
Haiti, Dent and Invention of Structural Adjustment 

Robert Knox 

 

This paper examines the relationship between capitalism, law and practices of racialisation in 

the context of sovereign debt. Examining a number of key moments in the history of Haiti, 

the paper argues that the relationship between debt and racialisation is co-constitutive. Debt 

embeds a number of racialised assumptions about the inability of racialised peoples to 

manage their own affairs, thus enabling capitalist states to intervene to protect their political-

economic interests. At the same time, debt helps to consolidated specific new forms of 

racialisation. 

 

The paper tracks the way in which a racialised conception of debt was deployed to tie Haiti 

into the emergent capitalist global order. The paper charts how this race-debt-nexus was 

initially generated through compensation for the abolition of slavery and continued throughout 

the 1800s. It then demonstrates how this nexus was refined with the growing importance of the 

informal US empire, culminating in 1915 Occupation. The occupation was undergirded by a 

series of racialised assumptions about the inability of a black population to manage their own 

economy, and pay down their debts, without supervision. These assumptions played on, and 

were rooted in, Haiti’s earlier history of slavery.  

 

The key argument of the paper is that Haiti provided a staging ground for a particular strategy 

of capitalist accumulation whereby racialised assumptions about debt could continue to 

structure imperialist practices even after the acquisition of formal independence. These 

arguments did not simply disappear after the decolonisation period of the 1960s and 1970s, but 

rather assumed a new form with the intervention of the World Bank.  

 

The paper argues that this period saw the invention of a particular legal technology which 

was generalised in the form of structural adjustment in the later 20th and 21sr centuries. It 

traces how this history plays out in the present day. 

 


