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The 1805 constitution of Haiti was published in the New York Evening-Post in 1805 following the end of active conflict against the French Empire in the Haitian revolutionary period (here defined as 1790-1805) and serves as a continuation of the ideals of freedom following the declaration of independence published the year prior. It was primarily authored by Juste Chanlatte, then the secretary-general to Emperor Jean-Jacques Dessalines, though it had signatures from many other notable figures of the revolutionary period. While it is on its surface a simple legal document establishing the existence of a Haitian state, it can be used to infer attitudes from the leading figures in newly independent Haiti, though its authorship in the service of Dessalines makes it difficult to ascertain what is the belief of the Haitian people and what is that of Dessalines. It is also a key document in understanding the racial politics of Haiti in 1805.

After a fifteen-year struggle for independence from the slave regime enforced upon the colony of Saint-Domingue by the French Empire, Jean-Jacques Dessalines was declared Emperor of Haiti in 1804. While he was the leader of the new nation, he was not the author of the constitution, nor was he the sole person in power to authorise its publication. Twenty-five names are listed as signatories, all notable revolutionary leaders, including future leaders of Haiti Alexandre Pétion and Henry Christophe as well as many generals, including Martial Besse, François Capois, Augustin Clerveaux, Louis Gabart and Étienne Magny.[footnoteRef:1] To have every major political figure available listed as signatories lends authenticity to the popularity of the movement, and their specific natures also indicate the diversity of the revolutionary period’s leaders. Alexandre Pétion, among other signatories listed, was a gen de couleur libre (or free-coloured) Haitian, a group which had historically had access to higher positions of power than black Haitians and had previously been unsympathetic to the enslaved people’s cause, with the early free-coloured revolution lead by businessman Vincent Ogé and colonial militia officer Jean-Baptiste Chavanne outright rejecting the involvement of the enslaved Haitians in their uprising, despite Chavanne encouraging this.[footnoteRef:2] That free-coloured men proliferated the highest ranks of the newly independent Haitian government can tell a modern reader that the line between free-coloured and black Haitians is less clear than was long believed to have been the case. It must be noted, however, that none of these signatories are explicitly listed as having written the constitution, with Juste Chanlatte listed as the author[footnoteRef:3]. As Chanlatte served directly under Emperor Jean-Jacques Dessalines, it is unclear how much of the constitution may truly have been shaped by popular demand, and how much may have instead been influenced by the ideology and desires of Dessalines. The translator of the constitution of Haiti found in 1805 is also unknown and therefore may have an ideological bent influenced by the attitudes of the white readership in New York in 1805. Slavery would not be fully abolished in New York until 1827, and therefore it must be considered that any translation for this audience would be inherently against the independence of slaves for fear of the same happening to their own.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Juste Chanlatte (trans. unknown), unknown headline (Constitution of Haiti, 1805), New York Evening-Post, 15 July 1805, p. 2 (Introduction). <https://www.nyshistoricnewspapers.org/?a=d&d=nep18050715-01.1.3&e=-------en-20--1--txt-txIN----------> [accessed 8 February 2026]]  [2:  John D. Garrigus, ‘Vincent Ogé jeune (1757-91): Social Class and Free Colored Mobilization on the Eve of the Haitian Revolution’, The Americas, 68.1 (2011), 33-62 (p. 59). <https://www.jstor.org/stable/41239138> [accessed 18 January 2026]  ]  [3:  Chanlatte, No headline (Constitution of Haiti), New York Evening-Post, 15 July 1805, p. 2. Signatures.]  [4:  Craig A. Landy, ‘When Did Slavery End in New York?’, Historical Society of the New York Courts, 7 June 2017. <https://history.nycourts.gov/when-did-slavery-end-in-new-york/> [accessed 8 February 2026]] 

