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“The Making of the Haitian Constitution of 1801”
The American and Haitian revolutions both culminated in the promulgation of written constitutions designed to secure the achievements of the preceding revolutionary wars.  Toussaint Louverture’s Constitution of 1801 was supposed to have brought an end to the Haitian Revolution by converting Saint-Domingue into a quasi-autonomous “dominion” of France wherein mandatory labor (though not “slavery”) would remain legal.  In these respects the constitution has sometimes been thought of as a self-defeating compromise with the interests of the plantation order.  

Yet the constitution was also designed to reinforce a transparently anti-mercantilist commercial alliance with the U.S. that dated back to the early eighteenth century.  And Toussaint’s decision to promulgate his constitution without the prior authorization of the French government served most famously to trigger the final stage of the Haitian Revolution.  Napoleon responded to Louverture’s assumption of authority by ordering a massive, counter-revolutionary expedition in 1802-03, which ended in defeat and in the proclamation of Haitian independence.  

Was Louverture’s 1801 Constitution a revolutionary document intended to provoke a complete break with France and with the old regime of plantation slavery?  Or was it the Haitian equivalent of Thermidor, an effort to defuse the forces of revolution before they could get completely out of Louverture’s hands?  This paper considers the nature and impact of the original Haitian “social contract” with comparison to a parallel debate that has long simmered over the 1787 U.S. Federal Constitution (as reflected in the scholarship of, among others, Gordon Wood and Bernard Bailyn).  The paper concludes that the first Haitian constitution inaugurated an enduring tension between radicalism and the pursuit of stability in Haiti.
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