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The revolution in the United
states proved to be the first of

a series of revolutions in the
Americas that would lead to
independence from France, Spain
and Portugal, in chronological
order. Each revolution had

its roots not just in the
Enlightenment but in the
revolutions that had already
occurred. Just like US :
independence, the Haitian ; : . b antd
revolution proved to be an S : ' ontie:
important cause of the revolutions
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the catalysts for change. Santo Domingo.

The Haitian Revolution, 1791-1804

The Haitian Revolution brought forth ideas of racial equality that
proved threatening to the rest of the Americas, especially to those
regions that depended on slave labor. The revolution took place in
the French colony of Saint Domingue, the eastern part of the island
of Hispaniola. The island was important to France; it produced the
important commodity of sugar and provided two fifths of its overseas
trade. It had a plantation economy that relied on slavery to keep

its level of production high. On the eve of the revolution, the
population of Haiti was divided by race, legally and socially.

Whites were the dominant group in society, with a population

of 40,000 that was divided by class, but equal in legal privileges.
Similarly, the 30,000 free non-whites (gens de coleur) were also
socially diverse and only linked by the legal and societal
discrimination that they faced. The overwhelming majority of the
population consisted of 500,000 slaves. While this might seem like a
homogenous group, ethnically they were diverse, and the rights and

privileges they had varied from plantation to plantation; some were Sbtetanag 5 A Lk S n LR AR
even granted the right to farm their own land and sell their produce. : Discussion point

In 1789, the French Revolution provided the catalyst for change in : As a French colony, St.

the colony. The whites were divided as the wealthy (grand blancs) . Domingue was part of an

tried to ensure continued dominance for themselves but the middle + absolute monarchy. In such a
and lower classes (petit blancs) felt it was their right to rule and ;  society, how can there be
formed a National Guard to take action. The gens de coleur saw the . differences between legal
revolution as their opportunity for equal rights, and in 1790 the :' equality and racial equality?

Pasescsnsenvreccsoen®

National Assembly in France granted them political rights. The whites *essscsnssoscassannsant

—






1 # The Caribbean and Latin America: Revolution and independence

Toussaint proved to be a strong leader who managed to organize the
blacks against the invading armies. After defeating the French,
Toussaint thought that their fight would be over, but the British soon
arrived, seeking to take advantage of the chaos and underestimating
yet again the power of colonial armies. The French had declared war
on Great Britain and colonial expansion seemed ripe for the taking.
Gaining the support of white plantation owners, the British managed
to gain control over key coastal areas but then found themselves
fighting against multiple black armies. The invasion turned into a
war of attrition that dragged on until 1798. The British leadership
saw the fighting as futile and negotiated a peace in which they
supported Toussaint in exchange for promises to allow trade to
continue and to not send revolutionary expeditions to British
possessions.

With British withdrawal the colony was in the hands of Toussaint
and his blacks and the gens de coleur. These two groups turned against
one another and engaged in further warfare. The gens de coleur were
decisively defeated in 1800 and in 1801 Toussaint then turned to
conquer the eastern, Spanish part of the island. The new French
government—the Consulate—recognized Toussaint as Governor-
General and commander-in-chief of the colony. Also in 1801,
Toussaint put into place a constitution for the country. While Saint
Domingue nominally remained part of the French empire, this was
seen as a bid for independence by the French leader Napoleon.

In January 1802, Napoleon sent an expeditionary force to the island
to prevent it from breaking free from the empire. Toussaint, after
initial resistance, attempted negotiations with the French but instead
they arrested him and sent him to France where he was imprisoned.
Sent to a jail in the Alps, he died of malnutrition and exposure.

While this happened, the French fought against Haitian guerrillas.
In May 1803, the French resumed the Napoleonic war with Great
Britain and thus lacked the resources to continue
fighting against the Haitian revolutionaries. While
the guerrillas besieged the coastal towns the French
now had to contend with the British navy, too.
Keeping Haiti had been very costly for Napoleon and
in November he decided to evacuate the remaining
French soldiers.

On January 1, 1804, the republic of Haiti was
proclaimed, the name change representing a break
with Europe and its traditions. Very few whites
remained, and the blacks were in power in the
new country. It was governed by Jean-Jacques
Dessalines, Toussaint’s faithful lieutenant who
implemented a ruthless military rule and even
crowned himself Emperor of Haiti. His brutality
included the massacre of all remaining whites on
the island and a return to plantation labor to
resuscitate the economy. He co-opted the gens de
coleur 10 oversee the plantations as Africans once
again worked in the fields in harsh conditions. The rebellion of the slaves in Santo Domingo, August 23,
He immediately faced opposition for this and was 1791, French school, 18th century.
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assassinated in 1806. Although the whites were gone, Ha‘llvlvﬁ‘r:’iICS -
society remained stratified. The gens de coleur replaced lhch Gy
the dominant group. The black masses remained hclo.w t ed.a
was a beacon of hope for abolitionists in North Am?nca, an
warning for the creole population in Spanish America.

