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 “If the historical facts about freedom can be ripped out of the narratives told 

by the victors and salvaged for our own time, then the project of universal 

freedom does not need to be discarded but, rather, redeemed and reconstituted 

on a different basis.” 

 Susan Buck-Morss2

 

 

The Haitian Revolution of 1791 – 1804 led to the establishment of Haiti as the 

world’s first independent Black Republic. The twelve-year revolutionary war of 

independence in the French colony of Saint-Domingue was by turns a slave rebellion, 

an anti-colonial war, and a race war. It shocked the Western world, reshaped the 

debates about slavery, accelerated the abolitionist movement, precipitated rebellions 

in neighboring territories, and intensified both repression and anti-slavery sentiment 

on both sides of the Atlantic.3 The Haitian Revolution must thus be accounted for as a 

world-historical event of paramount significance. In this paper I will argue for the 

merits of recuperating the radical universalism of the Haitian Revolution, and suggest 

some of the productive capacities and the limitations of ascribing to the Haitian 

Revolution the values of Enlightenment liberalism.4 I will suggest that the Haitian 

Revolution should be understood by paying attention to the manner in which it 

impinges upon certain explanatory categories – a capitalist world-system (and the 

fundamental importance of plantation slavery to its development), anti-colonial 

agency, resistance, and struggle – and that liberal ideas of negative freedom do not 
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adequately explain the radical positive freedom the Haitian Revolution sought to 

instantiate.   

 

*  *  * 

 

The Haitian Revolution has always been an ideological battleground in which 

contenders have conjured with the inheritance of Atlantic slavery. For long, especially 

within the UK, the US and France, the revolution was denigrated as unregenerate and 

barbarous, but from the 1930s onwards, sparked by C.L.R. James’s classic account of 

the revolution, The Black Jacobins, progressive accounts of the Revolution by a host 

of predominantly Caribbean, American (especially African American), and African 

artists and intellectuals have sought to metamorphose and appropriate this spectacular 

corner of black revolutionary history.  

 

Nick Nesbitt’s recent work has argued that the Haitian Revolution constitutes the 

most extraordinary material event of a Spinozian radical Enlightenment, which he has 

contrasted with the limitations of the British, American and French revolutions:  

“If the English, French, and American bourgeois revolutions all served to 

create the structural conditions for the protection of individual liberties of 

choice and property, the particularity of the Haitian Revolution was to redress 

the imbalance they had introduced between equality and liberty in favor of the 

latter.”5  

Arguing that the Haitian Revolution, unlike the French Revolution, “demonstrated 

human freedom precisely in [its] unique transformation of the empirical subject”,6 

Nesbitt’s work poses fundamental questions about the relationship between the 
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Haitian Revolution and the Enlightenment – and by implication liberalism – 

contending that, “[t]he Haitian Revolution demonstrates not only the falsity of any 

monological understanding of the Enlightenment but also, paradoxically, its truth.”7  

 

However, the approach advocated by Nesbitt, in which the Haitian Revolution is 

granted an enduring political value by virtue of its radical universalism, remains a 

minority perspective. On this question of the event’s radical universalism, J. Michael 

Dash has observed that within the sphere of the Caribbean literary imagination, 

 “ … despite the existence of C.L.R. James’s The Black Jacobins, Haiti’s 

symbolic presence […] has never been understood in terms of radical 

universalism. Rather it is the discourse of mysterious singularity and heroic 

uniqueness that has prevailed.”8  

Dash finds that far more frequently the meaning of the Haitian Revolution has been 

co-opted by, “those who fatalistically view Haiti in terms of the sigh of history and 

the fated failure of the antics of megalomaniac generals, or worse yet those who 

succumb to the Naipaulean nightmare of black savagery.”9 

 

*  *  * 

 

The ideological challenge of the Haitian Revolution 

It has been argued that the West’s continuing failure to acknowledge the true 

significance of the Haitian Revolution has been due to what Michel-Rolph Trouillot 

has described as being the “unthinkable” nature of the most successful slave revolt in 

history.10 Trouillot emphasizes that the widely shared late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century contention that,  
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 “enslaved Africans and their descendants could not  envision freedom – let 

alone formulate strategies for gaining and securing such freedom – was based 

not so much on empirical evidence as on an ontology, an implicit organization 

of the world and its inhabitants.”11  

Susan Buck-Morss has developed Trouillot’s notion of ‘unthinakability’ that results in 

a ‘silencing of the past’ by drawing attention to the fact that it is necessary to 

distinguish between two silences when it comes to the Haitian Revolution – the past 

one and the present one.12 Buck-Morss is of the same mind as Trouillot in noting the 

difficulties eighteenth and nineteenth century men and women had in thinking about 

the Haitian Revolution in nonracial terms and as an expression of the fundamental 

equality of humanity, but she also argues that,  

 “today, when the Haitian slave revolution might be more thinkable, it is more 

invisible, due to the construction of disciplinary discourses through which 

knowledge of the past has been inherited.”13 

It is in this context identified by Buck-Morss, that the continuing denial of the Haitian 

