Suicides, souls and slavery:
Elementary aspects of slave
resistance in Saint-Domingue

Callum Blaikie
The Australian National University

Abstract

The Haitian Revolution of 1791—-1804 was the first and only slave revolt to

successfully achieve general emancipation and later claim self-government,

transforming the colony of Saint-Domingue into the free nation of Haiti.

The revolution was fought and won by a broad union of African diasporic
communities within, and peripheral to, plantation society. Yet, it is only in recent
decades that these insurrectionary slaves have been historically liberated from the
yoke of their masters. Early scholarship has described this radical point in the Age
of Revolution as merely an aftershock of the revolutions in France and the United
States. However, recent scholarship has emphasised the political, economic and
cultural reality of the enslaved people to excavate the origins of the revolution

and place it in an African diasporic context. This article contributes to the
latter effort, studying the practices of suicide, poisoning, Vodou and marronage
preceding the uprising of 1791. In doing so, it offers new interpretations of these
practices—seeing them not just as a means of organisation or the actions of
desperate individuals, but also as political resistance, continually antagonistic to

slavery and the plantation system. This analysis emphasises the politics of bodlies

and souls within the system of slavery, then in acts of insurrection and later in

revolution. It asserts that these practices were tools of corporeal and spiritual
resistance that served to reclaim, self-fashion and destroy the mechanisms of
power within plantation society.

*kk
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On the night of 21 August 1791, a tropical storm brewed as slaves from
across Saint-Domingue’s northern province gathered in the forest of Bois
Caiman.! A Vodou boko (priest) named Dutty Boukman, and a mambo
priestess named Cécile Fatiman, led the congregation in a great ritual.? They
sealed their lips with the blood of a black pig, a ritual of secrecy inherited
from Dahomey, as Boukman preached:

The god who created the sun which gives us light, who rouses the
waves and rules the storm, though hidden in the clouds, he watches
us. He sees all that the white man does. The god of the white man
inspires him with crime, but our god calls upon us to do good works.
Our god who is good to us orders us to revenge our wrongs. He will
direct our arms and aid us. Throw away the symbol of the god of the
whites who has often caused us to weep, and listen to the voice of
liberty, which speaks in the hearts of us all.?

The following night, 22 August, the Clément plantations’ director was
awoken by dogs barking and the distant echoes of gunshots. Stepping out
of the plantation house he saw movement in the shadows. “Who goes there?’
he called, and from the dark, a thunderous voice called back, Tt is death!™
The night erupted in gun smoke and fire. The rebellious slaves stormed
the house. Fields of sugar cane were set alight. The plantation director was
captured, his life only narrowly saved by the intervention of the slaves’ leader,
Dutty Boukman. On 24 August, the Saint-Domingue colonial assembly
wrote a letter requesting aid, stating: “The [slaves] are in insurrection;
the plantations are set on fire; the whites who were in charge of them are
slaughtered.” Half of the northern province was ablaze.® After 13 years of
struggle, the colony became the free nation of Haiti, slavery was abolished
and the only successful slave revolt in history was won.

Saint-Domingue, formally founded in 1697, occupied the western portion
of the Caribbean Island of Hispaniola or Ayiti. Three-quarters of the colony
was mountainous jungle, forming a tangible border with the Spanish
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colony to the east.” Saint-Domingue’s northern plains housed the most
prosperous sugar plantations in the Americas, the foothills grew primarily
coffee and tobacco, and indigo was grown in the southern and western
provinces. Saint-Domingue was the ‘pearl of the Antilles, the pride of the
French Empire and, by its peak in 1785, the most prosperous colony in
the Americas. This orgy of splendour was fertilised by the sweat and blood
of at least 600,000 stolen Africans, accounting for over 90 per cent of the
colony’s population.® The planter class was politically and racially divided
between the 27,500 free people of colour and 30,000 whites who would
come to vie for power within French revolutionary politics.” In this climate
of conflict, as the plantation elite consumed itself over the ‘rights of man’,
the slaves began their uprising.

