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Figure 1: Flyer about a demonstration on Dec. 6, 1980, in support of the victims 
of the November 28 violence, organized by several Haitian diaspora organizations, 
including L’Heure Haïtienne (Radio Haïti Papers)

prison for more than two years. After a few days in prison, Michèle Montas 
was exiled to New York, where Dominique later joined her. Liliane Pierre-
Paul, Harold Isaac, Konpè Filo, and others were exiled first to Curaçao and 
then Caracas after their release from prison, and they remained in Venezuela 
for nearly a year.
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Eventually, Pierre-Paul, Isaac, and others went to Montreal, and Konpè 
Filo went to New York City, where, in 1983, he and Dominique would begin 
hosting Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk. 

Thus the period from late 1980 through 1986 was, for a long time, a silence 
in Radio Haïti’s archive. They did not begin broadcasting from Port-au-Prince 
again until October 1986, eight months after Jean-Claude Duvalier fell from 
power, and seven months after the journalists returned from exile to rebuild 
the station.

Haitian New York

By 1980, New York City had the largest Haitian community in the US, 
accounting for perhaps half of the approximately 800,000 Haitians in the 
country, including adults with legal status, US-born children, and people who 
were undocumented or in the process of petitioning for legal status (Laguerre 
25). “Diaspora, like exile, is not only an” “imagined, indeterminate state” but 
also “actual physical sites where everyday life takes place” ( Jackson 8). Haitian 
New York in the early 1980s was a distinct and specific community, one in 
which Jean Dominique and Konpè Filo landed but into which they were never 
fully integrated. 

Figure 2: Two members of the CATH (Centrale Autonome des Travailleurs Haïtiens) 
labor union (first and second from left) and Jean Dominique (right) at the home of 
Haitian filmmaker Arnold Antonin upon their arrival in Caracas, December 1980 
(Radio Haïti Papers)
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Throughout the 1970s, Haitian exiles formed literary, folkloric, musical, and 
theater groups, including the Atis Endepandan (through whose songs Radio 
Haïti-Inter had spoken andaki during the Duvalier years), Troupe Kouidor, 
and Tanbou Libète (Lindskoog 42). Artistic creation and political resistance 
went hand in hand. Restaurants, bookstores, cafés, barber shops, record stores, 
money exchange services, churches, community theater groups, corner stores, 
public schools, discothèques, social clubs, and radio stations served as enclaves. 
Haitian immigrants worked in supermarkets and factories, as maids, custodi-
ans, taxi drivers or “gypsy cab” drivers to send remittances back to the island. 
Just as money and people crossed borders and seas, Haitians carried informa-
tion and cassette tapes through a fluid diaspora that included not only New 
York but also the Dominican Republic, Miami, Montreal, France, the Bahamas, 
Boston, and more. While newspapers and magazines like Haïti Observateur, 
Haïti Tribune, Haïti Progrès, and Sèl circulated in Brooklyn, Manhattan, and 
Queens, radio provided vital sonic space to grapple with an absent homeland. 
As with other immigrant and diasporic communities working to maintain their 
national identities while living in the Global North (Glick Schiller; Casillas; 
Griffith), as well as marginalized communities in general (Moylan), listening 
to radio was not a passive act for Haitians in New York but rather an active 
pursuit. 

In 1969, Haïti Cette Méconnue debuted on Columbia University’s WKCR 
student radio station. From 1969–71, it aired educational discussions about 
Haitian culture. Activists in the kilti libète (freedom culture) movement found 
inspiration in the 1968 Paris student rebellion, the nueva canción movement of 
Latin America, and the “freedom songs” of the Civil Rights and Black Power 
movements in the United States (Averill 97). These exiles and immigrants, 
mainly middle-class intellectuals, constituted a new expatriate political move-
ment, and they became the nucleus for new leftist cultural organizations in the 
diaspora during the 1970s.