Revolution within mainstream Western political and cultural discussion must be 

placed. The 2007 bicentenary celebrations of the British abolition of the slave trade 

are a case in point. Amidst the jubilation and national self-congratulation, the 

historical fact that a population of former slaves had risen up, fought an anti-colonial 

war against the French, British, and Spanish, outlawed slavery, and successfully 

declared the independence of their black republic in the Caribbean well before any of 

the imperial nations had committed themselves to ending slavery was, in large and 

conveniently silenced. Even the connection between British abolitionism and the 

liberal imperialism of today, was overlooked, save for a number of radical 

commentators.14  
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Thus it remains the case, that despite a growing historiography, the ideological impact 

of the Haitian Revolution has not been absorbed into the mainstreams of public 

knowledge and consciousness in Europe and North America.15  Whereas the 

American and French Revolutions are firmly fixed in establishment thinking as 

pivotal events shaping the Atlantic and modern world, the important advances made 

in the Haitian Revolution are erased. To paraphrase the great Martinican poet and 

statesman Aimé Césaire, to forget this is to take refuge in an odious and racist 

hypocrisy that underpins our global economic and political world order today.16 

Certainly the American Revolution promoted the ideas of sovereignty and 

republicanism, thereby helping to bring down the French monarchy, and the French 

Revolution destabilized empire and slavery throughout the Americas. Yet only the 

Haitian Revolution marked a watershed in the history of the development of universal 

human rights.17 As Laurent Dubois explains, the Haitian Revolution was:  

 “the most concrete expression of the idea that the rights proclaimed in 

France’s 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen were indeed 

universal. They could not be quarantined in Europe […] If we live in a world 

in which democracy is meant to exclude no one, it is no small part because of 

the actions of those slaves in Saint Domingue who insisted that human rights 

were theirs too.”18 

Furthermore, as Nesbitt reminds us, in universalizing the unfulfilled promise of the 

French Revolution, the Haitian Revolution led to the founding of a state in which 

“positive rights applied to all citizens, without exception”,19 hence: 

 “The construction of a society without slavery, one of universal and 

unqualified human right to freedom, properly stands out as Haiti’s unique 
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contribution to humanity.”20 

Thus it follows, that for radical and progressive individuals and groups, one of the 

major attractions of recuperating the narrative of the Haitian Revolution has been the 

profound challenge the event, properly understood, presents to the notion that the 

values of universal human rights are exclusively Western, liberal values. Could one 

then contend that for the Northern nations to acknowledge the Haitian Revolution and 

its implications would require the dismantling of entire canons of knowledge, a 

rethinking of the limits of liberalism, and the abandonment of belief in the West’s 

invention of the discourse of human rights?  

 

However, the slippery aspect of the ideology of Haitian Revolution is perhaps most 

apparent in the extraordinary diversity of competing recuperations of its principal 

leader, Toussaint Louverture.  In recuperations that span literary and visual arts, 

music, popular culture, and political discourse and rhetoric, Toussaint Louverture has 

proved a remarkably protean figure. Toussaint has variously been figured as a tragic 

hero (most commonly either Greek or Shakespearean), a beacon of anti-racism, a 

standard bearer for anti-colonial struggle the world over, a symbol of anti-Napoleon 

sentiment, an embodiment of black power, a human rights martyr, and a precursor to a 

host of other anti-imperialists and black leaders including Fidel Castro, Martin Luther 

King, Malcolm X, and Patrice Lumumba.  

 

The many varying political applications of the figure of Toussaint Louverture thus 

highlight Toussaint’s, and the Revolution’s, iconic flexibility. Even France, on the 

two hundredth anniversary of Toussaint’s death, sought to canonize him as a French 

national hero, lighting a flame in the memory of both Toussaint and the martyring of 
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millions of slaves, in ceremonies attended by the then French President, Jacques 

Chirac.21  

 

Conclusion 

Although the Haitian Revolution was uniquely successful as a slave-led revolution 

that within the century triggered the abolition of slavery everywhere in the Atlantic 

World, its limitations must be recognized. Independence was achieved, but not the 

liberation of the people. In its wake came the new obstacle of neocolonial 

interference, a domestic culture of political authoritarianism buttressed by militarism, 

the reemergence of color prejudice, and the destabilizing consequences of periods of 

foreign occupation.22 Despite this, the work of Peter Hallward reminds us why it 

should be honored for its aspirations and achievement: 

“Of the three great revolutions that began in the final decades of the eighteenth 

century – American, French and Haitian – only the third forced the 

unconditional application of the principle that inspired each one: affirmation 

of the natural, inalienable rights of all human beings. Only in Haiti was the 

declaration of human freedom universally consistent. Only in Haiti was this 

declaration sustained at all costs, in direct opposition to the social order and 

economic logic of the day. Only in Haiti were the consequences of this 

declaration – the end of slavery, of colonialism, of racial inequality – upheld 

in terms that directly embraced the world as a whole. The declaration of 

Haitian independence thereby dealt the myth of white supremacy a mortal and 

thus unforgivable blow.”23 

 

The Haitian Revolution tested and superseded the ontological and political 
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assumptions of the most radical writers and intellectuals of the Enlightenment, and it 

constituted a powerful example of black capability that challenged the prevailing 

racist discourses of the time, and inspired enslaved populations across the Americas: 

within a month of the August 1791 uprising on the northern plains of Saint-

Domingue, slaves in Jamaica were singing songs that celebrated the outbreak of the 

slave rebellion, and by 1805 in Brazil, African soldiers were wearing medallion 

portraits of Jean Jacques Dessalines.24 The Haitian Revolution also fostered and 

sought to export its revolutionary anti-imperialism into continental Latin America, 

much as the Cuban Revolution would do one and half centuries later: Alexandre 

Pétion, the third President of Haiti, gave encouragement and assistance to the cause of 

Venezuelan independence and anti-slavery, coming to the aid of Simón Bolívar and 

Francisco de Miranda in their hour of need.25   

 

Today Haiti lacks a legitimate government and is ravaged by grinding poverty and 

economic deprivation. Foreign political manipulation continues to be instrumental to 

the disfunctioning of Haitian civil society. Its status as a failing nation-state is 

portrayed as interminable because inherent in its people. It is in this context that it is 

imperative to restore the voices of its Revolution still resounding today, “as founders 

in a long struggle for dignity and freedom that remains incomplete.”26 
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