Powerful quotes about the Haitian Revolution



Let us leave this description for the French, they have conquered but are no longer free.   


Let us walk down another path, let us imitate those people who, extending their concern into the future and dreading to leave an example of cowardice for posterity, preferred to be exterminated rather than lose their place as one of the world’s free peoples.  
The Haitian Declaration of Independence

 January 1804

Toussaint L’Ouverture was a leader in the Haitian revolution. Born a slave, he rose to become commander in chief of the revolutionary army. In 1800 he coordinated the effort to draw up Haiti’s first democratic constitution. 
Jacob Lawrence
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…in 1802, before the Republic was firmly established, Toussaint was arrested by Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops and sent to Paris, where he was imprisoned.  He died in prison the following year.  In 1804 Haiti became the first black Western Republic. 

Jacob Lawrence
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But many abolitionists, especially African Americans, celebrated Haiti as an enduring symbol of black victory and dignity, and its example continued to inspire slave rebellion in the United States. 
~1840-1850

In August 1791, a massive slave revolution began in Saint-Domingue. Launched by a carefully constructed coalition of African and island-born plantation workers, the insurrection forced France to proclaim the end of slavery throughout its empire in less than three years.  

Some workers resisted by escaping the plantations, and some struck back by using poison against their masters. Nevertheless, most whites in the colony, like those elsewhere in the Americas, felt confident that they were in control of their slaves. 
~pre-1790
Whites had always been aware of slaves as 'troublesome property,' but only after St. Domingue did they react to the threat as a real one and not just a potential one." Alarmed, they worried that once slaves "get a taste for freedom...they will not easily be made to abandon the enterprise."                                                           ~1798

Reports of the fury vented by the Haitian slaves on their white oppressors reached the United States, transmitted by refugees fleeing St. Domingue. One eyewitness reported seeing "young children transfixed upon the points of bayonets"  Others described slaves dragging white planters from their homes and tearing off their limbs one by one or strapping them to wooden racks and sawing them in half.  Alarmed, slave owners worried that once slaves "get a taste for freedom...they will not easily be made to abandon the enterprise."

Responses to the Haitian Revolution by Virginians

~1800

The push to create new states out of the vast Louisiana territory led to dissension between North and South over whether the new states would be admitted as slave or free. New England Federalists threatened to secede rather than permit the delicate balance that had been worked out between the mercantile states of the North and the slave-holding states of the agrarian South to be upset. For the South, the stakes in this debate were raised by a boom in the demand for cotton that coincided with the acquisition of the Louisiana territory.
~1805

In 1797, Baltimore, Maryland passed an ordinance declaring all slaves imported from the West Indies between 1792 and 1797 to be "dangerous to the peace and welfare of the city" and ordering their masters to banish them.
The Jacob Valentine incident in 1797 was just one example of how the Haitian Revolution influenced American slave culture.  Jacob Valentine, a white Virginian who had been accused of inciting a slave rebellion, wrote the mayor of Richmond to deny the accusation.  However, in the letter he said he “figured out…and pictured” in his mind “the horrid situation that America” would face in case of an invasion.  He said that “blacks were a hardy race of people” who would fight valiantly for Virginia if they were emancipated, but if they remained slaves he “fear[ed] the consequences.”  During his incarceration, Virginian officials searched his home where they found incriminating evidence in Valentine’s writing that invoked the Haitian Revolution.
December 12, 1791


Oh, sirs, in the name of humanity, deign to look favorably on these unfortunates by clearly outlawing such harsh mistreatment, abolishing the terrible plantation prisons, where the stays are miserable, and trying to improve the condition of this class of men so necessary to the colony, and we dare assure you that they will take up their work once again and will return to order, We beg you to be willing to provide us with your reflections. 


We have the honor of being, with respect, sirs


Your most humble and obedient servants, 





Biassou, Jean-Francois

Inspired by Harlem’s unique social environment, which promoted an awareness of black history generally omitted from mainstream textbooks, Lawrence began to pursue what would become a lifelong inquiry into, and a visual reflection of, the historic accomplishments of people of African descent.  

~1937

After Haiti declared its independence in 1804, Jefferson established a policy of diplomatic isolation toward Haiti that would last until 1862.  The United States also launched a boycott of Haiti in the early 1800s. 