In 1971, Haïti Cette Méconnue became Lè Ayisyen. The change not only 
marked a shift in its broadcast language from French to Kreyòl, but also its 
transformation from a cultural hour to an explicitly Marxist news program 
(L. Legros). The majority of exiles were from leftist organizations, so the 
anti-Duvalier campaign in New York “took on an anti-imperialist character 
and a revolutionary tone” (Pierre-Louis 40). According to Lionel Legros, “our 
goals were to cast away an illusion that . . . the US government would rescue us 
from the dictatorship; we were also defending the community, work[ing] with 
boat people, denounc[ing] the condition of workers in Dominican Republic, 
[and] mak[ing] parallels with other oppressed countries like El Salvador and 
Nicaragua suffering from US-backed dictatorships worldwide.” The expansion 
of the Haitian community into Brooklyn led Lè Ayisyèn staffers to open SELA 
(Sant Enfòmasyon Lè Ayisyèn) in 1982. From a dim rented three-story flat, 
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this community center provided social services for newly-arrived immigrants, 
sharing job announcements as well as information about health, legal counsel, 
and human rights in Kreyòl. Due to Brooklyn’s gentrification, SELA’s physical 
space no longer exists, though the neighborhood remains a hub of Haitian 
pirate radio stations to this day (Goren).

The Sounds Within the Silence

In 2013, Michèle Montas donated the archive of Radio Haïti-Inter to the 
Rubenstein Library. The original collection comprised 3,543 open-reels and 
audio cassettes, as well as approximately ninety linear feet of paper records. 
The project’s goals were to preserve and digitize the tapes and make the dig-
ital collection as accessible as possible to a wide public in Haiti and in the 
diaspora.

Those first tapes contained a few hints of what Radio Haïti’s journalists 
were doing from 1980 to 1986, and the paper records provided a glimpse of 
Jean Dominique’s experience of exile, when he could not speak freely in his 
homeland and when reliable firsthand information coming from Haiti was 
scant and tragic. For a Haitian exiled from his country, a journalist exiled from 
his microphone, the distance must have been unbearable. It recalls Michel-
Rolph Trouillot, who asserts that silences and absences in the historical record 
“are created . . . By silence, I mean an active and transitive process: one ‘silences’ 
a fact or an individual as a silencer silences a gun” (Silencing the Past 48). 

Wagner sorted through boxes of yellowing articles that Dominique had 
painstakingly cut from newspapers. Most were from mainstream US papers 
and magazines, but also some Haitian diaspora publications, Black American 
newspapers from New York City, and articles in French and Spanish from 
around the world. Many focused on refugees and migrants at sea, fleeing eco-
nomic deprivation and political repression in Haiti. 

Radio Haïti had also retained a handful of cassette tapes of Dominique’s 
appearances on diaspora radio programs in New York. In November 1981, 
Dominique appeared as a guest on Lè Ayisyèn. It was fall in blustery New York 
City, and he had a cold. In exile, Jean Dominique, the interviewer, reluctantly 
became the interviewee. 

HUTTINOT: Jean Dominique is with us in the studio—Jean, we thank 
you for coming today. We know you’re sick. And the first question we’d 
like to ask you is: it will have been one year since the events of November 
28, and, since that time–you finally got to New York around January, and 
no one’s heard from you. Many listeners call in all the time, asking what’s 
going on, where’s Jean Dominique, why doesn’t he speak? Today, you’ve 
agreed to come. Can you explain why you’ve been silent?
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DOMINIQUE: First, I must thank Lè Ayisyèn for inviting me to come 
speak on the air, to come speak with the community, to come speak with 
my brothers and my sisters. It’s those brothers and those sisters that I 
wish to greet today, to convey the pleasure it brings me to speak with 
them, and tell them that I had to keep quiet for this year . . . I did not 
yet want to speak. I want to tell all those listeners how happy it makes 
me today to sit and speak with them. Pleasure, but also sorrow. We feel 
sorrow, first, for what has just happened: thirty of our brothers and sisters 
have died on a beach in Miami. We feel sorrow for what this means for 
the Haitian people, and sorrow for what this means for the families of 
those people, the families of the boat people.