When writing the history of the revolution in Haiti, many have emphasised the
role of the French Revolution and principles of the European Enlightenment.
The French Revolution has been treated as a ‘turning point’ that inspired
a few great men to ‘[wake] the sleeping slaves’.' One could equate the role of
the Bois Caiman ritual to that of the Tennis Court Oath of 1785. Resistance
to slavery before 1791 is written off as ‘dismissive, or isolationist, rather than
revolutionary’ in favour of an Enlightenment narrative of the uprising."
The absence of major armed revolts in Saint-Domingue before 1791 is
cited as evidence that Republican ideas of liberty and equality changed the
nature of collective action.'> However, as put by Michel-Rolph Trouillot,
such descriptions of the Saint-Domingue transform the revolution into
a ‘non-event’ of mere mimicry."” This position has been heavily critiqued as
the scholarship of the Haitian Revolution has shifted its gaze to the rank
and file of the Black revolutionary armies.

Haitian nationalist scholars, such as Jean Fouchard, were the first to develop
this critique. In 7he Haitian Maroons, Fouchard argues for a direct line of
continuity between the practice of fugitive slaves becoming maroons and the
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revolutionaries of 1791-1804.'* This assumption of a connection between
revolutionaries and maroons in some ways carries a false equivalence; most
of the initial rebels of 1791 had remained on their plantations, and Fouchard
does little to explore the ways in which the revolution was built from within
plantation society. Johnhenry Gonzales’s recent study of marronage in Hait,
Maroon Nation, completely reverses Fouchard’s argument.’> Gonzales asserts
that it was not maroons that made the revolution but ‘the Haitian Revolution
[that] made maroons’.'® Gonzales’s stance makes sense in the context of his
study of post-revolutionary Haiti, but perhaps inadequately denies the ways
resistance through marronage shaped and facilitated insurrection. Fouchard
and Gonzales, taken together, reveal a study of a single, ever-developing, act
of resistance within a maelstrom of insurrectionary practices.

Carolyn Fick, in 7he Making of Haiti: The Saint-Domingue Revolution from
below, provided a revised version of this Haitian-centric position in viewing
1791-1804 ‘from below’."” Fick focused greater attention on short-term, or
petit, marronage, in conjunction with the religious practice of Vodou and
the use of poisons by enslaved people. However, Fick only considers such
actions important in as much as they are instrumental organisational tools
or sources for inspiring action.'® Laurent Dubois’s Avengers of the New World
followed suit, but focused on the Haitian masses as actors within Republican
debates on liberty, citizenship and race—a position made clearer in A Colony
of Citizgens."” Other writers such as Jeremy Popkin in You Are All Free and
John Garrigus in Before Haiti, like Dubois, place Haiti in a broader secular
American context of the dialogue on freedom, identity and independence.?

In contrast, Joan Dayan’s Haiti, History, and the Gods provided a detailed
analysis of the memory of the Haitian Revolution in the contemporary
practice and cultural memory of Vodou.?' This positioning of religion and
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esoteric or spiritual practice within a revolutionary context is something
entirely rejected by David Geggus in his Haitian Revolutionary Studies.*
Nevertheless, contemporary scholars such as Crystal Nicole Eddins have
produced incredible works detailing Vodou, alongside marronage and
poisoning, as acts of collective resistance. Eddins’s book Rituals, Runaways,
and the Haitian Revolution: Collective Action in the African Diaspora provided
an excellent analysis of resistance to slavery as a means of producing a new
collective and free identity.”® This article aims to contribute to developing
new interpretations of slave resistance as not just identity-producing
or tools for organisation but as actively antagonistic to the social order of
plantation society.