Spanish-American wars of independence

The United States War of Independence recognized the unity 01' :

13 of Britain’s colonies against a common enemy, but th(‘ Spanl? }d
Americans who sought independence did not form a smn}ar u.mtc e
front. Instead, they were divided geographically, and not just into t
four viceroyalties; in most cases they were further divxded and
fought not only against Napoleonic France and later Spain but also
against each other.

These independence movements began more than 30 years after the
US Revolution but had much deeper roots; the creoles’ social and
€conomic resentments against the Spanish and peninsulares, who
dominated after the Bourbon reforms were implemented, sought
change. Likewise, in many places the castas that resented their
secondary status saw an opportunity to press for equality. These
wars, therefore, were mired not just in the drive for political
independence but also the desire for social equality. The resulting
wars were long, bloody affairs that often created further tensions

rather than allaying them.

Spanish Americans were encouraged and inspired by both the US
and French revolutions. Equally, they were terrified by the results of
the Haitian revolution and their own wars of independence were
informed as much by a desire to prevent such an uprising as to create
new, independent republics. Taking into account the local situation,
they sought to created political structures that were workable; this
meant the creation of a number of new countries out of the
viceroyalties; rather than unification, there was balkanization.

Using their historical loyalties to the Bourbon monarchy and not the
state, creoles in the viceroyalties refused to recognize Napoleon I's
brother Joseph Bonaparte as the king of Spain and began their
struggle with an argument that, without a king, the people were
sovereign. Much like their North American counterparts, the creole
rebellion began as a push for autonomy, not an outward demand for
independence. They thus created their own independent governing
bodies that would rule until Fernando VII was restored. These juntas
were rejected or opposed by peninsular officials who did al| that they
could to block the establishment of creole bodies, further
exacerbating resentment and pushing the creoles towards a drive for
independence. The creoles subsequently lost what confidence the
had in the remnants of imperial leadership and revolted. f

While the risings happened concurrently, the nature of the
independence wars varied from place to place. Each are, had its
leaders with their own philosophies and agendas, In the norther g
viceroy.alty of New Spain, Father Hidalgo sought 1o bring aboyy ansocial

Viceroyalty After the conquest of the
Americas, Spain divided the colonies
into administrative units led by a viceroy
who ran the territory in the name of
the monarch.

R RN

Discussion point

Balkanization is the
fragmentation or division of a
geopolitical entity, Why is this
. term now used to describe

. this phenomenon?
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Junta A group of people controlling
a government, especially after a
revolutionary seizure of power.
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. Discussion point

- How and why have juntas
been.put into place in the
«Americas in the 20th century?
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in Haiti. In both cases the creole leaders were addressing the issues that
faced their own region’s resources, demography and geography.

In 1814, with the collapse of the French Empire, Ferdinand VII was
restored to the Spanish throne. This signified an important change,
since most of the political and legal changes on both sides of the
Atlantic had been done in his name. Ferdinand was an absolutist who
disapproved of the political changes undertaken in the Napoleonic
period. A similar reverse occurred in the colonies and to address it
Ferdinand organized the largest expeditionary force that Spain had
ever sent to the Americas up to that time. Ferdinand launched

coun ution that, in effect, constituted a definitive bs

the autonomous local governments, which had not
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independent Mexico. Led by Agustin de Iturbide, they de"el°pe‘f’r;h;
Plan de Iguala which had three clear guarantees: indepef}de“ce L5
the Spanish Crown, the supremacy of the Roman Catt}ohc Chul’.de's
and equality for peninsulares and creoles. In the meantime, Iturbi
forces succeeded on the battlefield and defeated the IOYahStforce,s‘
He then pressured the Spanish political chief Juan 0’Donojti to sigtt
the Treaty of Cérdoba that recognized an independent MexicO-

The plan preserved the social order in Mexico—which, UIﬁI_flatCIY'
only delayed civil war—and created an independent sovereign state.
It also called for the establishment of a monarchy, but the Bourbons
refused to send any family members. As a result, Iturbide became
‘Emperor of Mexico in 1822.

ﬁ
Our Lady of Guadalupe
In 1531, the Virgin Mary
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of terror and bringing down the republic. Spain took
advantage of the chaos and dispatched 11,000 soldiers to Spanish
America and retook Caracas in May 1815. 3

Spanish occupation seemed to revitalize the Venezuelan
independence movement and united the diverse forces. Its leader,
simoén Bolivar, reinforced support for the cause of liberation and he
welcomed all races into his armies. The need for more support
brought equality; non-whites who supported the royalist cause saw
their rights repealed and joined the patriots. Understanding that his
own personal attitude set an important example, Bolivar freed his
own slaves.

The Spanish were fighting in multiple theaters and had to make
decisions on where to fight. Forces were split, there was a deterioration
of morale and war-weariness was prevalent in the Spanish army.

