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	1788	February	creation of liberal abolitionist Société des Amis des Noirs in France

	1789	January	formation of colonial assemblies in Saint-Domingue
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		November	Bonaparte 18 Brumaire coup overthrows Directory; new constitution removes colonies’ right to be represented in national legislature
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	1800	March	Jacmel falls to Toussaint’s forces, with American naval help (then Grand-Goâve in April)
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		March	Central Assembly members appointed, and begin their deliberations

		May	Toussaint Instructions aux fonctionnaires publics

		July	Saint-Domingue constitution unveiled at Cap ceremony; Toussaint appointed governor of colony for life, and slavery abolished ‘for ever’

		October	Bonaparte orders 20,000 troops to be sent to overthrow Toussaint; Moyse rebellion

		November	Toussaint 4 Frimaire an X decree: fight against ‘sedition’ expanded

		December	Toussaint proclamation announces impending French military invasion

	1802	January	lead ships of Leclerc expedition sighted off Santo Domingo; French invasion begins

		February	Toussaint burns down Cap and refuses to submit; launches spring campaign against French forces
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	1804	January	Dessalines proclaims new state of Haiti






Glossary

Allada Toussaint’s ancestral ethnic group, named after African kingdom

agent most senior French colonial envoy

ancien régime French political system before 1789 Revolution

Artibonite Saint-Domingue’s largest river

blanc white person (sometimes distinguished between petit and grand)

bossale African-born person

cabildos municipalities in Spanish territory of Santo Domingo

cercle audiences at which Toussaint met members of the public

Code Noir French rule book codifying treatment of slaves

colon white settler

commandeur slave-driver (after revolution, known as conducteur)

creole native of Saint-Domingue

cultivateur plantation worker

curé priest

émigré French person who fled the colony during the revolution

escalin unit of currency created by Toussaint in Santo Domingo

Fatras-Bâton (literally ‘skinny stick’) nickname given to Toussaint in his youth

Fon language spoken by Alladas

gens de couleur mixed-race people

gourde unit of currency in Saint-Domingue

gourdin a quarter of a gourde

habitation plantation

Hispaniola name given to island by Spaniards

houngan vodou priest

kalinda slave dance

Kongo largest ethnic group among Saint-Domingue’s black population

kreyol vernacular of Saint-Domingue, combining French, African and local idioms

levée en masse collective uprising of the people

liberté générale emancipation from slavery

libre person freed from slavery (ancien libre: freed before the revolution; nouveau libre: freed as from 1793)

lieue unit of distance, equal to around three miles

livre unit of currency

loa (lwa) vodou spirit

Makandal mid-eighteenth-century revolutionary slave leader

manumission release from slavery

marron runaway slave (hence marronage)

métropole mainland France

morne circular-shaped elevated terrain, hill or mountain

mulâtre, mulâtresse mixed-race man, woman

National Guard citizens’ militia

Port-Républicain Port-au-Prince’s name from 1793 onwards

propriétaire property owner

Ogoun Fer vodou spirit of war

tafia sugar cane molasses-based rum

Taino original native American inhabitants of Saint-Domingue

vodou spiritual system and way of life centring on the worship of spirits

war of knives conflict between Toussaint and Rigaud (1799–1800)
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Introduction

The Originality of Toussaint Louverture

Toussaint Louverture was an emancipated black slave who became the emblematic figure of the Haitian Revolution. Lasting a decade and a half, this momentous process of social and political change began in 1789, in the aftermath of the fall of the Bastille in France, with demands for self-government and equal rights for free people of colour in the French Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue. The revolution then took a radical turn with the launching of a massive slave revolt in August 1791, which led to the abolition of slavery by the colony’s republican authorities in 1793, and their recognition that the black population shared the same social and political rights as white and mixed-race citizens. As Toussaint put it in one of his early proclamations: ‘freedom is a right given by Nature’.1

These events, and the subsequent course of the Haitian Revolution, are narrated in this book.2 The revolution in Saint-Domingue was part of a wider series of transformations in the late-eighteenth-century Atlantic world, which were reflected in growing challenges to monarchical and imperial rule, the emergence of the principle of popular sovereignty and the advent of the American and French republics.3 Toussaint’s rise perfectly symbolized the broader characteristics of this age of revolution: its global nature (his parents were African-born slaves who were forcibly transported to Saint-Domingue); its defiant martialism (he rose through the ranks to become a French general); its unsettling of existing social hierarchies (he went from being a slave herdsman to assuming the governorship of Saint-Domingue); its shaping by European ideals (he was brought up in the Catholic faith, and in sincere admiration of the French grande nation); its immersion in Enlightenment culture (he championed administrative and economic reforms, and profoundly believed in the power of scientific ideas); and its dedication to building a better society, and even a better species of humankind. In Toussaint’s words: ‘reason and education will spread across our regenerated soil; once crushed under a yoke of enslavement which was as odious as it was degrading, man will elevate himself on the wings of liberty’.4

At the same time, Toussaint epitomized the uniqueness of Saint-Domingue’s revolution. It was the age’s most comprehensive example of radical change, combining democratic and republican goals with an emphasis on racial equality, and became a just war of national liberation which foreshadowed the anti-colonial struggles of the modern era. Saint-Domingue was also exceptional in that the driving forces of its revolution were not white bourgeois liberals but black slaves, who were partly revolting against slave-owning supporters of the French Revolution, such as the merchants of Bordeaux and Nantes. It was a revolution, too, which forced French leaders locally and in Paris to face up to the issue of slavery and proclaim its general abolition in 1794. This revolution wiped out the colony’s old ruling class, pioneered guerilla warfare and successfully confronted the military might of European imperialism. It shook the Enlightenment’s belief in the inherent superiority of all things European – its primary agents drew on native American forms of spirituality and African political cultures, and embodied the mutinous spirit of the African American rebels who disrupted colonial authority across the black Atlantic in the late eighteenth century.5