The debate over the causes of the Haitian Revolution has been fuelled
by the silences in the archives and the politics of individual historians.
Lacking a contemporary insurrectionary manifesto to outline the ideology
and practice of the revolutionaries, evidence regarding the rationale of
resistance to slavery is often merely speculative reports from the planter
elites or confessions gained through torture and threats of death. When
the revolution began in 1791, radical onlookers blamed royalists and
whites blamed free people of colour who ‘inspired the [slaves] with ideas of
liberty’.** Nowhere were slaves themselves permitted to speak. Subsequently,
writing the history of the Haitian Revolution has been made a treacherous
endeavour. This article is based primarily on colonial writings intended for
a metropolitan audience, early print media such as les Affiches Americaines
and the Gazette de Saint-Domingue, and several sources created by planters,
such as interrogation records and correspondences. However, the accuracy
of such sources in capturing the practices and thoughts of Saint-Domingue’s
enslaved people is questionable. Even regarding the Bois Caiman ritual,
it is difficult to separate myth and truth in the muddy source material.”
However, the sources accurately encapsulate how planters were threatened
and undermined by the actions of the slaves.

Thus, this article argues that from this limited body of sources one can
excavate how collective and individual acts engaged with and antagonised
the social order of plantation society. French slave laws, or the Code Noir,
identify a relationship of separation between soul and body of the enslaved
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person while ascribing symbolic significance to acts of violence done unto
slaves. The code was often neglected by planters; however, as the legal
basis of slavery, it produced the ideal form of the slave in colonial society.
Considering acts of violence in a symbolic sense establishes the political
rationale of actions before and within revolution. Through suicide, poisoning,
Vodou and marronage, the enslaved people of Haiti challenged corporeal
and spiritual spaces of slavery. Enslaved people conjured liberty into their
hearts and through the bloody incantation of revolution manifested it in the
world. The history of the Saint-Domingue Revolution is not just a political
history but also a history of power, of magic, of body and of spirit.

Le Code Noir: Logic of slavery

The Code Noir (1685) provided the legitimised basis of French American
colonial society, positioned relationally to the institution of slavery and the
power of the metropole. Slavery had been prolific in the French colonies
before 1685; however, the Code Noir offered divine sanction to the
institution and a ‘proper’ order to the colonies. The code addressed itself
‘to all present and to come’ and assured them that:

although they inhabit countries infinitely far from our land, we are
always near them, not only by the extent of our power, but also by
the promptness of our will to assist them in our needs.?

The king, as the root of power across the French Empire, transcended
temporal and geographic boundaries to be eternally present. This presence is
brought to being through the regulation of the practices of distant subjects,
providing the approved practices of slaveholding for a proper relation
to the metropole. The constitution of this nation, the sense of ‘us’ to which
the code attributes ‘our islands’ and ‘our needs’ is then an important issue.”
The code ordered all Jewish people to be evicted from the island, all slaves to
be baptised and instructed in the ‘Catholic, apostolic, and Roman Religion’,
and forbade the exercising of any other faith.?® It was enacted shortly
before Louis XIV repealed the Edict of Nantes and forced Protestants from

26  Louis XV, Le Code Noir, BnF Gallica, accessed 16 September 2024, gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b
86086055/f2.item.
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France.” Thus, the regulation of slavery became an instrument for creating
hegemony and a spiritual monopoly across the empire. Through exercising
slavery as a sanctioned, homogenous and Catholic practice, metropolitan
power became manifest across time and space to reinforce itself in the
peripheries of the empire.

For the enslaved, before the economic institution of slavery, there was a
ritualistic appropriation of the soul through baptism. Slavery was justified
as ‘the only means to inspire the cult of the true God in the Africans’.”’
The enslaved soul is capable of salvation, reserving their humanity in
principle but criminalising it in practice through the specification of
Catholic dominance under the king. Marriage between slaves could only be
conducted with the master’s sanction, slaves were denied reproductive rights
over their children, and masters could break apart families by selling parent
and child separately.®" This is the practice that ensured the king was ‘always
near themy, appropriating the soul from the enslaved body and subsuming it
into a realm of spiritual domination.* In effect, slavery was an experience of
spiritual possession by summoning the abstract power of the French nation
into the body as the foundation of physical domination and slave labour.