In October 1981, a boat of Haitian migrants–nineteen men and fourteen 
women, one of whom was pregnant–drowned in South Florida. Among the 
articles Dominique had cut out and saved, there was a full-color glossy mag-
azine spread of their bodies washed ashore on Hillsboro Beach in Broward 
County. His continuing comments reflect this concern:

That sorrow manifested last week at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, during a 
beautiful mass, a beautiful commemoration. And the march, in the street, 
it’s the first time I’ve ever seen such a thing in my life. Everyone—as they 
say, the moun ak kravat ak moun san kravat (people who wear ties and 
people without ties), people with fancy shoes and people with sneakers 
on their feet—all Haitians were there, together, shoulder-to-shoulder, to 
cry together. To give each other hope, too.

I feel sorrow too–my heart is heavy when I remember what happened on 
November 28. It’s grief. That’s why I have come here to say how happy I 
am to speak with you, but also to say how heavy my heart is, for everything 
that weighs upon me, for everything that weighs upon all of us. And today 
I want to thank you. Ever since this all happened, I haven’t yet said thank 
you. Thank you, because I know what our compatriots in New York, our 
compatriots in New Jersey, our compatriots in Connecticut, and every last 
person in New York did for Radio Haïti, when Radio Haïti was in hard-
ship. I came to say thank you for that solidarity . . . Thank you for your com-
radeship, which shows that you understood what it was all about. For the 
money you sent, for the meetings that were held, for the words that were 
spoken, for the positions that were taken, which helped us in our struggle. 
That’s what I wished to say to begin, before I answer your question.

The question, Daniel, about silence. How can anyone ask a question about 
silence? When you speak, they come after you. When you don’t speak, 
they come after you. Ha ha ha!
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Dominique paused to clear his throat and excuse his hoarseness. As he 
explained it, his cold was more than a temporary indisposition: it was a symp-
tom of displacement, foreignness, and feelings of uselessness: 

Pardon me, because my voice is no good. This cold weather has given me 
a sore throat, it’s made me lose my way, so I can’t speak clearly, as I tried 
to speak clearly on the air at Radio Haïti, once upon a time. You know, in 
Haiti it doesn’t get so cold, so a man’s voice can really project. Here, when 
the temperature drops, it’s no good.

At last, Dominique addressed Huttinot’s question. He felt like an outsider in 
the diaspora; belonging in Haiti did not mean belonging in Haitian New York.

Silence, Daniel, well, okay! I had just arrived in a community, I’d just 
escaped a crackdown. My heart hurt, my body hurt, everything hurt from 
all the violence I’d gone through. I’d lost everything I had in life. My wife 
was arrested, my child was arrested, all my comrades had been imprisoned, 
some of them had been beaten, and I arrived in a country I didn’t know. 
It’s true, there were other Haitians like me here but–there are Haitians, 
and then there are Haitians. You can be someone’s brother and you don’t 
see him for a long time, and you forget him. You don’t know who he is 
anymore. You don’t know how to open your mouth to speak with him. 
That’s why I was waiting. I was waiting to get to know people, before 
knocking on their doors and saying “onè, respè.”2 I was waiting to know 
their faces, to know their hearts, before saying “onè, respè” in public. That 
didn’t stop me from, once in a while, taking the train, going here and there, 
visiting old comrades. I met new people. I was very happy to see people’s 
faces, to have heart-to-hearts. That didn’t stop me, during this year, from 
speaking with many, many of my brothers and sisters. But in public, I 
wanted to say, “Be careful!” I wanted to say “I don’t know anyone yet. I 
can’t just butt into people’s business.” That’s the reason for my silence.

Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk

In the spring of 2018, Wagner visited Michèle Montas in New York, where, 
one night, they began to go through old boxes of photographs. Montas decided 
that some of the images belonged in the archive, so Wagner returned to Duke 
with a set of faded 3x4 inch color photos, mottled with reddish-brown fox-
ing. They show Jean Dominique and Konpè Filo, sitting before old-fashioned 
RCA microphones, in a room with beige cinder-block walls. There is a pack of 
Salem cigarettes on the table. The letters “WNYE” appear on a flimsy-look-
ing movable barrier behind them. These photographs were the first clues that 
Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk had ever existed. But beyond that, it seemed that the 
program had disappeared without a trace.
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Wagner and her colleague Craig Breaden, the Rubenstein Library’s audio-
visual archivist, began to do research. Breaden wrote to Andy Lanset, the 
director of archives for New York Public Radio, who responded that there had 
never been an archivist for WNYE, and that WNYC’s Municipal Archives 
“drop off a cliff around 1970” and never recover from the city’s fiscal crisis. “My 
gut feeling is that your best luck will be with former show staff or producers 
who may have saved cassette airchecks and other materials” (Lanset).