In short, Toussaint embodied the many facets of Saint-Domingue’s revolution by confronting the dominant forces of his age – slavery, settler colonialism, imperial domination, racial hierarchy and European cultural supremacy – and bending them to his will. Through his dynamism he acquired some striking epithets. His republican friends hailed him as the ‘Black Spartacus’, the modern incarnation of the legendary gladiator who led his fellow slaves against the Roman Republic; his miraculous appearance in Saint-Domingue had, in the words of one of his admirers, ‘transformed the chaos of destruction into the seeds of new life’.6 He was also described as the father of the blacks, the black son of the French Revolution, the black George Washington, the Bonaparte of the Caribbean, the African hero, the Hannibal of Saint-Domingue and the centaur of the savannah (a tribute to his horsemanship; his white steed Bel Argent was integral to his myth). By the early nineteenth century, Philadelphia’s newspapers were referring to him as ‘the celebrated African chief’.7 Even liberal opinion in England was moved by the sight of such an uncommon hero: an article in the London Gazette in 1798 hailed Toussaint as a ‘Negro King’, a proud representative of the ‘Black race whom the Christian world to their infamy have been accustomed to degrade’.8 In 1802 the London Annual Register described him as ‘the major public figure of the year, and a great man’.9

Toussaint also thrived in the collective imagination of the nineteenth century. It has been suggested that the revolutionary events in Saint-Domingue directly inspired Hegel’s master-slave dialectic, in which the slave eventually transcends his alienation and achieves self-consciousness.10 Precisely because of his subversive potential, his leadership caused panic among slave-owners across the Atlantic. In 1799 Thomas Jefferson denounced Toussaint and his revolutionary comrades as ‘cannibals of the terrible Republic’, warning that their ‘missionaries’ could provoke a ‘combustion’ in America,11 while in 1801 the British War Secretary, Lord Hobart, shuddered at the thought of the ‘power of a Black Empire under Toussaint’.12 From London and Paris through Virginia and Louisiana to Jamaica, Cuba, Brazil and Venezuela, planters and merchants echoed these alarms and lambasted the man they saw as the ‘Robespierre of Saint-Domingue’. Simon Taylor, the wealthiest sugar baron in Jamaica, ‘tossed and turned in his luxurious bed linen, suffering repeated bouts of fever’ as he imagined Toussaint and his revolutionaries arriving on his plantation and slitting his throat.13 Their slaves, conversely, cherished him as an energizing figure, and celebrated his military successes against French, Spanish and British forces. From the late eighteenth century onwards, Toussaint and the Haitian revolutionaries became potent symbols in the United States: tales of their civil and military accomplishments were recounted in American newspapers, notably in Philadelphia and Washington;14 their achievements helped inspire specific revolts such as those of Nat Turner and Denmark Vesey, frame social attitudes towards slave emancipation, and embody the very ideal of black heroism.15 The anti-slavery campaigner Frederick Douglass, the most eminent nineteenth-century African American, was a Toussaint devotee who helped spread his legend across the United States, notably by using images of him in the publicity for his New National Era newspaper.16 Toussaint’s extraordinary afterlives in print, music, painting and legend are the subject of the last chapters of this book.

In the late eighteenth century, Saint-Domingue was a territory of around 10,600 square miles occupying the western third of Hispaniola, first claimed by Spain when Christopher Columbus landed in the north-west of the island in December 1492. Ceded to France by the Spaniards in 1697, the colony was divided into three provinces: the most populated, the northern, hosted the principal city, Cap Français, which was situated in a large and sheltered bay and was the first port of call for ships arriving from Europe and the Americas; it took around forty-five days to travel from France, and twenty from the eastern coast of the United States. Cap was surrounded by a wide plain, the most fertile land in the colony thanks to its regular rainfall and irrigation by rivers and streams; by the late eighteenth century it contained the colony’s richest plantations.17 The two other provinces were the western and southern, with Port-au-Prince and Les Cayes as their main towns. Port-au-Prince became the administrative capital in 1750 and was surrounded by two plains, the Cul-de-Sac and the Artibonite, named after the colony’s most important river; also in the western province were the major ports of Gonaïves and Saint-Marc.18 Urbanization was limited in the colony, with only 8 per cent of the population living in towns of over 1,000 inhabitants,19 and its rugged inland regions were dominated by mountain ranges, steep ravines and elevated mornes; the indigenous native American inhabitants of Hispaniola, the Taino people, called the island ‘Ayti’, the land of high mountains. Covered in lush tropical forests, sparsely populated and little explored by Europeans (less than a third of the colony was properly mapped), this elevated hinterland separated the three provinces from each other and created contrasting landscapes and distinct regional climates.20 Movement from one province to another was not easy: in the mid eighteenth century a passage was cut to build a road linking Cap and Port-au-Prince, but carriages were only able to travel on it from 1787. In the plains, roads joining smaller towns and plantations were often rudimentary, and the high terrains were a further hindrance to communications; rising water levels in rivers and lengthy rainy seasons made it impossible to use certain roads for long periods.21 The south – the smallest of the three provinces – was especially isolated from the rest of the colony, and in many respects had closer connections with neighbouring Jamaica, with which it maintained regular exchanges in contraband merchandise. Indeed, the most common way people and goods moved from one region of Saint-Domingue to another was by sea.22

Late-colonial Saint-Domingue was widely known as the ‘Pearl of the Antilles’. It was the world’s largest producer of sugar and coffee, along with significant amounts of cotton, indigo and cacao. These valuable staples made the colony the strongest export economy of the Americas, a place where opulence and luxury were flaunted and ‘colossal fortunes’ made.23 Cap was a bustling, cosmopolitan centre with a population of nearly 20,000 in 1789, offering a quality and diversity of urban life which matched that of Havana, Philadelphia or New York. Along with its busy port, it had a booming business sector, twenty-five bakeries and a buoyant cultural scene, including a theatre with a capacity of 1,500; there were also theatres in Port-au-Prince, Saint-Marc, Léogâne, Jérémie and Les Cayes. Cap was noted, too, for its vibrant scientific and intellectual life, with an active press, subscription reading clubs and private libraries stacked with the latest philosophical works from Europe.24 There were twenty Masonic lodges in the colony at the time of the French Revolution, and many of their members were closely involved in Saint-Domingue’s best-known scientific organization, the Cercle des Philadelphes. Based in Cap between 1784 and 1792, the Cercle published five volumes of scientific memoirs, on medical, agricultural, botanical and ethnographical topics; it had an international membership, and cultivated close ties with leading savants in Europe and the United States.25