The Code Noir thereafter deals with regulating these bodies that were denied
personhood and forced into Christian salvation. The slave was ‘moveable
property’, reduced to being a purely material commodity.*® Slaves could not
sell anything, could not gather for ‘seditious’ religious practices, could
not associate with slaves of other plantations and were denied ‘any public
function'—legal or political.** The physical and social autonomy of the
slave was criminalised, and their personal security was entirely reliant on
the master to provide them with food and clothing.”® Thus, their existence
was entirely subsumed into domination. Yet this was ultimately justified as
providing a higher degree of Christian freedom through baptism. Material
domination was a tool of spiritual monopoly. In atomising kinship,

29 Joseph Roach, ‘Body of Law: The Sun King and the Code Noir’, in From the Royal to the Republican
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economic, spiritual and national relationships, the individual becomes
a slave, a ‘socially dead person’ without the power over their muscles and
mind to betray the spiritual community of the French Kingdom.*¢

Physical punishment also occupies a significant portion of the Code Noir,
establishing a language of violence. Article 42 rendered it forbidden to
‘torture [slaves], or to mutilate any of their members’.?” Yet the same article
reads: “When they believe that their slaves will have deserved it, masters may
only chain them and beat them with cords.” Slaves who escaped:

for one month counting from the day his master denounces him
before the law, will have his ears cut off and will be branded with
a fleur-de-lis on one shoulder; if he repeats the offence for another
month counting ... he will be hamstrung and branded with the
fleur-de-lis on another shoulder; and the third time he will be put
to death.*

The instruments for beating a slave, the extent of bindings, and the symbols
and locations of brands are specific and meaningful. The masters’ control
of enslaved bodies was reinforced psychologically through the crack of the
whip and the searing of flesh. The marks left on the skin of the enslaved
were symbols of servitude written onto the body to communicate their
enslavement. The law considered chaining, beating and branding not to
be excessive acts of torture or mutilation; this is because the abuse of the
slaves’ bodies was integral to communicating spiritual and physical power
in planter society.”

The physical language of violence is connected most explicitly to the
body and soul dynamic in Father Jean-Baptiste Labat’s four-volume
Nouveau voyage aux isles de ’Amérique, published in 1742. Labat, a slave-
owning Catholic priest, viewed the spirit world in a dichotomy between
ontological good, God, and ontological evil, Satan.”” Thus, African faiths,
not sanctioned by the Christian God, were implicitly aligned with Satan.
Labat tells a story of a sick slave, untreatable by French or Black healers.
The slave was visited, against the masters’ wishes, by a ‘witch’ who contacted
‘the devil” through a figurine that predicted the afflicted slave would die in

36  Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Harvard University Press, 1982),
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Suicides, souls and slavery

four days.”! The ‘witch’ was a practitioner of either Vodou or an African
faith; however, by not aligning with Christian God, the practice, in Labat’s
eyes, became a space for Satan. Labat gave them ‘about 300 lashes which
skinned him from the shoulders to the knees’, his wounds were treated to
prevent gangrene and he was shackled.”> Labat stomped and spat on the
figurine, then burnt it with the sorcerer’s rags, incense holder, and other
‘implements’. As predicted, the slave died four days later.®?

The hegemonic Christianity of slavery saw “The Devil’, an ontological evil
and inherently antagonistic spectre, in the body of every enslaved person.
The Christian logic of slavery used symbolic practices of violence to
physically assert power over the enslaved body and destroy the perceived
devil that existed in the free African. Through violence, the identity and
spiritual autonomy of the enslaved person was negated, and the power of the
plantation society was reasserted spiritually and corporeally. Subsequently,
beating furthered the purpose of baptism by projecting the power of planter
society onto the body and reasserting the spiritual possession of the slave.
It was not just the hand of Father Labat that held the whip, it was the
whole colonial order that beat itself into existence on the skin of the slave.
However, Labat’s story contains implicit irony, as it is his beatings that
fulfil the prophecy of the witch, just as it is the drive for Christian spiritual
hegemony that gives an insurrectionary quality to non-Christian faith.

