The difficult heritage of Haiti and France, and the placement of the statue of Toussaint Louverture
Difficult heritage is concerned with histories and pasts that do not easily fit with the self-identities of the groups of whose pasts or histories they are part.

· Sharon Macdonald[footnoteRef:2] [2:   Sharon Macdonald, Difficult heritage: negotiating the Nazi past in Nuremberg and beyond (Routledge, 2009).] 

Most societies bear the scars of history as a result of their participation in wars, civil unrest, the plunder of foreign riches, racial prejudice, or ethnic hostilities.[footnoteRef:3] What was once considered a national accomplishment is now recognised as a cause for regret and shame. For instance, colonialism, once a source of immense national pride for conquering nations, has come to be seen as a more problematic and even embarrassing heritage. These places of pain and shame are now represented to this day as either historical sites, monuments or memorials. Sharon Macdonald in agreement, states in her book Difficult Heritage, that difficult heritage is “a past that is recognised as meaningful in the present but that is also contested and awkward for public reconciliation with a positive, self-affirming contemporary identity.”[footnoteRef:4] Therefore, exploring the collection of cultural documents related to colonialism and its effects on the colonized makes use of the concept of the difficult heritage of Haiti and France with reference to the statue of Toussaint Louverture. [3:  William Logan and Keir Reeves, ‘Remembering places of pain and shame’, in Places of Pain and Shame : Dealing with ‘Difficult Heritage’ (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2009), pp. 1-2 (p. 1).]  [4:  Sharon Macdonald, 2009.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk130062740]The statue of Toussaint Louverture in La Rochelle, France, is a monument that is an example of one of France’s many shameful legacies. On May 20, 2015, a statue honouring the former slave, revolutionist, and governor of Haiti, Toussaint Louverture 1743–1803, was unveiled in La Rochelle. It is bronze in colour, measuring 2.08 metres in height and 683 kilograms in weight, and was sculpted by the renowned Senegalese sculptor Ousmane Sow 1935-2016. The statue of Toussaint Louverture can be found in the courtyard of the Museum of the New World; however, this location is symbolic since the Museum of the New World was formerly the Hotel Fleuriau, named after the naturalist, Louis-Benjamin Fleuriau 1761-1852, whose family made a fortune from the slave trade. It was in turn built to commemorate Haiti, the memories of slavery, reconciliation and social justice. Despite the fact that the transatlantic slave trade was dominated by the British and the Portuguese, France was the third largest slave trader from the sixteenth century to the end of the nineteenth century. They ultimately disrupted the lives of over 12.5 million men, women and children, who were subjected to harsh inhumane treatments for almost four hundred years. Although a considerable number of slaves were transported to other French colonies in the “New World” such as Guadeloupe and Martinique, in 1715, Saint-Domingue became the main destination for slaves; which, during the course of the 18th century, rose to become the most profitable producer of both sugar and coffee in the world.
Toussaint Louverture was born into slavery on May 20, 1743, in the French colony of Saint Dominque. He was well-educated thanks to his godfather who taught him how to read and write. He also developed a reputation for being an accomplished horseman and for having a thorough understanding of medical plants and herbs. Toussaint was an avid reader who immersed himself in works by Julius Caesar, the Greek philosopher, and French Enlightenment thinker Guillaume Raynal, who campaigned against slavery. When the slave insurrection began, the initial stage was put down within a few days, but persistent warfare between the slaves, free blacks, and planters remained. This fighting was motivated by French Revolutionary ideas and enraged by decades of mistreatment at the hands of white planters. Despite his freedom, Louverture joined the slave uprising and rapidly rose through the ranks, as a capable soldier before becoming a military secretary to one of the insurgency's leaders named Georges Biassou.
Louverture complied when the insurgency's leadership decided to side with Spain against France. In 1794, the French National Convention took action to protect its colonial rule against threats from Spain and Britain by winning the support of the black populace. Resulting in France giving citizenship rights and freedom to all blacks living in the empire. Subsequently, Louverture sided with France against Spain after France decided to emancipate the slaves, and from 1794 until 1802, he was then the colony's preeminent political and military figure. Louverture led the French in driving out the British and taking the Spanish-controlled portion of the island, the Dominican Republic, while operating under the role of General-in-Chief of the Army; a title by which he gave himself. By 1801, Louverture ruled Saint Dominque as an independent state even though it was apparently still a French territory. The 1794 abolition of slavery was reinforced in the constitution he designed, naming himself governor for "the rest of his great life." Consequently, Napoleon Bonaparte eventually became enraged by Louverture’s activities, and in 1802, Louverture was captured by Napoleon’s brother-in-law, Charles Leclerc with hopes of returning the country back to slavery under French control. He was imprisoned at Fort de Joux in France and later died of pneumonia on April 7, 1803. Saint Dominque gained independence the following year, 1804, under the skilled leadership of one of Louverture’s generals, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who changed the country’s name to Haiti.
The Haitian revolution was the result of the harsh inhumane treatment brought upon the slaves of Saint Dominque by the plantation owners. This was also due to King Louis XIV’s enactment of the Code Noir in 1685, which gave a definition to the conditions of slavery in the French colonies. French planters used the importation of new slaves with hopes of reducing the high fatality rate caused by their brutal methods, to control their labour force. Regular punishments for slaves included whipping, branding, mutilation, exposure to the weather, and execution; which was often for the smallest transgression or for no apparent cause. A text from Henri Christophe's secretary, who spent more than half of his life as a slave, details the atrocities committed by the French owners of Saint Domingue's slaves:
Have they not hung up men with heads downward, drowned them in sacks, crucified them on planks, buried them alive, crushed them in mortars? Have they not forced them to eat excrement? And, having flayed them with the lash, have they not cast them alive to be devoured by worms, or onto anthills, or lashed them to stakes in the swamp to be devoured by mosquitoes? Have they not thrown them into boiling cauldrons of cane syrup? Have they not put men and women inside barrels studded with spikes and rolled them down mountainsides into the abyss? Have they not consigned these miserable blacks to man-eating dogs until the latter, sated by human flesh, left the mangled victims to be finished off with bayonet and poniard?[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Khalid Elhassan, History Collection (2018) <https://historycollection.com/the-bloody-history-of-the-haitian-revolution-in-10-events/10/> [accessed 15th March 2023].] 