Yet this material and cultural effervescence was rooted in extreme inequalities. Saint-Domingue’s whole system of production was based on slavery. By the late eighteenth century there were 500,000 slaves in the colony, a majority of whom were born in Africa and worked under gruelling conditions in the plantations. Slaves had no civil or political rights and were often treated with barbaric cruelty by their masters; from the mid 1750s they began to develop various kinds of individual and collective resistance. They formed brotherhoods in the plantations and practised vodou spiritual rituals involving dance, song, possession and divination, while marrons escaped in increasing numbers, retreating to the bush where they formed bands, or hiding in plain sight in towns and cities, and spread ideas about emancipation. Among the extraordinary figures in this underground was Jean-Louis from Cap, a marron who possessed ‘special talents’ and could speak Spanish, Dutch, English, French and Saint-Dominguan kreyol – and no doubt several African languages too.26 Whites were divided as well along class lines, with an enduring pattern of contestation of the metropolitan hierarchy – and especially its large and domineering bureaucracy – by the so-called petits blancs (small farmers, employees, artisans, soldiers and sailors).27 Uneasily resting between the 40,000 settlers of European origin and the black majority was a mixed-race population, almost as numerous as the whites. Yet although free, often highly literate and in some cases wealthy, these people of colour (together with the small number of free black people) suffered from humiliating legal discriminations: they were banned from employment in the civil service, and denied entry into certain professions such as medicine; they were forbidden from eating at the same table as whites, or dressing like them, and in the later eighteenth century were not even allowed to travel to France.28 Attempts by the local colonial administration to introduce modest reforms in the 1780s created bitter indignation among whites, and resentment against metropolitan France among settlers; in 1784 a royal ordinance prohibiting the ‘inhumane’ treatment of slaves was fiercely criticized by the planters, and the colony’s courts refused to apply it until it was watered down.29
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Published every week in Cap and Port-au-Prince between 1764 and 1790, the Affiches Américaines included travel news, information about events in the Caribbean region and France, and prominent notices about runaway slaves (marrons), with physical descriptions supplied by their owners.

In short, Saint-Domingue under the ancien régime was a boisterous territory where social and political conflict was rife, and white power ultimately maintained by brute force: as one planter recognized, slave-owners like him ‘walked on barrels of gunpowder’.30 When the explosion came in 1791, Toussaint Louverture joined the ranks of the rebels, like thousands of his fellow black comrades. Yet his path towards revolutionary leadership was complex and remains shrouded in mystery. Part of the reason for this elusiveness lay in Toussaint’s own personality. He was a very private man who confided in no one, and went out of his way to conceal important information about himself, his movements and his ultimate goals. He spread misinformation and rumours, often put false locations on his letters, and his most confidential messages were dictated in separate parts to different secretaries. He once told a British diplomat that his preferred way of operating was to ‘say little but do as much as possible’.31 The only authoritative painting of him made during his lifetime has been lost,32 and he was renowned for his almost magical capacity to appear in the most unexpected of settings and vanish without a trace. One of his adversaries described him as ‘a man who managed to make himself, so to speak, invisible where he was, and visible where he was not; he seemed to have borrowed his spontaneity of movement from the tiger’.33 The belief that he possessed supernatural qualities became, and remains to this day, an integral part of Haitian culture.34

Like all major revolutionaries, Toussaint was a controversial figure, and this is reflected in the crude and schematic ways he has often been represented after his death. French colonialist writers such as Louis Dubroca placed him among the ‘most execrable monsters history has ever known’ for daring to defy French imperial rule, while Thomas Prosper Gragnon-Lacoste’s hagiography saluted him as ‘the extraordinary individual whose fame has spread across the world’.35 After the Haitian declaration of independence, Toussaint fared no better in the hands of the nation’s leading mixed-race historians Thomas Madiou, Beaubrun Ardouin and Joseph Saint-Rémy, who attacked him as a racially divisive and tyrannical ruler who had betrayed the ideals of the revolution. They were particularly critical of his political authoritarianism, his alleged hostility towards their mixed-race brethren and his attempts to restore the plantation economy by forging an alliance with the old white ruling class, forcing the colony’s black slaves to work for their old masters. These remain among the most controversial aspects of Toussaint’s rule.36

More reflective biographies of Toussaint began to emerge from the later nineteenth century onwards. The French abolitionist Victor Schoelcher travelled to Haiti in 1841, and later used some of the archival sources available in France to produce a sympathetic and nuanced portrait.37 The Haitian historian and diplomat Horace Pauléus Sannon’s three-volume Histoire de Toussaint Louverture (1920–33) was the most significant work to emerge from Toussaint’s native land. Drawing extensively on his speeches and proclamations, it recognized him as a founding father of Haitian independence.38 The classic modern work in the English language was – and remains – C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins (1938), an electrifying chronicle which educated generations of men and women in Europe, the Americas and the global South about the Haitian Revolution, and acted as a progressive handbook for revolution across the globe.39 James stressed the role of mass mobilization against slavery in Saint-Domingue’s radical politics, and saw Toussaint as the principal symbol of the interdependence of the Haitian and French Revolutions: in the later twentieth century, global historians hailed The Black Jacobins for its portrayal of the Haitian Revolution’s prodigious combination of local, national, regional and universal elements.40

Yet, for all their merits, even these biographies in some senses further denatured our understanding of Toussaint. For example, Sannon’s insistence on his black nationalism was an oversimplification of his views both on race and nationhood. Likewise, Schoelcher’s portrayal of Toussaint as an orthodox disciple of French republicanism – a standard view among historians in France to this day – underestimated the Caribbean and African dimensions of his personality, as well as his deeply held religious values. James’s representation of Toussaint as a French ‘jacobin’ ignored his monarchist leanings and the strong emphasis on local autonomy in his political thought, which eventually culminated in his 1801 constitution. More fundamentally, and despite its groundbreaking depiction of revolutionary activity outside Europe, The Black Jacobins’ assessment of the events in Saint-Domingue as ultimately deriving from European ideals and political forms exaggerated the closeness of the links between radical movements in France and Saint-Domingue, and downplayed the breathtaking originality of Toussaint and his comrades.