Suicide: Destruction of symbols

Enslaved people who committed suicide reversed the symbolic violence
of Labat and the Code Noir that produced the symbols of power over the
enslaved body. Africans reacted with suicide from the instant that slavery
became tangible. Countless threw themselves from the decks of slave ships,
and countless more would kill themselves in Saint-Domingue.* As argued
by contemporary abolitionist writer the Marquis de Condorcet, suicide was

41 Jean-Baptiste Labat, Nouveau Voyage aux isles de I'Amerigue (P. Husson, 1724) 165-7, as quoted in
Garraway, The Libertine Colony, 168-9.
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43 Labat, Nouveau Voyage, 167, as quoted in Garraway, The Libertine Colony, 169.

44  Carolyn Fick, The Making of Haiti, 47.
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in some cases a personal cry of despair over the ‘avarice and the cruelty of the
Europeans’ overloading them ‘with work and beatings.” However, there was
a political nature to bodily mutilation and self-destruction through suicide.

Enslaved people were imagined in a mere physical state of being, reduced
to that of furniture and other commodities. Sales of plantation properties
published in Saint-Domingue newspapers listed properties of ‘18 heads
of negro, horses, cows, and a superb troupe of sheep’, ‘a lot consisting of
furniture, chairs and beds, three house-servants and other items’, and a
sugar mill in Léogane with ‘four carts, twelve mules, thirty slaves and other
necessary tools’.* Adjacent to listings of sales were reports on runaway
slaves that outlined how the individual slave was known. Jean-Baptiste,
a ‘Kongo’ who escaped on 15 February, was branded with DEPE on his
right breast, and ‘claim[ed] to belong to M. Depe’.#” Brands were reported
on with certainty, as they were created by the master to symbolise himself,
yet Jean-Baptiste’s word could not be trusted, despite reinforcing exactly
what the brand said. Thus, it was the master—or, rather, the whole planter
class manifest through time and space—who spoke through their own
image carved onto the skin of the enslaved person. All reports on escaped
slaves, including those accompanying Jean’s, provided detailed descriptions
of bodily mutilation. For example, Jean Pierre, was:

horribly disfigured under the chin, at the mouth, and at the lips
which are split in two, with a large and very serious wound from

a three-shot pistol which he had suffered a year ago, while trying to
kill himself.®

Tellingly, reports on escaped animals follow an identical formula for
descriptions.” Thus, through the logic of slavery the enslaved body was
disassembled into an assortment of ‘tools” or ‘items’ that were merely the
locus of the master’s power.

The destruction of the plantation houses in 1791 echoed the self-destruction
of the suicidal slave’s body. The whole of the plantation property was a
productive organ in which individuated bodies were sinews that moved the

45 Nicolas de Condorcet, Reflexion Sur [’Esclavage Des Negres (Societe Typographique, 1781), 26-7,
BnF Gallica, accessed 16 September 2024, gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k823018.
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muscles of the sugar industry, producing wealth and power. Brands and
scars were written manifestations of the slave’s subjugation and the master’s
power. Suicide destroyed these symbols of status. Through seizing their fate,
those who suicided rejected their masters’ control and democratised their
death. Similarly, as put by Moreau De Saint-Merry (1750-1819), suicide
hurt the owner at the ‘pocket nerve’: it harmed the plantation labour force
and disrupted production until new slaves could be purchased.”® Some slaves
slit their throats with work tools, swallowed their tongues, ate poisonous
plants, drowned themselves or ate dirt until they died.' However, many
slaves merely attempted to mutilate themselves until they were no longer fit
to work. In August 1768, on the Du Fort plantation in Léogine, a slave and
ex-maroon La Trite broke his leg while he was shackled in the sugar mill.>
His leg had to be amputated, which he abided, but, after learning he would
be sent back to work, he undid his bandages and ‘nearly died’.>® La Trite was
shackled as a ‘living example for the others’ while he recovered. However,
in September, when his shackles were undone and he was presented with a
wooden leg so he could return to work, he swiftly killed himself.>* The slave
is the physical body, therefore La Trite could not injure himself into freedom
because he maintained the physical continuity of the enslaved body. As the
enslaved body and planter power was produced through symbolic actions of
violence towards the body, it too was negated through the slave’s symbolic
violence. In 1791, this idea would manifest in the wholesale destruction of
plantation estates, and later, in 1804, the destruction of all white bodies
on the island.

