an ultra-violent criminal 

����'PS�B�EFUBJMFE�EFTDSJQUJPO�PG�UIJT�QPMJDJOH�BOE�QFBDFLFFQJOH�UBDUJDT�VTFE�JO�UIJT�BOE�SFMBUFE�BOUJ�HBOH�

PQFSBUJPOT
�TFF�%[JFE[JD���1FSJUP
�������BOE�#FDLFS
�������"EEJUJPOBM�CBDLHSPVOE�JOGPSNBUJPO�DBO�CF�

GPVOE�JO�%VQVZ
������BOE�)BMMXBSE
������

����-VOEF
������

����%FNPTDPQÓB
�������)VNF
�������+VUFSTPOLF
�.VHHBI���3PEHFST
�������-PHBO
�������.VHHBI
������
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PSHBOJ[BUJPO�XIJMF�TPNF�TDIPMBST�IBWF�QSPEVDFE�VOTVQQPSUFE�DMBJNT�PG�BO�"M�2BFEB�

connection.23  These misconceptions have led to heavy handed or “mano dura” 

policing tactics that have, overall, been counterproductive instead increasing social 

exclusion of marginalized persons and, paradoxically, fuelling the growth of gangs.24

0OF�PG�UIF�DIBMMFOHFT�XJUI�EFmOJOH�)BJUJ�T�HBOHT�JT�EVF�UP�UIF�FWPMVUJPO�PG�BSNFE�

VSCBO�HSPVQT�PWFS�UJNF��8IFO�BTLFE�UP�EFTDSJCF�IPX�HBOHT�EJGGFSFE�GSPN�JOTVSHFOU�

groups, respondents encompassing members of armed groups, residents, 

DPNNVOJUZ�MFBEFST�BOE�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST�XFSF�JO�EJTQVUF�BCPVU�TPNF�UIJOHT�

	TVDI�BT�XIJDI�HSPVQT�XFSF�NPSF�WJPMFOU�BOE�XIJDI�HSPVQT�FYJTUFE�MFHBMMZ
�CVU�B�

DPNNPO�TFU�PG�DSJUFSJB�OFWFSUIFMFTT�FNFSHFE�	TFF�mHVSF�OJOF
��5IFTF�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�

DBO�CF�VTFE�UP�	MPPTFMZ
�EFUFSNJOF�JG�B�HSPVQ�JT�BO�FY�BSNZ�JOTVSHFOU�HSPVQ�PS�JG�JU�JT�

BO�VSCBO�HBOH
�CVU�UIFZ�EPO�U��GVMMZ�SFTPMWF�UIF�QSPCMFN�PG�EFmOJUJPO��

Figure 9. Characteristics of Armed Urban Gangs versus Ex-FADH Groups

����"SBOB
�������#SFWÏ
�������%JB[
�������6/0%$
�������8PMG
������

����'PS�B�IJTUPSZ�PG�.����BOE�B�EJTDVTTJPO�PG�UIF�JNQBDU�PG�NJTQFSDFQUJPO�PO�QPMJDZ�NBLJOH
�TFF�8PMG
������

EX-FADH GROUPS ARMED URBAN GANGS

-PDBUJPO Primarily rural with some urban and 

QFSJ�VSCBO�QSFTFODF��OPU�UJFE�UP�POF�

particular base

6SCBO
�BMNPTU�FOUJSFMZ�JO�UIF�QPQVMBS�[POFT��

CBTFE�JO�B�OFJHICPSIPPE�XJUI�DMFBSMZ�EFmOFE�

boundaries

-FBEFSTIJQ .JMJUBSZ�TUSVDUVSF�XJUI�DMFBSMZ�EFmOFE�

leaders

One main leader who has trusted assistants

Current 

Activities

Training, patrolling the streets, 

demonstrating, policing

Provides protection for neighborhood, crime 

including extortion, solves local problems for 

residents

Origin Created by members of the disbanded 

Haitian Army

Emerged naturally in poor neighborhoods 

where people felt threated and marginalized

Higher 

Authority

Wealthy elite from a particular political 

CBDLHSPVOE�XIP�GVOE�UIF�HSPVQT

The group itself, the leader of the group, 

residents of the area, funders

Physical 

Appearance

Army uniforms or civilian clothes with 

TPNF�FMFNFOUT�PG�BO�BSNZ�VOJGPSN��UFOE�

to be between 20-40

Similar in physical appearance and dress 

to others of the same age group and 

TPDJPFDPOPNJD�CBDLHSPVOE��UFOE�UP�CF�

between 15-30

Weapons Some arms, carries weapons openly at 

times

Few arms, weapons rarely carried openly

Remuneration 

for members

4NBMM�TUJQFOE�QBJE�UP�SBOL�BOE�mMF�

NFNCFST
�VOLOPXO�QBZNFOU�UP�MFBEFST

.FNCFST�SFDFJWF�XIBU�UIFZ�OFFE�GSPN�UIF�

HSPVQ�BOE�BSF�TPNFUJNFT�BMMPXFE�UP�LFFQ�UIF�

TQPJMT�PG�DPOnJDU
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"OPUIFS�QSPCMFN�JNQBDUJOH�EFmOJUJPO�SFMBUFT�UP�UIF�VTF�PG�WJPMFODF��7JPMFODF�

committed by armed groups in Haiti is not necessarily attributed to exclusively 

political or economic motivations. Rather, it is often informed by a complex fusion 

of the two, in addition to  social factors. It is important, however, to recognize that 

“politicized” actors – whether aligned to state or non-state interests – are often 

UIF�LFZ�QSPQPOFOUT�PG�DPNNVOJUZ�WJPMFODF��"T�'JHVSF���EFNPOTUSBUFT
�SFQPSUFE�

membership in armed groups varies considerably over time and geographic location. 

During periods of decreasing repression, membership in armed groups drops as 

individuals move on to other forms of political participation, leaving leftover members 

to turn to less ideologically-motivated activities, including crime. While crime overall 

EFDSFBTFE�CFUXFFO������BOE�UIF�QSFTFOU
�JU�XBT�BMTP�NPSF�GSFRVFOUMZ�DPNNJUUFE�CZ�

DSJNJOBMT
�OFJHICPST
�OPO�QPMJUJDBM�HBOHT
�BOE�VOLOPXO�JOEJWJEVBMT�25

5IJT�SFnFDUT�UIF�MBSHFS�CPEZ�PG�SFTFBSDI�PO�TQPSBEJD�DPNNVOJUZ�WJPMFODF��*O�NPTU�

DBTFT�PG�WJPMFOU�PVUCVSTUT�XPSMEXJEF
�UIF�NBKPSJUZ�PG�JOEJWJEVBMT�JO�B�IJHI�SJTL�

community never actually turn to violence. However, the complex interaction of 

SJTL�GBDUPST�DPODFOUSBUFE�JO�B�QBSUJDVMBS�HFPHSBQIJD�BSFB�JT�XIBU�MFBET�UP�WJPMFODF�

amongst subsets of the population. In a modest attempt at examining why the 

ZPVUI�PG�$JUÒ�4PMFJM�FOHBHFE�JO�WJPMFODF�BGUFS�����
�8JMMNBO�BOE�.BSDFMMJO�	����
�

DPOEVDUFE�B�IPVTFIPME�TVSWFZ�	/�����

����PG�GPDVT�HSPVQT
�BOE����FUIOPHSBQIJD�

JOUFSWJFXT��2VBMJUBUJWF�mOEJOHT�JOEJDBUFE�UIBU�DPOnJDU�JT�GVFMFE�CZ�UIF�QSPQFOTJUZ�PG�

SFTJEFOUT�UP�HJWF�VQ�PO�USZJOH�UP�DIBOHF�UIJOHT�	J�F��QBSFOUT�SFGPSNJOH�DIJMESFO�BOE�

SFTJEFOUT�TJNQMZ�NPWJOH�BXBZ
��"T�B�SFTVMU
�UIF�GSBHNFOUFE�DPNNVOJUZ�JT�VOBCMF�UP�

hold violent youth accountable. Second, some youth see violence as their only option 

for acquiring things they want or need. Third, youth in the survey pointed to violent 

behaviors learned from adult role models as a contributing factor for their actions. 

6MUJNBUFMZ
�UIF�BVUIPST�DPODMVEF�CZ�QPJOUJOH�PVU�UIBU�UIF�MJOF�CFUXFFO�CFJOH�BOZ�

agent of violence and being a victim of circumstance prone to violence is very thin.

While the groups themselves evolve and the dynamics within and between groups 

shift over time, so does the understanding of the groups and their role in society. As 

Haiti experiences economic, political and social change it is not surprising that the 

EFmOJUJPO�BOE�QFSDFQUJPO�PG�HBOHT�BMTP�DIBOHFT��"U�UJNFT�JU�JT�EJGmDVMU�UP�EJTUJOHVJTI�

HBOHT�BOE�HBOH�SFMBUFE�BDUJWJUZ�JO�)BJUJ�GSPN�PSHBOJ[FE�DSJNF�BOE�DSJNJOBM�OFUXPSLT�

– a problem encountered in other countries as well.�� It may very well be that in 

)BJUJ
�HBOHT�BOE�PSHBOJ[FE�DSJNJOBM�OFUXPSLT�BSF�OPU�NVUVBMMZ�FYDMVTJWF�BOE�DBO�

only be distinguished by their current complexity and degree of integration within a 

HFPHSBQIJDBMMZ�TQFDJmD�DPNNVOJUZ��

����,PMCF���)VUTPO
�������,PMCF�FU�BM
�������,PMCF���.VHHBI
������

����,FMMZ�BOE�$BQVUP
�������,FOOFZ�BOE�'JODLFOBVFS
�������4QFSHFM
�3PTT
�$VSSZ�BOE�$IBODF
�����

Violence committed 

by armed groups 

in Haiti is not 

necessarily 

attributed to 

exclusively political 

or economic 

motivations. 

Rather, it is often 

informed by a 

complex fusion of 

the two, in addition 

to social factors.
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)PX�EP�HBOH�NFNCFST�EFmOF�UIFNTFMWFT�BOE�UIFJS�DPOnJDU 

%VSJOH������BOE�����
�����NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT�QBSUJDJQBUFE�JO�B�TFSJFT�PG�

qualitative interviews examining their role in the development of their community 

and their relationship with residents, the government, international bodies and one 

another. A focus of the discussions was on whether or not hostilities during the post-

DPVQ�QFSJPE�	�����
�IBE�SFBDIFE�UIF�MFWFM�UIBU�UIFZ�DPVME�CF�DPOTJEFSFE�B�iHBOH�

war”. Facilitators began part of the discussion by explaining how social scientists 

EFUFSNJOF�JG�BO�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�UJQT�PWFS�UP�XBS��1BSUJDJQBOUT�XFSF�UIFO�BTLFE�UP�SFnFDU�

on current and recent conditions to evaluate whether the situation had at any point 

approximated a gang war.

