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Diaspora in Dialogue:  
A Haitian Identity Symposium 

 

D iaspora in Dialogue is a day-long conversation on the context of 
Haitian identity. Presented by Haiti Cultural Exchange, the 

symposium is co-sponsored by New York University’s Center for Latin 
American & Caribbean Studies and chaired by Associate Professor 
Millery Polyné of the Gallatin School of Individualized Study.  
 
The symposium is a conversation about Haiti, its Diaspora and the 
cultural issues they both face. Today, you will have the opportunity to 
engage with cross-generational, multi-disciplined panelists: academics, 
artists, and students, all with connections to the island nation. Diaspora 
in Dialogue provides an opportunity for reflection on the dynamism of 
Haitian identity and culture. 
  
We encourage you to actively participate in the day’s conversation and 
take part in the engagement activities while asking yourself: how do we 
see, experience, and build community around the Haitian and Diasporan 
identities? 
 
 

About the  Center for Latin American & Caribbean Studies 

The Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies (CLACS) at NYU 
serves as a bridge to local and global communities. CLACS creates a 
network of people interested in the region, and collaborates to further 
expand Latin American and Caribbean studies. Founded in 1966, CLACS 
is a renowned leader in teaching, research and programming about the 
region. For more information on CLACS programs, events and 
resources, visit www.CLACS.as.nyu.edu. 
 
About Haiti Cultural Exchange 

HCX was founded in 2009 to develop, present and promote the cultural 
expressions of the Haitian people. HCX seeks to raise awareness on 
social issues and foster cultural understanding and appreciation through 
programs in the arts, education and public affairs.  



Schedule 
 

9:30 - 10:15 am  Registration  

10:15 - 10:30 am  Welcome and Remarks by Symposium Chair  

   Millery Polyné 

10:30 - 11:00 am  Keynote Address by Ambassador Paul Altidor 

11:00 - 11:15 am  Keynote Performance by Jeffery Dessources 

11:30 am - 1:00 pm  An Age Thing 

   The Generational Haitian Immigrant Experience 

1:00 - 1:45 pm  Lunch Break 

1:45 - 3:30 pm    Around the Vèvè 

   The Impact of Vodou on Perceptions of Haiti 

3:45 - 5:15 pm  Going Back 

   The Haitian Diasporan Identity in Haiti 

5:30 - 7:00 pm  Using the Haitian Eye 

   Creating as an Artist in the Diaspora 

7:00 - 8:00 pm   Closing Reception and Performance by 

   Charlot Lucien 

 

 

 
Thank you 

 
Haiti Cultural Exchange  would like to thank  

Millery Polyné, Katherine Smith, Kyle Barron, Amalia Cordova and  
the Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies for your support of 

Diaspora in Dialogue. 



Keynote Address:  Ambassador Paul Altidor 
 

 

Ambassador Altidor spent his early 
years where he was born in Jérémie, 
Haiti. He attended primary school in 
Jérémie then studied at the Centre 
d’Etudes Secondaire in Port-au -
Prince. His family later moved to 
Boston where he completed his 
secondary education. Ambassador 
Altidor received his undergraduate 
degree from Boston College. He 
earned an advanced degree from 
the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and also pursued 
graduate studies in law and 
economics at the University of Paris 
X, in France. 
 
Before taking office, Ambassador 
Altidor was Vice President at the 
Clinton Bush Haiti Fund in 
Washington, D.C.  
 
Ambassador Altidor has an extensive private sector background. As a 
management consultant, he counseled firms in many countries on corporate 
governance and responsibility. In the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake 
Ambassador Altidor led a team of professors and researchers from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Community Innovators Lab down to 
Haiti. At the request of Haitian authorities, the team provided guidance to 
reconstruction officials on housing policy and financing.  
 
Prior to the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, Ambassador Altidor worked at the 
International Finance Corporation where he advised governments on 
infrastructure projects and public-private partnerships. He has also worked for the 
World Bank. 
 
Ambassador Altidor has taught at Ecole Supérieure Catholique de Droit de 
Jérémie, a law school in his native town of Jérémie, and he is a frequent speaker 
at universities in Haiti and the U.S. 



