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25. Léger Félicité Sonthonax, ‘Decree of General Liberty’ (August
29, 1793)

Two members of a team of commissioners sent to Saint-Domingue to enforce the Law of April 4, Léger

Sonthonax and Etienne Polverel worked closely with the free men of color who were newly made citizens,

promoting them in the armies that were fighting the slave rebels and their Spanish allies. In May 1793, angry white

colonists in Cap Francais rallied around a new governor, Thomas Francois Galbaud, who was sympathetic to their

complaints. When the commissioners placed Galbaud under house arrest, his supporters revolted. To regain

control of the city, Sonthonax offered freedom to the rebel slave bands camped outside the city in exchange for a

military alliance, and he prevailed over Galbaua’s forces. He deported the governor, many of whose supporters

fled to the United States. In the other regions of Saint-Domingue, counterrevolutionaries invited a British invasion

from Jamaica, putting yet more pressure on Sonthonax and Polverel to extend their emancipation decrees to the

rest of the colony, culminating in a decree of general liberty on August 29. By declaring emancipation in the rapid

way they did, Sonthonax and Polverel had taken an extremely radical step. Most antislavery writers

Men are born and remain free and equal in rights; citizens, this is France’s gospel. It is high time that it be

proclaimed in all areas of the republic. Sent by the nation to Saint-Domingue as civil commissioners, our mission

was to enforce the law of April 4, to see it applied in all its force, and gradually, smoothly, without rupture, to

prepare the general emancipation of the slaves. Upon our arrival, we found a horrible division among the whites

who, separated by interest and opinion, agreed only on a single point: to maintain the slavery of the négres forever

and therefore to prohibit any system of liberty or even improvement of their fate. In order to foil malicious persons

and to reassure everyone, since they all feared any sudden action, we declared that we believed slavery was

necessary for agriculture. What we said was true, citizens; at that time slavery was as essential to the continuation

of work as it was to keeping the colonists faithful to France. A group of ferocious tyrants still ruled

Saint-Domingue, men who publicly preached that one’s skin color should be a sign of power or condemnation.

These were men like those who condemned the unfortunate Ogé or the creators and members of those notorious

military tribunals who filled the towns with gallows and torture racks in order to sacrifice Africans and men of

color to their own foul pretensions. The colony was still full of these bloodthirsty men. If by some great

foolhardiness, we had then broken the chains that bound slaves to their masters, undoubtedly their first reaction

would have been to throw themselves upon their persecutors, and, in their justifiable rage, they might easily have

confounded innocent with guilty people. At that time, we did not have the legal authority to decide the status of the

Africans; we would have been disloyal and in violation of the law had we done so. Today the situation is quite

different. The slave traders and cannibals are gone. Some of them have died, victims of their impotent rage, while

others have sought safety by fleeing to foreign countries. Those whites who remain believe in France’s laws and

values. SLAVE REVOLUTION TO EMANCIPATION, 1791-1794 er 112 FROM cA

The men of April 41 make up the majority of the [remaining] population; these are men to whom you owe your

freedom, the first to show you what it is to have the courage to fight for natural and human rights. These men were

so proud of their independence that they chose to lose their property rather than suffer the shame of putting on

their old shackles. Never forget, citizens, that they gave you the weapons that conquered your liberty; never forget

that you fought for the French Republic, that of all the whites in the universe, the only ones that are your friends

are the Frenchmen of Europe. The French Republic wants all men to be free and equal with no color distinctions.

Kings can only be content when they are surrounded by slaves; they are the ones who sold you to the whites on the

African coast; they are the tyrants in Europe who want this vile trade to continue. The republic adopts you among

its children; these kings wanted only to load you down with chains or eliminate you. The representatives of this
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very republic were the ones who rescued you by untying the hands of the civil commissioners and giving them

authority to make provisional changes in the slave regime. This regime is going to be changed; a new order of

things will be born, and the old slavery will disappear. Yet do not think that the liberty that you will enjoy means

laziness and inactivity. In France, everyone is free and everyone works; in Saint-Domingue under these same laws,

you will follow the same model. After returning to your old work crews or your former owners, you will be paid

for your work; you will no longer suffer the humiliating punishments previously inflicted upon you; you will no

longer be property, as before. You will be your own master and live contented. Since you have chosen to become

citizens of the French nation, you must also be the zealous defender of its laws; you will undoubtedly defend the

interests of the republic against kings, more out of gratitude for the benefits she has heaped upon you than to

preserve your own independence. Liberty has brought you from nothingness into existence; show that you are

worthy of her. Renounce laziness forever as if it were a crime. Have the courage to want to be a people, and soon

you will be equal to the nations of Europe. Your detractors and your tyrants maintain that an African who is set

free will never work again. Prove them wrong. Work twice as hard to win the prize that awaits you. Let your

activity prove to France that, by including you on her side, she has truly increased her capacities and resources.

‘The men of color given political rights by the April 4, 1792, decree.