8BS�XBT�EFmOFE�GPS�QBSUJDJQBOUT�BT�UIF�DPOUFOUJPVT�VTF�PG�MFUIBM�WJPMFODF�CZ�

“combatants” composed of at least two organized groups, states or other organized 

QBSUJFT��5IF�VTF�PG�XBS�JT�TUSBUFHJD�BOE�JOTUSVNFOUBM��BDUPST�UIBU�FOHBHF�JO�XBS�IBWF�

TQFDJmD�BJNT�UIBU�UIFZ�CFMJFWF�BSF�NPTU�FYQFEJFOUMZ�BDIJFWFE�UISPVHI�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�XJUI�

another organized group or state. War is not new or accidental. War is a learned behavior 

deliberately used to achieve a particular end. When human beings are able to develop 

peaceful alternatives to war, it will cease to be used to resolve political problems. 

War as violent activity with participants

War has alternately been described as a “state of being”, a “contest of wills” and 

as a period time after which the intention to war has been declared.27 Interviewees 

discussed whether in order for a situation to be considered a war, it must involve 

actions or whether periods of political repression or a “war of words” that preceded 

QFSJPET�PG�JOUFOTF�mHIUJOH�XFSF�BMTP�DPOTJEFSFE�XBS��"SF�BMM�XBST�DPNQSJTFE�PG�

a series of events, some of which involve armed combat or the use of weapons 

BHBJOTU�DPNCBUBOUT�PS�CPUI�DPNCBUBOUT�BOE�UIF�DJWJMJBO�QPQVMBUJPO �*G�UIFSF�JT�OP�

mHIUJOH
�DBO�JU�CF�TBJE�UP�DPOTUJUVUF�B�XBS �*G�XFBQPOT�BSF�OPU�VTFE
�JT�JU�XBS ��*G�

BSNFE�WJPMFODF�JT�POMZ�DBSSJFE�PVU�BHBJOTU�DJWJMJBOT
�JT�JU�B�XBS�PS�JT�JU�B�NBTTBDSF �5IF�

discussions included, but went beyond, international legal norms such as the Geneva 

$POWFOUJPOT
�UIBU�BSF�VTFE�UP�EFmOF�XBS�

All interviewees agreed that wars needed to involve a high degree of violent activity. 

While they agreed that the use of the term “war” to characterize ideological and 

social campaigns is useful to raise political awareness. For example, when the 

“political opposition is waging war against a group in the media by spreading 

SVNPVST�BOE�NBLJOH�GBMMBDJPVT�BMMFHBUJPOT
�TVDI�BDUJPOT�BSF�OPU�BDUVBMMZ�XBST��5IFSF�

was some dispute over whether armed violence against those who were unarmed, 

VOBCMF�UP�EFGFOE�UIFNTFMWFT�PS�VOXJMMJOH�UP�SFTQPOE�XJUI�WJPMFODF�	JODMVEJOH�OPO�

WJPMFOU�VSCBO�HBOHT

�DPOTUJUVUFE�XBS��"T�POF����ZFBS�PME�TBJE��

����.VTBI�BOE�,BZPEF�'BZFNJ
�������4DIFSSFS
������

in Haiti, gangs and 

organized criminal 

networks are not 

mutually exclusive 

and can only be 

distinguished 

by their current 

complexity 

and degree of 

integration within 

a geographically 

specific community.
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i"U�EJGGFSFOU�QFSJPET�XF�EFDJEFE�OPU�UP�mHIU�CBDL�<XIFO�XF�XFSF�

BUUBDLFE>��5IBU�EPFTO�U�NFBO�UIBU�UIF�PUIFS�TJEF�XBTO�U�BU�XBS�XJUI�VT��

They were at war. They were waging a war on us. But we didn’t have 

UIF�QPMJUJDBM�DBQJUBM�UP�mHIU�CBDL�TP�XF�SFTUFE�BOE�XBJUFE�VOUJM�BOPUIFS�

time to respond… We can’t say that that year was a year of peace. It 

was still a year of war.”

Other participants pointed out that urban gangs are often unarmed because guns 

BOE�BNNVOJUJPO�XFSF�EJGmDVMU�UP�PCUBJO�JO�)BJUJ�BOE�UIBU�EVSJOH�UJNFT�XIFO�HSPVQT�

were unarmed, state actors still engaged in violence against the gang and their 

communities. 

“In 2003 and 2004 we didn’t have any guns. But the foreign military, the 

police, everyone was doing a war on us. They came here, shooting all 

PWFS�UIF�QMBDF��.BOZ
�NBOZ�QFPQMF�XFSF�LJMMFE��5IFZ�TBJE�XF�IBE�HVOT�

when we didn’t and they used it as an excuse to massacre us.” 

0UIFS�SFTQPOEFOUT�BHSFFE��

“I can say that for the year or two after [the February 2004 coup] we 

XFSF�EFGFOEJOH�PVSTFMWFT�XJUI�SPDLT��*�EJEO�U�IBWF�B�HVO��/POF�PG�VT�

EJE��"�SPDL�XBT�NZ�XFBQPO��*U�NJHIU�OPU�IBWF�CFFO�B�XBS
�CVU�JU�GFMU�MJLF�

JU�w�"����ZFBS�PME�GSPN�.BSUJTTBOU�QVU�JU�UIJT�XBZ��i8IFO�*�EPO�U�IBWF�

XFBQPO�XJUI�XIJDI�UP�EFGFOE�NZTFMG
�JG�NZ�[POF�JT�BUUBDLFE�JU�JT�TUJMM�B�

war. It’s just a war that we’re going to lose.”

"SF�HBOH�NFNCFST�DPNCBUBOUT 

An oral translation of the Third Geneva Convention was provided to interviewees. 

5IJT�EPDVNFOU�EFmOFT�B�DPNCBUBOU�BT�B�QFSTPO�XIP�DPOEVDUT�NJMJUBSZ�PQFSBUJPOT�

according to the laws and customs of war, is part of a chain of command, wears a 

mYFE�EJTUJODUJWF�NBSLJOH�WJTJCMF�GSPN�B�EJTUBODF
�BOE�CFBST�BSNT�PQFOMZ��5IFSF�XBT�

disagreement over whether gang members were combatants or not. Some gangs 

followed a strict chain of command while others stated that their groups were more 

loosely organized. Every participant agreed that gangs had leaders and those to 

XIPN�UIFZ�XFSF�BDDPVOUBCMF�	UIFTF�JODMVEFE�GVOEFST�o�VTVBMMZ�XFBMUIZ�CVTJOFTTNFO�

o�BOE�DPNNVOJUJFT�BT�XFMM�BT�iJEFBMTw�TVDI�BT�EFNPDSBDZ�PS�QBUSJPUJTN
���#PUI�

leaders and members of armed urban gangs pointed out that the chain of command 

is often porous and that in all armed groups – both state and non-state ones – the 

SBOL�BOE�mMF�NBZ�BOTXFS�UP�NPSF�UIBO�POF�BVUIPSJUZ��0OF�MPX�MFWFM�HBOH�MFBEFS�QVU�JU�

UIJT�XBZ��

“We have always gotten money and political support from [name of 

wealthy business owner]. So we are accountable to him. You can say 
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that he’s at the top of our chain of command because all he has to do 

is call my cell phone and [closing phone] that’s it! I do what he wants. 

*�TFOE�NZ�HVZT�PVU�UP�UBLF�DBSF�PG�UIF�QSPCMFN��)F�IBT�BO�JTTVF�XJUI�

his employee, someone is stealing from him, or there is someone in 

DPNQFUJUJPO�GPS�IJT�CVTJOFTT
�XF�UBLF�DBSF�PG�JU���

i#VU�*�N�TUJMM�UIF�CPTT�BOE�*�TUJMM�IBWF�B�CPTT��.BZCF�NZ�CPTT�BOE�<UIF�

CVTJOFTTNBO>�EJTBHSFF�BOE�<UIF�CVTJOFTTNBO>�XBOUT�VT�UP�UBLF�PVU�

someone, but my boss doesn’t want to do that because it’s someone 

XF�LOPX�PS�IBWF�BO�BHSFFNFOU�XJUI��5IFO�NZ�CPTT�HFUT�IJT�XBZ�BOE�

we lie [to the businessman] or suggest another solution… In the army 

they had the same thing. A soldier answers to his commander but the 

commander might be friends with this general or that other politician 

BOE�TP�FWFO�UIPVHI�UIF�1SFTJEFOU�UIJOLT�IF�T�DBMMJOH�UIF�TIPUT
�IF�JTO�U�

really at the top of the chain of command.”

"OPUIFS�NFNCFS�QVU�JU�UIJT�XBZ��

“A man is not a dog. We don’t have just one master. We answer to our 

CPTT�CVU�XF�BMTP�BOTXFS�UP�(PE��8F�BOTXFS�UP�PVS�CFMJFGT��5IF�DPOnJDU�

happens with the guy above you says to do something and you have 

BOPUIFS�NBTUFS��.BZCF�ZPVS�NBTUFS�JT�UIF�$IVSDI��0S�ZPVS�GBNJMZ��0S�

ZPVS�CFMJFGT
�MJLF�ZPV�XBOU�EFNPDSBDZ�PS�ZPV�BSF�QBUSJPUJD��*G�POF�PSEFS�

WJPMBUFT�UIF�PSEFS�PG�UIF�PUIFS�NBTUFS
�XIBU�EP�ZPV�EP ��8IP�EP�ZPV�

GPMMPX �5IJT�JT�B�EJMFNNB�XF�BMM�GBDF
�FWFO�UIF�QPMJDF
�.*/645")�<6/�

QFBDFLFFQJOH>�TPMEJFST�BOE�UIF�<EJTCBOEFE�)BJUJBO�BSNZ>�o�FWFSZPOF�

has this problem.”

Interviewees did cite a number of problems with the criteria listed in the Third Geneva 

$POWFOUJPO��.BOZ�OPUFE�UIBU�UIJT�DSJUFSJPO�EFmOFT�DPNCBUBOUT�BT�UIPTF�XIP�GPMMPX�

the laws and customs of war while some “combatants” in Haiti do not. 

“If the police rape our women, that’s not following the laws of war. But 

the police are the same as soldiers.”

“Sometimes we don’t follow the customs or laws of war. Sometimes 

we steal. Sometimes we don’t respect the rights of the residents [of 

UIJT�[POF>��#VU�UIBU�EPFTO�U�NFBO�UIBU�XF�BSFO�U�mHIUJOH�B�XBSy�8F�

BSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�WJPMBUF�UIF�MBXT�PG�XBS�CZ�EPJOH�DSJNFT�BHBJOTU�UIF�

population when we are in war than during times of peace. Sometimes 

this is just what the circumstances call for and we are forced to steal 

from the people.”

i.*/645")�<5IF�6/�.JTTJPO�JO�)BJUJ>�BOE�UIF�1/)�<)BJUJBO�/BUJPOBM�

Police] those are the combatants we were at war against in 2005. 