In 1820, events in Spain once again intervened on the patriots’
behalf. An army coup led to the restoration of more liberal laws
Spanish army had to negcmate with the patriots.
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Simoén Bolivar and José de San Martin 4o
Two men provided military leadership that went beyond’the llalor i
their own nations—Simén Bolivar and José de San Martin. T _CY
considered to be the two leading figures in the strugg!e for La(tim S
American independence. They both understood that independen

part of Spanish America would mean independence for all,
they fought on the battlefields not just in their own countries but

throughout the region. They met only once, on July. 26, 1822, inhad
Guayagquil (Ecuador) and while they had similar objectives they
d forms of

very different ideas on the organization, structure an
government for the new nation states.

outh America and his acceptan.ce
cuador, Colombia, Venezuela) in

elieved that sovereignty
but feared the tyranny

Bolivar’s political goal was unity for
of the leadership of Gran Colombia (E
1819, showed this determination. He b
belonged to the majority who were non-white,
of this dominant class and thus established a dictatorial system that he
called “able despotism.” He imposed a strong executive to enforce
legal equality where racial inequality prevailed. He also rewarded
military leaders for their service in the war through allocation of land,
giving them local dominance. As he was often away fighting the
battles of the continent, he needed to delegate authority to strong
men whom he hoped would implement his reforms. Frustrated by

his inability to change the interrelated race and class systems in Gran
Colombia, and wracked with illness, he was disillusioned by the power
he wielded. An assassination attempt in 1828 furthﬁ-wcékened"hhn
and his government had the problems of debt, a disorganized military
and civil discontent. 1
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in 1830, he addressed the Congress, saying, “Fellow citizens,

1 am ashamed to say it, but independence is the sole benefit we have
gained, at the sacrifice of all others.” He renounced his presidency
and, on December 17, 1830, died from tuberculosis and exhaustion.

“ Americans; Let us no longer be the object of the
sarcasm of those wretched Spaniards who are superior
to us only in wickedness, while they do not excel us in
valor, because our indulgence is what gives them their
strength. If they appear great to us, it is because we are
on our knees. Let us avenge three centuries
of shame. War alone can only save us
through the path of honor!”

Simo6n Bolivar,
October 1812, Cartagena.
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his mother Queen Maria) made the capital of the Portuguese Empire.
with the presence of the royal court came privileges and Brazil was
provided with a national bank, a library, universities and printing
presses. More importantly, Dom Joao opened Brazilian ports to
foreign trade and revoked decrees that prohibited certain
manufacturing in Brazil.

Even though the British liberated Portugal in 1811, the royal court
remained in Brazil. In 1815 Brazil was made a kingdom equal to
Portugal and when Queen Maria died, Joao was proclaimed king of
both Portugal and Brazil. The élites in society saw real benefits in a
dual monarchy in which they were equal to the Portuguese. While
the Brazilians seemed complacent with their status, the Portuguese
were disturbed and wanted their king to return to Portugal. By 1820,
this led to a rebellion that became the Portuguese revolution that
created a junta and demanded the return of the king.

Dom Joao returned to Portugal in 1821 but left his son behind in
Brazil as regent. The Portuguese Cortes created wrote a constitution
that clearly outlined its plans to re-establish Brazil as a colony.

The Cortes then demanded the return of the prince regent, and at
that point Brazilians felt that the time had come for independence.
They asked Dom Pedro to remain and on September 7, 1822,

he declared the independence of Brazil and was crowned emperor in
December. In May 1823, he convened a constituent assembly to
establish a liberal government.

The assembly created a system of government that limited the power
of the emperor more than he liked, so in November he dissolved it
and asked his advisors to draft a constitution. The Constitution of
1824 included a bicameral legislature in which the lower house was
indirectly elected by male suffrage. The members of the upper house
were selected by the emperor and served life terms. The emperor
could veto all legislation that was passed by either house and he had
the right to dissolve the legislature when he thought necessary.

He also appointed the cabinet and could dismiss ministers at will.

It created a highly centralized state in which provincial presidents
were also appointed by him. Catholicism was the state religion and
the emperor was the head of the church. This constitution endured

until the end of the monarchy in 1889.

A number of historians have made the argument that Brazilian
independence was bloodless, but that is not entirely true. Portuguese
troops had been dispatched to reestablish colonial dominance. Their
adversaries were generally guerrilla groups whose tactics wore out a
numerically superior and better armed army. The situation was so
explosive that Dom Pedro asked the British for safe passage and
asylum in the event of a full-blown civil war. In the end, there were
no major battles in the war, and Dom Pedro turned away
subsequent Portuguese soldiers, preventing them from landing in
Brazilian ports and sending out supplies so that they could make the
return trip.
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Discussion points

1 What made Brazil different;
how did it avoid the lengthy,
costly, bloody struggles of the
other independence
movements?

*A creole élite led by the
Crown prince decided it was
necessary to secede from the
empire!” How far do you
agree with this assessment of
Portuguese independence?
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