It seemed to be a dead end.
Meanwhile, Legros had recently arrived at Duke with the Lè Ayisyèn cas-

settes, though they remained in a closet for a year. By 2018, a friend encour-
aged her to go through the materials and hire help. Over several months, 
Kenya Harris, an MA student in African American Studies at Duke, and 
Aasha Henderson, a Duke undergraduate, created labels and sorted through 
the collection in Legros’ living room. Since Wagner had experience organizing 
audio tapes, she helped Legros develop a strategy for inventorying Lè Ayisyèn. 
We found the occasional tape labeled Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk among the piles 
of cassettes. We discovered the permeabilities between the two collections not 
only through formal meetings, but also through informal emails, text messages, 
late night conversations, and, finally, a couple of afternoons sifting through over 
nine hundred cassettes. Because many of the cassettes were damaged, we could 
not listen to the audio to verify the content, so we simply identified tape labels 
that referenced Radio Haïti or Radio Haïti staff. The Lè Ayisyèn archive likely 

Figure 3: Jean Dominique (left) and Konpè Filo hosting “Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk,” 
New York City, c. 1983 (Radio Haïti Papers) 
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contains other tapes that relate to Radio Haïti, perhaps even more Radyo Ayiti 
nan Nouyòk programs. That question will not be resolved until the complete Lè 
Ayisyèn archive is processed–if the entire Lè Ayisyèn archive is processed.

We eventually determined that Lè Ayisyèn had retained several Radyo Ayiti 
nan Nouyòk tapes of live broadcasts, along with a handful of other “lost” Radio 
Haïti recordings. (For financial and storage reasons, Radio Haïti sometimes 
taped over the daily news and other programs. They had lost some of their 
archives from 1980 and earlier, which were damaged beyond repair in the 
aftermath of the November 28 crackdown, but sometimes listeners had made 
their own copies.) Jean Dominique’s family did not know that the Radyo Ayiti 
nan Nouyòk cassettes existed. The journalists of Lè Ayisyèn must have taped 
these programs as they played on the radio.

You’re Listening to Radio Haïti!

“Ici Radio Haïti!” called Jean Dominique.
“N ap tande Radyo Ayiti!” responded Konpè Filo.
“N ap koute Radyo Ayiti! Chak vandredi, 8è fè beng, sou WNYE, 91.5 FM! 

Bonswa tout moun. Bonswa, Filo.”3

Dominique and Filo hosted Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk in 1983 on the public 
radio station WNYE. (In broadcasts from 1984 and 1985, the program format 
changes, and other hosts, as of yet unidentified, take over.) During at least part 
of this period, Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk broadcast out of a studio at Medgar 
Evers College, a public college in the CUNY system with the mission of serv-
ing Black Americans and immigrants in New York.

The first Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk broadcast, from July 29, 1983, opens with 
words of appreciation for the Haitian diaspora media. “We want to salute all 
our colleagues here in New York. Whether on the radio or in the newspaper, 
these colleagues are working in our same trade of informing the public,” began 
Dominique.

On Sunday, we salute our comrades at Lè Ayisyèn, Max, Lionel, Daniel, 
Julien; and our colleagues at Moments Créoles, Fritz, Émile. On Saturday, 
we salute Katon, Firmin Joseph, Pastor Nelson. On Friday, we salute 
Serge Pierre-Louis; on Thursday, Guy Jean. On Tuesday, Rénald. We can’t 
forget Grégoire René at Haïti Radial. On the newspaper side, let’s salute 
everyone at Haïti Observateur, Haïti Tribune, Haïti Progrès, Démocratie 
Nouvelle, and our brothers at Sèl. No one will be jealous if we, the Radio 
Haïti team, extend a special compliment to Haïti Demain, with our 
brother, Pierre Clitandre, one of the survivors of November 28. Brother 
Pierre Clitandre never lost hope. And he is the one who gave us hope to 
continue our work of the independent press.
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Konpè Filo continued:

Friends and comrades, in this lakou in this land, Jean Dominique and 
Konpè Filo thank you. Thank you for all you did when we were in trouble, 
thank you for all you did when they kicked us out of Haiti. We thank each 
and every one of you. And we thank everyone who will continue to help 
us maintain this program, which will depend on everyone who listens.