“Sometimes we 

don’t follow the 

customs or laws of 

war. Sometimes we 

steal. Sometimes 

we don’t respect 

the rights of the 

residents [of this 

zone]. But that 

doesn’t mean that 

we aren’t fighting 

a war… We are 

more likely to 

violate the laws 

of war by doing 

crimes against the 

population when 

we are in war than 

during times of 

peace.”
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4P�XIFO�UIF�GPSFJHOFST�BOE�UIF�QPMJDF�LJMMFE�DIJMESFO��,JMMFE�XPNFO��

Raped people. Kidnapped people. Tortured people. When they did 

UIJT
�XBTO�U�JU�BHBJOTU�UIF�MBXT�PG�XBS �4P�XIBU�EP�XF�TBZ�BCPVU�UIJT �

Do we say they are not combatants even though they have uniforms 

BOE�UIFZ�GPMMPX�DPNNBOE w

“When the customs of war violate the laws of war, then I say it is still a 

war.”

“Instead of saying it is a war because the soldiers meet this criteria, we 

should say it is a war when the soldiers are doing military operations. 

Because you can have an army that is in reserve for when you are 

BUUBDLFE��3JHIU�OPX�XF�BSF�OPU�BU�XBS
�CVU�*�TBZ�UIBU�<OBNF�PG�HBOH>�JT�

our army.”

One interesting discussion which came up with more than half of the interviewees 

was whether private security companies hired by businesses and wealthy families, 

BOE�TPNFUJNFT�EFQMPZFE�BT�QSJWBUF�NJMJUJB
�NFFU�UIF�EFmOJUJPO�PG�DPNCBUBOUT��

Participants agreed that although individual people may be the ones engaging in 

violence, they must be doing so on behalf of an organized group, party, nation or 

TUBUF��-POF�JOEJWJEVBMT�DPNNJUUJOH�BDUT�PG�WJPMFODF
�OP�NBUUFS�UIFJS�NPUJWBUJPO
�BSF�

terrorists or criminals, not soldiers. The debate emerged about whether individual 

private security guards engaging in violence were combatants, even if they were not 

acting within a group.  

“A private security guard is a mercenary. He does whatever the 

guy who hired him wants, even if it’s illegal.  He is part of a chain of 

command. He wears a uniform and he acts on behalf of the bourgeois.”

“When a company turns their private security into a militia to protect 

their business interests, it is a crime. For a business to do violent acts 

to protect the interests of the business, this is against the laws of our 

country.”

“If we say that the private security hired by the business is not made 

up of combatants what do we say when the business gives money to 

<OBNF�PG�BO�VSCBO�HBOH>�UP�QSPUFDU�UIFJS�CVTJOFTT ��5IFO�JT�<UIF�HBOH>�

DPNQSJTFE�PG�DPNCBUBOUT�XIJMF�UIF�QSJWBUF�TFDVSJUZ�XPSLFST�BSF�OPU�

EFmOFE�BT�DPNCBUBOUT ��'PS�NF
�*�XPVME�TBZ�UIBU�JG�UIFZ�BSF�LJMMJOH�

people then they are both combatants.”

Interviewees were split over whether private security guards could be considered 

DPNCBUBOUT�PS�OPU��.PTU�BHSFFE�UIBU�XIJMF�IJTUPSJDBMMZ�UIFJS�HSPVQT�IBE�CFFO�BU�

XBS
�UIFZ�XFSF�OPU�DVSSFOUMZ�BU�XBS��5IJT�XBT�POF�KVTUJmDBUJPO�GPS�SFKFDUJOH�UIF�

designation of ‘combatant’. However, others pointed out that though the past year 
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has been relatively peaceful in comparison to previous ones, that the groups are still 

PSHBOJ[FE�UP�SFTQPOE�UP�WJPMFODF�XIFO�JU�UISFBUFOT�UIFJS�DPNNVOJUZ
�NBLJOH�UIFN�UIF�

FRVJWBMFOU�PG�B�iSFTFSWFw�PS�iTUBOEJOHw�BSNZ�	POF�ZPVOH�NBO�EFmOFE�IJT�HSPVQ�BT�B�

“public community security force” in contrast to the private security forces hired by 

CVTJOFTTFT�BOE�XFBMUIZ�GBNJMJFT
��

Accepting the designation of “combatant” is complicated by other issues as well. 

Interviewees pointed out that some gangs have complicated and formal methods 

GPS�JOEVDUJOH�NFNCFST�XIJMF�PUIFST�BSF�NPSF�MPPTFMZ�BTTPDJBUFE��/FBSMZ�BMM�BHSFFE�

that interpersonal relationships and a high degree of trust is necessary for an 

individual to be a member of a gang, leading to some uncomfortable situations in 

XIJDI�JOEJWJEVBMT�XIPTF�GBNJMJFT�BSF�OPU�XFMM�LOPXO�JO�UIF�BSFB�BSF�MBCFMFE�BT�iOPO�

members” by both residents and gang members, despite having the same function 

and responsibility as group members. 

*G�HBOH�NFNCFST�BSF�EFmOFE�BT�DPNCBUBOUT
�BOPUIFS�QSPCMFN�FNFSHFT�BT�XFMM��

IPX�EP�XF�EFmOF�UIPTF�JOEJWJEVBMT�XIP�BSF�OPU�NFNCFST�CVU�QSPWJEF�FTTFOUJBM�

TFSWJDFT�GPS�UIF�BSNFE�VSCBO�HSPVQT �"MM�PG�UIF�HBOH�MFBEFST�JOUFSWJFXFE�TUBUFE�UIBU�

numerous non-member residents provided services for the group including support 

TFSWJDFT�	F�H��DPPLJOH
�EFMJWFSJOH�NFTTBHFT
�UBYJ�SJEFT
�FUD�
�BOE�XPSL�UBTLT�UIBU�XFSF�

JMMFHBM�	F�H��DPMMFDUJOH�QSPUFDUJPO�QBZNFOUT�GSPN�TNBMM�CVTJOFTT�PXOFST�BOE�TUSFFU�

NFSDIBOUT
�CFJOH�B�HVBSE�PS�MPPLPVU�EVSJOH�B�DSJNF
�IJEJOH�TUPMFO�QSPQFSUZ
�FUD�
���  

During interviews there was consensus among both residents and gang members 

that such individuals are not members of the urban gangs, however, under Haitian 

MBX�TJNQMZ�BTTPDJBUJOH�	FWFO�BT�GSJFOET
�XJUI�HBOH�NFNCFST�JT�BO�JMMFHBM�BDUJWJUZ�BOE�

QVUT�UIFTF�SFTJEFOUT�XIP�QSPWJEF�TVQQPSU�TFSWJDFT�BU�SJTL�PG�BSSFTU���

"OPUIFS�KVTUJmDBUJPO�GPS�SFKFDUJOH�UIF�UFSN�iDPNCBUBOUw�XBT�UIBU�HSPVQ�NFNCFST�EJE�

not agree that they were organized in the same way as an army and that they do not 

openly bear arms. Some stated that they were organized for political change and that 

the violence was used against their group, any responses were self-defense and that 

the group itself was not organized with the purpose of committing violence or crime.  

����:PVOH�CPZT�BDUJOH�BT�NFTTFOHFST�BOE�IFMQFST�XFSF�UIF�POMZ�OPO�NFNCFST�XIPTF�EFTJHOBUJPO�XBT�

EJTQVUFE�EVSJOH�JOUFSWJFXT��-FBEFST�SFGFSSFE�UP�UIF�CPZT�BT�OPO�NFNCFST�BOE�PGUFO�QPJOUFE�PVU�UIBU�UIF�

HSPVQ�XBT�QBZJOH�GPS�UIF�CPZ�T�TDIPPM�GFFT�PS�IFMQJOH�IJT�NPUIFS�CVZ�GPPE�BOE�EFmOFE�UIF�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�BT�

POF�PG�NFOUPSTIJQ�PS�BTTJTUBODF��3BOL�BOE�mMF�HBOH�NFNCFST�VTVBMMZ�TBJE�UIBU�UIF�CPZT�XFSF�iJO�USBJOJOHw�

UP�CF�NFNCFST
�UIBU�UIFZ�XFSF�iMJLF�ZPVS�MJUUMF�CSPUIFSw
�BOE�UIBU�UIFZ�XFSF�iGVUVSF�NFNCFST�w�.BOZ�PG�UIFTF�

CPZT�IBE�BMSFBEZ�CFFO�HJWFO�BO�JOGPSNBM�OJDLOBNF�XJUIJO�UIF�HSPVQ
�PGUFO�CFHJOOJOH�XJUI�iUJw�	$SFPMF�GPS�

iMJUUMFw
���0OF�HBOH
�XIPTF�NFNCFST�XFSF�HFOUMZ�UFBTFE�BCPVU�UIJT�EVSJOH�UIF�JOUFSWJFX�TFTTJPOT�CZ�PUIFS�

participants, has the habit of naming the boys after its own leaders and adding the diminutive “ti” to the 

CFHJOOJOH�PG�UIF�FYJTUJOH�OJDLOBNF�	FH
�-JUUMF�+PIO
�-JUUMF�#FSSFUUB
�-JUUMF�,JMMFS
�

One young man 

defined his group 

as a “public 

community security 

force” in contrast to 

the private security 

forces hired by 

businesses and 

wealthy families.
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)PX�EP�SFTJEFOUT�EFmOF�HBOHT 

Residents of popular zones have a complicated relationship with armed urban 

groups. Those that are more predatory inspire fear and disgust from residents while 

those armed urban groups which provide protective, advocacy and social services to 

SFTJEFOUT�BSF�TQPLFO�PG�XJUI�SFTQFDU�BOE�BENJSBUJPO
�BMCFJU�XJUI�TPNF�BQQSFIFOTJPO�

BT�XFMM��"T�POF�SFTJEFOU�PG�#FM�"JS�QVU�JU�

i5IF�HVZT�GSPN�<OBNF�PG�HBOH>�BSF�MJLF�UIF�NBmB�UIBU�ZPV�TFF�JO�

the movies. You have a problem with your business or some guy is 

CPUIFSJOH�ZPVS�XJGF
�ZPV�DBO�HP�UP�UIFN��5IFZ�MM�CBDL�ZPV�VQ��5IFZ�MM�

help you out. But you don’t want to get on their bad side either.”