Since the late twentieth century, as the Haitian Revolution has fully emerged from the shadows of its American and French counterparts, new waves of scholarship have sought to retrieve its remarkable intellectual richness and cultural diversity – whether in terms of the role of the local vodou religion, the impact of African political and military cultures, or the contributions of specific groups and communities (notably women, free people of colour, southerners and African-born citizens).41 Jean Fouchard’s Les marrons de la liberté (1972) and Carolyn Fick’s The Making of Haiti (1990) have recovered the historical and political significance of Saint-Domingue’s tradition of marronage, placing the colony’s marrons at the heart of the revolutionary process during the 1790s and the subsequent Haitian War of Independence.42 Scholars have also mapped out the regional ramifications of the Haitian Revolution, highlighting the terror it provoked among the slave-owning classes and the encouragement it gave to slaves and free black people across the Caribbean and the Americas.43 Yet this new research, too, has further displaced Toussaint from the centre of the revolutionary stage. For one thing, its emphasis on social and cultural history ‘from below’ has shifted the focus away from his heroic individual leadership. In Fick’s account, Toussaint is represented as marginal to the colony’s indigenous tradition of popular resistance, an adjunct to the main revolutionary protagonists, the marron slaves.

Toussaint’s credentials as a revolutionary have been questioned, not least since the recent discovery of archival documents indicating that he was emancipated from slavery more than a decade before the revolution, and as a free black man for a time owned a number of slaves. Feminist scholars have highlighted the ‘paradox’ of Haitian republicanism, arguing that its democratic and egalitarian values were from the outset – in other words, from Toussaint’s leadership onwards – undercut by the ‘historical exclusion of women’ from the realms of state politics and citizenship.44 For other critics, Toussaint’s rule began as emancipatory, but then degenerated into authoritarianism, further marred by his refusal to distribute land to the peasant masses: the ‘liberator’ became the ‘liquidator’.45 The revolutionary waters have been further muddied by the emergence of revisionist neo-imperial works, which have painted Toussaint as a conservative autocrat who aspired only to replace the white plantation class with a black oligarchy: this was the main thesis of the French historian Pierre Pluchon’s biography.46 This approach has been adopted most brazenly in the writings of the Guadeloupean-born historian Philippe Girard. In his recent biography of Louverture, Girard emphatically rejected any ideological basis for his actions, viewing him as a ‘social climber’ who was driven entirely by material greed and political self-interest, and a ‘craving for social status’.47 In an earlier study of the Haitian War of Independence, Girard expressed his ‘positive’ appreciation of the French colonial project, and his ‘sympathy’ for the members of the Napoleonic expeditionary force sent to exterminate Toussaint’s black leadership in late 1801; he effectively justified the French attack on Saint-Domingue on the grounds of Toussaint’s ‘duplicitous’ behaviour.48

Such claims show that in key respects the literature on Toussaint Louverture has tended to reflect the spirit of its times, as it so often does. C. L. R. James’s biography was influenced by a global anti-colonial revolutionary upsurge, and a quest among progressive intellectuals for an alternative to Stalinist communism. The recent resurgence of conservative and neo-imperialist views about colonial history is a reaction to the implosion of this zeitgeist. Indeed, since the late twentieth century, as that historic era gave way to a more melancholic and pessimistic one, Toussaint’s ghost has even been sighted in the misty hinterland of postmodernism. David Scott used James’s account of the Haitian Revolution to argue that, in today’s age of disillusionment, Toussaint no longer stands for the emancipatory ideals of ‘resistance and agency’, but has become a tragic ‘conscript’ of Western modernity.49 In her study of black heroism, Celeste-Marie Bernier took Toussaint as one her six iconic figures, but warned against any attempt to recover any ‘essential or historically verifiable figure’ through archival research: such an enterprise would be ‘not only illusory but ultimately doomed to failure’.50

The ambition behind this biography is to cut through these thickets and find our way back to Toussaint: to return as far as possible to the primary sources, to try to see the world through his eyes, and to recapture the boldness of his thinking and the individuality of his voice. As a leader he was blessed – and sometimes burdened – with an extraordinary sense of determination, and his own official accounts of his military and political successes tended to dwell on his individual role.51 Like all great revolutionaries, however, his power rested on strong collective foundations. It was grounded in his republican army as well as in the free black population, which after the abolition of slavery in 1793 embraced the principles of freedom, equality and justice. But Toussaint also built a wider coalition of support in the colony’s administrative and municipal structures, among white planter and business leaders, as well as the Catholic Church; and he helped to establish a black clergy which became one of the pillars of his rule locally. For much of the 1790s he reported to the Minister of Navy in Paris, who had overall responsibility for the administration of the colonies. He also secured the backing of senior













Conclusion

An Inspiration for Our Times

In 1975, the black writer Ntozake Shange completed her verse play for colored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf. In this work, which has become one of the classics of the modern feminist dramatic repertoire, seven African American women discussed their experiences of racism and sexism in society, and the creative strategies they devised to counter them. One of the characters, the ‘Lady in Brown’, spoke of her mind-blowing discovery of Toussaint Louverture as an eight-year-old child from St Louis. After entering a reading contest in her local library, she was swept away by how Toussaint had freed Haiti from slavery ‘wid the spirits of ol dead africans from outta the ground’. Because she had found the book about Toussaint in the ‘adult reading room’, however, she was disqualified from the competition. The disappointment only compounded her fixation with her hero: ‘he waz dead & livin to me’. He became her ‘secret lover’ and confidant, advising her on ‘how to remove white girls’ from her ‘hop-scotch games’. Frustrated with her situation, she decided to run away to Haiti, but then met a young boy who proved to be a more than adequate substitution – all the more so that his name was ‘Toussaint Jones’.1

Shange’s sparkling evocation highlighted not just the enduring quality of Toussaint’s legend, but also its delightful capacity for reinvention. Once symbolizing black masculinity, the Saint-Domingue revolutionary was now inspiring a second-wave feminist to unsettle traditional notions of political and cultural authority. While restricted library access to Toussaint reflected efforts by Establishment forces to preserve their power, the narrator’s exuberant appropriation of her hero celebrated the transgressive joys of rebellion. Indeed, this identification produced a Toussaint who was himself liberated from the somewhat leaden image constructed by previous generations of men – here was a Toussaint who was young, playful, maliciously subversive and fully immersed in Saint-Domingue’s African and vodou traditions. Shange’s Toussaint was a call to challenge stereotypical representations of blackness, expressed in the ‘monolithic idea that everybody is the same’. He was also a prompt to reject intellectual conformism and take charge of one’s destiny, not ‘sit around waiting for the powers that be’ – whether they were white or black.2

