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The First Emancipation: The Forgotten History of Abolition in Revolutionary France

In 1794, revolutionary France became the first country to decree the immediate abolition of slavery and
to grant people of African descent full equality with white citizens. Even though the French revolutionaries’
Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, issued in 1789, had proclaimed that “all men are born and remain
free and equal in rights,” the revolutionaries had initially refused to extend those rights to the enslaved
populations of their overseas colonies, who were more numerous at the time than the Blacks in the thirteen
American states. When the French were unable to defeat the great slave insurrection in their most valuable
colony, today’s Haiti, however, they realized that their only chance of retaining possession of that island was to
recognize the freedom of its Black population.

Tragically, the French revolutionary experiment with abolition and the establishment of racial equality
did not endure. After he seized power in France in 1799, Napoleon Bonaparte was determined to restore the old
racial order in France’s colonies. In 1802, he sent military expeditions to the Caribbean. His troops succeeded
in forcing the Black population of Guadeloupe back into slavery, but in Saint-Domingue, where the Black
leader Toussaint Louverture had been the duly appointed French governor for six years, he suffered his first
great defeat. Haiti became the second independent nation in the Americas and a beacon of hope for enslaved
Black populations elsewhere. Enslaved people in France’s other colonies had to wait until 1848, when the short-
lived Second French Republic abolished slavery for the second time.

Key Figures in the Story of Abolition in Revolutionary France
Montesquieu: author of The Spirit of the Laws (1748), which included a critique of slavery, but also suggested
that it might be justified in countries with hot climates

Raynal: His multivolume compilation History of the Two Indies (1770, 1774, 1780) was an international
bestseller. It included passages denouncing slavery and warning of the danger of slave revolts

Condorcet: published the first plan for the gradual abolition of slavery (1781), modelled on the gradual-
abolition law passed in Pennsylvania in 1780




Brissot: founded the Friends of the Blacks, the first French abolition society, and campaigned tirelessly for the
cause in his newspaper, the Patriote frangois. Executed, along with most other prominent French abolitionists,
in 1793

Mirabeau: most prominent figure in the early part of the French Revolution. Eloquent but inconsistent
supporter of the abolitionist cause

Grégoire: Catholic priest and deputy to the National Assembly and National Convention. In addition to
supporting abolition, he advocated rights for Jews

Moreau de Saint-Méry: expert on colonial law, diehard defender of slavery

Gouy d’Arsy: Saint-Domingue plantation-owner who led the campaign to get pro-slavery deputies admitted to
the National Assembly in 1789

Malouet: veteran colonial administrator and conservative deputy to National Assembly. Defender of slavery

Barnave: firebrand revolutionary in 1789, he soon became more conservative. Spokesman for the National
Assembly’s colonial committee and defender of slavery in 1790-1791

Raimond: principal spokesman for free men of color. A slaveowner himself, he tried to separate the question of
race from that of slavery

Olympe de Gouges: woman playwright, author of antislavery play performed in 1789. She condemned the
violence of the Saint-Domingue slave uprising that broke out in 1791

Robespierre: leading revolutionary radical, famous for exclaiming “Perish the colonies rather than a principle!”
in 1791 debate about slavery. He later came to believe that abolition was a British conspiracy and opposed the
abolition decree of February 1794

Milscent: colonial plantation owner married to a Black woman. He became a revolutionary journalist and was
the first to call for the immediate abolition of slavery in 1793

Sonthonax: French civil commissioner sent to Saint-Domingue in 1792. In 1793, he and his colleague Polverel
began the process of emancipation in that colony

Danton: celebrated revolutionary leader but not strongly committed to abolition. His speech on February 4,
1794, led to passage of the abolition decree

Chaumette: prominent figure in the radical sans-culotte movement of 1793-1794. He organized the great
celebration of abolition held in Notre-Dame in February 1794




Belley: first Black man admitted as deputy to the National Convention in February 1794

Dufay: white deputy from Saint-Domingue whose speech paved the way for passage of the abolition decree of
February 4, 1794 (16 pluviose Year II)

Boissy d’Anglas: conservative politician and parliamentary leader after overthrow of Robespierre. Despite his
conservatism, he defended maintenance of the 1794 abolition decree

Toussaint Louverture: former slave who rose to leading position in the insurrectionary movement in Saint-
Domingue after 1791. In 1794, he joined forces with the French and rose to become military governor of Saint-
Domingue

Eschassériaux: legislative deputy in the post-Robespierre “Directory” period; author of the law of January 1,
1798 (12 nivose VI) promising that laws in France and its colonies would be the same

Napoleon Bonaparte: after seizing power in France in November 1799, he undertook to reestablish slavery in
the French colonies, leading to the Haitian war of independence and the permanent loss of France’s most
valuable overseas colony

Key Dates in the Story of Abolition in Revolutionary France

1626: establishment of France’s first Caribbean colony
1685: Louis XIV issues the first version of the Code Noir, the French slave code.

1748: Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws inaugurates public debate in France about the legitimacy of slavery and
the slave trade.

1770: Publication of the first edition of abbé Raynal’s Philosophical History of the Two Indies, a bestseller that
includes powerful condemnations of the cruelty of slavery.

1783: Treaty of Paris ends American Revolutionary War and sets the stage for a rapid expansion of the French
slave trade, encouraged by government subsidies.

1788: Jacques-Pierre Brissot founds the Society of the Friends of the Blacks, France’s first abolitionist society

1789: the French Revolution begins. After a long debate, the National Assembly admits deputies representing
the white colonists.