Special Performances and Speakers 
 
 

 
Millery Polyné 

Associate  Professor, NYU Gallatin  
Symposium Chair 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Jeffery Dessources aka MrJeffDess  
Keynote Performance 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Charlot Lucien 
Closing Reception Performance 

 



An Age Thing: The Generational Haitian Immigrant Experience 
11:30 am - 1:00 pm 
 
The differences between the Papa Doc expatriates who fled during the 1950's, 1960's 
and 1970's, the wave of young immigrants in the early 1990’s, and the influx of 2010 
evacuees of all ages builds a dynamic picture of the present Haitian immigrant 
population in the U.S. and beyond. What motivations and obstacles link us? What 
experiences in our new space build these groups as distinct from those before and 
after? 
 
Panelists: Alice Backer, Anthonine Pierre, Millery Polyné & Jean Vernet 
 
Alice Backer (@kiskeacity) has been amplifying Haitian voices since 2005. She blogs 
at www.kiskeacity.com where she offers a daily newsletter of Haitian blogs and 
aggregates blogs by people of Haitian descent. She is the former Francophonia Editor 
at Global Voices Online and is a graduate of Columbia University and New York 
University School of Law. She has been interviewed on Al Jazeera, Télévision Suisse, 
and the Voice of America on her citizen media campaigns in Africa, the USA and Haiti. 
She hosts Legacy of 1804 on Black Whole Radio and is the recipient of a 2013 Black 
Celebration Award. 
 
Anthonine Pierre is a community builder who brings people together with purpose. 
She believes we can find solutions to make the world a more politically just place 
through the nurturing of free communities. Anthonine is the Lead Community 
Organizer at the Brooklyn Movement Center (BMC), a community organizing group 
based in Central Brooklyn. She drives social change through BMC's education, anti-
street harassment, food justice and citizen journalism work. Anthonine spends her 
free time biking in her hometown of Brooklyn and stealing banan peze from people's 
plates. 
 
Millery Polyné is an Associate Professor at New York University’s Gallatin School of 
Individualized Study. A graduate of Morehouse College and the University of 
Michigan, Millery’s teaching and research interests examine the intellectual history of 
African Americans and Afro-Caribbeans in the 19th and 20th centuries; the history of 
human rights discourse in the Americas; sports and urban memory; and black popular 
music and public culture. He is the author of From Douglass to Duvalier: U.S. African 
Americans, Haiti and Pan Americanism, 1870-1964 and the editor of The Idea of Haiti: 
Rethinking Crisis and Development. Currently, he is editing The Haiti Reader with Duke 
University Press. 
 
Jean D. Vernet, II came to New York in the late 1960’s. A very active member of the 
Haitian American community he was one of the architects of the April 20, 1990 march 
across the Brooklyn Bridge protesting the CDC's branding of Haitians as one of the 4 
H's in their fight against HIV/AIDS. Vernet was very visible in the movement to restore 
democratic governance to Haiti in the 1990’s and a pioneer in Haitian American 
participation in electoral politics in New York City. A community economic 
development practitioner, he shares his time between Brooklyn and Haiti. 



Around the Vèvè: The Impact of Vodou on Perceptions of Haiti 
1:45 - 3:30 pm 
 
Though Haitian Vodou stems from traditional religions of West Africa and is a vital link 
to the history of Haiti’s people, Western and internal state efforts to distance the 
nation from the religion have cast Vodou in the shadows. How does the history of 
Vodou play into the perception of Haiti’s culture? What social, economic and political 
factors impact Haitians and non-Haitians sentiments about Vodou? 
 
Moderator  Katherine Smith 
Panelists  Dowoti Désir & Lois Wilcken  
   
Katherine Smith is a Faculty Fellow in the Center for Latin American and Caribbean 
Studies at New York University. Through extensive ethnographic research, Katherine 
examines historical transformations of the trickster spirit Gede in the visual and 
embodied culture of Vodou. Before coming to NYU, she spent two years at Brown 
University as a Mellon-Cogut Postdoctoral Fellow in Africana Studies and History of 
Art and Architecture. She completed her doctorate at UCLA with a dissertation on 
displacement, death, and regeneration in contemporary Haiti. She is presently 
revising her dissertation for publication as a book. 
 