From the final decades of the twentieth century, Toussaint’s myth soared to new heights. As with Shange’s play, novelists, poets, playwrights, painters and musicians drew on his life to explore a wide range of personal and even intimate issues. At the same time, he was formally canonized as a global icon by public institutions. He remained, of course, a potent emblem of Haitian nationalism and the promise of a better future: when the Catholic priest and liberation theologian Jean-Bertrand Aristide won the 1990 Haitian presidential election, mural portraits of Toussaint (whose achievements Aristide celebrated) appeared across the country.3 He was also depicted full of youthful vigour in a statue erected in Haut-du-Cap, near his birthplace on the Bréda plantation, and the bicentenary of his 1801 constitution was widely commemorated, with his face portrayed on a new 20-gourde banknote.4 In a similar spirit, busts honouring his memory appeared in Miami and Montreal, two cities with large and long-established Haitian communities. Just as he was being feted by the American diasporas, a towering statue of Toussaint sought to reclaim the revolutionary leader’s pan-African heritage in the town of Allada in Benin, where there is also a project to build a museum in his honour (see Plates 14 and 16).5 His progressive ideals were not forgotten: a bust hails his role as an emancipator and liberator in Santiago de Cuba. A shining effigy sprung up in the new National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington, where a full-length Toussaint, armed with a copy of his constitution, looms near Jefferson and a pile of bricks representing his slaves; likewise, in South Africa Toussaint has been chosen for inclusion in the Gallery of Leaders in Freedom Park, the official memorial to the struggle against apartheid.6

Perhaps the most spectacular sign of Toussaint’s Olympian status was his symbolic entry in April 1998 into the Panthéon, the sacred Parisian abode of France’s eminent leaders. The former pariah of Saint-Domingue was now officially anointed as one of the republic’s grands hommes. The commemorative inscription lauded him as a ‘freedom fighter, architect of the abolition of slavery, and Haitian hero’ – a gracious homage, but one which might have been enlivened with the zest of Shange: ‘TOUSSAINT led they army of zombies / walkin cannon ball shootin spirits to free Haiti’.7

The later twentieth century was also a milestone in Toussaint’s literary representations. For a long time, creative writing about the Haitian Revolution was dominated by theatrical and poetic productions: between the late 1790s and 1975, there were no fewer than sixty-three plays about Saint-Domingue by playwrights from Africa, the Caribbean, Europe, Scandinavia and the United States.8 At their best, these works were rich, complex and striking in dramatic terms, and offered contrasting ideological representations of Toussaint, typically dividing between revolutionary and conservative visions.9 But they tended to view the Saint-Domingue epic from an external standpoint. In particular, they made little effort sympathetically to imagine the events from the perspectives of the agents themselves – a literary echo of the ‘erasure’ which Michel-Rolph Trouillot noted as the defining characteristic of the revolution’s historiography.10

Two examples, a century apart, illustrate the point. Despite its title, Alphonse de Lamartine’s drama Toussaint Louverture (1850) had little to say about his military and political leadership, let alone the social transformations which took place in Saint-Domingue during the 1790s. Indeed, even though the play superficially defended the idea of racial equality, it stuck to the mid-nineteenth-century republican colonial mantra that the slaves of Saint-Domingue owed their liberty to the intervention of French authorities rather than their own actions – the play was written two years after the abolition of slavery by the Second Republic in 1848. Furthermore, the text was suffused with paternalistic undertones about European aesthetic and intellectual superiority. Lamartine’s Toussaint was physically ugly and loathed his own body; the qualities he admired – intelligence, courage, decisiveness and patriotism – were all defined by the French; and he appeared fixated with Napoleon, with whom he obsessively compared himself: ‘he the first of the whites, me, the first of the blacks’.11

A different but equally depreciative perspective was at work in Alejo Carpentier’s The Kingdom of this World (1949), one of the most famous modern novels about the Haitian Revolution. In contrast with Lamartine, Carpentier set out to narrate the events through the eyes of a black slave, Ti Noël. With the exception of Christophe and (briefly) Dessalines, Saint-Domingue’s great leaders barely featured in the novel; Toussaint was completely absent. Yet Ti Noël’s relationship with the revolution was largely passive, and in the end his story served essentially to highlight its futility. Carpentier engaged explicitly with the spiritual dimension of the Haitian Revolution, with some eloquent passages about Makandal, the ‘Lord of Poison’ who was ‘invested with superhuman powers’. Ti Noël was one of his followers, and as an adept of vodou he later attended the Bois-Caïman ceremony. For all its emphasis on its marvellous aspects, Carpentier’s overall depiction of Saint-Domingue’s slave religion was nihilistic: it came across not as an empowering ideal, or even a soothing balm on the scars of slavery, but as a savage, destructive force. So, even though Dessalines’ victory over the French was credited to the ‘deities of powder and fire’, the vodou-inspired orgy of violence and racial hatred ended up consuming the revolution itself, with Ti Noël left to contemplate a devastated land ‘invaded by cactus and brush’.12

The prospect of the bicentennial of the Haitian Revolution in 2004 acted as a catalyst for more complex literary works. The movement was largely driven by writers of Caribbean origin, and it was no coincidence that it coincided with a return to centre stage of the revolution’s iconic figure. Among the most eminent contributors to this Toussaint renaissance was the St Lucian poet and playwright Derek Walcott. His drama on the revolution, The Haitian Earth, was first produced in 1984; it marked the culmination of a lifelong engagement with the Saint-Domingue epic, which began with his play Henri Christophe (1950) and his historical pageant Drums and Colours (1961). Heroism and its popular archetypes were a central concern for Walcott, and in The Haitian Earth they were embodied by Yette, a young mixed-race woman, and Pompey, a black slave-driver; their tragic and ultimately doomed love affair symbolized Toussaint’s republican dream of a multiracial society in Saint-Domingue. Walcott repeatedly contrasted the noble ambitions of the ‘good doctor Toussaint’ with the narcissistic weaknesses of Dessalines and Christophe (who, in the play, ordered the execution of Yette for attempting to place a curse on him).13 Brave, compassionate and humane in his leadership, Toussaint was the true patriot of the Haitian Revolution, and his betrayal and exile appeared as its greatest tragedy.14