There are several target audiences for the 1805 constitution of Haiti. For one, it is intended as a legal document to formalise and legitimise the independence and existence of a Haitian nation, with its leaders representing the voices of their people. Along with its signatories and authors, the opening of the constitution as ‘the free spontaneous and invariable expression of our hearts, and the general will of our constituents’[footnoteRef:5]. To clarify that they are acting upon the will of the people is directed towards their Haitian constituents and can be interpreted as an active repudiation of the non-representative, undemocratic ruling ideology of the French Empire. Almost immediately, it is stated that ‘slavery is forever abolished’, thus entirely prohibiting its return.[footnoteRef:6] The constitution of Haiti is also targeted toward the imperial and colonial powers of Europe, repeatedly and explicitly restricting any positions of power or permanent residency within Haiti from these colonial forces. [5:  Chanlatte, No headline (Constitution of Haiti), New York Evening-Post, 15 July 1805, p. 2. Introduction.]  [6:  ibid. Preliminary Declaration, article 2.] 

No whiteman of whatever nation he may be, shall put his foot on this territory
with the title of master or proprietor, neither shall he in future acquire any
property therein.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  ibid. Preliminary Declaration, article 12.] 

It is important to note that this is a political designation, not a racial designation, despite the racialised language of explicitly referring to the Europeans as ‘(whitemen) of whatever nation’. The following articles of the constitution state:
The preceding article cannot in the smallest degree affect white woman who
have been naturalized Haytians by Government, nor does it extend to children
already born, or that may be born of the said women. The Germans and
Polanders naturalized by government are also comprized in the dispositions of
the present article (.) All acception of colour among the children of one and the
same family, of whom the chief magistrate is the father, being necessarily to
cease, the Haytians shall hence forward be known only by the generic
appellation of Blacks.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  ibid. Preliminary Declaration, articles 13-14.] 

[bookmark: _Int_4NNiihQ0][bookmark: _Int_0R8kllcs][bookmark: _Int_jC03LeGd]Given it is established that some white women had been naturalised by the Haitian government, it is immediately clear that not all white people are considered to be within the ‘whitemen’ group banned from holding property or positions of power within Haiti. The naturalisation of German and Polish citizens in Haiti re-emphasises this, and further clarifies the political nature of this distinction. No French nationals beyond what can be assumed to be some segment of the white women mentioned are allowed citizenship of Haiti, as opposed to the Germans and Polish, neither of whom had been directly involved in the governance of Haiti as their colonial rulers. Beyond this political targeting toward outside Europeans, the purpose of these clauses is also present for all Haitians who were previously colonial subjects. By declaring all Haitian citizens to be equal and of the same designation, the audience of Haitians understands they are protected from the inequities of the prior colonial system and that their government will fight against a return of European conquest, as well as being recognised as fully understood people, not as chattel. There is also a uniquely Haitian element to the specificity of the ‘generic appellation of Blacks’. Pre-revolutionary Haitian society allowed for no upward social mobility or freedom for the enslaved black Haitians, while gens de couleur Haitians were able to live somewhat freely, own business, and leave the colony of Saint-Domingue to mainland France and return as they saw fit; Vincent Ogé, mentioned prior as a free-coloured revolutionary leader, was able to gather support in Paris during the French Revolution as he was present there for unrelated reasons.[footnoteRef:9] To formally remove the designation of free-coloured entirely and replace it with black not only equalised all Haitians but rejected the formalised superiority of races legally mandated in Haitian society when it was ruled as the colony of Saint-Domingue.
 [9:  Garrigus, ‘Vincent Ogé jeune (1757-91): Social Class and Free Colored Mobilization on the Eve of the Haitian Revolution’, p. 48.] 