When the revolt succeeded in 1803 and Haiti became the first black republic, President Thomas Jefferson offered Napoleon $15 million for the Louisiana territory.  Defeated, and with nearly all his Caribbean troops dead, Napoleon accepted the offer.  
It would be inconsistent especially for Americans after defending themselves against British oppression, and supporting the French Revolution, to then reject the Haitian bid for freedom as a rebellion.

Abraham Argus

“The Rights of Black Men”
Boston, 1804

This Emancipation Proclamation actually freed few people.  It did not apply to slaves in border states fighting on the Union side; nor did it affect slaves in southern areas already under Union control. Naturally, the states in rebellion did not act on Lincoln’s order. 

~1863

O miserable Chieftain! Where and when

Wilt thou find patience? Yet die not; do thou

Wear rather in thy bonds a cheerful brow:

Though fallen thyself, never to rise again,

“To Toussaint L’Ouverture”

By William Wordsworth, 1888
Should Hayti continue independent, or should it regain independence at any future period, its history will be a curious chapter in the great book of contingency, and such as, I believe, has no parallel in the former history of mankind.

Charles Brockden Brown, 
American writer and publisher

December 1804

We have dared to be free, let us be thus by ourselves and for ourselves.  Let us imitate the grown child: his own weight breaks the boundary that has become an obstacle to him.

The Haitian Declaration of Independence, January 1804

What people fought for us? What people wanted to gather the fruits of our labor? And what dishonorable absurdity to conquer in order to be enslaved. Enslaved?  

The Haitian Declaration of Independence, January 1804

That on the first day of January, A.D. 1863, all persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State the people whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free; and the executive government of the United States, including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize the freedom of such persons and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom. 

President Abraham Lincoln

The Emancipation Proclamation, 1863

News traveled fast.  In a slave society like the United States, particularly in the Southern States, the emergence and ultimate success of a slave revolution frightened slave owners and inspired slaves.

~1801

A fertile island in America, inhabited by a race of Negroes, derived from a stock in the heart of Africa, who have been raised, by the very slavery of their ancestors, to a similitude in manners, religion, arts, and language with the most potent and refined of the Christian or European nations, is the grand outline of this history. 
Charles Brockden Brown,
 American writer and publisher

December 1804

Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. 

Declaration of the Rights of Man

France, 1789

29 August 1793

Brothers and Friends,

I am Toussaint Louverture. My name has perhaps become known to you.  I am bent on vengeance. I desire the establishment of Liberty and Equality in St. Domingue.  I strive to bring them into being.  Unite with us brothers, and fight with us in the common cause.  

Letter from Toussaint Louverture

1793

The Bastille in France falls on July 14: the French Revolution begins.

1789

A wall of fire from which continually arose thick whirlwinds of smoke… The most striking feature of this terrible spectacle was a rain of fire composed of burning cane-straw which whirled thick before the blast like snow. 

August 22, 1791

A report on the start of the Haitian Revolution 

In the Name of the Black People, and Men of Color of St. Domingo:

The Independence of St. Domingo is proclaimed. Restored to our primitive dignity, we have asserted our rights; we swear never to yield them to any power on earth; the frightful veil of prejudice is torn to pieces, be it so for ever. Woe be to them who would dare to put together its bloody tatters.

29 November 1803
Art 3 — There can be no slaves on this territory; servitude has been forever abolished. All men are born, live and die there free and French.

Haitian Constitution, July 1801
Art 4 — All men can work at all forms of employment, whatever their color.

Haitian Constitution, July 1801

Art 5 — No other distinctions exist than those of virtues and talents, nor any other superiority than that granted by the law in the exercise of a public charge. The law is the same for all, whether it punishes or protects.

 Haitian Constitution, July 1801

In 1496 Hispaniola became the site of the first European colony in the Western Hemisphere. The early settlers enslaved many of the indigenous Taino people to work in their gold mines and brutality and disease all but wiped out a population of around one million in 50 years.

By 1790 in St. Domingue half a million enslaved Africans constituted 80% of the total population.

The first major recorded demonstration of African resistance in the Americas took place on Christmas Day, 1521, when 20 enslaved Wolofs (Africans from Senegal and Gambia) rose in rebellion on an ingenio (sugar factory) 100 km north west of Santo Domingo.
The first European ship with enslaved Africans reaches Hispaniola (the island of Haiti and the Dominican Republic.) the gold hungry colonists made Santo Domingo the first destination for enslaved Africans in America, a substantial 'cargo' of 5000 arriving in 1511.