There were also critical explorations of his more contentious policies. This was notably the case in Maryse Condé’s In the Time of the Revolution, a play about the struggle against slavery in Guadeloupe and Saint-Domingue which was first staged in 1989, the bicentenary year of the French Revolution. Condé saluted the ‘extraordinary story’ of Toussaint, the ‘Black Spartacus’ who understood that ‘he had to play his own cards, the black man’s cards’. Yet Condé severely censored his refusal to divide the land among the peasantry and his harsh regime on the plantations: the drama’s storyteller described him as a ‘frightening’ leader, and condemned his brutal disciplinary methods. That said, when Toussaint was captured by Leclerc’s troops and deported in 1802, and the French restored slavery in Guadeloupe, Condé credited the Louverturian spirit with igniting the popular resistance; one of the rebel commanders summed up his inspiring role by commenting: ‘the whites took Toussaint. But there are thousands of Toussaints in Saint-Domingue!’15

Among the most subtle and original literary evocations was Fabienne Pasquet’s novel La deuxième mort de Toussaint Louverture (2001), where the revolutionary hero returned in a loa-like capacity to his cell in Fort de Joux in 1807, now occupied by the Prussian poet and dramatist Heinrich von Kleist. Pasquet, whose father was Haitian, sketched a Toussaint who was magnificent in his virility and his cultural eclecticism, using his knowledge of medicinal herbs to cure the prisoner’s knee injury, drawing on vodou, native American and African myths to celebrate nature’s healing properties, and embarking on a captivating philosophical dialogue with Kleist about the meaning of life, in which he dampened Kleist’s romantic and grandiloquent fantasies. In a notable reversal of the traditional hierarchical relationship between the European Enlightenment and its colonial subjects, it was Toussaint-the-sage who performed a cathartic role, drawing out Kleist’s Jungian ‘shadow’, his suppressed (and better) self. He brought Kleist to embrace an absolute love of life, and educated him in the ideals of patriotic resistance, universal freedom and progressive transformation; comparing a revolution to a wildfire, he observed: ‘so that this fire can become a flame of liberty, it has to be contained and controlled, fanned in some places, reduced in others’.16

Fort de Joux– an unfailingly popular site of Louverturian memory – also served as the backdrop to the Haitian novelist Jean-Claude Fignolé’s fictional autobiography Moi Toussaint Louverture (2004). Here too Toussaint was cast in the role of the oracle, projecting himself forward in time to compare himself to fellow providential leaders such as Bismarck, Mao and de Gaulle. But this was a sombre hero, assailed by regrets as he revisited his career and contemplated the troubled history of his native land over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Fignolé’s Toussaint was at his most provocative in his comments about contemporary Haiti. He distanced himself from the country, claiming that he was a ‘French general’; he ridiculed the notion that Haitians were part of a wider community of African descent (both of these could be read as critical commentaries by Fignolé on elitist social attitudes in Haiti, rather than first-order beliefs the author was ascribing to Toussaint). The revolutionary hero acknowledged some of his own mistakes – in particular that of succumbing to the vice of ‘caesarism’, and allowing his legacy to be appropriated by brutal dictators such as the Duvaliers: after the dictatorship of François, his son Jean-Claude ruled Haiti despotically from 1971 to 1986. Most dramatically, he lamented the civic and moral disintegration of Haitian society, noting that the descendants of Saint-Domingue’s revolution had become a ‘people of shadows’. But this prophet of doom had not completely lost his sense of humour, complaining that he had not been invited to the inauguration of his statue in Benin.17

Fignolé’s absorbing novel demonstrated the contemporary resonance of Toussaint’s legend, further reflected in Madison Smartt Bell’s fictional trilogy about the Haitian Revolution.18 Indeed, the Toussaint myth has become, to borrow Sartre’s expression, the ‘horizon indépassable’ of the contemporary Haitian literary imagination. For his Caribbean admirers, Toussaint’s fundamental role was to act as a symbolic repository, welding together (along with Dessalines) the different elements of the Haitian revolutionary tradition19 while also standing as one of the precursors of the ideal of négritude.20 This synthesis was most powerfully conjured in the oeuvre of the Haitian novelist Jean Métellus, most notably in his Toussaint Louverture, le précurseur, which first appeared in 2004 and was republished after his death in 2014. Métellus offered an exalted defence of Toussaint’s heritage, which stood as an exemplar not just for the history of anti-colonialism but also for contemporary struggles against injustice and racism in the global South. Echoing a widespread view among Haitians, the novel insisted on Toussaint’s intellectual originality and his seamless ability to combine European, African and Caribbean influences. Métellus dwelled on Toussaint’s medicinal powers, which were grounded in his cult of nature and expressed his own highly personal form of spirituality – one which was indebted to, but at the same time distinct from, vodou faith and Catholic values. In the concluding section of the novel – inevitably, in the Fort de Joux cell – Métellus brought Toussaint back to this theme with a vividly tropical rendering of his Machiavellianism: ‘in order to achieve this liberty which we were always denied, I deployed all the ruses of the animal kingdom: that of the spider which eventually traps its prey, that of the fox which hypnotizes its victims, and that of the serpent which paralyses its aggressor’.21

Just as Toussaint’s status as one of the modern giants of the Caribbean was being confirmed, his public renown in France, too, was rising to new heights. His entry into the Panthéon in 1998 was a symbolic landmark in a broader historical turn in France, which witnessed the start of collective debates about the significance of slavery in modern French history. This process notably saw the passing of the Taubira law by the French National Assembly in May 2001 recognizing the slave trade and slavery as crimes against humanity. This was followed by the official designation of a specific day in the annual calendar (10 May) for the commemoration of slavery and its abolition. Since 2006, this ‘journée nationale’ has been marked by formal ceremonies at designated sites of memory across France, as well as initiatives by educational institutions and cultural associations to promote greater awareness of the history of slavery.22