The purpose of the 1805 constitution of Haiti can also be seen as formally putting the power of governance in Haiti entirely within the purview of the emperor. It is declared that:
The people acknowledge for Emperor and Commander in Chief of the Army, Jacques Dessalines, the avenger and deliverer of his fellow citizens. The title of Majesty is conferred upon him, as well as upon his august spouse, the Empress (.) The person of the majesties is sacred and inviolable (...) The Emperor designates, in the manner he may judge expedient, the person who is to be his successor either before or after his death. (...) Every successor deviating from the dispositions of the preceding article, or from the principles consecrated in the present constitution shall be considered and declared in a state of warfare against the society. In such a case, the counselors of state will assemble in order to pronounce his removal, and to chose one among themselves who shall be judged the most worthy of replacing him (...) The Emperor makes seals and promulgates the laws; appoints and revokes at will, the Ministers, the General in Chief for the Army, the Counselors of State, the Generals and other agents of the Empire, the sea offices, the members of the local administrations, the Commissaries of Government near the Tribunals, the judges, and other public functionaries.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Chanlatte, No headline (Constitution of Haiti), New York Evening-Post, 15 July 1805, p. 2. Of the Government, articles 20-30.] 

While equality between races is enshrined in the constitution of Haiti, democracy is entirely absent. The emperor has the sole right to appoint or dismiss all ministers, counsellors, generals, judges and any other figures in positions of power, and has universal power over their own successors. Even if the emperor does not choose a successor, and this method fails, the next emperor would be selected from the counsellors which the emperor themself had previously selected. As the emperor mentioned is Jean-Jacques Dessalines, it can be assumed that he desires complete power over the governance of Haiti, with every lesser position of power still filled indirectly by him, and he intends for his ideology to continue through his selected successors indefinitely. Despite this non-democratic system enshrined as law, Dessalines does not consider himself above the Haitians, being described as ‘the avenger and deliverer of his fellow citizens’.[footnoteRef:11] A modern historian can learn from this that Dessalines was, though clearly dictatorial and uninterested in ceding power, either genuinely convinced that he was enacting the will of the Haitian people or wanted to legitimise his rule by claiming the support of his citizenry. The former may be more likely, given this constitution was signed and ratified by many other Haitian revolutionary leaders and not solely Dessalines. [11:  ibid. Of the Government, article 20.] 


The 1805 constitution of Haiti can be interpreted as a literal legal document for the Haitian people, as a multifaceted response to the history of colonialism and slavery in Haiti and as a certificate of authenticity for the nation of Haiti and its leaders. While it is a remarkable source for the attitudes of the Haitian leadership immediately following the revolutionary period, it is unclear how much of it originates from the voices of the actual leaders, with its authorship being ascribed to Juste Chanlatte, who served Emperor Jean-Jacques Dessalines, and the extent to which it accurately shows popular opinion, or even opinions within this ruling class beyond those of Dessalines, is debatable. Dessalines is given functionally total control of the Haitian government at every level, with a non-hereditary appointment system for his successors nonetheless entirely being under the judgement of the emperor. It is intended for several audiences, with a primary audience of Haitians, though some elements directly target foreign readers and governments, and others can be seen as subtextually directed towards these factions. It rejects colonialism, slavery and racism, explicitly prohibiting the enslavement of Haitians and entirely restricting access to Europeans, primarily the French, who were involved in operating the colony of Saint-Domingue or profiting from the exploitation of its people and resources. Other Europeans who were uninvolved or on the side of the Haitians are granted citizenship, showing the clear intent for this to serve as a deterrent for a reconquering and reintroduction of slavery, rather than an entirely race-based system of allowing citizenship or residence. It is incredibly strong as a source of the ideological underpinnings of Jean-Jacques Dessalines and the methods by which a continued Haitian state was intended to be preserved, along with being a less strong source of the beliefs of Haitian leaders Alexandre Pétion and Henry Christophe and shows the complexities of Haitian society immediately after the revolutionary period ended. However, it comes from a translator with unknown biases and is only representative of the legal truths intended for Haiti, with a narrow purview of what is prohibited and what is allowed within law and governance. Information about the revolutionary period can only be inferred, not found as statements, from the constitution. Nonetheless, I believe the 1805 constitution of Haiti is a strong primary source for understanding Haitian reactions to the end of French colonial rule and the intent of Jean-Jacques Dessalines and other revolutionary leaders.
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