While Dominique came from a privileged background, Filo was a young 
dark-skinned man from humble origins. His reporting focused on the lives and 
experiences of poor people in the countryside and the city: Filo and Jacques 
Price’s investigation into Haitian sea migrants had earned the Duvalier gov-
ernment’s hostility, while his series of interviews with sex workers on the streets 
of Port-au-Prince had gotten him arrested. Filo’s Kreyòl was true “nation-lan-
guage” (Brathwaite), filled with poetry, metaphors, and aphorisms from the 
countryside and urban katye popilè.

In an interview with the Kreyòl-language Haitian diaspora magazine Sèl 
from July 1983 (a copy of which Wagner found in Radio Haïti’s papers), Filo 
describes his early life:

Figure 4: Konpè Filo in Haiti, 2019 (Ayanna Legros) 
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I am a young man who was raised in Martissant, surrounded by a bunch 
of brothels filled with Dominican sex workers, all clustered around 
Gresya, a former brothel-restaurant where, when I was little, I remember 
the Americans used to come and give diseases to the young women in the 
neighborhood who couldn’t find anything else to do for work.

It was in Martissant that I grew up, under a great Panama tree . . . That’s 
where I started to learn to understand the country of Haiti, ever since I 
was a just little thing . . . 

I am Konpè Filo, one of the journalists that Duvalier expelled after 
November 28, 1980. I am a child of the people, but I didn’t have to tell 
you that: you can tell just by looking at me. And I chose to remain in 
the people’s struggle. I was born on March 11, 1953. Duvalier never lay 
a finger on my family, or on me . . . But . . . I chose the people’s camp. 
Whenever someone strikes the people, the stick falls upon my back, too. 
I wanted to do something for that kind of violence to end. Big shots have 
their own journalists, but as for me, I’m a journalist of the people (27).

The forty-eight cassettes we identified contained ninety-three audio files 
(cassettes have two sides). Of these, twenty-three were Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk 
and twenty-three were Lè Ayisyèn. Thirty-nine were original Radio Haïti content 
from Haiti. Some were copies of programs that were already in the Radio Haïti 
Archive, but others were new–programs that were lost after the 1980 violence or 
else erased at some other point. Those thirty-nine tapes are material and sonic 
evidence of how information traveled between Haiti and the diaspora. Someone 
in Haiti likely taped those Radio Haïti programs off the radio, then carried them 
on an airplane to New York, where they could be played over the airwaves there. 
Two of the recordings were other Haitian diaspora radio programs, and the six 
remaining recordings came from other miscellaneous sources.

Each Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk broadcast begins with a jazzy, instrumen-
tal electronic version of Radio Haïti’s original theme song: Toutes les nouvelles 
du monde entier, sur Haïti-Inter, et pour Haïti tout entier! (All the news of the 
world, on Haïti-Inter, and for all of Haiti!). The Radio Haïti theme riffed on a 
traditional Haitian song of resistance, which Jean Dominique had heard rural 
farmers sing as Duvalier’s forces arrested them and took them to prison in the 
1970s: Grenadye alaso, sa ki mouri zaf è a yo! (Onward, soldiers, those who die, 
so what?). The song would have been instantly recognizable to anyone who 
had listened to Radio Haïti in Haiti. It linked this two-hour weekly program, 
broadcast from a dimly-lit Brooklyn basement, to Radio Haïti’s rich history 
and reputation, and to Haiti itself.

Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk lacked Radio Haïti’s robust staff and infrastructure. 
While Radio Haïti conducted in-depth reportage in the field and in-studio 
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interviews, as well as editorials and news, Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk had a more 
limited scope. “Lè w pa gen manman, ou tete grann,” said Jan J. Dominique, 
Jean Dominique’s daughter and a former Radio Haïti staff member, when 
Wagner asked her about Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk: “When you don’t have a 
mother, you nurse from your grandma,” which means you make do with what 
you’ve got. Dominique and Filo read community announcements and letters 
from listeners (which, like the community announcements on Lè Ayisyèn, are 
bittersweet; often they are new immigrants trying to locate and contact fam-
ily members). They discussed topics that affected the Haitian diaspora in the 
greater New York area and interviewed other members of the exile community. 
Sometimes they spoke via telephone to Haitians elsewhere in the diaspora. 
Less often, they spoke via telephone to people (who often remained anony-
mous) in Haiti.

The content of Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk was specific to the information needs 
of the Haitian diaspora in the tristate area, and the community responded in 
kind. In one poignant broadcast, Dominique describes receiving checks from 
Haitian factory workers in New Jersey who had pooled their money to support 
Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk. In another, he cites the proverb bay piti pa chich (giving 
just a little isn’t stingy), thanking listeners who ask themselves, “‘What can I 
do to help Konpè Filo and Jean Dominique? They write? They need paper?’ 
They send us a ream of blank paper. ‘They need carbon paper?’ They send us a 
ream of carbon paper. They send pencils, rubber bands, staples, staple removers, 
paper clips!’”4 

Dominique and Filo also translated mainstream US news stories from 
English to Kreyòl, while also reframing these stories from a Haitian perspec-
tive. For example, they discussed the spread of AIDS and the stigmatization 
of Haitians, whom the Centers for Disease Control in 1982 classified as being 
innately at-risk. The topic appears more frequently in the Radyo Ayiti nan 
Nouyòk broadcasts than they do in Radio Haïti’s programming from Haiti, 
both because Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk was on the air during the time when 
anti-Haitian stigma emerged and because Haitians living in the United States 
felt the brunt of the scapegoating.

Haitians in New York wanted to know what was happening in Haiti, at a 
time when communication was expensive, difficult, and perilous. On August 5, 
1983, Dominique interviewed activist-agronomist Jean-Jacques Honorat, who 
described the USAID-led program to eradicate swine flu in Haiti as not only 
the destruction of the Creole pig but a genocidal destruction of the entire 
Haitian peasantry. On August 27, 1983, Filo interviewed several men who had 
survived the Duvalier regime’s notorious prison, Fort Dimanche. The Brooklyn-
based “Haitian Fathers” (progressive Catholic priests who had been exiled by 
the regime in 1969) were frequent guests, contributing to Dominique’s series 
Legliz dAyiti Leve Soti nan Dòmi (“The Haitian Church Awakens”).
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Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk was an experiment by two exiled journalists, 
exchanging knowledge with other people in exile, speaking to a community 
of Haitian exiles and immigrants, all trying to survive, to hustle, to degaje in a 
city that was both very Haitian and very far from Haiti. And we recovered that 
brief experiment only because the team at Lè Ayisyen, another group of Haitian 
exiles who were more fully integrated into diaspora, had the instinct to record 
Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk and save it.

“So: here we are!” concluded Dominique in that first July 29, 1983 broadcast: 

Continuing to provide the news in the New York community, where 
Haitians are thirsty for good-quality news, good documentation that will 
allow them to understand, to really understand, the place we come from, 
the place we will be forever connected. 5 . . . 
How to live our lives, how to be in the struggle, where our enemies are, 
where our friends are, how to come together to move forward. For the sake 
of that togetherness, Radio Haïti holds tighter than ever to the branches 
of the tree where our roots are dug. What made our station stand strong 
in Haiti was the trust that the people put in us. We never lied to them. 
We tried to shed light on injustice and destruction. In short: it was a place 
where the people’s words could flow freely. Here, in the land of exile, we 
are recommencing that work, with the same principles guiding us. 

Archives of Exile, in Exile

In September 2017, the Rubenstein Library organized a “Human Rights in 
Haiti and the Diaspora” panel featuring Michèle Montas of Radio Haïti and 
Jocelyn McCalla of the National Coalition for Haitian Rights, the archive 
of which is also at Duke. Many members of the local Haitian community 
attended. During the Q&A, an attendee expressed dismay that these archives 
of Haitian national heritage were housed at US institutions.