Poisoning: Identity and attack

Through poisoning, slaves retreated into secret spaces beyond the reach
of the planters to organise and attack the powers that oppressed them.
Knowledge of herbology acquired in Africa was brought over via the slave

50 Moreau De Saint-Mery, A Civilization That Perished: The Last Years of Colonial Rule in Haiti, trans.
Ivor Spencer (University Press of America, 1985), 273.

51 De Saint-Mery, A Civilization That Perished, 274; Eddins, Rituals, Runaways, 223—4; Jayne Boisvert,
‘Colonial Hell and Female Slave Resistance in Saint-Domingue’, Journal of Haitian Studies 7, no. 1 (2007):
64-5.

52 Gabriel Debien, Moreau De Saint-Mery and Yvan Debbash, “The French Caribbean’, in Maroon
Societies: Rebel Slave Communities in the Americas, ed. Richard Price (John Hopkins University Press,
1996), 121. For another example, see: Jean Baptiste in De Saint-Mery, A Civilization That Perished, 65.
53 Debien, De Saint-Mery and Debbash, “The French Caribbean’, 121.

54 Debien, De Saint-Mery and Debbash, “The French Caribbean’, 121.
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trade and utilised in producing both herbal medicine and poisons.>® This
practice was inaccessible by the European planters, giving knowledgeable
slaves a position of power relative to the planter class.”® Consequently,
an economy sat atop the specialised knowledge held by these slaves,
demonstrated in the case of Assam in 1757 who was sent by her master to
retrieve medicine for his sickly slaves.”” However, it is alleged that Assam
conspired with her friend and free Black, Pompeé, and another enslaved
person named Jean, who provided Assam with some medicine. Jean forbade
her from telling her master that she was administering it because ‘the whites
must not have knowledge of those drugs’. After administering the drug, the
sick slaves died and Assam was tortured and sentenced to death.’® Through
torture, she gave the names of numerous others involved in the trade of
medicine and distribution of poison, including a slave ‘who is always
running away’.”” It is indirectly through Assam’s confessions that an even
greater spectre, Francois Mackandal, would become known to the planter
class.®® The case demonstrates how planters needed linkages between slaves
for the practice of herbology, but within these linkages were also networks
and practices of resistance. Poisoners retreated beyond the knowledge of the
masters, establishing connections between enslaved and free people, and
allowing slaves to strike at the planter class from this secret space.

The 1758 Mackandal Affair demonstrates how poisoning became a collective
tool of attacking the plantation system. Francois Mackandal was a maroon
and prolific poisoner whose legacy caused all future Vodou fetishes to be
labelled ‘macandals’.®’ Mackandal claimed to be immortal and to have been
given vast wisdom of the future from God.®* He led a conspiracy of maroons
and agents within plantations who transported and produced poisons to
attack the whites and allow slaves to usurp the position of ‘masters of the
island’.® Poison packets were distributed with gris-gris, a Mende word
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for amulets, created by Islamic Marabouts in what is now Sierra-Leone.*
Mackandal prayed to Allah over the gris-gris but claimed to be the recipient
of a blessing from Jesus, even incorporating the crucifix into the talismans.®
The supposed Mackandal conspiracy killed about 40 planters and 300-400
others before Mackandal was betrayed and arrested at a Vodou Calenda
dance.®® Mackandal was burnt at the stake but claimed he would be born
again in the mountains to lead his conspiracy to victory. Mackandal, while
not the first or last organised poisoner, shows how poisoning was not only a
violentact of destruction but also an act of identity reconstruction. Poisoning
as a secret space allowed the appropriation of mortifs of Abrahamic religions,
combining them with African spiritual symbols to profane the power of
planter society. It also allowed slaves to undermine the power of the master
while producing their own symbols, collectively determining meaning and
imagining change.

