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Was the Haitian Revolution more a result of ideological currents or the social conditions of slavery?
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It is reductive to discuss the Haitian revolutionary period as either a series of responses to the social conditions of slavery or an entirely ideological conflict. While the leaders of the revolution who would become important political figures in the future of independent Haiti were undoubtedly ideological, they represent a vastly differing range of ideological underpinnings. Toussaint Louverture, the first leader of the Haitian revolutionaries and self-declared Governor-General, held an entirely different view of the future of Haiti to his immediate successor Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who in turn differed greatly from Henry Christophe[footnoteRef:1]. Additionally, the social and material conditions of slavery both in Saint-Domingue and in Paris influenced the ideological positions of leaders within the Haitian revolutionary period, with French revolutionary and Enlightenment ideals of extending the franchise to all men and offering liberty and equality applying inconsistently and primarily within proto-revolutionary leader Vincent Ogé’s actions in a failed revolt in 1790.

The initial August 1791 slave rebellion must be understood as a successor to the gens de couleur rebellion of 1790, which was primarily motivated by the ideological evolution of its most prominent figurehead. Vincent Ogé, a wealthy freeman who had been raised in the colony of Saint-Domingue, was present in Paris in 1789 during the French revolution.[footnoteRef:2] While he arrived in Paris a highly indebted, conservative businessman, not dissimilar to the other wealthy gens de couleur planters on Saint-Domingue, Ogé soon became animated in domestic French politics, attempting to become a liaison between plantation owners in Saint-Domingue and the central government, though he was unable to ingratiate himself with the white planters.[footnoteRef:3] Following this rejection, Ogé instead met with other gens de couleur, where he headed a group known as the Colons américains, who demanded equal representation between white colonists and freemen of colour.[footnoteRef:4] It was as a leader of this group that he was invited to meet with French military leader and abolitionist the Marquis du Lafayette, where Ogé seemingly experienced a radical change in his political beliefs. Arriving to Lafayette’s home in the uniform of the French militia, Ogé rapidly began identifying himself as a military figure in his own right, a colonel of Saint-Domingue and a citizen-soldier in the French revolutionary tradition.[footnoteRef:5] Returning to Saint-Domingue in late 1790, Ogé again found himself the leader of agitated gens de couleur who had been demanding the right to vote, and soon was declared colonel of these freemen forces, leading a force of around 300 men, though they quickly disassembled.[footnoteRef:6] It is clear that Ogé was heavily influenced by the ideology of revolutionary France, as he saw himself as a citizen-soldier, and believed in the freedom of both gens de couleur and white colonists to vote and be seen as equals. However, this sympathy did not extend to the enslaved black population of Saint-Domingue. By his own accounts, Ogé was unwilling to support any form of slave rebellion, and his prior attempts to affiliate with the politics of white plantation and slave owners indicates the social conditions of slavery had little to no effect on his motives for rebellion.[footnoteRef:7] Instead, it was the extension of the universal franchise to French men following the 1789 revolution which directly informed and inspired the form of Ogé's revolt. Ogé's gens de couleur rebellion was unsuccessful, and he was soon captured by French colonial forces, interrogated, and executed. His method of execution was chosen as a display of power and cruelty by the provincial assembly: Ogé was tortured to death in the shadow of the Cap-Français cathedral with the provincial assembly in attendance, before being decapitated post-mortem and having his head displayed on a spike to deter any future rebellions.[footnoteRef:8] [1:  While his name is more widely recorded as Henri Christophe, he referred to himself as King Henry, and thus this method of spelling will be used throughout.]  [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 .48). <https://www.jstor.org/stable/41239138> [accessed 18 January 2026]]  [3:  ibid. pp. 48-49.]  [4:  ibid. p. 49.]  [5:  ibid. p. 51.]  [6:  ibid. p. 59.]  [7:  ibid. p. 59.]  [8:  ibid, p. 61.] 


