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Rationale


Most of the blame for the root of underdevelopment within the Caribbean may fall upon the shoulders of the Europeans. Despite this, most Caribbean countries are in some way or another making ends meet. In the late eighteenth century, St. Domingue was the richest colony in the Caribbean. It produced nearly half the world’s sugar and coffee in addition to other commodities including, indigo and cotton. The French recognized the economic value of St. Domingue as it generated about two-fifths of France’s foreign trade transactions.


Today, the once rich and prosperous nation now known as Haiti is the poorest Caribbean country, struggling in every way to simply survive. The years leading up to and after the Haitian revolution were probably the darkest years in Haitian history. As observers to the dramatic change the researcher wonders as to why the once dominant and prosperous society of the eighteenth century simply took a turn for the worse after the Haitian Revolution. The Haitian society had all the key components to continue in this prosperity throughout the ages. Why then did it suddenly come to a halt? Only an analysis into the matter will provide a substantial response; hence the basis of the research – The Haitian Revolution.

Research Question

How has the events and aftermath of the Haitian Revolution impacted the nation in pertinence to its societal structure, financial standpoint and future outlook between 1789 and 1821?


Research Essay


Up until 1789, St. Domingue was one of the richest Caribbean colonies, exporting nearly half of the world’s sugar. The history of this nation, now known as Haiti from then on became a pot brewing with social turmoil. Due to the absolute monarchy(Appx. I) employed by France in its governing of St. Domingue, elite planters of the island, the gran blancs, morosely opposed France’s restrictive policies on the colony. Free coloreds and slaves were also at the forefront of society’s harsh lash. Furthermore, there was division within the white society as petite blancs had great animosity for the wealth of the gran blancs. The sum total of all these divisions brought about a vacuum for power which led to a series of revolts known as the Haitian revolution. It greatly affected the colony in terms of its societal structure by wars and revolution, its economical standpoint through a cease of production and the colony’s overall capacity for growth.


The three main revolts in the Haitian revolution broke barriers of social discrimination and legislation among the classes. Before the revolution, the social pyramid was similar to that of all slave plantations. The whites dominated the chain, being the most powerful but yet making up the smallest percentage of the population. They were followed by the colored blacks who were free individuals, and finally, the slaves being the most numerous rested at the feet of this social pyramid. At that time, slave conditions were deplorable. These conditions insinuated reasons for revolt on the part of the slaves. (Appx. II)  On March 2nd 1790, West Indian Assemblies were granted the right to make their own laws. As a result, a further gap between Free coloreds and gran blancs of the society was created as they now had the ability to pass laws.  Free coloreds assisted by Vincent Oge and Jean-Baptiste Chavannes led a revolt to attain equality with the whites. The Free Colored rebellion was quelled with minor resistance and Oge was executed. France however, heard of his death and the discrimination being extended toward Free Coloreds. Consequently, they passed a piece of legislature in May of 1791 which stated that free coloreds with free parents were given the same legal status as a white. This caused some shift in the hierarchy of St. Domingue’s society. With the free coloreds now having the same privileges and overall social status as the whites, theoretically, they joined them at the top of the social stratification. However, although free coloreds gained civic ground concerning their rights, the aspect of their civilized state by virtue of freedom was still subjective to the white planters’ ubiquitous discrimination. In fear of their safety, both white and free colored planters armed their slaves. It was at this time that the enslaved began to organize themselves. This first revolt was a half folded victory on the part of the coloreds and an imminent rise of slave leadership. 


Further societal changes coupled with the collapse of St. Dominuge’s economy were eminent consequences of the other two revolts. In April of 1792 France passed legislation granting full rights to the free coloreds. Leger-Felicite Sonthonax, appointed as civil commissioner, dissolved the Colonial Assembly on the island and appointed free coloreds to offices formally held by whites. The Whites of the islands were enraged by this and revolted against Sonothonax. In the process, the slaves and free coloreds destroyed Le Cap, and killed thousands of whites. As a result, the remaining whites left the island and went to other Caribbean islands or the United States. The destruction of Le Cap put an end to white supremacy in Saint Domingue. Theoretically, this placed the free coloreds at the top of the pyramid, however, slave leadership  was eminent as they had the vast majority of numbers now with no formal method of bondage. The destruction of Le Cap may have socially benefited both the slaves and coloreds in their point of view, but its real implications on the economy of St. Dominuge made its social advancements seem null and void.  