July 1789: shortly after the storming of the Bastille, Brissot founds his newspaper, the Patriote frangois. He
argues for the abolition of the slave trade and reform of slavery.

August 1789: The National Assembly issues the “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen,” whose first
article proclaims that “men are born and remain free and equal in rights.” Mirabeau writes that this article
should imply the abolition of slavery. Pro-slavery advocates found the Club Massiac to defend their interests.
Julien Raimond and other free men of color in Paris begin lobbying for rights for their group.

March 1790: in response to pressure from pro-colonial groups, the National Assembly promises not to take any
measures against slavery or the slave trade. This promise is renewed in October 1790.

May 1791: The National Assembly votes to give slavery constitutional protection, but colonists are outraged
when the Assembly then votes to grant rights to free people of color whose parents were themselves legally
free. This “decree of 15 May 1791 is repealed in September 1791.

August 1791: a massive slave insurrection breaks out in the Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue, marking the
beginning of the Haitian Revolution.

October 1791: news of the Saint-Domingue uprising reaches France, sparking new debates about slavery and
the status of free people of color.

March 1792: Brissot and his Girondin allies persuade the Legislative Assembly to grant rights to all free people
of color in the colonies. This “law of 4 April 1792 also provides for the dispatch of a Civil Commission to
Saint-Domingue to implement the policy of racial equality.

April 1792: France declares war on Austria, beginning more than 20 years of armed conflict in Europe.

June 1792: Claude Milscent launches the Creole patriote, a newspaper that becomes the most important outlet
for abolitionist arguments.

August 1792: an insurrection in Paris overthrows the monarchy and leads to the establishment of a radical
republican government. A new legislature, the National Convention, is elected.

January 1793: execution of Louis XVI

June 1793: Robespierre’s Montagnard faction ousts Brissot’s Girondin group from the Convention, eliminating
most of the prominent supporters of abolition. Beginning of “Reign of Terror.”

June-August 1793: in Saint-Domingue, civil commissioners Léger-F¢licité Sonthonax and Etienne Polverel,
faced with resistance from the white population in Saint-Domingue, issue a series of decrees granting freedom
to the enslaved population there.




July 1793: Grégoire gets the Convention to abolish government subsidies to slave traders.

October 1793: Brissot and other Girondins executed after a trial in which they are charged with “destroying the
colonies” by promoting abolition.

January 1794: a tricolor group of deputies elected in Saint-Domingue as the colony’s representatives to the
National Convention arrive in Paris. Pro-slavery colonists succeed in having them arrested.

February 1794: the Saint-Domingue deputies are released from prison and admitted as members of the
Convention. On February 4, 1794 (16 pluviose Year II), the Convention votes the immediate abolition of
slavery, makes former slaves full French citizens, and seats two men of African descent as deputies.
May 1794: Execution of Claude Milscent shows continued opposition to abolition in France

June 1794: Toussaint Louverture rallies to French cause in Saint-Domingue

July 1794: Overthrow of Robespierre on 9 thermidor Year II marks end of “Reign of Terror”

August 1795: Conservative “Thermidorian” Convention reaffirms abolition of slavery

June 1796: Sonthonax returns to Saint-Domingue as head of Third Civil Commission and begins power
struggle with Toussaint Louverture

April 1797: conservatives win French elections and begin campaign to overturn abolition policy

September 1797: pro-slavery conservatives purged from French legislature in coup of 18 fructidor Year V

January 1798: law of 12 nivose Year VI (Jan. 1, 1798) institutionalizes citizenship of colonial populations.
Sonthonax returns to France and denounces Toussaint Louverture.

Spring 1798: Girodet paints famous portrait of the Black deputy Jean-Baptiste Belley, which has now become
an iconic symbol of France’s experiment with abolition

October 1798: Toussaint Louverture compels General Hédouville to leave Saint-Domingue, raising fears that
he intends to make the colony independent of France

February 1799: French legislative councils hold last annual public commemoration of the abolition law of
1794

November 1799: coup of 18 brumaire Year VIII brings Napoleon Bonaparte to power in France




January 1800: Napoleonic Constitution of the Year VIII states that colonies will be governed by “special
laws,” opening prospect of the return of slavery

March-May 1801: Toussaint Louverture announces constitution for Saint-Domingue and occupies Spanish
Santo Domingo, defying Napoleon’s authority

February 1802: French military expeditions, dispatched in late 1801, land in Guadeloupe and Saint-Domingue,
setting off bloody fighting in both colonies. Widespread propaganda campaign in France spreads racist ideas

May 1802: General Richepance defeats resistance in Guadeloupe, setting stage for the reimposition of slavery
there

May 1802: Napoleonic legislature repeals 1794 abolition law
June 1802: Toussaint Louverture arrested in Saint-Domingue and put on ship to France

October 1802: Black generals who had accepted French occupation of Saint-Domingue earlier in 1802 change
sides and launch resistance movement against a French army weakened by yellow-fever epidemic

November 1803: General Dessalines’s forces defeat French army at battle of Verticres, ending Haitian war of
independence

January 1804: declaration of Haitian independence

1825: France finally recognizes Haitian independence, in exchange for large indemnity payment to former
plantation-owners

April 1848: French Second Republic abolishes slavery for a second time, freeing enslaved populations in
Guadeloupe, Martinique and Réunion

January 2001: Passage of Taubira Law declaring slavery a violation of human rights




