
HAITIAN REVOLUTION: AMERICAN REACTION TO THE HAITIAN REVOLUTION 

tionaries of the eighteenth century led to an understanding 
of human rights based on parameters from the culture of 
the West (language, religion, and race). Thus, there was 
considerable delay in the recognition of blacks as whole 
human beings to whom one can apply the principles of 
freedom and equality. There was the problem of anthro­
pology, which seems to be the principal obstacle for the 
abolition of black slavery, as if blacks were not yet ready 
to enjoy the rights of humanity. Even so, the insurrection 
of St. Domingue on August 23 and the success of the Hai­
tian Revolution in 1804 was a magnificent demonstration 
of just how much the slaves were attached to those very 
principles of freedom and equality. Abolition was not 
something that was to be granted by others; the process 
of emancipation was deliberated and organized by the 
slaves themselves. This was the first such emancipation to 
succeed in history, and it attests to the fact that there are 
no human beings who can be classified as less than human 
on the basis of a racial hierarchy of cultures. For this rea­
son, the Haitian Revolution had far-reaching conse­
quences for its resolutely antiradst, antislavery, and anti­
colonialist orientation. It was a watershed in the history 
of human rights and freedom, and it ushered in a new era. 
Wherever racial ideology is still rampant, wherever the in­
dependence of nations in the region is menaced by super­
powers bent on political domination just as in the days of 
slavery, wherever dictatorship reigns, there the memory of 
the Haitian Revolution must be revived. 

See also Black Codes; Dessalines, Jean-Jacques; Toussaint­
Louverture 
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Translated from French by Nadine Pinede 

AMERICAN REACTION TO 

THE HAITIAN 

REVOLUTION 

Americans avidly followed the events that transpired on 
the French Caribbean island of Saint Domingue between 
1789 and 1804-events historians later would collectively 
demarcate as a "Haitian Revolution." In an age when the 
movement of information was tied direcdy to patterns of 
trade, Saint Domingue's status as a juggernaut among Ca­
ribbean sugar-producing islands ensured that numerous 
American shippers would constantly be doing business on 

. its wharves. Beginning in the years after the American 
Revolution, news from Saint Domingue moved regularly 
to ports along the North American littoral as producers, 
merchants, and consumers evaluated goings-on there for 
their impact on American markets. The advent of violence 
did not dampen economic opportunities; contact would 
continue throughout the 1790s and into the early nine­
teenth century. 

In addition to economic motives, Americans were fix­
ated on events in Saint Domingue because of their impli­
cations for political and sociocultural issues at home. Be­
ginning in 1789, the French colony experienced a series of 
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disruptions as various white factions battled over conflict­ fi 
ing agendas related to changes brought about by the So 

French Revolution. As events in France unfolded, the is­ II 

land's free colored population (which Americans usually tl 
termed "mulatto") attempted to secure the rights and ben­
efits of the newly enlarged French citizenry. Violence 
erupted in 1790 and 1791 as various groups struggled over 
the degree of the colony's autonomy, over racial equali~, 
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