Legros, who was in the audience, raised her hand. “Couldn’t we ask the 
same question of ourselves? Why are we in North Carolina? Why aren’t any 
of us in Haiti?” 

Though we wish it were otherwise, the tapes, like many Haitian people, 
are compelled by the exigencies of survival to be lòt bò dlo. Wagner has dis-
tributed hard copies of the audio and trilingual metadata to Haitian libraries, 
archives, cultural organizations, schools, and radio stations–digital repatri-
ation. However, the project’s budget and the library’s institutional priorities 
prevented her from enacting contributive justice and decolonization in all 
aspects of the project, particularly in terms of building institutional capacity 
in Haiti (Sangwand). There is only so much rasanblaj that can happen with-
out money behind it. The remediation, preservation, digitization, storage, and 
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dissemination of collections like Radio Haïti and Lè Ayisyèn remains impossi-
ble in Haiti due to the same kinds of structural conditions that Radio Haïti’s 
and Lè Ayisyèn’s journalists denounced on the air, the same structural condi-
tions that led to the formation of diaspora communities, the same conditions 
that led to exile.

Duke is a powerful private US research university. Though the Radio Haïti 
project was funded primarily through external grants, Duke’s symbolic capital 
was instrumental in obtaining that funding, and Duke’s existing resources–
acid-free folders, Hollinger boxes, computers, digitization equipment, physical 
and digital storage space and infrastructure–made the project possible.6 These 
privileges are beyond reach for Haitian institutions and many community 
archives, as well as for public institutions like CUNY, which housed the studio 
from which Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk was broadcast. Paradoxically, predomi-
nantly-white institutions that have historically not valued Black voices are the 
custodians of collections like Radio Haïti’s. But if Radio Haïti’s physical tapes 
were located in an archive or library in Haiti, only a select few would be able 
to view them, and even they would be unable to listen because the tape is 
fragile and degraded. The physical tapes being at Duke allows the audio to be 
digitized and free online, so more people in Haiti can access the archive and 
hear the sound.

Rasanblaj

In her keynote address at the 2017 Haitian Studies Association conference, 
anthropologist and performance artist Gina Athena Ulysse issued a call for 
rasanblaj in Haiti and its diaspora: “Defined as assembly, compilation, enlist-
ing, regrouping (of ideas, things, people, spirits. For example, fè yon rasanblaj: 
do a gathering, a ceremony, a protest), rasanblaj’s very linguistic formation sub-
verted and resisted colonial oppression” (69). These archives themselves consti-
tute rasanblaj. They are compilations of sound; static; programs; voices; songs; 
ideas; democratic dreams; disappointments; places in Haiti; places in the dias-
pora; the living; the dead; people who died unjust deaths by disappearance, 
assassination, or earthquake, or who were worn down by ordinary violence and 
ordinary heartbreak. And they were created by transnational and transchronic 
rasanblaj, by journalists and activists in Haiti and New York, Massachusetts, 
Florida, Canada, France, the Dominican Republic, Cuba, the Bahamas, and 
beyond.

Working on and with these archives requires collaborative rasanblaj, a 
coming-together of scholars, archivists and other library workers, audio pres-
ervation specialists, and community members. This is an inconvenient propo-
sition in academic settings where individual accomplishments are privileged 
over collective work; people are forced to work apart based on their discipline, 
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training, status, and position; and staff, graduate students, and contingent and 
untenured faculty are expected to do more with fewer resources and less pay.

Piecing together the history of Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk, understanding the 
permeabilities and overlaps between the two collections, and recovering the 
echoes of Radio Haïti’s time in exile required slow collaborative research, long-
term conversation between ourselves and with members of New York’s Haitian 
community, and some luck. It required a Haitian-American graduate student 
who possessed an interest in archival power and public memory as well as per-
sonal connections to the world of Haitian diaspora radio in New York and an 
archivist-scholar who had been immersed in Radio Haïti’s history for several 
years. It required a spirit of rasanblaj.