Dowoti Désir is a Manbo Asogwe and scholar in Haitian Vodou. Désir utilizes 
interfaith exchanges and cultural diplomacy to facilitate better understanding of 
AfroAtlantic spiritual systems in the global North. She has written extensively about 
the contemporary and sacred arts of the African Diaspora, its religions, and 
sociopolitical issues impacting the global African community. Her book, Wòch kase 
wòch: Redlining a Holocaust, Memorials and the People of the AfroAtlantic, focusing on 
the right to memory, the built environment, and the Trans-Atantic Slave Trade, will be 
available in 2014. Ms. Désir is a graduate of Barnard College and has a Masters’ degree 
from the Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard College.  
 
Lois Wilcken, a native New Yorker, has had the pleasure of researching the traditional 
music and dance of Haiti in Port-au-Prince and New York City's Haitian 
neighborhoods. As Executive Director of La Troupe Makandal, Dr. Wilcken develops 
education and performance programs for the public. White Cliffs Media Co. published 
her book, The Drums of Vodou, and one may visit French and English versions of her 
Vodou Music in Haiti exhibit at www.lameca.org. She is currently documenting the life 
and legacy of Master Drummer Frisner Augustin for a web archive. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Going Back: The Haitian Diasporan Identity in Haiti 
3:45 - 5:15 pm 
 
Efforts from the Diaspora to support Haiti have always existed, but energies to create 
sustained change (particularly after 2010) have led to a movement of Haitian Diaspora 
groups returning to Haiti and working on the ground. What is the impact of these 
groups and individuals in Haiti? In what capacities are they working with the state or 
with non-governmental organizations?  How are they perceived? How do they 
perceive their revisited “home”? What is the experience of individuals or Haitian 
descendants living abroad and “returning” to a land of collective memory? 
 
Moderator: Fabrice Armand 
Panelists : Gabrielle Apollon, Dayanne Danier, Alain Leroy & Linda Thélémaque 
 
Fabrice Armand is the co-owner of GCaribbean Magazine, a high-end lifestyle 
publication for men and people connected to the Caribbean. He is also the President 
of Fabrice J. Armand Group, a boutique marketing, management, and fundraising 
firm. After witnessing the 2010 disaster affecting his native country, Armand raised 
more than $350,000 for relief and rebuilding efforts in Haiti. He continues to focus on 
fundraisers, leading him to found such initiatives as “Haiti Cherie,” an annual 
fundraiser benefiting a select NGO working on Haiti, and “Haiti is ME,” a 21-day post-
earthquake reconstruction mission and documentary project. In 2011, he became the 
youngest member to serve on the Executive Board of Haiti Cultural Exchange. 
Armand holds a Bachelor of Science and a Master’s degree in International Relations 
from St. John’s University.  
 
Gabrielle Apollon is a Haitian-Canadian student at the NYU School of Law, where she 
works for the Global Justice Clinic, supporting human rights advocates in Haiti. This 
past summer, she worked in São Paulo, conducting research on Haitian migration into 
Brazil. Gabrielle earned her Bachelor’s and Master of International Affairs at Columbia 
University. She has worked for United Nations Office of the Special Envoy to Haiti and 
the Presidential Commission on Education (GTEF) in Haiti. In her personal capacity, 
she developed summer educational programs for children in Jacmel and Kenscoff. She 
was researching the role of the private sector in development in Port-au-Prince at the 
time of the January 2010 earthquake.  
 
Dayanne Danier is a fashion designer and owner of Bien Abyé, a high-end women's 
wear collection. Dayanne has worked with Haiti Outreach Ministries on a pattern 
drafting and construction technique intensive for sewing instructors in Haiti and 
developed a collaboration with Haitian artist, Patricia Brintle, on a scarf that is 
incorporated in the Bien Abyé collection where a portion of the proceeds are donated 
to support efforts in Haiti. In summer 2012, Dayanne Danier and her colleague Jenny 
Batista founded the organization Fleur De Vie -  an organization that lends its 
assistance at a grassroots level by organizing programs that promote transparency 
and ensure that the focus remains on benefiting the vulnerable and  the poor. Fleur de 
Vie initiatives have included literacy and environmental  sustainability as well as 
health and career readiness. 