New public memorializations of Saint-Domingue’s icon have been a central feature of this French effort critically to revisit its slave history. Toussaint’s name was given to schools, streets, squares, theatres and even car parks in numerous locations, including Paris, Bobigny, Saint-Denis, Angers, Poitiers, Montpellier, Clermont-Ferrand, Narbonne and Niort; in the château of l’Isle-de-Noé (Gers), formerly the seat of the Noé clan, the owners of the Bréda plantation, there is now an ‘allée Toussaint Louverture’, and the village dedicated a monument to him in 2003; the Noé family also donated what they claimed was Toussaint Louverture’s walking stick to the neighbouring Musée des Beaux-Arts in Mirande.23 In the same year, the municipality of Bordeaux unveiled a plaque on the house formerly inhabited by Isaac Louverture, who died in exile there in 1854, and also created – perhaps infelicitously – an ‘Impasse Toussaint Louverture’ in the city. In the Château de Cormatin in Burgundy, where Étienne Laveaux lived from 1809 until his death in 1828, a plaque commemorates Laveaux’s friendship with Toussaint Louverture, the ‘leader of the slave insurrection’. The city of Nantes, once France’s largest slave-trading port, built a Memorial to the Abolition of Slavery and named a square after Toussaint. Monuments in his honour appeared in all corners of metropolitan France: in the Parisian region, the town of Massy put up a bronze statue of him in one of its main public squares; in May 2005 the municipality of Grenoble inaugurated a Louverture plaque on the city-hall building, and in the same year a bust of Toussaint was erected on the bank of the River Garonne in Bordeaux, where thousands of slaves were also bought and sold; since 2009, the city’s Musée d’Aquitaine has dedicated several permanent exhibits to the history of Atlantic slavery. In the Jura, Toussaint’s denuded former cell in Fort de Joux was enhanced with a bust of the great man, as well as a commemorative plaque (both donated by the Haitian government). The most arresting monument to emerge in France was a full-length bronze statue by the Senegalese sculptor Ousmane Sow, who had earlier produced a highly praised sculpture, ‘Toussaint L’Ouverture and the elderly slave’. Inaugurated in May 2015 in the western coastal city of La Rochelle, another of France’s principal slave-trading ports, Sow’s work depicted an engrossed Toussaint scrolling through a copy of his 1801 constitution (see Plate 16).

Sow’s statue, a fine symbiosis of European, Caribbean and African motifs, seemed a serene illustration of France’s reconciliation with the revolutionary hero of Saint-Domingue, and its willingness squarely to engage with its colonial history since the early twenty-first century. Yet a closer inspection revealed ongoing tensions. Even though Toussaint’s entry into the Panthéon was a considerable gesture by the French state, it was a belated one, coming after more than a decade of campaigning by anti-slavery associations. To make the same point differently, white abolitionism was easier – and much less troubling – to honour than black resistance to slavery: Victor Schoelcher, the republican leader (and Toussaint biographer) who oversaw the definitive ending of slavery, entered the Panthéon in 1948. The locations chosen for some of the Toussaint monuments seemed to betray a lingering unease on the part of French local authorities: this was notably the case with the Bordeaux bust, placed well away from the city centre. Likewise, Sow’s statue was put on display in the courtyard of the Musée du Nouveau Monde, and so out of immediate public reach. This museum happened to be in a building (the Hôtel Fleuriot) named after one of La Rochelle’s principal slave-traders – an inelegant juxtaposition, to say the least.
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In the Château de Cormatin in Burgundy, where the Saint-Domingue governor Étienne Laveaux lived from 1809 onwards, this plaque commemorates his friendship with Toussaint Louverture, the ‘leader of slave insurrection’. It also celebrates Laveaux’s influence on Lamartine, who later played a key role in the abolition of slavery by the Second Republic.
Confirmation of Toussaint’s unsettling presence in French collective memory could be found in the contrasting ways he was described in the different public monuments. The Panthéon inscription noted that he died ‘in exile’ (‘déporté’) in Fort de Joux – an oddly inappropriate expression, given that he was French at the time of his death and died in France. In Sow’s statue, in contrast, he was wearing the outfit of a French governor. The Grenoble plaque wisely sidestepped the issue of his nationality by celebrating him as a republican abolitionist – but illustrated this with his ‘tree of liberty’ quotation, which he uttered after he was taken by Leclerc’s men; the statement anticipated Saint-Domingue’s independence struggle. None of the inscriptions explained why Toussaint was captured, or that he was taken treacherously by the French army, or that the men who arrested him were sent by Bonaparte to restore slavery in the Caribbean. These evasions and contradictions reflected the inability of the French republican tradition to go beyond its self-serving accounts of slavery and its abolition, and engage with the 1789 revolution’s faltering attitude towards racial equality. Toussaint’s official memorialization showed up France’s reluctance to stray too far away from its ‘sweet colonial utopia’ about its imperial history – namely that slavery was a product of the ancien régime, which was excised from the body politic by the revolution; that this outcome was the result of enlightened French intervention, rather than revolutionary action by the black slaves themselves; and that colonial authorities genially acted in the best interests of the black populations living under imperial dominion.24

These ambivalences were played out in a two-part drama on Toussaint broadcast on French television in 2012. Directed by the Franco-Senegalese film-maker Philippe Niang, Toussaint Louverture cast the Haitian-American actor Jimmy Jean-Louis in the lead role. That such a film was even made was remarkable, given the absence of any significant cinematic treatment of the Haitian Revolution either in Europe or in the United States;25 and Toussaint’s personal qualities (his dignity, bravery, love for his family and aspiration for a better life for black people) were sympathetically portrayed. But the overall depiction of him and of late-eighteenth-century Saint-Domingue was caricatural in the extreme. Slavery was sugar-coated so as not to offend French sensibilities: the impression was given that it was a peaceful, consensual labour system, where plantation workers shared in the profits. Indeed, Niang’s Toussaint declared himself to have been a ‘happy’ slave until his eyes were opened by Raynal and Diderot’s Histoire philosophique. The French military invasion, too, was treated positively, with a dashing Leclerc shown as a morally scrupulous officer who reluctantly resorted to force in the face of Toussaint’s insubordination. Taking its cue from neo-imperial orthodoxy, the film effectively blamed the war on Toussaint, in particular his 1801 constitution, which was presented as an act of wanton stubbornness. There was no allusion to French plans to restore slavery in the Caribbean or the ferocious brutality of Rochambeau’s forces; all the atrocities seen on screen were committed by the rampaging black insurgents, driven to ‘kill the whites’ by their primitive vodou religion. Through its nostalgic vision of white plantations, its paternalistic portrait of Toussaint and its stigmatization of black Haitian revolutionaries, Niang’s film illustrated the resilience of French colonialist roman national (see Plate 15).26

