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ABSTRACT

The Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) is the only slave revolt in modern history to have led to
the founding of an independent state governed by formerly enslaved people. Emerging in the
French colony of Saint-Domingue - then the most profitable in the Americas - it turned a
plantation uprising into a war of emancipation and, ultimately, national independence. This
article traces its colonial context, the August 1791 uprising, the rise of Toussaint Louverture,
the war waged by Jean-Jacques Dessalines against the Napoleonic expedition, and the
declaration of independence on 1 January 1804. It closes by examining the revolution's
legacy: the radical abolition of slavery, its shock waves across the Atlantic world, and the
historiographical debates it still provokes.

Keywords: Saint-Domingue, slavery, abolition, Toussaint Louverture, Dessalines, Atlantic world,
independence

Introduction

The Haitian Revolution refers to the sequence of events by which, between 1791 and 1804, the
enslaved people and free people of color of Saint-Domingue overthrew the colonial slave order and
founded Haiti - the first independent state in the Caribbean and the first Black republic in the world.

Long marginalized in Western historiography, it is today recognized as a major turning point in the Age
of Revolutions, on a par with the American and French revolutions, whose principle of equality it
radicalized.

The colonial context: Saint-Domingue

On the eve of 1789, Saint-Domingue alone produced a considerable share of the sugar and coffee
consumed in Europe. This prosperity rested on the forced labor of nearly half a million enslaved
people, under conditions of extreme violence.

Colonial society was riven with tensions: between wealthy white planters and poor whites, between
colonists and the metropolitan administration, and above all between free people of color - often
property owners themselves - and whites who denied them equal rights.
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The 1791 uprising

On the night of 22-23 August 1791, a massive insurrection set the Northern Plain ablaze. Tradition
traces its organization to the Bois-Caiman ceremony, in which Vodou played a unifying and symbolic
role.

Within weeks, hundreds of plantations were destroyed. The movement, at first scattered, gradually
acquired leaders and a strategy, turning the revolt into a durable political and military force.

Toussaint Louverture and autonomy

A formerly enslaved man who had been freed, Toussaint Louverture emerged as the principal leader.
A skilled strategist and negotiator, he played on the rivalries among France, Spain, and Britain to
consolidate the power of the former insurgents.

The French Convention abolished slavery in 1794, ratifying a reality already imposed on the ground.
As governor, Toussaint promulgated an autonomist constitution in 1801 that alarmed Bonaparte and
hastened confrontation.

War of independence and 1804

In 1802, Napoleon dispatched an expedition led by General Leclerc to restore colonial order - and,
eventually, slavery, which was reinstated in other colonies. Toussaint was captured through treachery
and died in 1803 in a prison in the Jura.

Under the leadership of Jean-Jacques Dessalines, the coalition of indigenous generals defeated the
French army - decimated by guerrilla warfare and yellow fever - at the Battle of Vertiéres in November
1803. On 1 January 1804, Dessalines proclaimed independence and restored the Indigenous name of
Haiti.

Legacy and historiography

The Haitian Revolution abolished slavery immediately and without compensation to the masters - an
unprecedented act. It sent shock waves throughout the Atlantic world, nourishing the hopes of the
enslaved and the fears of the colonial powers.

Its cost was heavy: the independence debt imposed by France in 1825, diplomatic isolation, and a
drained economy. Recent historiography - from C.L.R. James to Michel-Rolph Trouillot - has restored it
as a founding event of modernity and of the universalism of rights.
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