The news of the fall of Jean-Claude Duvalier on February 7, 1986 “shot like 
an arrow from Miami to Montreal,” according to the Brooklyn-based news-
paper Haïti Progrès. In Brooklyn, twenty-five thousand people braved a winter 
storm, filling the area around Grand Army Plaza to celebrate the dictator-
ship’s collapse. The following month, Jean Dominique and Michèle Montas, 
followed by Konpè Filo and the rest of Radio Haïti’s staff, returned from exile. 
Thousands of people greeted Dominique and Montas at the airport in Port-
au-Prince. Dominique appeared thunderstruck. The crowd hoisted him up on 
their shoulders, chanting, “Dominique! Dominique! Dominique!” Raising his 
arm in a victory salute, he changes the chant: “Ayiti! Ayiti! Ayiti!” It was a 
moment of rasanblaj and collective energy. 

Figure 5: Jean Dominique returns to Haiti, March 1986 (Radio Haïti Papers) 
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But the rasanblaj was ephemeral. Radio Haïti would go into exile again in 
1991, when Haiti’s democratic government was overthrown in a coup d’état. 
For three years, the army and paramilitary slaughtered some five thousand 
Haitians, most of them poor. This was kraze-brize: to destroy, to ravage, to 
annihilate, to tear down the political aspirations of the people into ruins. The 
second exile was different. That time, there was no Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk. 

Early in the morning of April 3, 2000, Jean Dominique was murdered in 
Radio Haïti’s courtyard as he arrived at work. On Christmas Day 2002, gun-
men attempted to assassinate Michèle Montas; she survived, but her body-
guard, a young man named Maxime Seïde, did not. Radio Haïti-Inter closed 
for good two months later, in February 2003, amid mounting threats of vio-
lence against its staff. In neither case has justice been served. Meanwhile, Lè 
Ayisyèn ceased broadcasting in 2002, amid mounting pressures by Columbia 
University and ideological tensions within the New York diaspora about Haiti’s 
political future. The two institutions ceased broadcasting within months of one 
another. Haiti’s dreams of democracy had curdled. The democratic movement 
had fractured; the rasanblaj had splintered, as had the sense of solidarity that 
was so pervasive and vibrant in the cassettes from the early 1980s, even amid 
the pain of exile. 

As Ulysse writes in her call for rasanblaj, Haiti’s history is one of kraze-
brize. “Kraze-brize is an ideology. Kraze-brize is a method. Kraze-brize is also 
a practice . . . Rasanblaj is counter to kraze-brize” (76). We cannot undo the 
forces that waged kraze-brize on Haiti’s democratic dreams. But we can reas-
semble memory and push forward with our own acts of rasanblaj, to keep these 
voices echoing in Haiti and beyond.

Notes

1.	 The authors of this essay would like to thank the following people for their generous insights, oral 
histories, time, and assistance. Thank you Alejandra Bronfman, Nina Glick-Schiller, Carolyn Birdsall, 
Michèle Montas, J.J. Dominique, Anthony Pascal (Konpè Filo), Daniel Huttinot, Genevieve Cadet, 
Jessie Legros, Lionel Legros, and Esmeralda Simmons of CUNY, as well as the members of the Latin 
American Studies Working Group at Duke. The Trent Foundation at Duke University supported the 
processing of the “Radyo Ayiti nan Nouyòk” tapes, which are now available digitally at https://reposi-
tory.duke.edu/dc/radiohaiti.

As we submitted the first draft of this piece, we received word that Konpè Filo had passed away 
suddenly in Haiti on July 31, 2020. We dedicate this article to his memory. 

2.	 “Honor, respect”—A traditional greeting in Haiti, especially when arriving at someone’s door.

3.	 “Radio Haïti here!”
“You’re listening to Radio Haïti!”
�“You’re hearing Radio Haïti! Every Friday, at 8 o’clock on the dot, on WNYE, 91.5 FM. Good 
evening, everyone. Good evening, Filo.”

4.	 Dominique switches into “Kreglish,” saying “kreyon, elastik, agraf, agraf-remover, paperclips!”
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5.	 “Kote kòd lobrit nou mare,” literally “where our umbilical cords are tied.”

6.	 Projects like Radio Haïti–archives created by Black people and other underrepresented marginalized 
groups, non-English language archives, audio archives–are precariously dependent on time-limited 
external funding. Competition for these grants is steep, even for prosperous US institutions like Duke, 
never mind for grassroots groups and institutions in poor countries.
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