Early proponents of the theory that revolution had the power to enable a civilization to reach its potential; and one of those believers was the English writer, John Milton in the 17th century. In his view, a revolution was also a society's right to defend itself against oppressive tyrants while establishing a new system that suited the requirements of the populace. Milton believed that freedom could only be attained by revolution.[footnoteRef:6] To add, this age of revolution was brought on by the enlightenment ideas of many philosophers who wrote strongly against slavery, and those slaves who were fortunately literate were able to spread this knowledge among those who were not. In Saint Domingue, slaves had to put up with awful living and working conditions. From Sunrise to sunset, slaves were subjected to the harshest treatment possible by masters and overseers, who had them working tirelessly in the punishing heat. A large number of slaves perished within a year from tiredness, hunger, workplace injuries, or diseases. [6:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia, Encyclopedia Britannica (2022) <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Haitian-Revolution> [accessed 19 March 2023].
] 

The news of the Haitian Revolution spread quickly throughout the Atlantic slave nations of the Caribbean, where the Revolution's early impacts were felt the most keenly. It created a ripple effect throughout the islands as more and more colonies started to revolt. The years after Haiti’s independence was brutal. In 1825, the French king, Charles X, issued a decree stating that France would recognize Haiti as an independent state only if they compensate the French colonizers 150 million francs; in loss and damage to property and revenues. The idea was that the former enslavers needed to be compensated instead of the Haitian people who toiled under them for centuries. The forced tax on Haiti’s freedom was referred to as an “indemnity” during that time. This seriously hampered the potential of the newly independent nation to develop. The victims of France's thievery were primarily the Haitian people. In the 20th century, Haiti's inability to create public infrastructure, lack of access to health care, and underfunding of education were all directly caused by the independence debt and the strain it had on the nation's economy, even to this present day. This information goes to show how deep the ‘difficult heritage’ between Haiti and France runs.
The imposing statue, which was designed by Sow, depicts Louverture dressed as the governor of the French Republic of Saint Domingue on its independence. It is viewed that La Rochelle sought to restore balance to its representation of assisting the slave trade, by inaugurating a statue in memory of Toussaint Louverture. The area was once a slave port from which approximately 427 ships departed for Africa and aided in the transport of approximately 130,000 slaves to the Caribbean. The statue's placement in an area that was at a certain point in time a slave port was described by Jean-François Fountaine, the mayor of La Rochelle, as ‘[t]he slave standing in the house of the masters is not revenge but reconciliation of the city with its history.’[footnoteRef:7] In other words, the placement of the statue was to show that there is “peace” or “healing” between the city and its past. It can ultimately be argued that the statue's placement in France is equivalent to the French claiming that Toussaint was more French than Haitian. To add, it can be viewed that due to the fact that Louverture made an active effort to save his former French master and his family during the uprising, it would be fitting to situate the statue in a harbour that once housed slaves. The construction of this statue has revived ancient disputes in this city rather than helping to forward the task of memory, with some associations expressing their displeasure with the statue's location.  [7:  Dawn Hoskin, ‘In Memory of Toussaint Louverture’, The V&A Blog, 29 May 2015. <https://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/creating-new-europe-1600-1800-galleries/in-memory-of-toussaint-louverture> [Accessed 15 March 2023].] 