However, recent scholarship by John Garrigus suggests that the pre-
eminence of poison is greatly overstated in the records.”” Instead, Garrigus
suggests that many cases of poisoning were instead cases of infectious
disease, placing particular emphasis on anthrax epidemics during times of
drought.®® In the case of Assam, her plantation was known for livestock
epidemics; the ‘swelling’ experienced by the sick slaves she cared for could
perhaps have been contracted from sick animals.®” Regardless, the terror
around poisoning demonstrates planters’ latent fear of the networks of
organisation being developed by slaves through religious practice and the
commerce of contraband.”” Subsequently, when unexplainable deaths
occurred on the plantation, poison was used as a justification for torture
and arrests to crush the slaves’ covert networks of resistance. Poisoning may
merely be an appearance of the fear of ‘total destruction’ that planters felt
when faced with the revolutionary potential of slaves using secret spaces to
undo social atomisation.”
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Vodou: Reclamation of spirit

Vodou, a syncretic religion that developed in Haiti, combined the cultural
practices inherited from Africa and used them to imagine insurrectionary
struggle and attack the spiritual dominion of slavery. David Geggus asserts
that the practice of Vodou is non-political, as it ‘diverts energies into
magico-religious instead of political activities’.”> However, as demonstrated
in the Code Noir, the religious and spiritual is integral to the creation
of the slave and perpetuation of slavery.”® Therefore, the practice of Vodou,
the celebration of one’s own gods and the physical sensation of soul within
body were actively antagonistic towards spiritual domination.”* Vodou
was violently suppressed by colonial authorities under the pretence it
could ‘be made into a terrible weapon’.”” Vodou’s main threat, however,
was the reclamation of the spirit world by the slave, challenging the
planter’s monopoly.

Vodou practices drew heavily on symbols inherited from Africa. Through
acting out and creating icons of a shared past, Vodou became a body of
knowledge that united its participants. Moreau de Saint-Mery, in one of the
earliest written descriptions of Vodou calendas (ritual dance), accredited
the religion to slaves from the Dahomeyan kingdom of Arada.”® However,
within Moreau’s description, one can see the diversity of symbols within
Vodou. A Vodou initiation ceremony watched by Moreau included a chant
in the Kikongo language translating to: ‘Eh! Eh! Mbumba [Congolese
creator god] / Tie up the Bafioti [Slave-trading Africans] / Tie up the
whites / Tie up the witches / Tie them.”” This song uses African language
and symbols to express a collective heritage and plays directly with anti-
slavery prejudices against both whites and domestic enemies within Kongo.
Calling on an African spiritual entity to ‘tie up’ the various forces during
initiation shows how Vodou restricted the planters’ power over the spirit
world. Similarly, by invoking their own powerful spirits through time and
space, the enslaved community projected an image of themselves into the
realm previously occupied by the image of the king through the Code Noir.
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Vodou reappropriates a spiritual space, where planters’ power is tied up
elsewhere before it can be made present. Thus, Vodou was an act of identity
production that brought African pasts into an acted-out present to reclaim
territory for themselves in the spiritual domain of slavery.

The Vaudoux ritual dance placed specific emphasis on bodily possession to
seize the spirit world from the master. Vaudoux was an entirely secret space
‘sheltered from profane eyes’ by an oath sworn to the Vodou ‘king’ and
‘queen’ and a caged adder that signified ‘knowledge of the past, learning of
the present, and foreknowledge of the future’.’”® The queen stood atop the
cage and summoned the 7wa (spirit) into her body, which spoke through
her to share knowledge of the world and command the congregation who
paid tribute to the king and queen. The iwa then possessed the followers,
too, who began to dance and drink, enraptured by the power of the 7wa.”
Vaudoux reversed the symbolic negation of African-ness that the master
acted out in slavery by exorcising the spiritual possession forced upon them.*
Through an oath of secrecy, the slaves spoke into existence their secret space
and denied the projection of planter power onto their body manifest in
brands and scars. Thus, the ritual became a place where the symbols of
the masters’ power became meaningless and the body broke its physical
continuity with the enslaved identity. Physical experiences of possession
act an African presence in the spirit world into existence, re-territorialising
their bodies as symbols of resistance and self. Thus, through the symbolic
action of ritual and possession, enslaved people challenged the world of the
planter, reversing the process through which the spiritual domain of slavery
is created.

