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TOUSSAINT L’OUVERTURE
Letter to the Directory

When the French revolutionaries proclaimed the Declaration of the
Rights of Man and Citizen in 1789, the French colony of Saint-
Domingue! (now Haiti) contained a half million African slaves, most
of whom worked on the sugar plantations that made France one of
the richest countries in the world, Thus, the French were confronted
with the difficult problem of reconciling their enlightened principles
with the extremely profitable, but fundamentally unequal, institution
of slavery.

French revolutionaries remained locked in debate about this issue
when in 1791, the slaves of Saint-Domingue organized a revolt that
culminated in establishing Haiti’s national independence twelve years
later. Frangois Dominique Toussaint L'Quverture,* a self-educated
Haitian slave, led the revolt and the subsequent battles against the
French planter class and French armies, as well as the Spanish forces
of neighboring Santo Domingo, now the other half of the island
known as the Dominican Republic and the antirevolutionary forces of
Britain, all of whom vied for control of the island at the end of the
eighteenth century.

At first Toussaint enjoyed the support of the revolutionary govern-
ment in Paris; in the decree of 16 Pluvidse {1794) the National Con-
vention abolished slavery in the colonies. But after 1795, the revolu-
tion turned on itself and Toussaint feared the new conservative
government, called the Directory, might send troops to restore slavery
on the island.

In 1797 he wrote the Directory the letter that follows. Notice how
Toussaint negotiated a difficult situation. How did he iry to reassure
the government of his allegiance to France? At the same time, how did

!san doh MANG  Santo Domingo was the Spanish name for the eastern half of Hispan-
iola {now the Dominican Republic). Saint-Domingue was the French name for the western
half of the island, now Haiti. San Domingo, which is used in the text, is a nineteenth-century
abbreviation for Saint-Domingue. To further complicate matters, both the Spanish and
French sometimes used their term for the whole island of Hispaniola. Spain controlled the en-
tire island until 1697 when the Spanish recognized French control of the west. [Ed.]

*too SAN oo vehr TUR

Toussaint L'Quverture, “Letter to the Directory, November 3, 1797, in The Black jacobins,
ed. C. L. R. James {(New York: Vintage Books, 1989), 195-97.
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