Alain Leroy has more than 15 years of experience in the technology, marketing and 
social entrepreneurial field and is currently a manager at a top-tier consulting firm 
facilitating large-scale business transformation at Fortune 500 companies. Alain co-
founded his first social enterprise in 2005 and received the Key to the City of Miami 
Beach for a multicultural marketing initiative targeting Caribbean American 
communities. Alain currently advises start-ups and invests in trailblazing social 
ventures impacting the Diaspora. He also serves on the board of The Haitian 
Roundtable, and is a youth mentor with 100 Black Men of New York and Alpha Phi 
Alpha Fraternity. Alain received his MBA in Corporate Strategy and International 
Business from University of Michigan Business School. 
 
Linda Thélémaque holds a MA in Public Health from Brooklyn College. Since 2009, 
Linda has redirected her focus to Haiti by coordinating many medical missions with 
the National Organization for the Advancement of Haitians, New York chapter and 
the Haitian American Alliance of NY, Inc. (HAA-NY). In 2011, she founded the non-
profit organization, Project Istwa, which utilizes photography as a means to promote 
self-empowerment, awareness and self-expression of Haitian youth. After graduating 
from Fordham University with a degree in Mathematics, Linda worked at HAA-NY as a 
Youth Director coordinating a variety of programs for recent Haitian immigrant 
middle school students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Using the Haitian Eye: Creating as an Artist in the Diaspora 
5:30 - 7:00 pm 
 
Haitian artists in the Diaspora often create works in response to their individual 
perspectives and developments back “home.” In what ways have artists’ ideas of 
longing, faith, memory, and authoritarianism manifested, or not manifested, in their 
work? How does the diasporic audience interact with Haiti-centered artwork made 
outside of Haiti, by Haitians, and by non-Haitians? What facets of Haitian Diasporan 
art are acting to build dynamism and dialogue about Haiti’s cultural identity? 
 
Moderator : Jerry Philogène 
Panelists: Jeffery Dessources, Jerry LaMothe, Rejin Leys & Charlot Lucien 
 
Jerry Philogène is an Assistant Professor in the American Studies Department at 
Dickinson College. Philogène specializes in 20th century cultural history of the African 
diaspora with an emphasis on Caribbean and Caribbean American visual arts. She is 
currently completing a book manuscript, Traveling Diasporically: Images of Haitian 
Cultural Citizenship, which examines the relationship between visual arts and 
citizenship. Her published articles and reviews have appeared in Small Axe: A 
Caribbean Journal of Criticism, Radical History Review, The Caribbean Review of 
Books, and BOMB Magazine, among others. 
 
Jeffery Dessources aka MrJeffDess is a writer, professor, public speaker and emcee of 
Haitian descent. Born and raised in Jamaica, Queens, MrJeffDess hit the New York 
City poetic and leadership scene full force in 2001 at St. John’s University, where he 
earned a B.A. and M.A. in English Literature. MrJeffDess is the author of three books 
of poetry. His forthcoming text Brief Notes of a Haitian Son, tells the tale of struggling 
with identity and growing up as a Haitian-American in NYC. He currently serves as the 
Assistant Director of Campus Life at New Jersey City University and don’t forget he 
will always keep it funky.  
 
Jerry LaMothe is a Haitian-American filmmaker born and raised in East Flatbush, 
Brooklyn. His debut award-winning film became  the cult classic, “Amour Infinity“, 
which he wrote, directed, produced and starred in. LaMothe also wrote, directed and 
produced the independent film “Blackout,” starring Jeffrey Wright, Zoe Saldana, 
Melvin Van Peebles and Michael B. Jordan (Fruitvale). LaMothe has also directed 
Jenifer Lewis, Tatyana Ali and the late Whitney Houston. Jerry LaMothe is an ABC/
DGA directing program finalist. In 2012, Bank of America awarded him the Paul 
Robeson award for Best Short Film for “The Tombs.” “The Tombs” also won the HBO 
Best Short Film award at the Martha’s Vineyard African-American Film Festival. This 
year, LaMothe received an individual artist fellowship grant from the New Jersey 
State Council of the Arts. 
 
Rejin Leys (@rejinl) is a mixed media artist based in New York. Exhibited in museums 
and galleries internationally, her drawings and prints have also been featured in such 
print publications as Small Axe, Boutures, The North Star Fund’s Annual Report (2000 
and 2005), and the Bread & Roses Cultural Project Social Justice Calendar, as well as 



online publications such as Kreyolicious and Repeating Islands. In 1995 she was awarded 
a fellowship from the New York Foundation for the Arts. Her current project,  housed at 
the Queens Museum of Art @ArtBoxNY, is a vending machine for miniature artworks.  
 