.FNCFST�PG�UIF�HBOHT�BSF�EFmOFE�CZ�SFTJEFOUT�CBTFE�PO�UIF�CFIBWJPS�PG�UIF�

group as a whole rather than on the purported aims of the group or what the group 

members say about their objectives. Gangs that have a political bent or history are 

comprised of “militants” while those which engage mostly in crime and intimidation 

are referred to as “criminals.” The term “bandit,” widely used in reference to people 

BSSFTUFE�BOE�BDDVTFE�PG�HBOH�BGmMJBUJPO�EVSJOH�UIF�QPTU������DPVQ�QFSJPE
�JT�

eschewed by ordinary Haitian citizens.

i5IF�XPSE�ACBOEJU��JT�MJLF�Achimere’,” explained one Delmas resident, referring to the 

EFSPHBUPSZ�UFSN�VTFE�BHBJOTU�ZPVOH�NFO�JO�UIF�DJUZ�T�QPWFSUZ�TUSJDLFO�QPQVMBS�[POFT�

TVTQFDUFE�PG�TVQQPSUJOH�UIF�-BWBMBT�QPMJUJDBM�QBSUZ
�i:PV�TBZ�JU�UP�EFmMF�UIF�QFSTPO��

A ‘bandit’ in [the government’s] eyes is someone from the popular zones, someone 

from the pro-democracy movement, someone that is a threat to the establishment, or 

TPNFPOF�ZPV�DBO�DBMM�B�DSJNJOBM�TP�ZPV�DBO�BSSFTU�IJN�GPS�NBMGFBTBODF�BOE�LFFQ�IJN�

in jail without a trial. To call someone a bandit, used to mean they were criminal, but 

now it’s a word that’s used so much against people who are not criminals, that it has 

lost any meaning.”��

When presented with the same material reviewed by members of urban gangs 

who participated in qualitative interviews, residents overwhelmingly disagreed 

XJUI�UIF�BTTFSUJPO�UIBU�HBOH�NFNCFST�BSF�DPNCBUBOUT��.PTU�TUBUFE�UIBU�UIFZ�

were ordinary residents who were either criminals or were forced to defend their 

neighborhood against real and perceived threats.  The organized aspect of urban 

gangs was minimized by residents who pointed out that gang leaders hold positions 

of leadership because of interpersonal power relations, not because they are 

DPNNJTTJPOFE�PS�BVUIPSJ[FE�CZ�B�IJHIFS�BVUIPSJUZ��.BOZ�SFTJEFOUT�BMTP�OPUFE�UIBU�

though gang members may own weapons they generally own fewer weapons than 

wealthy Haitians and they are often unable to bear arms openly because they don’t 

have the funds or connections to obtain a gun permit. 

����'PS�B�EJTDVTTJPO�PO�UIF�VTF�PG�iDIJNFSFw�BT�B�EFSPHBUPSZ�UFSN
�TFF�4BOEFST
�����

Members of the 

gangs are defined 

by residents based 

on the behavior 

of the group as a 

whole rather than 

on the purported 

aims of the group 

or what the group 

members say about 

their objectives. 

Gangs that have 

a political bent 

or history are 

comprised of 

“militants” while 

those which 

engage mostly 

in crime and 

intimidation are 

referred to as 

“criminals.
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5IF�OBUVSF�PG�UIF�DPOnJDU

3FTJEFOUT�BOE�NFNCFST�PG�VSCBO�HBOHT�XFSF�BTLFE�UP�EFDJEF�XIBU�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�

XFSF�JNQPSUBOU�GPS�EFmOJOH�B�DPOnJDU�BT�B�XBS��%VSJOH�UIF�DPVSTF�PG�JOUFSWJFXT
�

LFZ�UIFNFT�FNFSHFE�JODMVEJOH�UIF�UZQF�BOE�TFWFSJUZ�PG�WJPMFODF�JO�QSPQPSUJPO�UIF�

QSPWPLJOH�FWFOU
�UIF�KVTUJmDBUJPO�GPS�UIF�VTF�PG�WJPMFODF
�UIF�SFMBUJWF�BVUIPSJUZ�PG�

those using violence, and the intention behind the use of violence. Interestingly, all 

GPVS�UIFNFT�SFnFDU�JEFBT�XJUIJO�FYJTUJOH�TDIPMBSTIJQ�PO�KVTU�XBS��5IF�EJTDPVSTF�PO�

KVTU�XBS�CBMBODFT�UXP�TFQBSBUF�CVU�SFMBUFE�EJNFOTJPOT��UIF�SJHIU�UP�HP�UP�XBS�BOE�

the lawfulness of conduct in war. These two dimensions are independent, in that 

an unjust war can be fought in accordance with the rules of just war and a just war 

transpire in a way that violates the principles of just conduct in war. The justness of 

B�XBS�JT�VTVBMMZ�UIF�CVSEFO�PG�UIF�TUBUF�	PS
�QSFTVNBCMZ
�UIF�JOTVSHFOU�HSPVQ�JOJUJBUJOH�

UIF�XBS

�UIF�KVTUOFTT�PG�DPOEVDU�EVSJOH�UIF�XBS�JT�UIF�CVSEFO�PG�UIF�DPNCBUBOUT�BOE�

those leading them.30 The criteria used to determine if a war is morally and legally 

defensible is jus ad bellum. Jus ad bellum includes at least six separate criteria, each 

of which must be met to be a just war – all of which were raised repeatedly during 

interviews with gang members. 

Types and severity of violence 

The type of violence experienced by urban Haitians has differed in recent years, as 

has the perpetrators. While police and non-state actors including members of ex-

FADH insurgent groups were blamed for half of all murders and nearly a third of all 

TFYVBM�BTTBVMUT�JO�������UIFZ�XFSF�DSFEJUFE�XJUI�POMZ�mWF�QFS�DFOU�PG�NVSEFST�BOE�

less than one per cent of sexual assaults in 2012.31 Port-au-Prince residents were 

TJHOJmDBOUMZ�MFTT�MJLFMZ�UP�CF�BSSFTUFE�XJUIPVU�CFJOH�DIBSHFE
�FYQPTFE�UP�UFBS�HBT
�

beaten by state agents, or accidently shot in 2012 than they were seven years earlier. 

#VU�XIFO�POF�FYBNJOFT�SFTJEFOUT�PG�UIF�QPQVMBS�[POFT�XIFSF�DPOnJDU�CFUXFFO�

DPNQFUJOH�HBOHT�DSFBUFE�SFHVMBS�TUSFFU�mHIUT
�JU�CFDPNFT�DMFBS�UIBU�SFTJEFOUT�BSF�

BDUVBMMZ�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�CF�NVSEFSFE�OPX�UIBO�UIFZ�XFSF�JO�������-JWJOH�JO�QPQVMBS�

zones is becoming increasingly dangerous for residents, in large part because of an 

JODSFBTF�JO�IPNJDJEFT�UJFE�UP�HBOH�DPOnJDUT�XIJDI�FNFSHFE�BGUFS�UIF�+BOVBSZ������

FBSUIRVBLF�32

In order to understand the reasons why this is the case, some context on the post-

�����FBSUIRVBLF�JT�OFFEFE��*O�UIF�JNNFEJBUF�BGUFSNBUI�PG�UIF�EJTBTUFS�UIF�WBTU�

NBKPSJUZ�PG�SFTJEFOUT�TUPQQFE�TMFFQJOH�JOTJEF�UIFJS�IPNFT��UIPTF�UIBU�IBE�ZBSET�

30  Walzer, 2000.

����4FF�,PMCF���)VUTPO
�����
�GPS�FBSMJFS�mHVSFT��MBUUFS�mHVSFT�DBMDVMBUFE�GSPN�IPVTFIPME�TVSWFZ�EBUB�PO�

mMF�XJUI�UIF�BVUIPS�BOE�QBSUJBMMZ�QSFTFOUFE�JO�,PMCF
�.VHHBI
���1VDDJP
������

����,PMCF���.VHHBI
�������,PMCF
�.VHHBI���1VDDJP
������
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or lived in neighborhoods with lightly traveled streets slept in tents or under the 

PQFO�TLZ�OFBS�UIFJS�PXO�IPVTF��#VU�QFPQMF�MJWJOH�JO�EFOTFMZ�QPQVMBUFE�BSFBT�PGUFO�

MBDLFE�ZBSET�PS�TIBSFE�UIFJS�ZBSE�XJUI�NVMUJQMF�GBNJMJFT��5IFTF�QPQVMBS�[POFT�BMTP�

MBDL�TVGmDJFOU�SPBET�XJUI�OBSSPX�EJSU�QBUIT�GPSNJOH�DIBPUJDBMMZ�PSHBOJ[FE�DPSSJEPST�

between buildings. The absence of a yard was one of the strongest predictors of 

XIJDI�IPVTFIPMET�FOEFE�VQ�NPWJOH�JOUP�*OUFSOBMMZ�%JTQMBDFE�1FSTPOT�	*%1
�DBNQT��

Those without yards were, in general, the city’s poorest and most marginalized 

residents.

As households relocated to new neighborhoods, moved between various IDP camps, 

BOE�SFTFUUMFE�JO�OFX�IPNFT�	PGUFO�JO�EJGGFSFOU�BSFBT�PG�1PSU�BV�1SJODF
�FYJTUJOH�TPDJBM�

OFUXPSLT�XIJDI�QSPWJEFE�B�QSPUFDUJPO�BHBJOTU�DSJNF�XFSF�EJTSVQUFE��*OEJWJEVBMT�XIP�

previously were protected from some types of crime by virtue of their residence in a 

neighborhood where a particular gang was active suddenly became vulnerable to 

DSJNF��/FX�OFJHICPSIPPET�BOE�iDJUJFTw�XFSF�DSFBUFE
�TVDI�BT�UIF�$PSBJM�*%1�DBNQ�

where hundreds of thousands now live on an isolated and windy desert plain near the 

city’s garbage dump.33 5P�mMM�UIF�WPJE
�OFX�HBOHT�XFSF�GPSNFE�BOE�PME�HBOHT�TQMJU
�

DSFBUFE�OFX�BMMJBODFT
�BOE�UPPL�PWFS�UFSSJUPSZ�GPSNFSMZ�DPOUSPMMFE�CZ�PUIFS�HSPVQT��

#PVOEBSJFT�XIJDI�IBE�CFFO�TPMJEJmFE�CZ�ZFBST�PG�mHIUJOH
�OFHPUJBUJPOT
�UISFBUT�BOE�

alliances became porous. 