Toussaint’s French resurgence indicated that, even though his legend was highly elastic, it did not sit comfortably with simplistic interpretations. In this sense, his French memorializations (and their limits) reflected ongoing conversations in former slave-owning and colonial states about creating more inclusive public spaces in which figures who resisted slavery could be honoured, and buildings and public monuments associated with the defence of white supremacist views removed or renamed. In France, for example, a local debate has begun about the statue of General Leclerc in the town of Pontoise, with some citizens saying that it is inappropriate for such a ‘war criminal’ still to be honoured.27 In Britain, discussions about the active legacies of colonialism have so far had a limited outcome, as reflected in the unsuccessful campaign to remove an Oxford statue of the British imperialist Cecil Rhodes.28 The United States has been much more forthright in both respects, with notably the erection of a statue honouring Denmark Vesey in Charleston and the dismantling of several major Confederate monuments – although more than 700 remain across the United States, mostly in the South. In 2017 the New York activist Glenn Cantave sparked a lively discussion when he suggested that the statue of Columbus in New York should be replaced with one of Toussaint Louverture.29

The real essence of the Louverture legend, as championed by creative artists, writers and educationalists, is vigorously dissenting – and universalist. The Haitian-American painter Jean-Michel Basquiat caught its combative spirit in his Toussaint L’Ouverture v. Savonarola, a neo-expressionist work which celebrated Toussaint’s timeless humanity by placing him alongside the Florentine scourge of Papal corruption and despotism.30 The Afro-Guyanese poet John Agard, likewise, penned an ‘acknowledgement’ by Toussaint of Wordsworth’s poem in his honour: even though he had never set foot in Britain, Agard’s Toussaint spoke of his ‘tongue’ which reached out from ‘Europe to Dahomey’, and saluted his Cumbrian ‘brother’ in their shared devotion to the ‘sweet smell of liberty’.31 The former French World Cup-winning footballer Lilian Thuram, a major international campaigner against racism, held up Toussaint as one of his ‘black stars’, a beacon of fraternity who could help teach younger generations about the achievements of men and women of African descent.32 The comic-strip book series Jour J, centred around historical counterfactuals, portrayed Toussaint being released from French captivity in 1802 by an Irish freedom fighter and being given a ‘second chance’, which he promptly used to secure the liberation of his American brothers from slavery.33 This ambitious vision also featured in the mission statement of the Lycée Toussaint Louverture in Pontarlier (Doubs), which hailed Toussaint as the ‘precursor’ of the global struggle for racial equality, and the founder of a tradition of revolutionary internationalism whose modern incarnations included Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela.34 This image was amplified on a 2016 West Belfast republican street mural in homage to Frederick Douglass, which showed Toussaint on horseback alongside Mandela and King, and in the company of such legends of black emancipation as Abraham Lincoln, Rosa Parks, Paul Robeson, Muhammad Ali, Bob Marley, Steve Biko and Angela Davis.35

Seen in this light, Toussaint is much more than a glorious relic of the past, to be wheeled out at official anniversaries. The Louverturian struggle remains a vital source of intellectual inspiration and progressive renewal – especially in the current age of populism – and serves as a reminder that the global injustices of today, within and across societies, have deep historical roots. Toussaint’s life also stands as an example of classic republican ideals and virtues – the equal dignity of all humans, irrespective of their race, creed or colour; steadfastness and courage, even in the face of overwhelmingly superior enemy forces; integrity and refusal to compromise on one’s fundamental values; coexistence and forgiveness, rather than separation and hatred; and above all the audacity to envision a world organized around radically different principles. This ethic can serve as an effective basis for bringing back a politics of hope rather than fear, and promoting a robust internationalism which challenges the false idols of ethno-nationalism and ‘identity politics’, while at the same time avoiding the self-pitying negativity which often corrodes post-colonial narratives.

Music is the art form which best captures the universalist spirit of this Louverturian promise, and it provides a fitting coda for our odyssey. Toussaint himself was a great music lover, as has been depicted in some of the more recent literary works: for example, Métellus visualized him performing on the banza, a four-string violin which was much used in slave dances in late-colonial Saint-Domingue. In fact, every musical generation has found inspiration in Toussaint’s life: from the feisty songs of Caribbean and African American slaves and freedmen in the nineteenth century to the members of the Toussaint Louverture musical club in Wilmington, Delaware36 and the classical composer Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s pan-African symphonic poem Toussaint L’Ouverture (1901), through to the tribute to the Haitian Revolution by the Black Swan record company, whose phonographs included a ‘L’Ouverture’ model,37 and the creations of later jazz legends Duke Ellington and Charles Mingus, and the New York jazz trumpeter and bandleader Donald Toussaint Louverture Byrd.38 In September 1977, the composer David Blake premiered his opera Toussaint at the Coliseum in London, a sweepingly lyrical evocation of the last seven years of the life of the liberator, who spoke in biblical terminology and was inspired as much by vodou as by the serene presence of his wife Suzanne.39

In a ‘musical tale’ first released as a compact disc in 2012, Jérôme Brie imagined the final days of Toussaint, ‘the black star who shed his singular light on the world around him’.40 Modern rock music, too, has feted Toussaint, with an acclaimed composition in his honour by the Mexican-American guitarist Carlos Santana in 1970, and a suitably eccentric more recent opus entitled ‘Bring The Sun/Toussaint Louverture’ by the experimental American group Swans; the thirty-four-minute piece featured bloody incantations against a backdrop of deep horn blasts and galloping horses. Asked about the song, the composer Michael Gira disclosed that it was his ‘metaphysical’ homage to the Haitian Revolution, and that ‘it grew out of playing music and needing some fucking words. I started screaming “Toussaint!” and I came up with words that fit the phenomenon.’41

Gira was not the only artist to be possessed by the Louverturian spirit. In his album From the Hut, to the Projects, to the Mansion, the Haitian rapper Wyclef Jean turned himself into ‘Toussaint St Jean’, a figure from the hood who ‘will not tolerate disrespect’, while his British comrade Akala applauded Toussaint’s ‘bulletproof’ ideas. Not to be outdone, the Haitian band Chouk Bwa (Tree Stump), which completed its first British tour in 2018, took its name from the famous Toussaint quote about the ‘tree of liberty’. Originating from the great man’s beloved Gonaïves, the band proudly promoted an altogether different strand of his heritage by performing highly percussive pieces infused with a vodou sensibility. Its song ‘Neg Ayisyen’ (Haitian Man) invoked Makandal, Toussaint and Dessalines, and serenaded the Haitian people as ‘the children of Nago, Kongo and Dahomey’. Singer Edele Joseph crisply summarized the band’s upbeat Louverturian message: ‘the mission is to bring positive energy to people … this energy has no borders’.42
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