And you, citizens misled by the vile royalists, you who took up the flags and uniforms of the cowardly Spanish

to fight blindly against your own interests, against the freedom of your women and children, open your eyes at last

to the enormous advantages that the republic offers you. The kings promise you liberty, but do you see them giving

this to their subjects? Do the Spanish free their own slaves? No, surely not. To the contrary, they are likely to

weigh you down with chains as soon as they no longer need your services. Aren’t they the ones who turned Ogé

over to his killers? What misfortune you suffer! If France returned to its kings, the [royalist] émigrés would turn on

you. They flatter you today, but they would be the first to torture you. Given this situation, the civil commissioner,

reflecting on the petition signed by individuals assembled in a meeting, exercising the powers given him by Article

3 of the law passed by the National Convention last March 5: Orders the following, to be carried out in the

northern province [of Saint-Domingue]. First Article: The Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen will be

printed, published, and displayed everywhere it is needed. 2. All the négres and mixed blood people currently in

slavery are declared free to enjoy all the rights of French citizens; they are nevertheless subject to the regime

described in the following articles. ... 5. Servants of either sex can be hired by their masters and mistresses only for

three months, and this for a salary that they will fix according to the wishes of each. 6. Former house slaves

working for persons who are older than sixty, or sick, or for nursing infants less than ten years old, are not free to

leave them. Their salary is set at 1 portuguaise (8 gourdes)? per month for wet nurses and 6 portuguaise for the

others, for men and women alike. . .. 9. The négres currently working on the plantations of their former masters are

required to remain there. They will work in agriculture. 10. The enlisted fighters who are serving in army units or

in forts will be allowed to establish themselves on plantations for agricultural work by first obtaining a furlough

from their leader or an order from us, to be delivered if they find a willing man to replace them.

2The portugaise and the gourde were, respectively, Portuguese and Spanish coins that circulated widely in the

Caribbean in the eighteenth century. Just before the revolution, one gourde, equal to 8% colonial livres, would buy

a medium-size table or rent a coastal trading boat for two days. 114 FROM SLAVE REVOLUTION TO

EMANCIPATION, 1791-1794

11. The former field hands will be obliged to work for a year, during which time they can change plantations

only by permission of a justice of the peace. 12. The profits of each plantation will be divided into three equal

portions after taxes are deducted from the whole amount. One-third will remain with the owner of the land. He will

have access to another third to cover the costs of planting. The remaining third will be divided between the field
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workers in a manner to be set... In addition, the field workers will have their own provision grounds; they will be

divided equally between each family, according to the quality of the land and the amount needed. .. . 27.

Punishment by the whip is absolutely forbidden; for violations of discipline it will be replaced by the stocks for

one, two, or three days, according to the severity of the case. The most severe punishments will be fines, up to

complete loss of salary. 28. For civil crimes, the former slaves will be judged like other French citizens. 29. Field

hands cannot be forced to work on Sunday... . 31. Women who are seven months pregnant will not work and will

only return to the fields two months after their deliveries. 32. Field hands can change plantations for health reasons

or for an incompatible personality at the request of the crew in which they work. These affairs will be subject to

the decision of a justice of the peace and his counselors. 33. On the fifteenth day after the publication of this

proclamation, all men who do not own property and are neither in the military, nor working in agriculture, nor

employed in someone’s home, within the time limits set above, or are found to be vagrants, will be arrested and

put in prison. 34. Women who do not have an obvious source of income, who are not working in agriculture or

employed in someone’s home, within the time limits set above, or are found to be vagrants, will be arrested and

put in prison. 35. The men and women imprisoned in these cases for the first time will be held for a month. The

second time they will be held for three months, and the third time they will be sentenced to a public work detail for

one year. 36. Persons working in agriculture and household workers will not leave their employment for any

reason without permission of the city or town government where they live. ... 38. The Code Noir is provisionally

repealed.
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46. ‘The Haitian Declaration of Independence’ (January 1, 1804)

By November 1803, Saint-Domingue’s rebel forces, led by Jean-Jacques Dessalines, had driven the last of the

French army out of the colony. Dessalines commissioned one of his secretaries, Louis Boisrond-Tonnerre, to write

a declaration of independence. According to tradition, Dessalines chose Boisrond-Tonnerre when he heard him

exclaim that this document “should be written with the skin of a white man for parchment, his skull for a desk, his

blood for ink, and a bayonet for a pen.” The following text was written overnight and read publicly by its author

the following morning before a crowd at Gonaives, a coastal town north of Port-au-Prince.

The Commander in Chief to the People of Haiti Citizens: It is not enough to have expelled the barbarians who

have bloodied our land for two centuries; it is not enough to have restrained those everevolving factions that one

after another mocked the specter of liberty that France dangled before you. We must, with one last act of national

authority, forever ensure liberty’s reign in the country of our birth; we must take any hope of re-enslaving us away

from the inhumane government that for so long kept us in the most humiliating stagnation. In the end we must live

independent or die.

Independence or death . . . let these sacred words unite us and be the signal of battle and of our reunion.

