The Haitian Revolution

            Just when the American constitution was going into effect in 1789, a revolution broke out in France.  Like the American revolutionaries, the French proclaimed that “men are born and remain free and equal in rights.”  But did this apply to the slaves in France’s overseas colonies?  The question was an important one.  Even though France’s colonies looked small on the map, the three Caribbean colonies of Saint Domingue (today’s Republic of Haiti), Guadeloupe and Martinique contained at least as many slaves as the thirteen much larger American states (about 700,000).  Saint Domingue was the most economically valuable European colony in the world.  It produced half of the sugar and coffee that had become indispensable to “civilized” life in Europe.   

Question:  What does the number of slaves in the three French Caribbean Islands and that of the United States tell you about the importance of sugar and coffee:

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

            The French slave colonies had a very different social structure from the slave states of the American South.  The white population in the largest colony, Saint Domingue, numbered only 30,000 in 1789.  In the United States, non-whites were almost always put in the same class as black slaves, but in the French colonies, many whites had emancipated their mixed-race children, creating a class of “free coloreds” that numbered 28,000 by 1789.  The free coloreds were often well educated and prosperous; members of this group owned about a third of the slaves in the colony.  They also made up most of the island’s militia, responsible for keeping the slaves under control.

Question:  Why do you think that free coloreds were treated differently than African slaves? ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

            Black slaves heavily outnumbered both the whites and the free coloreds, however:  there were 480,000 of them in Saint Domingue by 1789.  About half of the slaves had been born in Africa.  Slaves were imported from many regions in West Africa.  They brought some traditions and beliefs with them, but they had to adapt to a very different environment in the Caribbean.  To communicate among themselves, the black slaves created a common language, creole, a mixture of elements from French and the African languages they had brought with them.  Out of elements of African religions and Christianity they evolved a unique set of beliefs, vodou, which gave them a sense of identity.   Many early supporters of the French Revolution were uncomfortably aware of the role that slavery played in France’s colonies.  Some of them formed a group called the Société des Amis des Noirs (“Society of the Friends of Blacks”), which discussed plans for gradual abolition of slavery, the ending of the slave trade, and the granting of rights to educated free colored men from the colonies. 

Question:  What is creole?  

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

            Like white plantation-owners in the American South, slaveowners in the French colonies participated actively in the French Revolution.  They demanded liberty for themselves: above all, the liberty to decide how their slaves and the free people of color in their colonies should be treated.  The slaves were their hard-earned property, they argued, and a fair-minded government could not even consider taking them away.  If the French National Assembly took up the issue of slavery, the colonial plantation-owners threatened to imitate their neighbors to the north and launch a movement for independence, or else to turn their colonies over to the British, France’s traditional enemies.  The slaveowners also violently denounced the Société des Amis des Noirs, accusing it of stirring up the slaves and the free colored populations in the colonies.  The French revolutionaries, many of whom had money invested in the colonial economy, took these issues seriously.  A well-funded lobbying group backed by the plantation-owners, the Club Massiac, spread pro-slavery propaganda and convinced the National Assembly to guarantee that no changes would be made in the slave system without the consent of the whites in the colonies.  Initially, representatives of the colonial free colored population, many of whom owned slaves themselves, had hoped that the whites might be willing to reach an agreement with them and form a common front against the slaves.  Most colonial whites, however, feared that granting political rights to people who were partly descended from slaves would undermine racial hierarchy and lead eventually to the abolition of the slave system.   

            The free people of color, many of whom had been educated in France, did have some supporters in the French National Assembly and in the Société des Amis des Noirs.  They were very frustrated when planter opposition kept the National Assembly from granting them equal rights with the whites.  In October 1790, a free colored leader, Vincent Ogé, returned to Saint Domingue from France and led a small uprising.  He did not try to gain support among the slaves, and his movement was quickly crushed by the trained white troops on the island.  Ogé and his followers were executed in a particularly cruel manner.  When news of the executions reached France, the National Assembly blamed the colonists for their severity and passed a decree granting rights to a minority of the free colored population.  The revolutionaries were beginning to move away from unswerving support for the whites in the colonies.

Question:  Do you think Oge was given a fair or excessive sentence, why?  