"U�UIF�TBNF�UJNF
�UIF�SBQJE�JOnVY�PG�NPOFZ�JOUP�QPQVMBS�[POFT�BOE�*%1�DBNQT�

GVSUIFS�EJTSVQUFE�FYJTUJOH�TPDJBM�OFUXPSLT��%FWFMPQNFOU�FGGPSUT�TQFBSIFBEFE�CZ�

/(0T
�GPSFJHO�HPWFSONFOUT
�.*/645")
�BOE�SFMJHJPVT�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�QVNQFE�DBTI�

and resources into neighborhoods, often with little accountability or thought to how 

UIF�NPOFZ�NJHIU�JOnVFODF�UIF�QPMJUJDBM
�FDPOPNJD
�BOE�TPDJP�DVMUVSBM�FOWJSPONFOU�

of the community.34 .BOZ�HSPVQT
�BOE�FWFO�TPNF�HBOHT
�GPSNFE�OFJHICPSIPPE�

associations and applied for funding from foreign entities. In one neighborhood a 

TVDDFTTGVM�iDBTI�GPS�XPSLw�QSPHSBN�XIFSF�ZPVUI�SFNPWFE�SVCCMF�BOE�DMFBOFE�DBOBMT�

was run entirely by a local gang. A leader of the group, who had previously been 

EFQPSUFE�GSPN�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�BOE�UIVT�XSPUF�JO�&OHMJTI�XFMM�FOPVHI�UP�DPNQMFUF�

a grant application, suggested that the gang created an association so they could 

BQQMZ�UP�B�GBJUI�CBTFE�DIBSJUZ�GPS�GVOET��5IF�HBOH�BTTPDJBUJPO�XBT�BXBSEFE�B�64%�

���
����DPOUSBDU�XIJDI�UIFZ�VTFE�UP�FNQMPZ�TFWFSBM�IVOESFE�ZPVUI�GPS�mWF�NPOUIT��

Because they used the money judiciously and spent little on administration, the group 

XBT�BCMF�UP�LFFQ�UIF�QSPHSBN�HPJOH�GPS�UISFF�NPOUIT�MPOHFS�UIBO�UIFZ�XFSF�SFRVJSFE�

to do in their contract.35

����*"4$
�������6/*5"3
������

����4DIVMMFS�BOE�.PSBMFT
�������;BOPUUJ
�����

35  This information came from numerous community members and leaders as well as members of the 

gang which secured the CFW grant. Given the surprising nature of this arrangement, the author requested 

B�DPQZ�PG�UIF�HSBOU�BQQMJDBUJPO
�QSPHSFTT�SFQPSUT�UP�UIF�EPOPST
�BOE�XPSL�MPHT�UP�WFSJGZ�UIF�JOGPSNBUJPO��

New gangs were 

formed and old 

gangs split, created 

new alliances, and 

took over territory 

formerly controlled 

by other groups. 

Boundaries which 

had been solidified 

by years of fighting, 

negotiations, 

threats and 

alliances became 

porous.
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However, not all groups and leaders were as responsible as the abovementioned 

HBOH��$PSSVQUJPO
�OFQPUJTN�BOE�FYQMPJUBUJPO�	TFYVBM�BOE�PUIFSXJTF
�PG�SFTJEFOUT�

XFSF�SJGF��.BOZ�JOUFSOBUJPOBM�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�XBOUFE�UP�EP�XPSL�JO�QPPS�OFJHICPSIPPET�

CVU�MBDLFE�UIF�OFDFTTBSZ�DPOUBDUT�PS�MBOHVBHF�TLJMMT�UP�OBWJHBUF�UIF�QSPDFTT��.PSF�

often than not, mobilizing funds to people who used them well occurred by default 

rather than design. The sudden surge of cash and access to resources gave some 

groups -- both gangs as well as other community groups -- and individuals new 

GPSNT�PG�QPXFS��DPNNVOJUZ�MFBEFST�XIP�IBE�QSFWJPVTMZ�CFFO�BCMF�UP�BEWPDBUF�GPS�

the neighborhood or were a bridge between gangs and the rest of society were 

TVEEFOMZ�WPJDFMFTT��%FTQJUF�PGmDJBM�QPTJUJPOT�CZ�NBOZ�JOUFSOBUJPOBM�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�

QSPIJCJUJOH�JOUFSBDUJPO�XJUI�HBOHT
�NPTU�/(0T�BOE�EFWFMPQNFOU�QSPKFDUT�EJE�FOE�VQ�

OFHPUJBUJOH
�XPSLJOH
�PS�GPSNJOH�JOGPSNBM�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�XJUI�HBOHT��4PNF�HBOHT�UIBU�

IBE�CFFO�XFBL�CFGPSF�UIF�FBSUIRVBLF�CFDBNF�TUSPOHFS�EVF�UP�DPWFSU�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�

XJUI�DPSSVQU�/(0T�BOE�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST
�FNCPMEFOJOH�UIFJS�NFNCFST�UP�FOHBHF�

in violence aimed at expanding the group’s reach.

Proportional use of violence

According to jus ad bellum
�DPOnJDU�TIPVME�CF�XBHFE�POMZ�JG�UIFSF�JT�UIF�TFSJPVT�

MJLFMJIPPE�UIBU�JU�XJMM�CF�TVDDFTTGVM��8BS�TIPVME�OPU�CF�VTFE�GPS�GVUJMF�DBVTFT��"OZ�

BSNFE�DPOnJDU�TIPVME�IBWF�SFBTPOBCMF�QSPCBCJMJUZ�PG�TVDDFTT�XJUIPVU�UIF�VTF�PG�

EJTQSPQPSUJPOBUF�GPSDF��*G�EJTQSPQPSUJPOBUF�GPSDF�NVTU�CF�VTFE�UP�BTTVSF�B�MJLFMJIPPE�

PG�TVDDFTT
�UIBO�UIF�XBS�EPFTO�U�NFFU�UIJT�DSJUFSJB��.BDSP�QSPQPSUJPOBMJUZ�JT�BMTP�

JNQPSUBOU��5IF�CFOFmUT�UIBU�XJMM�FNFSHF�GSPN�XBS�NVTU�CF�HSFBUFS�UIBO�XIBUFWFS�

costs the war will generate for the civilian population. And war should only be used 

as a last resort, after all efforts at peaceful settlement have been exhausted and 

OFHPUJBUJPOT�CSFBLEPXO��5IJT�DBO�CF�BO�BSEVPVT�QSPDFTT�JOWPMWJOH�UISFBUT
�QSPNJTFT
�

and intervention by multiple actors. Strategies such as economic sanctions and 

CMPDLBEFT�TIPVME
�JO�QSJODJQMF
�CF�VTFE�CFGPSF�XBS���

In interviews, members of armed urban groups overwhelmingly agreed that while the 

use of violence should be in proportion to a threat against the group or its community, 

UIF�BNPVOU�PG�GPSDF�VTFE�BOE�UIF�TFWFSJUZ�PG�WJPMFODF�XJUI�XIJDI�DPOnJDU�JT�XBHFE�JO�

Haiti is rarely proportional to the reality of the situation. One gang leader discussed 

B����NPOUI�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�CFUXFFO�UIF�QPMJDF
�GPSFJHO�USPPQT�BDUJOH�JO�DPODFSU�

with the police anti-gang unit, and the gangs in the area of Bel Air. Reports from 

KPVSOBMJTUT�BOE�IVNBO�SJHIUT�XPSLFST�JOEJDBUFE�UIBU�6�4��NBSJOFT�BOE�)BJUJBO�/BUJPOBM�

5IFZ�BSF�PO�mMF�XJUI�UIF�BVUIPS��5IF�QSPHSBN�PGmDFS�GSPN�UIF�/(0�EJTUSJCVUJOH�UIF�$'8�HSBOUT�	XIJDI�

BTLFE�UIBU�UIF�OBNF�PG�UIFJS�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�OPU�CF�EJTDMPTFE
�TUBUFE�UIBU�UIFZ�XFSF�OPU�BXBSF�UIBU�UIF�HSPVQ�

was a gang when the application was submitted but that they became aware after the funds had been 

EJTCVSTFE��5IF�EPOPS�BHFODZ�EFDJEFE�UP�DPOUJOVF�XPSLJOH�XJUI�UIF�HSPVQ�EFTQJUF�UIFJS�TUBUVT�BT�B�HBOH�

because their program was “popular, successful,” and they “used the money they were given well.”

����8BM[FS
������

Some gangs 

that had been 

weak before the 

earthquake became 

stronger due to 

covert relationships 

with corrupt NGOs 

and development 

workers, 

emboldening 

their members to 

engage in violence 

aimed at expanding 

the group’s reach.
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1PMJDF�FOHBHFE�JO�VOQSPWPLFE�BUUBDLT�BHBJOTU�DJWJMJBOT�JO�UIJT�OFJHICPSIPPE�XIJMF�

BUUFNQUJOH�UP�mOE�BOE�BSSFTU�TVTQFDUFE�TVQQPSUFST�PG�UIF�-BWBMBT
�UIF�QPMJUJDBM�QBSUZ�

to which the overthrown president belonged. After a number of bystanders were shot 

CZ�6�4��NBSJOFT�JO�FBSMZ�����
�)BJUJBO�SBEJP�TUBUJPOT�CFHBO�SFQPSUJOH�UIBU�XFBQPOT�

and ammunition caches used by gang members against the police were hidden in 

the neighborhood. 

At the time, gang leaders publically stated that they were in possession of few 

XFBQPOT�BOE�OP�BNNVOJUJPO��

i-PPLJOH�BU�UIF�FWFOUT�*�TFF�BMM�UIF�TUFQT�UIBU�UIF�"NFSJDBOT
�

<1SFTJEFOU>�-BUPSUVF
�BOE�UIFO�.*/645")�UPPL�JO�UIFJS�XBS�BHBJOTU�

-BWBMBT��5IFJS�SFTQPOTF�XBT�BO�PWFSSFBDUJPO�UP�UIF�SFBMJUZ��#VU�CZ�

PWFSSFBDUJOH
�UIFZ�DSFBUFE�B�OFX�SFBMJUZ�TP�UIBU�UIF�UISFBU�MPPLFE�

HSFBUFS�UIBO�JU�XBT�BOE�UIJT�KVTUJmFE�UIF�MFWFM�PG�UIFJS�WJPMFODFy��*O�UVSO
�

[another armed group] responded with violence and that started a 

DZDMF�UIBU�XFOU�PO�GPS
�*�EPO�U�LOPX
�B�ZFBS �

i5IF�GPSFJHO�NJMJUBSZ�CMPDLFE�PVS�OFJHICPSIPPE��:PV�DPVMEO�U�HFU�JO�

or out. They made threats against us in the media. They also made 

promises of peace and municipal services if we turned in our weapons. 