Ogé is a perfect microcosmic representation of the fundamental impossibility of separating ideological currents and social conditions. While he attempted to bring revolutionary ideals and legal freedoms to an island still bound by the explicitly racist 1685 Code noir while not extending the franchise to the enslaved black population, Ogé was still killed as if he was a slave striking his master.[footnoteRef:9] This performance of spectacular legal cruelty toward a freeman who advocated not only for the gens de couleur but for the white colonists of Saint-Domingue, and who entirely refused to consider the liberation of the black enslaved population, is representative of the brutal social conditions of Saint-Domingue in the Haitian revolutionary period. For slaves, Saint-Domingue was an environment of constant death and overwork. Somewhere from 850,000 to one million slaves were imported to Saint-Domingue, with a peak of around 48,000 slaves trafficked in the year 1790.[footnoteRef:10] Plantation owners on the colony treated their slaves without any care if they would live or die, considering their deaths only an opportunity to purchase another who would work until their own death, this cycle continuing seemingly endlessly.[footnoteRef:11] Slave owners were uniformly cruel to their slaves, mutilating and thus desecrating the bodies of African slaves who had committed suicide in another spectacle of cruelty to dissuade the surviving slaves from doing the same.[footnoteRef:12] The social conditions the slaves found themselves within, therefore, were unacceptable and rapidly killing them. 5 to 6% of the enslaved population on Saint-Domingue died each year: of a total population of around 500,000 in 1789, it can be extrapolated that 30,000 died each year.[footnoteRef:13] Even the limited social mobility offered to the gens de couleur was not one that the black slave population of Haiti could use to improve their individual material conditions. To the enslaved people, the refusal by Ogé to allow them any of the liberties, equalities or fraternities he wished to give to his fellow freemen and white planters, and his vicious execution at the hands of what he perceived as his fellow Colons américains, may have served as an ideological motivation: if those legally considered above the slaves will still be killed for attempting to receive true legal representation, the slaves see no reason to believe their social and material conditions will ever improve, and may be more agitated and willing to rebel.  [9:  Louis XIV of France, ‘The Code Noir (The Black Code)’, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity: Exploring the French Revolution (Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media), trans. unknown, article XXIII. <https://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/335/> [accessed 18 January 2026]]  [10:  Laurent Dubois, Avengers of the New World: the story of the Haitian Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), p. 39. <https://hdl-handle-net.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/2027/heb31944.0001.001> [accessed 18 January 2026]]  [11:  ibid. p. 40.]  [12:  ibid. p. 41.]  [13:  ibid. pp. 39-40] 


As the revolutionary period continued, these performances of public atrocities intensified. In 1824, James Barskett wrote in a history of Haiti:


On more than one occasion, some of the prisoners (...) were thrown alive to the
bloodhounds. Of this unparalleled enormity the authors made no secret, at the
scene of its perpetration, giving public notice of the time and place at which the 
horrid spectacle would be exhibited. (...) A large ring was lined with the military 
under arms; the ferocious dogs were in the centre, and the human victims were 
delivered naked to their rage. (This) made the white inhabitants of Cape 
François, who attended as spectators (...) repent of their ill-judged curiosity.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  James Barskett, History of the Island of St. Domingo: From Its First Discovery by Columbus to the Present Period (New York: Mahlon Day, 1824), pp. 165-166. <https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=QeoCAAAAYAAJ> [accessed 18 January 2026]] 


[bookmark: _Int_KJ9qNIsz]The public execution of black prisoners by trained dogs as an act of public entertainment was not the only method of punitive cruelty used by French authorities, and as with Ogé, this was not limited to the black population. The French colonial forces began mass executions of black and gens de couleur soldiers. The French expedition leader invading Haiti in 1802, Charles Leclerc, ordered seemingly indiscriminate mass drownings of non-white soldiers, at one time ordering the execution of the entire 6th colonial demi-brigade, which numbered 1,200 men, by drowning.[footnoteRef:15] The mass murder of troops and prisoners alike escalated to an almost industrial scale. Barskett claims many black and gens de couleur prisoners and troops were ’crowded into the holds and suffocated, and then thrown into the sea’.[footnoteRef:16] Haitian reporting at the time corroborates this and clarifies that these people were gassed to death by use of sulfur.[footnoteRef:17] Those who were loyal to the French cause were not spared such atrocities. Jacques Maurepas, a loyal freeman serving as a colonial commander in the French army, was killed along with his entire family in a cruel and inhumane manner seemingly entirely due to the colour of his skin. [15:  Philippe R. Girard,’ French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence’, Journal of Genocide Research, 15.2 (2013), 133-149 (p. 141). <DOI: 10.1080/14623528.2013.789181>]  [16:  Barskett, History of the Island of St. Domingo: From Its First Discovery by Columbus to the Present Period, p. 164.]  [17:  Girard, ’French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence’, p. 139.] 


Maurepas, a man of gentle and mild manners, esteemed by his fellow-citizens for his integrity, had been one of the first to join the French, and had rendered them the most signal services; yet this man was suddenly carried off to Port Paix, and put on board the admiral’s vessel (...) where, after binding him to the main-mast, they (...) with nails such as are used in ship-building, fixed two epaulettes on his shoulders, and an old general’s hat on his head. In that frightful condition (the French) precipitated him, with his wife and children, into the sea.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Barskett, History of the Island of St. Domingo: From Its First Discovery by Columbus to the Present Period, pp. 261-262.] 