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

            
Before this split could grow, however, the white colonists in Saint Domingue found themselves facing a much more serious danger.  On the night of 22-23 August 1791, a coordinated slave revolt broke out in the north of the island, the area of the largest plantations.  Black slaves massacred their masters, and set fire to plantation buildings.  At the same time, a separate rebellion started among the free coloreds in the west of Saint Domingue.   Although the revolts did great damage, the whites kept control of the colony’s major cities.  They were sure that troops would eventually arrive from France and put down the rebellions.  Initially, the leaders of the slave insurrection did not demand the total abolition of slavery.  Instead, they negotiated for freedom for themselves and their families, and for a system under which slaves would have worked 3 days a week for themselves and 3 days for their masters.  The whites, however, refused to make any concessions.  The free coloreds in the west and the whites in that region did negotiate an agreement, but it soon fell apart.   By the fall of 1792, French troops had succeeded in regaining control of most of the island.  But the French and the whites in the colony were becoming increasingly divided among themselves about the French Revolution.  In France, the king, Louis XVI, was overthrown in August 1792, and a new, more radical assembly, the National Convention, was elected.  When this news reached Saint Domingue, it split the white population.  The radical revolutionaries in France sent two commissioners, Sonthonax and Polverel, to take charge of the island, but most whites refused to obey them.  Sonthonax began to seek support among the free coloreds, insisting that they should have the same rights as whites. 

Question:  Why do you think that the Native French and White Haitians were becoming increasingly divided among themselves? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

In June 1793, white forces opposed to the granting of rights to people of color tried to seize control of the island’s main city, Cap Français.  Outnumbered, Sonthonax and Polverel made a radical move:  they called on the black insurrectionaries to attack the city, promising that slaves who fought on the side of the Revolution would be freed.  This allowed them to defeat the whites, although Cap Français was burned down in the fighting.  Between August and October 1793, Sonthonax and Polverel extended their abolition decrees to cover the entire slave population.   The leaders of the black revolt that had begun in 1791 were still distrustful of Sonthonax and Polverel and of the French Revolution.  They feared that the National Convention might not support Sonthonax’s emancipation decree.  The white planters had also not given up the fight.  Some of them encouraged the British and Spanish to send forces to Saint Domingue.  Others sent deputies to France who managed to convince many supporters of the Revolution that Sonthonax and Polverel were trying to set up a dictatorship in the island.

The National Convention eventually realized that the white colonists’ deputies had misled them.  On Feb. 4, 1794, the Convention took a decisive step:  France became the first European country to officially outlaw slavery in all its colonies.  A black and a mixed-race deputy from Saint Domingue were seated in the Convention, another first in European history.  While this measure marked a breakthrough for the abolition movement, it was not passed entirely on idealistic grounds.  The British had already captured the smaller French colonies of Martinique and Guadeloupe.  They threatened to conquer Saint Domingue as well, if Sonthonax and Polverel could not rally the blacks to his side.  France thus had little to lose by granting emancipation in the Caribbean.  Significantly, the abolition decree was never applied in the two small French slave colonies in the Indian Ocean, which were not threatened by the British.  Some revolutionaries hoped that the proclamation would set off slave revolts in other countries’ colonies, thereby helping France in its war against them. 

Question:  Why do you think that France was willing to outlaw slavery in France, but not in overseas colonies? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

            
As you read the remaining paragraphs, annotate your thoughts or highlight important facts.

Since the start of the insurrection in 1791, several black generals had emerged as leaders of the movement fighting the French and the whites in Saint Domingue.  Most of them had allied with France’s enemies, England and Spain, and some had sold slaves to the Spanish to raise money for their troops.  Even the news of the French emancipation proclamation did not persuade most of these generals to change sides.    One of the black leaders did rally to the French side in early 1794, however.  His name was Toussaint de Bréda; in 1793, he began to call himself Toussaint Louverture (“Toussaint the Opening, or the Way”).  Originally a slave, Toussaint had been freed before the Revolution and at one time owned a small plantation with a few slaves.  We do not know if he participated in the earliest stages of the 1791 uprising, but he joined it soon afterward and was quickly recognized for his military and political skills.  By 1794, he had built up the best-organized and most effective military unit on the island.  When he decided to join the French republicans in May 1794, the military balance soon shifted in their favor.   By the summer of 1794, the combined forces of Toussaint and the French had regained the upper hand in Saint Domingue, although the British continued to hold part of the island until 1798.  Toussaint was given the rank of general in the French forces.  During this period, he steadily increased his power at the expense of a series of French generals and political figures sent to govern the island.  He also outmaneuvered the leaders of the free colored population and rival black commanders.  Toussaint conducted secret negotiations with the British that led to their withdrawal from Saint Domingue in 1798; he also had contacts with the United States government, which was involved in a virtual war with France from 1796 to 1800 and was happy to undermine French control over their colonies.   