The problem was that in justifying the initial violence against [Bel Air] 

BOE�NBLJOH�BO�FYDVTF�GPS�TIPPUJOH�PVS�XPNFO�BOE�DIJMESFO
�UIFZ�

DSFBUFE�BO�JMMVTJPO�UIBU�UIF�CFOFmUT�PG�WJPMFODF�BHBJOTU�VT�PVU�XFJHIUFE�

UIF�DPTUT�PG�BDDJEFOUMZ�TIPPUJOH�B�GFX�NBSLFU�XPNFO��*U�XBT�B�OP�XJO�

TJUVBUJPO�GPS�VT��4P�XF�IBE�UP�mHIU�CBDL
�FWFO�JG�XF�XFSF�KVTU�mHIUJOH�

XJUI�SPDLT�w�

0UIFS�NFNCFST�JOUFSWJFXFE�BHSFFE�UIBU�EJTQSPQPSUJPOBM�SFTQPOTF�JT�PGUFO�MJOLFE�UP�

DZDMJDBM�WJPMFODF�CZ�BSNFE�HBOHT�

i8IFO�XF�mHIU�<BOPUIFS�BSNFE�VSCBO�HSPVQ>
�UIF�WJPMFODF�XF�VTF�

against this is a lot more than they used against us. Say, for example, 

that I come into your zone. And don’t have good relations. So you beat 

NF�VQ��"OE�UIFO�NZ�HVZT�HP�BOE�VTF�B�LOJGF�UP�DVU�TPNFPOF�JO�ZPVS�

[POF��5IFO�ZPV�DPNF�CBDL�BOE�TIPU�NZ�HJSM��4P�*�TFOE�NZ�GSJFOET�PVU�

BOE�UIFZ�LJMM�UXP�PG�ZPVS�GSJFOET��*U�LFFQT�HPJOH�BOE�HPJOH�w

i*�UIJOL�UIBU�BMM�DPOGSPOUBUJPOT�VTJOH�HVOT�JOWPMWF�NPSF�WJPMFODF�UIBO�

JT�OFDFTTBSZ��5IF�"NFSJDBOT�EJEO�U�OFFE�UP�JOWBEF�UIF�XIPMF�.JEEMF�

&BTU�UP�LJMM�4BEBBN�)VTTFJO��5IF�1/)�<OBUJPOBM�QPMJDF>�EPO�U�OFFE�UP�

TIPPU�FWFSZPOF�JO�B�IPVTF�XIFO�UIFZ�DPNF�UP�NBLF�BO�BSSFTU��8F�EPO�U�

need to go after everyone in neighborhood when we have a problem 

with one person. When someone has power and they can use as much 
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force as they want, that’s what they do. They have the strength to do it 

so that is what they choose. Then, when the other side responds they 

will use the maximum violence possible.”

The authority of those using violence

Jus ad bellum requires that those waging war must have the proper authority to do 

so. This authority is often established through international institutions. An institution 

TVDI�BT�UIF�6OJUFE�/BUJPOT�QBTTFT�SFTPMVUJPOT�XIJDI�BVUIPSJ[F�JOUFSWFOUJPO�CZ�

NFNCFS�TUBUFT
�UIPVHI�UIFSF�JT�EFCBUF�BCPVU�IPX�NVDI�TVQQPSU�XJUIJO�UIF�6/�JT�

OFFEFE�GPS�BDUJPO�UP�CF�UBLFO�	TPNF�IBWF�BSHVFE�UIBU�JG�UIF�TFDVSJUZ�DPVODJM�QBTTFT�

B�SFTPMVUJPO�XJUI�LFZ�NFNCFST�BCTUBJOJOH�PS�PQQPTJOH�UIFO�QSPQFS�BVUIPSJUZ�IBTO�U�

OFDFTTBSJMZ�CFFO�FTUBCMJTIFE
��4UBUFT�TIPVME�BWPJE�UBLJOH�VOJMBUFSBM�BDUJPO
�BT�UIJT�

can be construed as an attempt to circumvent establishing proper authority before 

intervening.37 #VU�IPX�EPFT�UIJT�BQQMZ�UP�UIF�)BJUJBO�DPOUFYU �%P�JOTVSHFOU�HSPVQT�

TVDI�BT�UIF�$BOOJCBM�"SNZ�IBWF�UIF�SJHIU�UP�JOJUJBUF�B�XBS ��"OE�XIBU�BCPVU�BO�BSNFE�

VSCBO�HBOH 

3FTJEFOUT�BOE�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT�XFSF�JO�NBSLFE�EJTBHSFFNFOU�BCPVU�XIP�

IBT�UIF�BVUIPSJUZ�UP�JOJUJBUF�B�WJPMFOU�DPOnJDU��5XP�UIJSET�PG�UIF�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�

groups interviewed were in favor of non-state actors such as gangs, having the 

right to initiate a war as long as they were organized and politically motivated while 

less than 3 per cent of residents agreed with this assertion. Where the two types of 

interviewees did agree was in relation to the authority that a gang exerts to protect its 

OFJHICPSIPPE��/FBSMZ�BMM�HBOH�NFNCFST�BOE�UXP�UIJSET�PG�BMM�SFTJEFOUT�JOUFSWJFXFE�

UIPVHIU�UIBU�JG�B�OFJHICPSIPPE�JT�BUUBDLFE�CZ�B�TUBUF�BDUPS�PS�GPSFJHO�QFBDFLFFQFST�

than the gang has the authority to respond on behalf of the neighborhood.�� Some 

residents went so far as to call defense of the neighborhood a “duty”, and said 

i*�EPO�U�MJLF�UIF�CFIBWJPS�PG�UIPTF�HVZT�<JO�UIF�HBOH>�CVU�JG�UIF�QPMJDF�

come in here shooting, [name of gang] has an obligation to protect us.”

0OF�SFTJEFOU�FYQMBJOFE�UIF�EJGGFSFODF�JO�HBOH�T�BVUIPSJUZ�UP�FOHBHF�JO�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�

PO�CFIBMG�PG�UIF�OFJHICPSIPPE�MJLF�UIJT�

�i*G�UIF�HPWFSONFOU�DPNFT�UP�IVSU�VT
�UIFO�<OBNF�PG�HBOH>�JT�MJLF�PVS�

security guards. They have to protect us. But if [name of gang] gets 

JOUP�B�DPOnJDU�XJUI�<BOPUIFS�HBOH�GSPN�B�EJGGFSFOU�BSFB>�UIFO�UIFJS�

DPOnJDU�JT�MJLFMZ�QFSTPOBM�PS�JU�JT�SFHBSEJOH�UIFJS�DSJNF��4P�XIFO�<UIBU�

PUIFS�HBOH>�BUUBDLT�VT�UP�QVOJTI�<UIF�HBOH�JO�PVS�OFJHICPSIPPE>�XF�

HFU�SFTFOUGVM��5IFZ�EPO�U�IBWF�UIF�SJHIU�UP�GPSDF�VT�JOUP�B�mHIU�CFUXFFO�

����-B[BS
������

����0OMZ�IBMG�PG�HBOH�NFNCFST�BOE�MFTT�UIBO�mWF�QFSDFOU�PG�SFTJEFOUT�BHSFFE�UIBU�HBOHT�IBWF�UIF�BVUIPSJUZ�

UP�EFGFOE�UIF�OFJHICPSIPPE�XIFO�JU�JT�BUUBDLFE�CZ�SJWBM�HBOHT�SBUIFS�UIBO�TUBUF�BDUPST�
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thieves. But they do have the right to defend us if we are targeted by 

[the government].”

Intention behind the violence

According to jus ad bellum
�UIF�VTF�PG�WJPMFODF�NVTU�CF�EPOF�XJUI�KVTU�DBVTF��BDUJPO�

TIPVME�CF�UBLFO�JG�JU�JT�UP�TBWF�JOOPDFOU�IVNBO�MJWFT�UIBU�BSF�JO�JNNFEJBUF�EBOHFS�

whose lives would be lost without an intervention.�� Intimately related to “just cause” 

is “right intention”. Just wars are not for economic interest or out of revenge. Though 

it is possible for a war to be waged for a just cause, but without a right intention, for 

instance, when human life is in danger, but the intervening actors would not intervene 

VOMFTT�UIFZ�SFDFJWFE�TPNF�PUIFS�CFOFmU�40 #VU�JEFBMMZ�BSNFE�DPOnJDU�TIPVME�CF�

initiated when the intention is to save innocent lives.

“I only hurt people to protect my own people.”

i4PNF�<HBOH�NFNCFST>�EFMJHIU�JO�WJPMFODF��5IFZ�MJLF�UIF�TNFMM�PG�

CMPPE��8F�EPO�U�XBOU�UIPTF�LJOE�PG�QFPQMF�JO�<PVS�HBOH>��*G�ZPV�LJMM�

TPNFPOF�JU�TIPVME�CF�B�SBUJPOBM�EFDJTJPO��:PV�TIPVMEO�U�LJMM�TPNFPOF�

because you get hot and you want revenge.”

i8F�DBO�TBZ�UIBU�XIFO�<UIFSF�XBT�BSNFE�mHIUJOH�JO�����>�UIJT�XBT�B�

war because it was for defense. Wars are about defending yourself, 

your family. When people start something because they want [to 

expand the geographic boundaries of the gang’s territory] that is not 

defense, so it’s not a war. It’s greed.”

“It is only a war if you do it to better the lives of the people. A crazy 

QFSTPO�EPFT�B�XBS�KVTU�UP�NBLF�PUIFST�TVGGFS�w

Weapons of war

4DIFMMJOH�	����
�QPJOUT�PVU�UIBU�BO�FTTFOUJBM�DPNQPOFOU�PG�XBS�JT�UIF�QPXFS�UP�IVSU
�

CBTJDBMMZ�UIF�BCJMJUZ�UP�VTF�MFUIBM�GPSDF�BHBJOTU�ZPVS�FOFNZ��4JNJMBSMZ
�GPS�$JDFSP�	����

�

UIF�BDUT�PG�XBS�BSF�UIPTF�JO�XIJDI�XFBQPOT�	BYFT
�TXPSET
�QJLFT�BOE�UIF�MJLF
�BSF�

VTFE�UP�LJMM��5IF�XFBQPOT�VTFE�JO�XBS�BSF�OPU�MJNJUFE�UP�mSFBSNT��PUIFS�XFBQPOT�

XIJDI�IBWF�UIF�QPXFS�UP�IVSU�BSF�BMTP�JODMVEFE�VOEFS�UIJT�EFmOJUJPO��#PNCJOH
�FWFO�

when no solider ever sets his foot on enemy soil, is still war. So too was primitive 

XBSGBSF�XIFSF�CBUUMFT�XFSF�GPVHIU�XJUI�TIBSQFOFE�TUJDLT
�SPDLT
�PS�CZ�IVSMJOH�mSF�BU�

ones opponent.41

8FBQPOT�OFFE�OPU�EJSFDUMZ�BOE�JNNFEJBUFMZ�LJMM�JO�PSEFS�UP�TBUJTGZ�UIJT�EFmOJUJPO��'PS�

JOTUBODF
�UIF�VTF�PG�HBT�UIBU�EJTBCMFT�BOE�QPUFOUJBMMZ�LJMMT
�PS�QPJTPOJOH�UIF�XBUFS�

����.D.BIBO
�������8BM[FS
������

40  Walzer, 2000.

����,FFMFZ
������
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supply used by your opponent’s military would also be an acceptable “weapon” 

