
The Influence of Revolution:  HAITI 

OVERVIEW - It began as a rebellion against slavery and French plantation owners, 
but became a political revolution that lasted for 13 years and resulted 
in independence from France. By 1804 the revolution had destroyed 
the dominant white population, the plantation system, and the 
institution of slavery in the most prosperous colony of the western 
hemisphere. The colony then became the first independent black 
republic in the world, the republic of Haiti.

CAUSES OF THE REVOLT

1. By the late 1700s, the French colony of Saint-Domingue had developed into the richest 
    European colony in the western hemisphere. With an extensive system of sugar and 
    coffee plantations based on African slave labor, Saint-Domingue exported more wealth 
    than all of the British North American colonies combined. 
2. By 1789 Saint-Domingue's population consisted of about 450,000 black slaves, 40,000 
    whites, and 28,000 free blacks and mulattos (those of mixed black and white ancestry). 
    a. The small white population was divided between an upper class of about 10,000 
        aristocrats and a middle class of about 30,000 shopkeepers, soldiers, artisans, and 
        others. These two groups had little in common. 
    b. Allied with the wealthy whites were the mulattos, many of whom were offspring of the    
        white elite and wanted to share in their privileges. Yet the mulattos faced 
        discrimination because of their racial background; in turn, they despised the black 
        slaves, as did the whites.
3. Black slaves had a harsh existence; the death rate was high: More than 800,000 slaves 
   were imported to the colony in the 1700s, yet in 1789 the population was about 450,000. 
    a. Although officially protected by law from some abuse, in reality slaves could be 
        tortured, mutilated, or killed by their owners. 
    b. Most of Saint-Domingue's slaves were recent arrivals from Africa, not born into slavery 
        in the colony, so they retained both the memory of freedom and elements of their 
        cultures.    
    c. The African religion of Vodou or Vodun was widely practiced among the slave 
        population, even though it was outlawed in the colony  gave the slaves a form of 
        cultural expression and rallying point for protest against their oppressors.

THE REBELLION

1. The struggle that split France—between the old order, represented by the nobility and
upper classes, and the revolutionary forces of the lower and middle classes—spilled over 

    into the slave-holding colonies of the French West Indies. 
    a. Saint-Domingue's white population was split: the elites were loyal to the king, while 
        the middle class supported the revolutionaries, or Jacobins. 
    b. The mulattos (of African and European descent), hoping to improve their lives, 
        espoused the revolutionary ideals of liberty and equality for themselves, but not for 
        the slaves. 
    c. The black slaves rebelled against their owners, killing whites and destroying 
        plantations and crops.
2. By 1793 the slave uprising had become a full-scale civil war. Seeking support to defeat 
    the white elite, French revolutionary officials abolished slavery in the colony. 
3. Great Britain and Spain both sent invasion forces, hoping to take over the French colony.



A LEADER EMERGES
1. François Dominique Toussaint Louverture, a former slave, took part in the slave revolt 
    and, with other black rebel leaders, joined forces with the Spanish army against the 
    French. 
2. When France abolished slavery, Louverture switched sides. Promoted to general in 1795 
    by French colonial officials, he helped drive out the Spanish.
3. By 1796 Louverture ruled the colony as the French governor-general. 
    a. Over the next four years, he forced the British troops to withdraw and defeated his 
        internal rivals, especially a mulatto group in the south that was destroyed in a bloody 
        race war. 
    b. Louverture conquered Santo Domingo, the Spanish portion of the island, abolished 
        slavery there, and proclaimed himself governor-general of the island for life. 
4. However, he did not declare independence but remained officially loyal to France. To 
    rebuild the colony's economy, Louverture demanded that both whites and blacks 
    continue to produce their crops without slavery.

HAITIAN INDEPENDENCE
As Louverture took charge in Saint-Domingue, Napoleon Bonaparte became the leader of

France. Napoleon sought to return Saint-Domingue to French control and reinstate 
    slavery as a means of bringing the colony back to its former prosperity. Napoleon sent a 
    large army to Saint-Domingue to replace Louverture with a trusted white general. 
2. Louverture was tricked onto a ship and was taken to France, where he died in prison. 
3. However, the army that he had trained declared war on the French. After a bitter 
    struggle, the former slaves defeated Napoleon's forces (yellow fever ravaged French 
    troops), massacred or drove all whites off the island, and changed the name of the 
    colony to the aboriginal name "Haiti," which means "mountainous." 
4. The republic of Haiti declared its independence on January 1, 1804.
5. The new nation, however, faced continued division and economic hardship. 
    a. Most of the plantation economy had been destroyed, and as much as half the 
        population had fled or been killed. 
    b. The following years in Haiti's history were marked by many years of violent struggles 
        among different factions.

EXTERNAL EFFECTS
1. During the turmoil, many refugees fled the island, pouring into seaports in the United
    States and the colony of Louisiana. These refugees from Saint-Domingue—white 
    planters, mulatto artisans, and some African slaves—brought with them their language, 
    religion, laws, newspapers, education, art, and their skills at growing sugar, all of which 
    strongly influenced the culture of the lower South.
2. The French failure to regain control over Saint-Domingue also influenced Napoleon to 
    abandon efforts to build an empire in the western hemisphere. In 1803 France sold its 
    North American province of Louisiana, a region of more than 800,000 sq mi west of the 
    Mississippi River, to the United States.
3. The success of Louverture and the Haitians was a source of pride to many blacks in the   
    United States and served as an example to some slaves who attempted unsuccessful 
    uprisings in Virginia and South Carolina. 
4. Southern slave owners, hearing of the massacres that preceded Haitian independence, 
    were  convinced that freeing slaves would result in a race war and became even less 
    willing to end slavery peacefully. 
5. As the second independent nation in the western hemisphere (after the United States), 
    Haiti gave support to Simón Bolívar, leader of the movement for South American 
    independence from Spain in the early 1800s. In return, Bolívar made abolition of slavery 
    one of the goals of his movement. 