In the context of these abhorrent social and material conditions, with little visible future but cruelty, death and humiliation, it can be argued that the continued militancy in the Haitian revolutionary period was borne from a desire to escape these conditions, rather than due to an ideological current of any definitive sort. However, to say this is purely true is to remove the ideologies and beliefs of the Haitian revolutionary leaders and treat them as entirely reactive to the brutality of slavery and French colonial rule.

Just as Ogé transformed politically entirely as a response to shifting political tides and material conditions on the ground, the ideologies of the political leaders of the Haitian revolutionary period varied wildly depending on the social conditions, not only of slavery but of the colonial powers which surrounded them. Toussaint Louverture, though the leader of a movement which would eventually result in an independent Haiti, vacillated between sympathies with the French and Spanish colonial governments, eventually settling on the French, and declared himself governor-general for life.[footnoteRef:19] While he wanted to rule Saint-Domingue as a functionally autonomous state, Louverture did not want to truly become independent from France and did not support wholly the revolutionary ideals of liberty and equality. Louverture was an imperialist, seizing power over the colony of Santo Domingo which occupied the other half of the island of Hispaniola, and supported the use of forced, unpaid labour that, due to compensating its workers with quantities of the resources they produced instead of a salary, stopped only just short of reintroducing slavery and instead more closely resembled the social structure of serfdom[footnoteRef:20]. To position Louverture as a man entirely shaped by the ideological currents of the Enlightenment is to omit his actions when leading Saint-Domingue. After Louverture’s arrest and deportation to France in 1802, Jean-Jacques Dessalines took charge of the revolutionary forces. On January 1, 1804, Dessalines declared Haiti an independent state, and declared himself Emperor: under his rule, the constitution of Haiti was composed, and it can be seen throughout that Dessalines is influenced by the ideological currents of Enlightenment thinking but is equally influenced by a desire to never return to the social and material conditions of slavery. Dessalines formally abolished the racial boundary between the gens de couleur and black Haitians, declaring ‘the Haytians [sic] shall hence forward be known only by the generic appellation of Blacks‘.[footnoteRef:21] This idea of equality is in line with Ogé’s gens de couleur revolution but applied truly equally through all Haitians. The constitution also explicitly allows freedom of worship and religion, rebuking the Code noir and its mandating of Catholicism among the French colonies[footnoteRef:22]. Beyond these Enlightenment ideals, there also lies a great deal of legislation to prevent the conquer and enslavement of Haitians. Not only is slavery explicitly banned on Haiti, but Europeans are entirely banned from entry[footnoteRef:23]. I find it also necessary to briefly discuss Henry Christophe and his ideological undercurrents. Henry Christophe employed Pompée Valentin Vastey (Baron de Vastey) as his secretary throughout his rule as King of Haiti, and in this time Vastey wrote ’The Colonial System Unveiled’, a book which has been recognised in the 21st century as a ’trailblazing critique of colonialism and the transatlantic slave system’.[footnoteRef:24] That anticolonial literature was being produced by those working under Christophe indicates an ideological undercurrent which may show he was influenced by an entirely separate school of thought to the French revolutionary and Enlightenment ideals. [19:  David Geggus, Haitian revolutionary studies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), p. 24. <https://hdl-handle-net.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/2027/heb04575.0001.001> [accessed 18 January 2026] 
]  [20:  ibid. pp. 22-24.]  [21:  Juste Chanlatte (trans. unknown), unknown headline (Constitution of Haiti, 1805), New York Evening-Post, 15 July 1805, p. 2. <https://www.nyshistoricnewspapers.org/?a=d&d=nep18050715-01.1.3&e=-------en-20--1--txt-txIN----------> [accessed 18 January 2026]]  [22:  ibid. p.2.]  [23:  ibid. p. 2]  [24:  Pompée Valentin Vastey and Chris Bongie, The Colonial System Unveiled (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2014), abstract.  <https://doi.org/10.5949/liverpool/9781781380314.001.0001> [accessed 18 January 2026]] 


The Haitian revolutionary period’s results of a free, independent Haiti can be argued to have been the result of the Enlightenment ideological underpinnings of Jean-Jacques Dessalines, among other revolutionaries. However, to say it was more the result of these ideological currents is to ignore that said ideological currents were the result of social conditions. The deadly and brutal conditions of slavery, and the vicious response by French colonial leaders to any attempted rebellion, revolt or reform of these systems, heavily influenced the ideologies of the revolution. Therefore, I believe it cannot be truly said whether the Haitian revolutionary period was more a result of ideological currents or the social conditions of slavery. I believe both were present within the revolutionary period, and that the social conditions influenced the ideological currents to the point that to say one is more important than the other is reductive, and both should be considered key parts of the continued revolutions and revolts within the gens de couleur and slaves from 1790 to 1804.
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