Charlot Lucien is a Haitian storyteller, poet and visual artist. He has released four 
storytelling CDs recorded in Creole and French. His most recent book of poetry, La 
tentation de l’autre rive, was released this month by Trilingual Press. Lucien is also a 
painter, illustrator, and caricaturist. His work draws heavily from Haitian history and 
politics, and has been featured in several newspapers such as The Haitian Times, Le 
Nouvelliste, and the Boston Haitian Reporter. Lucien is the recipient of several awards 
from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and the City of Boston. He is also the 
founder and director of the Haitian Artists Assembly of Massachusetts, an artist network 
focused on fostering creativity, learning opportunities, skills building and fellowship 
among its members. Lucien currently resides in Norwood, Massachusetts. 



Diaspora in Dialogue 
Engagement Questions 

 
 
Below are a series of questions designed to keep you engaged in the 
conversations happening throughout the day. 
 
Please use the sticky note paper provided to respond to these questions or 
write your own and post them on their respective forum walls located in the 
lobby. 

 
 
 I am  _________. Haiti is ___________. 
 When I think of Vodou, I… 
 How can we change negative perceptions of Haiti and its people? 
 How can we build on the positive -- right here, right now? 
 Haitian art is _________. 



Notes 



UPCOMING HCX PROGRAMS 
 
 
 
 
Plezi Gede: A masquerade party to honor the spirits and 
celebrate life! 
Friday, November 1 | 6:00pm-11:00pm 
DROM | 85 Avenue (between 5th & 6th), New York, NY 10009 
Haiti Cultural Exchange in collaboration with, Makandal & music by Makini 
Sacred Arts present Plezi Gede. 
DJ Val Jeanty & special performances by Makandal & Riva Nyri Precil 
Tickets: $25 in advance, $35 at the door. 
Visit tiny.cc/PleziGede to purchase tickets or get your ticket at the door. 
 
 

An n' Pale with Haitian storyteller and poet Charlot Lucien 
Sunday, October 27 | 3:00pm-6:00pm 
FiveMyles Gallery | 558 St Johns Place, Brooklyn, NY 11238 
Join us for a conversation with Charlot Lucien author of La tentation de 
l’autre rive followed by a performance featuring guitarist Marc Mathelier. 

 
 

HCX Public Forum | Martissant Park  
Monday, November 18 | 5:00pm-8:00pm 
Brooklyn Borough Hall, 209 Joralemon St, Brooklyn, NY 11201  
Join us for a special presentation by FOKAL on Le Parc de Martissant, a 
botanical park and resource center located in Martissant, a district in the 
southern tier of Port-au-Prince.  Presentations will be given by former Prime 
Minister of Haiti and President of FOKAL Michèle D. Pierre-Louis, Lorraine 
Mangones, Executive Director of FOKAL, Thierry Chérizard, Chargé de 
Mission at FOKAL, and Rodney Leon, NYC based architect and designer of 
the United Nation’s slavery memorial “The Ark of Return.”   
    
    

                                         

tiny.cc/PleziGede


About Haiti Cultural Exchange 

 
Haiti Cultural Exchange (HCX) was established to develop, present 
and promote the cultural expressions of the Haitian people. We seek 
to raise awareness of social issues and foster cultural understanding 
and appreciation through programs in the arts, education, and public 
affairs. 
 
Our programs and services seek to support emerging and established 
artists, promote cross-cultural exchanges, preserve our cultural heri-
tage, and encourage dialogue around contemporary social issues. 
 
Since launching HCX in 2009, we have served approximately 30,000 
people, expanding our outreach and implementing a range of pro-
gramming in the performing, visual, and literary arts, youth and artist 
development, public forums, and community building. 
  
HCX presents innovative programs including art exhibits, perform-
ances, and public forums. Through our ongoing youth development 
programs we engage children and young adults in an exploration of 
Haitian culture and foster a greater sense of pride. Our artist develop-
ment services are designed to provide artists with access to resources 
and opportunities to work in the community. 
  
  

 

 
 
 

Connect with us! 

HaitiCulturalX 
 

 

      
Visit us online at 

HaitiCulturalX.org 




