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Haitians overthrow a dictator, 1946

January 6,
1946
to:  January 11,
1946
Country:  Haiti
Location City/State/Province:  Mainly Port-au-Prince, but the campaign spread to cities throughout Haiti

Goals: 
To overthrow President Lescot and hold free elections. Campaigners also called for freedom of press.

Methods

Methods in 1st segment: 

001. Public speeches
003. Declarations by organizations and institutions
038. Marches

Methods in 2nd segment: 

003. Declarations by organizations and institutions
007. Slogans, caricatures, and symbols
037. Singing
038. Marches
047. Assemblies of protest or support
062. Student strike
171. Nonviolent interjection

Methods in 3rd segment: 

007. Slogans, caricatures, and symbols
028. Symbolic sounds
038. Marches
047. Assemblies of protest or support
117. General strike

Methods in 4th segment: 

007. Slogans, caricatures, and symbols
038. Marches
047. Assemblies of protest or support
117. General strike

Methods in 5th segment: 
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007. Slogans, caricatures, and symbols
038. Marches
047. Assemblies of protest or support
117. General strike
125. Boycott of government employment and positions
147. Deliberate inefficiency and selective noncooperation by enforcement agents

Methods in 6th segment: 

007. Slogans, caricatures, and symbols
013. Deputations
038. Marches
047. Assemblies of protest or support
117. General strike
148. Mutiny

Classifications

Classification: 
Change
Cluster: 
Democracy
Group characterization: 

and workers throughout society
students (most of them Marxist)
teachers

Leaders, partners, allies, elites

Leaders: 
Jacques Stephen Alexis, René Despetre, Theodore Baker, and other Marxist Students. Editors of the student paper, La 
Ruche.
Partners: 
Teachers, transportation workers, civil servants, laborers
External allies: 
Not Known
Involvement of social elites: 
Lescot’s cabinet joined by resigning from their positions.

Joining/exiting order of social groups

Groups in 1st Segment: 
Groups in 2nd Segment: 



University and high school students
Groups in 3rd Segment: 
Groups in 4th Segment: 

Civil Servants
Laborers
Shopkeepers
Teachers
Transportation workers
Workers and citizens from other Haitian Cities

Groups in 5th Segment: 

Feminist organization
Presidential cabinet

Groups in 6th Segment: 

Military Leaders
Segment Length:  1 day

Opponent, Opponent Responses, and Violence

Opponents: 
The Lescot regime
Nonviolent responses of opponent: 
Not Known
Campaigner violence: 
One leader attacked an unarmed soldier. Demonstrators threw rocks and rioted one day. A military junta took over the 
government on the last day, forcing Lescot out, but this did not appear to be violent from sources.
Repressive Violence: 
Lescot declared martial law and soldiers killed several demonstrators. Beatings occurred throughout the campaign

Success Outcome

Success in achieving specific demands/goals: 
6 points out of 6 points
Survival: 
1 point out of 1 points
Growth: 
3 points out of 3 points
Notes on outcomes: 
The campaigners successfully ousted Lescot from the presidency and free elections were held four months later. The level of 
success for the secondary goal of freedom of press after the campaign is unclear.

The student leaders and the political party they formed survived through the campaign.



The campaign grew greatly from the student demonstrators to a general strike throughout the country
 

The Haitian President, Elie Lescot had been granted the powers of a dictator by his congress and was backed by the United 
States. He was representative of the mulatto ruling class during a time when black political radicalism was growing in Haiti. 
Lescot was also closely tied with the Dominican Dictator Rafael Trujillo. The Haitian student journal, Zinglins, had criticized 
President Lescot’s dictatorship and begun a call for freedom of press even as early as May 1945. The government quickly 
suppressed this opposition voice. However, the editors of another student journal, La Ruche, continued the criticism of the 
regime. On January 1, 1946 La Ruche published a paper declaring the year for the victory of democracy over “fascist 
oppression,” and calling for freedom of press.

Two days later, the police arrested the paper’s editors and the government prohibited the production of La Ruche. The editors 
were held in the prison in Port-au-Prince, the Haiti’s capital, for a day.

On January 4, Jacques Stephen Alexis, a young black medical student, met with the editors of La Ruche, Gerald Bloncourt, and 
several other Marxist student leaders to plan an action against the government and the suppression of their newspaper. They 
decided on a student strike to initiate a campaign to overthrow the Lescot regime. They spread the word to their fellow university 
and high school students that the strike would begin on Monday, January 7. They used coded messages to pass on information 
about the strike.

The strike leaders formed a new political party, Party Democratique Populaire de la Jeunesse Haitienne (PDPJH), and called for 
immediate elections, the release of political prisoners, and freedom of the press.

On Sunday, Gerald Bloncourt convinced a popular lecturer to speak on freedom in anticipation of the revolution. After the 
lecture they led a small march during which two of the leaders were arrested and held for the night.

The student strike began, as planned, the next day. The students told the press and the U.S. embassy of their plan to strike and 
march to the embassy for a demonstration.

The students marched out of their classes shouting, “Vive la Revolution.” Police beat them, so for protection the male students 
called on women from an all-girls school. The female students formed a wall around the demonstrators and the crowd began 
their march. They marched passed secondary schools to pick up more supporters and sang the national anthem along the way.

At the embassy, the demonstrators, which now consisted of students, some workers, and other citizens, encountered soldiers. 
The soldiers beat demonstrators and arrested several leaders. Later that day, Lescot banned demonstrations and national 
newspapers called on parents to control the youth.

On January 8, the student leaders worked on gaining the support of workers at all levels. Beatings against demonstrators by 
soldiers helped manifest this support. Storeowners shut down their shops and civil servants, laborers, teachers, and transportation 
workers joined the strike. Demonstrators in the streets banged pots. Four thousand people marched through Port-au-Prince to the 
presidential palace. These demonstrations continued the next day. Military soldiers persisted in their repression and arrests of 
demonstrators.

On January 10, as demonstrations continued in the streets, President Lescot declared martial law. In a speech to the entire nation, 
he stated that he would go to any measure to restore order. When a feminist organization later marched against the dictator, 
soldiers shot into the crowd, killing two demonstrators. In response to the shootings, demonstrators threw stones and started 
several riots throughout the day. Many other Haitian soldiers had refused to shoot at demonstrators, however.

Later that day Lescot’s cabinet resigned, unwilling to work for his regime any longer. The dictator was unable to organize 
another cabinet.



The strike included workers from every industry and had spread to cities around the country. U.S. owned businesses were forced 
to stop production during the strike. Upper class business people and workers formed a political organization in support of the 
students.

On January 11, representatives of the strike met with Lescot after previous negotiations and asked for his immediate resignation. 
Lescot told them he would resign in May. That afternoon, three military leaders took over government and placed Lescot under 
house arrest. They announced they would hold elections as soon as possible.

True to their word, the new regime held elections for congress and the presidency in May. Dumarsais Estimé, a black moderate 
politician loosely supported by PDPJH, was elected president and instated a mainly black cabinet. The Haitians had shifted the 
balance of political power away from the mulatto upper class and had successfully deposed Lescot.

Research Notes

Influences: 
Damien Revolt (1); Haitian democracy campaigns in 1956 and 1957 (2)
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