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the free development of all human beings. If the French Déclaration des droits de l’homme et 
du citoyen enfranchised white, male, adult property owners who could afford to pay a dis-
criminatory poll tax (marc d’argent), it accomplished this enfranchisement by negating the 
civil rights of women, of slaves, and of others. Nonetheless, its universal prescription was 
rightly understood by the enslaved of Saint-Domingue to interpellate them as subjects to a 
politics of emancipation in one of the most astounding sequences of political subjectivation 
in modern history.

Carolyn Fick points to a historically specific and unusual confluence of factors that made 
it possible to abolish slavery universally for the first time.2 These included the idea of general 
emancipation, the revolutionary Jacobin ideology of Léger-Félicité Sonthonax, and the politi-
cal necessity of freeing the slaves to avoid losing the colony to Britain and Spain. Sonthonax, as 
Robert Stein has argued, was a committed abolitionist who, perhaps alone among his French 
contemporaries, was prepared for a universal and immediate abolition.3 Fick, however, draws 
our attention to the simple fact that without the radical, uncompromising, and widespread 
revolt of the mass of slaves, the performative gesture of enunciating a proclamation would have 
had little effect, and “Sonthonax’s proclamation may have fallen into something of a void.”4

Following the reformulation of the concepts of freedom and equality that occurred in 
the slaves’ relocation from Paris to Saint-Domingue in 1791, the struggle for the hegemonic 
power to determine the content of these concepts continued apace. Toussaint unambiguously 
believed large-scale plantation agriculture to be, as he put it in a letter from 1797, “the only 
thing that may give Saint-Domingue back its old splendor.”5 Increasingly in 1790s Saint-
Domingue, however, the now-free former slaves contested Toussaint’s concept of freedom. In 
a letter from Toussaint to Etienne Laveaux from February 1796, the black general described 
how he debated with a group of rebellious citizens in Port-de-Paix over the exact meaning of 
the freedom they had attained. Could freedom admit to multiple interpretations, or was it 
defendable in Saint-Domingue only via the large-scale plantation labor, under duress if neces-
sary, of all autonomous citizens? Neither Toussaint nor anyone else—not Sonthonax, Laveaux, 
André Rigaud, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, or Henri Christophe, with the possible exception of 
Claude Moïse—in power in Saint-Domingue proposed or accepted a social model for the 
island based upon small-scale, self-sufficient farming.6 Could freedom include the right to 
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