In October 2015, an organisation called the Mémoria Association, which works to raise awareness of the slave trade in France, requested a new location for the statue in a more easily accessible area. A petition was launched to express their displeasure with the statue of Toussaint Louverture being placed in an enclosed courtyard of an 18th-century shipowner's estate, limiting its sight. This was formally addressed to the mayor of La Rochelle. The organization highlighted that they 'want the statue of Toussaint Louverture to be positioned in a neutral space, where is it less cut off and more easily accessible, and able to offer an unequivocal statement symbolising the abolition of slavery.’[footnoteRef:8] To them, the statue will promote an understanding of the factors that led to human servitude and exploitation and prevent the resurgence of forced labour in modern times by giving the city's residents direct access to culture and this shared chapter of history. They argued that it is as if Toussaint Louverture is being locked up once more, confined, and reduced as a symbol by placing the statue in the courtyard of the Fleuriau hotel, a museum devoted to the Americas, in a sparsely populated street. [8:  Stephanie Trouillard, ‘La Rochelle inaugurates a statue of Toussaint Louverture, father of Haitian independence’ (2015) <https://www.france24.com/fr/20150520-rochelle-inauguration-polemique-statue-toussaint-louverture-ousmane-sow-traite-esclavage> [accessed 15 March 2023].] 

Not only is the position of the statue questionable but also how it was designed. Dawn Hoskin in an article asserted:
Ousmane Sow’s statue shows Louverture reading the constitution of Santo Domingo, a document that ultimately led to his arrest and imprisonment. In this moment of concentrated reading, the pose betrays some unexpected, emotive nuances, encouraging viewers to reflect on Louverture’s possible mixed hopes and expectations for this document.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Hoskin, 2015.] 

This is only left to speculation. In terms of where the statue should be placed, the museum would not have been anyone who knew what it is like to carry this heritage from generation to generation first choice. Although the events of the past are now long gone, the courtyard of the Museum of the New World is still stained by it, and therefore seems insensitive towards the coloured people of French and of Haiti. McDonald writes in Reassembling Nuremberg, reassembling heritage, a journal article, that the right to exist in the now and into the future is affirmed by a body of chosen history and its material traces, which is a crucial component of having an identity; which is simply “[h]aving a heritage”. [footnoteRef:10] It is argued that the decision to place the statue in the museum’s courtyard was to prevent it from being vandalized. However, it is safe to say that a community or a group of people who are proud of their heritage, will do whatever it takes to protect their statue if they were to move it to a more public area. Which by far is the most reasonable thing to do.  [10:  Sharon Macdonald, ‘Reassembling Nuremberg, reassembling heritage’, Journal of Cultural Economy, 2.1-2 (2009), 117-134 < DOI: 10.1080/17530350903064121>
] 

The difficult heritage of Haiti and France is a scar of history that occurred as a result of the plunder of riches from Haiti by France through colonialisation. Though embarrassing and shameful it was, France once saw this accomplishment as a national pride, hence the erection of the statue of Toussaint Louverture. Since it is a part of Haitian history and not just France, the statue should be moved to accommodate a better and easy viewing. 
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