About 200 sugar plantations were completely destroyed in the process. Evidently, the economy of St. Dominuge suffered. With its major export good being sugar, the vast majority of total revenue was simply depleted from further collection as this entire revenue was based on slave labour. Each plantation needed a large labour force to extract sugar from the cane grown in the fields. (Appx. III)Therefore, when the slaves revolted against the harsh impositions laid upon them, the Economy of St. Dominuge met its inevitable death. (Appx. IV) One might say that the economy could have been rebuilt. However, now that all the whites had left the island, there was no one to ensure that crop production began after all the turmoil had settled. 


After the revolution, the society was divided between a free colored state on the south and a free slave state in the North. Now under the control of the colony, Toussaint Le Overture drafted a constitution for the colony which stated that it was self governing. Also in the constitution he tried to revive the plantation economy. Toussaint calls back the white planters and asks the slaves to go back to work as he realized that the economy was based on slave labour.  According to Carolyn E. Fick, ‘Toussaint’s intent on maintaing and rebuilding the production of sugar and coffee sought to limit the liberty of the ex-slaves responding to their attempts to move freely, acquire land and escape plantation labour by constructing a coercive legal order.’ After setting  up a production force, Toussaint now needed a means by which he could export these products. As a result, the U.S Proclamation in 1799 allowed trade between the United States and Haiti to resume. Although Toussaint had formulated a plan to revive the economy, it was deemed futile, as slaves refused to work under white planters as they saw it as a form of bondage.


The French regained their interests in St. Dominuge and sent General Leclerc to enslave the colony and re-establish French rule. Toussaint led a strong resistance, but was captured and deported to France. In 1802 the French declared that slavery would be reimposed in all their colonies.(Appx VIII) This was met with tremendous enmity from the slave and free colored population of the colony. As a result, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, a former ally of Toussaint led a campaign against the French. By November of 1803, Dessalines defeated the French as the remaining forces left the island. Dessalines was therefore able to declare the independence of Saint Dominingue on January 1, 1804. The nation was now called Haiti which is the Amerindian word for mountainous. Haiti now became the first free black state in the Caribbean. On a positive note, the revolution ended with independence of the nation now free from all forms of external bondage.


 Although the newly formed nation was free from external bondage, current societal and economical issues ironically continued to stifle its potential for growth. Now that the revolution had ended, the formation of the nation began. After independence, Dessalines was assassinated in 1806 and Henry Christophe became emperor of Haiti as he set up the authoritarian state of Haiti in the north. However, in the south Alexandre Petion established the Republic of Haiti with the free coloreds. In the north, Christophe maintained a strict system of agricultural production. However, in the south Petion broke up colonial estates and parceled the land into small holdings. Due to this divergence of methodologies employed by the two leaders, Haiti’s potential for growth was slowly being stifled. These small holdings made the government in the south rely solely on a subsistence revenue and generated no new wealth for the  nation through agriculture and trade. With Haiti divided into two halves, one having a strict agricultural system and the other parceled into small holdings, the nation’s demise was imminent. Due to the fact that the nation used two different types of agricultural systems, productions and exports occurred in a haphazard way. One side of the nation was producing adequate supply of sugar, but the other half was under no formal system of bondage and requirements for that matter. As a result of the leniency displayed in the southern parts of Haiti, attempts were made to merge the dividing into one strong holding. In 1820, Petion’s successor Jean Pierre Boyer reunited the two half of Haiti through diplomatic negotiation after the death of Christophe. At this time, it was too late, the early 19th century saw the rise of colonies such as Cuba, and British Guyana as the main producers for sugar in the region. Therefore, after the revolution the already crippled economy of Haiti was undermined throughout further existence.


During the Haitian Revolution, the country was in many political hands due to the vacuum for power. This unstable form of leadership caused the nation to be limited in terms of its ability to grow. In a mere span of 14 years the island of St. Domingue had 15 governor generals each with their own agenda and manner of governance. (Appx.IX) How then could this island progress in any aspect of its being. At once, the nation was divided simply because of societal status. 