VOEFS�UIJT�EFmOJUJPO��4JNJMBSMZ
�UIF�XFBQPOT�VTFE�NVTU�CF�DBQBCMF�PG�LJMMJOH��JG�POMZ�

nBTI�HSFOBEFT�BOE�5BTFST�BSF�VTFE�JO�CBUUMF�UIFO�JU�T�OPU�B�XBS��

Contrary to the assumption that members of armed urban gangs are actually armed, 

JOEJWJEVBM�HBOH�NFNCFST�PGUFO�MBDL�XFBQPOT�BOE�HBOHT�BT�B�XIPMF�QPTTFTT�GFXFS�

weapons per member than those owned by upper income Haitian families.42 3PDLT
�

LOJWFT
�mTUT�BOE�GFFU�XFSF�UIF�NPTU�DPNNPOMZ�VTFE�XFBQPOT�JO�QIZTJDBM�BMUFSDBUJPOT�

initiated by gang members.43 .BOZ�HBOH�NFNCFST�OPUFE�UIBU�UIF�QFSDFQUJPO�UIBU�

UIF�HSPVQ�JT�BSNFE�JT�XIBU�HJWFT�UIFN�BO�BEWBOUBHF�JO�DPOnJDU��*OUFSWJFXFFT�OPUFE�

UIBU�UPZ
�XBUFS
�QBJOUCBMM�BOE�BJSTPGU�HVOT�	XJUI�UIF�PSBOHF�TBGFUZ�DBQ�QSJFE�PGG
�XFSF�

commonly carried by members to give the impression of being armed.

“I’m one of the old guys here. I’m 35 and I haven’t had a gun in ten 

years. I lost my gun when I got arrested. I haven’t had once since. I 

don’t need one because I have the reputation of carrying a gun in my 

pants… If I ever did need to shoot someone, I could go get a gun. But 

GPS�SJHIU�OPX
�XIZ�EP�*�OFFE�B�HVO w

i:PV�EPO�U�IBWF�UP�BDUVBMMZ�IBWF�B�XFBQPO��ZPV�DBO�KVTU�NBLF�UIFO�

UIJOL�ZPV�IBWF�POF��*G�ZPV�QVU�ZPVS�DFMM�QIPOF�JO�ZPVS�QBOUT�MJLF�UIJT�

<EFNPOTUSBUFT>�UIFO�UIFZ�UIJOL�JU�T�B�HVO�BOE�UIBU�JOUJNJEBUFT�QFPQMF�w

i5IF�POMZ�XFBQPO�*�IBWF�VTFE�JT�B�SPDL��*�EJEO�U�MJLF�VTJOH�JU�CFDBVTF�JU�

NBLFT�UIF�WJPMFODF�UPP�JOUJNBUF��*�XPVME�QSFGFS�UP�VTF�B�HVO�CVU�*�EPO�U�

have the money to buy one.”

“Once I pointed a [toy gun] at this guy and he handed me his wallet. I 

XBT�KVTU�KPLJOH�BSPVOE��*�HBWF�JU�CBDL��#VU�*�EJEO�U�GPSHFU�UIBU�JODJEFOU�

CFDBVTF�*�TFF�UIBU�UIF�CFMJFG�*�BN�BSNFE�JT�XIBU�NBLFT�NF�TUSPOH�w

i*�IBWF�B�HVO��*U�T�BO�PME�POF�UIBU�*�HPU�GSPN�NZ�GBUIFS��*�LOFX�UIBU�

[name of another gang] was invited to this [interview] so I brought it to 

TIPX�UIFN��<MBVHIUFS>�5IF�HVZ�BU�UIF�EPPS�NBEF�NF�MPDL�JU�JO�UIF�DMPTFU�

before I could come in. [laughter] It isn’t loaded. The bullets are pricey! 

I have to pay for my boy’s school fees so I can’t buy any bullets. But 

when he grows up I want to teach him how to shoot and give him my 

HVO��8IFO�ZPV�IBWF�B�HVO�ZPV�KVTU�GFFM�MJLF�B�NBO�w�

(VO�PXOFSTIJQ�JO�HFOFSBM�JT�SFNBSLBCMZ�MPX�JO�)BJUJ��8IFO�BTLFE�JO������XIFUIFS�

PS�OPU�UIFZ�IFME�B�XFBQPO
�����QFS�DFOU�PG�1PSU�BV�1SJODF�BSFB�IPVTFIPMET�SFQPSUFE�

PXOJOH�mSFBSNT��5IJT�JODSFBTFE�UP�����QFS�DFOU�JO������CVU�ESPQQFE�UP�����QFS�DFOU�

����,PMCF
�������,PMCF���.VHHBI
�������,PMCF�FU�BM
�������,PMCF
�.VHHBI���1VDDJP
������

�����,PMCF���)VUTPO
�������,PMCF
������

Individual gang 

members often 

lack weapons 

and gangs as a 

whole possess 

fewer weapons per 

member than those 

owned by upper 

income Haitian 

families.
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by 2013.44 5IJT�JT�DPOTJEFSBCMZ�MFTT�UIBO�UIF�QFSDFOUBHFT�HJWFO�CZ�.*/645")�BOE�

PUIFS�JOUFSOBUJPOBM�BDUPST�JO������BOE������XIP�FTUJNBUFE�UIBU���UP���QFSDFOU�PG�

all households are gun owners.  Poor households and those in popular zones were 

NVDI�MFTT�MJLFMZ�UP�PXO�B�HVO�UIBO�XFBMUIJFS�IPVTFIPMET�BOE�JOEJWJEVBMT�GSPN�PUIFS�

parts of Port-au-Prince.45

5IFSF�JT�OP�TUBUJTUJDBMMZ�TJHOJmDBOU�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�CFUXFFO�QPMJUJDBM�JOWPMWFNFOU
�B�GBNJMZ�

history of gang membership, and current membership in any armed group, and 

gun ownership. People who are politically involved or have a family history of gang 

NFNCFSTIJQ�BSF�OPU�OFDFTTBSJMZ�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�PXO�B�XFBQPO��"OE
�TVSQSJTJOHMZ
�

HBOH�NFNCFST�XFSF�OP�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�PXO�B�XFBQPO�UIBO�PUIFS�SFTJEFOUT�PG�UIFJS�

OFJHICPSIPPE��*O�GBDU
�HBOH�NFNCFST�BSF�TJHOJmDBOUMZ�MFTT�MJLFMZ�UP�PXO�B�HVO�UIBO�B�

middle or upper-income person of the same gender.��

How do we understand the scope  

BOE�JOUFOTJUZ�PG�UIF�DPOnJDU 

5IPVHI�UIFSF�XJMM�DPOUJOVF�UP�CF�EFCBUF�BCPVU�UIF�EFmOJUJPO�BOE�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�PG�

Haiti’s armed groups, it is still possible to try to understand causes, effects of and 

BMUFSOBUJWFT�UP�BSNFE�VSCBO�DPOnJDU��$SFBUJOH�B�NPEFM�GPS�NFBTVSJOH�UIF�TDPQF�BOE�

JOUFOTJUZ�PG�UIF�DPOnJDU�JT�POF�TUFQ�UPXBSET�UIF�FYQFSJFODF�PG�XIBU�$JDFSP�	����
�

DBMMFE�iDPOUFOUJPO�CZ�GPSDF�w�"�DPNNPO�EFmOJUJPO�GPS�UIFTF�HSPVQT�BOE�UIFJS�DPOnJDU�

is still essential, but towards that end, so is an understanding how we can quantify 

UIF�OBUVSF�PG�UIF�DPOnJDU�DSFBUFE�CZ�TVDI�HSPVQT�

One place to start is with the themes noted in this paper. Residents, community 

MFBEFST
�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST�BOE�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT�BMM�JEFOUJmFE�DPNNPO�

UIFNFT�XIJDI�DBO�TIBQF�B�NPEFM�PG�DPOnJDU�TDPQF�BOE�JOUFOTJUZ��UIF�TUSVDUVSF�PG�UIF�

group and its relationship to the community and other groups, the types and severity 

of violence used, the intention behind the violence and its proportion in relationship to 

QSPWPLJOH�FWFOUT
�BOE�MBTUMZ
�UIF�OBUVSF�PG�UIF�CBUUMFT�BOE�XFBQPOT�UIFNTFMWFT�

Comparing murder rates

0OF�FBTZ�XBZ�UP�EFUFSNJOF�UIF�TDPQF�PG�UIF�DPOnJDU�JT�UP�MPPL�BU�IPX�NBOZ�QFPQMF�

IBWF�EJFE
�IPX�UIFZ�EJFE
�XIP�LJMMFE�UIFN
�BOE�XIFSF�UIFZ�XFSF�LJMMFE��*O�)BJUJ
�

NVSEFS�SBUFT�BSF�DMFBSMZ�BTTPDJBUFE�XJUI�JODSFBTFE�HBOH�BDUJWJUZ�EVSJOH�TPNF�LFZ�

43  There is, obviously, the possibility that some gun owners were not truthful. Survey respondents may 

be reluctant to discuss sensitive topics or may appear cooperative but be dishonest when responding. 

5P�JODSFBTF�BDDVSBDZ�JOUFSWJFXFST�SFQFBUFEMZ�SFNJOEFE�SFTQPOEFOUT�UIBU�UIF�TVSWFZ�XBT�DPOmEFOUJBM��

Because respondents were forthright in other segments of the interviews when providing sensitive 

JOGPSNBUJPO
�JU�JT�BTTVNFE�UIBU�UIF�mHVSF�JT�SFMJBCMF�

����,PMCF���.VHHBI
�������4JNJMBS�mOEJOHT�XFSF�FWJEFOU�JO�B������TUVEZ�PO�mMF�XJUI�UIF�BVUIPST�BOE�

QBSUJBMMZ�QSFTFOUFE�JO�,PMCF
�.VHHBI���1VDDJP
�����

����*CJE

Though there 

will continue to 

be debate about 

the definition and 

characteristics 

of Haiti’s armed 

groups, it is still 

possible to try 

to understand 

causes, effects of 

and alternatives 

to armed urban 

conflict.