Citizens, my countrymen, on this solemn day I have brought together those courageous soldiers who, as liberty lay

dying, spilled their blood to save it; these generals who have guided your efforts against tyranny have not yet done

enough for your happiness; the French name still haunts our land. Everything revives the memories of the cruelties

of this barbarous people: our laws, our habits, our towns, everything still carries the stamp of the French. Indeed!

There are still French in our island, and you believe yourself free and independent of that republic, which, it is

true, has fought all the nations, but which has never defeated those who wanted to be free. What! Victims of our

[own] credulity and indulgence for fourteen years; defeated not by French armies, but by the pathetic eloquence of

their agents’ proclamations; when will we tire of breathing the air that they breathe? What do we have in common

with this nation of executioners? The difference between its cruelty and our patient moderation, its color and ours,

the great seas that separate us, our avenging climate, all tell us plainly that they are not our brothers, that they

never will be, and that if they find refuge among us, they will plot again to trouble and divide us. Native citizens,

men, women, girls, and children, let your gaze extend on all parts of this island: look there for your spouses, your

husbands, your brothers, your sisters. Indeed! Look there for your children, your suckling infants, what have they

become? . . . I shudder to say it... the prey of these vultures. Instead of these dear victims, your alarmed gaze will

see only their assassins, these tigers still dripping with their blood, whose terrible presence indicts your lack of

feeling and your guilty slowness in avenging them. What are you waiting for before appeasing their spirits?

Remember that you had wanted your remains to rest next to those of your fathers after you defeated tyranny; will

you descend into their tombs without having avenged them? No! Their bones would reject yours. And you,

precious men, intrepid generals, who, without concern for your own pain, have revived liberty by shedding all

your blood, know that you have done nothing if you do not give the nations a terrible, but just example of the

vengeance that must be wrought by a people proud to have recovered its liberty and jealous to maintain it. Let us

frighten all those who would dare try to take it from us again; let us begin with the French. Let them tremble when

they approach our coast, if not from 180 WAR AND INDEPENDENCE

the memory of those cruelties they perpetrated here, then from the terrible resolution that we will have made to

put to death anyone born French whose profane foot soils the land of liberty. We have dared to be free, let us be

thus by ourselves and for ourselves. Let us imitate the grown child: his own weight breaks the boundary that has

become an obstacle to him. What people fought for us? What people wanted to gather the fruits of our labor? And

what dishonorable absurdity to conquer in order to be enslaved. Enslaved? .. . Let us leave this description for the
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French; they have conquered but are no longer free. Let us walk down another path; let us imitate those people

who, extending their concern into the future and dreading to leave an example of cowardice for posterity, preferred

to be exterminated rather than lose their place as one of the world’s free peoples. Let us ensure, however, that a

missionary spirit does not destroy our work; let us allow our neighbors to breathe in peace; may they live quietly

under the laws that they have made for themselves, and let us not, as revolutionary firebrands, declare ourselves

the lawgivers of the Caribbean, nor let our glory consist in troubling the peace of the neighboring islands. Unlike

that which we inhabit, theirs has not been drenched in the innocent blood of its inhabitants; they have no

vengeance to claim from the authority that protects them. Fortunate to have never known the ideals that have

destroyed us, they can only have good wishes for our prosperity. Peace to our neighbors; but let this be our cry:

“Anathema to the French name! Eternal hatred of France!” Natives of Haiti! My happy fate was to be one day the

sentinel who would watch over the idol to which you sacrifice; I have watched, sometimes fighting alone, and if I

have been so fortunate as to return to your hands the sacred trust you confided to me, know that it is now your task

to preserve it. In fighting for your liberty, I was working for my own happiness. Before consolidating it with laws

that will guarantee your free individuality, your leaders, who I have assembled here, and I, owe you the final proof

of our devotion. Generals and you, leaders, collected here close to me for the good of our land, the day has come,

the day which must make our glory, our independence, eternal. If there could exist among us a lukewarm heart, let

him distance himself and tremble to take the oath which must unite us. Let us vow to ourselves, to posterity, to the

entire universe, to forever renounce France, THE HAITIAN CONSTITUTION 181

and to die rather than live under its domination; to fight until our last breath for the independence of our

country. And you, a people so long without good fortune, witness to the oath we take, remember that I counted on

your constancy and courage when I threw myself into the career of liberty to fight the despotism and tyranny you

had struggled against for fourteen years. Remember that I sacrificed everything to rally to your defense; family,

children, fortune, and now I am rich only with your liberty; my name has become a horror to all those who want

slavery. Despots and tyrants curse the day that I was born. If ever you refused or grumbled while receiving those

laws that the spirit guarding your fate dictates to me for your own good, you would deserve the fate of an

ungrateful people. But I reject that awful idea; you will sustain the liberty that you cherish and support the leader

who commands you. Therefore, vow before me to live free and independent and to prefer death to anything that

will try to place you back in chains. Swear, finally, to pursue forever the traitors and enemies of your

independence. Done at the headquarters of Gonaives, the first day of January 1804, the first year of independence.
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