            Historians disagree about what Toussaint was aiming at during these years.  Some think he already intended to create an independent country; others believe he was hoping for an arrangement in which Haiti would remain a French colony, but with a government of its own, chosen by all its citizens, regardless of race.  Toussaint was aware that, as revolutionary fervor in France was dying down, some politicians were calling for the restoration of slavery in the colonies; he had no intention of letting that happen.  But he was careful never to call openly for independence from France.  A skillful politician, he played a complicated game and kept his real goals unclear.  Toussaint did hope to restore Saint Domingue’s economy.  Although he assured the black population that there would be no return to slavery, he insisted that most former slaves had to return to their plantations and resume field work.  They would now be paid and have more free time, but they were still not free to leave or to become independent farmers on their own land.  Toussaint needed the income from the large plantations to support his army.  To ensure the loyalty of his officers, he gave many of them large estates.  Toussaint thus began to create a black-dominated society, but one with a large gap between the ruling elite and the mass of the population.

            Toussaint made a point of including some people of mixed race and even some whites in his ruling elite, but he did not allow them any independent authority.  In 1799-1800, he fought a bloody war against the remaining leaders of the mixed-race group and their leader, André Rigaud, who had taken control of much of the west and south of Saint Domingue during the earlier fighting.  In 1801, Toussaint crushed a rebellion led by one of his closest followers, Moyse, who had favored dividing land more evenly among the former slaves.

            By this time, a new ruler had taken over France:  Napoleon Bonaparte.  Toussaint quickly sensed that this determined and authoritarian leader would not be likely to tolerate a largely autonomous government in what Napoleon still regarded as a French colony.  While sending messages designed to win Napoleon’s favor, Toussaint also oversaw the drafting of a constitution for Saint Domingue that would make the island virtually independent. 

            Napoleon considered various plans for France’s colonies during his first years of power.  Among other ideas, he even thought of employing Toussaint and his black troops to create a large French empire in Louisiana.  As long as he was still at war with the British, he could not do much about Saint Domingue because the British Navy prevented French ships from sailing to the Caribbean.  In late 1801, however, Britain and France made peace.  Napoleon immediately began preparations to send military forces to regain control of Saint Domingue and France’s other Caribbean colonies.  These efforts succeeded in Martinique, where slavery had never been abolished, and in Guadeloupe, where it was restored with great bloodshed in 1802.

            The French military expedition to Saint Domingue, commanded by General Leclerc, arrived in early 1802.  Despite determined resistance from Toussaint’s army, the French were able to occupy the island’s major port cities, and Toussaint’s leading military commanders, particularly his right-hand man General Jean-Jacques Dessalines, eventually went over to the French side.  In May 1802, Toussaint agreed to end the resistance and withdrew to his plantation; in June 1802, the French arrested him and shipped him to France, where he died in prison in 1803. While Toussaint and his generals submitted to the French, much of the former slave population did not.  By the fall of 1802, it appeared clear that the French were not just trying to regain control of the island but that they also meant to bring back slavery, as they had in Guadeloupe.  But the French were losing large numbers of men in guerrilla fighting; even more were falling victim to an epidemic of yellow fever, which even killed General Leclerc himself.  Dessalines and other generals now resumed fighting against the French.  When war between Britain and France began again in May 1803, the French troops were cut off from supplies and reinforcements.  By the end of the year, the French commander Rochambeau was forced to surrender and agree to withdraw from the island.   

            The fighting in 1802-1803 was extremely brutal.  The French troops committed many atrocities in their attempt to bring the island under control and restore slavery.  In response, blacks killed many of the whites who had remained in Saint Domingue.  On January 1, 1084, General Dessalines proclaimed the independence of the former colony, giving it a new name derived from the original Indian inhabitants:  Haiti. The success of the Haitian Revolution sent shock waves throughout the slave societies of the New World.  For the first time in the history of the New World, a slave revolt had culminated in the total defeat of white forces