28

HASOW DISCUSSION PAPER 4: REVISITING HAITI´S GANGS AND ORGANIZED VIOLENCE

QFSJPET��"T�HSPVQT�FOHBHF�JO�TUSFFU�CBUUMFT
�UIF�OVNCFS�PG�UIPTF�LJMMFE�	JOUFOUJPOBMMZ�

PS�VOJOUFOUJPOBMMZ
�BT�JO�UIF�DBTF�PG�CZTUBOEFST
�HPFT�VQ
�TP�UPP�EP�DSJNJOBM�NVSEFST�

BT�UIF�GPDVT�PO�UIF�HBOH�T�DPOnJDU�	HBOH�WT��HBOH�PS�HBOH�WT��TUBUF�BDUPST
�

consumes much of the group’s time and energy, opening the space for opportunistic 

crimes by non-members against residents who are normally protected by the gang. 

Household survey research has been successfully used to estimate crude murder 

rates as well as to establish the frequency of perpetration by various groups, the 

NFUIPET�VTFE�GPS�LJMMJOH�BOE�UIF�QMBDF�PG�UIF�NVSEFS�47 However, it is unclear how 

many deaths are necessary to tip the scale from ordinary levels of crime to a state of 

FNFSHFODZ�PS�GSPN�B�TUBUF�PG�QSPMPOHFE�DPOnJDU�UIBU�JT�OPU�XBS�UP�B�TUBUF�PG�TPNFUIJOH�

that is war.

4NBMM�BOE�4JOHFS�	����
�TFU�UIF�CBS�BU�B�UIPVTBOE�CBUUMF�EFBUIT���#VU�UIJT�DSFBUFT�UXP�

TFSJPVT�BOE�SFMBUFE�QSPCMFNT��'JSTU
�JU�EFmOFT�XBS�JO�TVDI�B�XBZ�UIBU�UIF�NFBTVSF�

PG�UIF�DPTU�PG�XBS�JT�JOUSJOTJDBMMZ�MJOLFE�UP�JUT�EFmOJUJPO��5IJT�DSFBUFT�BO�JOGFSFOUJBM�

problem if a scholar wanted to research what causes wars to be more or less costly 

BT�UIF�JODMVTJPO�DSJUFSJB�GPS�XBST�XJMM�CF�BSNFE�DPOnJDUT�UIBU�IBWF�B�QBSUJDVMBS�DPTU���

4FDPOEMZ
�4JOHFS�BOE�4NBMM�POMZ�JODMVEFE�CBUUMFmFME�EFBUIT�JO�UIFJS�EFmOJUJPO��/PU�

only did they limit the deaths to those occurring among soldiers, but they also limited 

the deaths to those as a direct result of combat. 

8BST�BSF�NFTTZ��3PVTTFBV�	����
�XBT�POF�PG�NBOZ�XIP�QPJOUFE�PVU�UIBU�DPNCBUBOUT�

BSF�OPU�UIF�POMZ�POFT�LJMMFE�JO�XBS��*O�GBDU�DJWJMJBOT�GSFRVFOUMZ�CFBS�BT�NVDI�PS�NPSF�

of the costs of war as do soldiers. Some estimate that as many as 100,000 civilians 

IBWF�CFFO�LJMMFE�UIVT�GBS�JO�UIF�*SBR�8BS��"O�FTUJNBUFE����NJMMJPO�DJWJMJBOT
�IBMG�PG�

UIF�QPQVMBUJPO
�XFSF�LJMMFE�EVSJOH�XBS�JO�UIF�$POHP��/JOF�NJMMJPO�DJWJMJBOT�PS�NPSF�

XFSF�LJMMFE�JO�UIF�'JSTU�8PSME�8BS��� *O�)BJUJ
��
����QFPQMF�EJFE�JO�UIF�DBQJUBM�JO�UIF�

���NPOUIT�BGUFS�UIF�NBJO�FWFOUT�PG�UIF������DJWJM�DPOnJDU
�GBS�NPSF�UIBO�UIF�TFWFSBM�

IVOESFE�XIP�XFSF�LJMMFE�PO�UIF�CBUUMFmFME�JO�UIF�ZFBST�PG�SVSBM�mHIUJOH�CZ�JOTVSHFOU�

groups which preceded the overthrow of the government.��

$PNCBU�JTO�U�UIF�POMZ�XBZ�UIBU�TPMEJFST�EJF��$PNCBUBOUT�BSF�LJMMFE�JO�BDDJEFOUT
�

GSJFOEMZ�mSF�JODJEFOUT
�BOE�CZ�QSFWFOUBCMF�JMMOFTT��*O�����
�IBMG�PG�UIF�"NFSJDBO�

TPMEJFST�XIP�EJFE�JO�&VSPQF�XFSF�LJMMFE�OPU�CZ�B�CVMMFU�PS�B�CPNC
�CVU�CZ�JOnVFO[B��

In 2010, for the second year in a row, more American soldiers committed suicide 

	O����
�UIBO�UIF�OVNCFS�PG�UIPTF�LJMMFE�JO�CBUUMF�	O����
��*U�JT�DMFBS�UIBU�XBS�LJMMT�CPUI�

DJWJMJBOT�BOE�TPMEJFST�BOE�JU�LJMMT�CPUI�PO�BOE�PGG�UIF�CBUUMFmFME�50�5BLJOH�BMM�PG�UIJT�

����,PMCF
�FU�BM
�������,PMCF
�������,PMCF���)VUTPO
�������,PMCF���.VHHBI
�������,PMCF
�.VHHBI���

1VDDJP
�������.PFTUVF���.VHHBI
������

����;CJHOJFX
������� 

���,PMCF���)VUTPO
������ 

50 Hoffman, 2011.

It is unclear how 

many deaths are 

necessary to tip the 

scale from ordinary 

levels of crime to a 

state of emergency 

or from a state of 

prolonged conflict 

that is not war to a 

state of something 

that is war.
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JOUP�DPOTJEFSBUJPO
�BOZ�EJTDVTTJPO�PO�UIF�EFmOJUJPO�PG�XBS�DBOOPU��TJNQMZ�CF�CBTFE
��

CBUUMFmFME�EFBUIT��5IPVHI�XBS�JT�WJPMFOU�BOE�UISPVHI�JU�QFPQMF�BSF�LJMMFE
�UIF�EFmOJUJPO�

of war proposed in this paper only requires one death of a combatant. This opens the 

door to further study of the true costs of war, study that won’t be limited by the bias in 

4JOHFS�BOE�4NBMM�T�EFmOJUJPO��

Conclusions

This paper explores the complicated and contentious issue of gangs in urban Haitian 

TPDJFUZ
�NBLJOH�B�NPEFTU�EFOU�JO�UIF�FNQJSJDBM�SFTFBSDI�WPJE�PO�HBOHT�BOE�JOTVSHFOU�

groups in Haiti’s social and political life. This paper set out to examine whether 

Haiti´s gang-related violence constitutes a “war” using criteria embedded in the 

Geneva Conventions and found that this question is impossible to address without 

FTUBCMJTIJOH�DMFBS�EFmOJUJPOT�BOE�B�TIBSFE�WPDBCVMBSZ�GPS�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�UIF�DPNQMFY�

motivations for urban violence. 

Clearly, the narrative that has dominated the discourse on Haiti’s gangs is overly 

TJNQMJTUJD��*OUFOTJWF�mFME�SFTFBSDI�DPOEVDUFE�PWFS�UIF�QBTU�UFO�ZFBST�JO�NPSF�UIBO�B�

dozen studies demonstrates the complexity of gang identities, roles, functions and 

the impact on stabilization and development activities. The role of the media, political 

HSPVQT
�mOBODJBM�CBDLFST�BOE�UIF�JOUFSOBUJPOBM�DPNNVOJUZ�GVSUIFS�DPNQMJDBUFT�FGGPSUT�

to understand and address gang violence. In highlighting the scale and dimension 

PG�BSNFE�DPOnJDU
�JOOPWBUJWF�SFTFBSDI�NFUIPET�XFSF�VTFE�JODMVEJOH�RVBMJUBUJWF�mFME�

XPSL�XJUI�NFNCFST�PG�BSNFE�HSPVQT
�XIJDI�DPVME�CF�EVQMJDBUFE�JO�PUIFS�DPOnJDU�

TFUUJOHT�BT�SFTFBSDIFST�TUSJWF�UP�VOQBDL�IPX�DPOnJDU�UJQT�UIF�TDBMF�GSPN�iPSEJOBSZw�

violence to war. 

5IJT�QBQFS�mOET�UIBU�)BJUJ�T�BSNFE�HSPVQT�BSF�IFUFSPHFOFPVT�BOE�EFTQJUF�TJNJMBSJUJFT�

BNPOH�UIF�SBOL�BOE�mMF�NFNCFSTIJQ
�NPUJWBUJPO�BOE�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�o�CPUI�QFSTPOBM�

and historic – play a large role in motivating individuals to be active with and 

XJUIJO�BSNFE�HSPVQT��%JGGFSFOUJBUJOH�CFUXFFO�HSPVQT�JT�LFZ�GPS�QPMJDZ�NBLFST�BOE�

EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST�BMJLF�BT�UIF�NPUJWBUJPO�BOE�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�JOnVFODF�CPUI�UIF�

success of community violence reduction efforts, as well as the success of security 

and policing efforts. The lines between groups are not always easy to distinguish and 

JO�UIF�QBTU
�NJTVOEFSTUBOEJOHT�BCPVU�UIF�QPMJUJDBM�BGmMJBUJPO
�mOBODJBM�CBDLJOH�BOE�

access to resources of particular gangs has hampered stabilization and development 

efforts. 

The paper also notes that the perceptions, functions and activities of armed groups 

change over time in Haiti. Efforts to establish democratic governance and the 

QSFTFODF�PG�GPSFJHO�QFBDFLFFQFST�IBWF�IBE�B�QSPGPVOE�JNQBDU�PO�UIF�EFWFMPQNFOU�

of gang violence in urban Haiti, with membership in gangs and other armed groups 

increasing during times of government repression. It is important to note the shift in 

Haiti’s armed 

groups are 

heterogeneous 

and despite 

similarities among 

the rank and file 

membership, 

motivation and 

relationships – 

both personal 

and historic – 

play a large role 

in motivating 

individuals to be 

active with and 

within armed 

groups.
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IPX�BSNFE�HSPVQT�BSF�WJFXFE�CZ�SFTJEFOUT�BOE�EFWFMPQNFOU�XPSLFST�BT�XFMM�BT�BMTP�

how they viewed themselves. The use of generic and all-encompassing concepts 

such as “gangs” may obscure rather than reveal underlying motivations. 

Armed groups in Haiti have comparatively sophisticated understandings of the 

basic rules of war, even if not described as such. Indeed, there are established 

understandings about the use of force, proportionately, authority structures and other 

factors. The experience of such groups in Haiti forces us to revisit our understandings 

PG�iUJQQJOH�QPJOUTw�GSPN�DPOnJDU�UP�XBS��*OEFFE
�UIFSF�BSF�NBOZ�JOTJHIUT�GSPN�UIF�)BJUJ�

experience that may apply more broadly to other settings described as “other forms 

of violence”. 
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