The Haitian Revolution was as a result of the deplorable slave conditions, discrimination against free coloreds and the planters’ ignorance toward a communal society. Both the slaves and free coloreds became infuriated at their local assemblies’ mechanisms that hindered their progression. This frustration was the underlying principal in the peoples’ fight for their freedom. Unfortunately, it was this fight for freedom that ultimately caused the collapse of their nation. Inexperienced officials were prematurely and forcefully appoint to run the affairs of the island. Another factor that contributed to their demise was their ignorance and refusal to work on the plantations even as free men. All these combined factors resulted in the societal shift, economical downfall and choked growth and development for the nation of Haiti, all through the Haitian Revolution.
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Appx. I French Exclusive             
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Appx. II   Trends in workland on sugar plantations

	Region
	Time Period
	Acres of Cane land per Slave
	Number of Plantations

	North
	1770s
	1.73
	23

	
	1780s
	1.66
	43

	
	1790-1791
	1.53
	9

	West and South
	1770s
	1.40
	12

	
	1780
	1.30
	26

	
	1790-1791
	1.31
	11


Appx. III

Sugar Plantation 


Appx. IV St. Domingue Exports (1789-1805)

Appx. V  Society of St. Domingue (After Whites flee)



Appx. VI    Sonothrax’sDeclaration 

Appx VII  Haitian Constitution 1801

Title XII Art. 59

Art. 59. – “Funds originating from the sales of personal estate and from the price of closing of vacant inheritance opened in the colony under the French government since 1789, shall be placed in a particular coffer, shall not be available as well as real estate gathered under colonial domains until two years after the publication of peace in the island, between France and the maritime powers; let it be understood, that this deadline is only relative to successions whose five year deadline fixed by the edict of 1781 should expire; and concerning those opened on or around the peace period, they shall not become available and gathered until after seven years.”

Appx. VIII  Napoleon Re-instates Slavery in the colony

Le décret du 30 floréal An X [May 20, 1802]

AU NOM DU PEUPLE FRANÇAIS, BONAPARTE, premier Consul, PROCLAME loi de la République le décret suivant, rendu par le Corps législatif le 30 floréal an X, conformément à la proposition faite par le Gouvernement le 27 dudit mois, communiquée au Tribunat le même jour.

DÉCRET.
ART. I.er - Dans les colonies restituées à la France en exécution du traité d’Amiens, du 6 germinal an X [March 27, 1802], l’esclavage sera maintenu conformément aux lois et réglemens antérieurs à 1789.

ART. II. - Il en sera de même dans les autres colonies françaises au-delà du Cap de Bonne-Espérance.

ART. III. - La traite des noirs et leur importation dans lesdites colonies, auront lieu, conformément aux lois et réglemens existans avant ladite époque de 1789.

ART. IV. - Nonobstant toutes lois antérieures, le régime des colonies est soumis, pendant dix ans, aux réglemens qui seront faits par le Gouvernement.  


Appx. IX Changes in Leadership

	Time
	Governor General

	22 Dec 1788 – 1789
	Marie Charles, marquis du Chilleau

	1789
	Alexandre de Vincent de Mazade

	19 Aug 1789 - Nov 1790
	Louis Antoine Thomassin

	9 Nov 1790 – 1792
	Philibert François Rouxel de Blanchelande

	1792
	Adrien Nicolas

	Jun 1792 - 21 Oct 1792
	Jean-Jacques d'Esparbès de Lussan

	21 Oct 1792 - 2 Jan 1793  
	Donatien Marie Joseph de Vimeur

	2 Jan 1793 - 19 Jun 1793
	Léger Félicité Sonthonax 

	19 Jun 1793 - Oct 1793 
	François Galbaud du Fort

	Oct 1793 - 11 May 1796
	Étienne Maynaud Bizefranc

	1 May 1796 - 24 Aug 1797
	Léger Félicité Sonthonax

	1 Apr 1797 - 5 May 1802
	Toussaint Louverture 

	27 Mar 1798 - 23 Oct 1798
	Gabriel Marie Théodore-Joseph Hédouville

	5 Feb 1802 - 2 Nov 1802
	Charles Victor Emmanuel Leclerc

	2 Nov 1802 - 30 Nov 1803
	Donatien Marie Joseph de Vimeur

	30 Nov 1803 - 31 Dec 1803
	Jean-Jacques Dessalines
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