Marronage: Reclamation of body

Marronage, the act of running away from the plantation and making
oneself a maroon, was the greatest leap of resistance undertaken by slaves.
It took many forms and, collectively, it proved ‘in the end to be the most
viable and certainly the most consistent’ form of resistance.®’ Some have
characterised marooning slaves as reactionary or a mere product of starvation
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or ill-treatment, with no political concerns or revolutionary aspirations.®
However, marronage did not increase in times of shortage and, in fact, was
most common in plantations that were lenient to slaves. A slave marooned
with a plan and explicit vision of corporeal liberation. Marooning slaves
were widely reported on. Such reports detailed their brands and speculated
on where they had gone, creating a near-panoptic system of surveillance
supported by the Code Noir’s language of violence.®

Maroons reclaimed what had been taken through being enslaved and used
it to construct a new near-free state of being. Some did not flee beyond
colonial society but used skills and connections to protect themselves. In
December 1784, the escape of a slave, Cahouet, was reported. Cahouet
was a coach driver and a ‘great player of the bansa, singer, and coaxer of the
blacks, always at each of the [Vodou] dances’.?* As a coach driver, he had a
unique knowledge of the surrounding region and the opportunity to leave
the plantation and interact with broader communities of enslaved people.®
Cahouet’s absence could have been instigated by the desire to temporarily
flee to attend a ritual, or to flee permanently, using the connections he
had established. Regardless, he reclaimed his skills as a slave to escape and
undermine his masters’ control while staying close to where he had networks
of support.® Similarly, Henriette, a Kongo woman and talented seamstress,
laundress and ironer who escaped from her master and went undetected
for two days was speculated to be posing as a free person of colour.’” Her
familiarity with fashion and skill with textiles exposed her to the culture
of Saint-Domingue and allowed her to imitate the famously extravagant
styling of a free woman of colour.®® Others took greater leaps beyond the
power of their masters. For example, Jasmin, his wife Nanette and another
slave, Marquis, used a personal connection with a black ferryman, whom
they planned to pay with a stolen silver cufflink, to escape upriver into the
jungle.*” Group maroonings increased in regularity in the late 1780s and
early 1790s, demonstrating a growing coordination of resistance in the lead
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up to 1791.%° Thus, marronage reclaimed familial and social connections
denied by the logic of slavery, and showed how enslaved people utilised
their positions within the broader community of Saint-Domingue as a tool
for resistance.

Many slaves fled into those unconquerable mountains that loomed like a
spectre over the colony. Slaves who did so often formed bands of maroons
within the hostile geography, with settlements such as Le Maniel and
Christophe reaching populations of several hundreds if not thousands.”
Maroon encampments worked the land to produce food, raised livestock
they had seized, and even established wells and permanent dwellings in some
cases. However, maroons were fugitives and lived uncertain lives. Colonial
police regularly pursued them, and, in the jungles, many died sick and
starving instead of finding freedom. The existence of the maroon was thus
always in jeopardy; they renounced any material certainty of the plantation
for an uncertainty that they controlled.”” Mountainous encampments
were secret spaces where slaves’ bodies broke physical continuity with the
plantation and began to work for their own benefit, under the command of
themselves.”” However, the maroon was not totally isolated, as they often
relied on connections to the plantations to survive. Maroons would:

move from plantation to plantation to carry off whatever food or
animals they [could] find and [hide] in the house of their comrades
who usually [were] participants in their thieving knowing well the
situation on the plantations and advising said fugitives so that they
can take measures to carry off their thefts undetected.*

Maroon raids on frontier plantations became such a concern for the planters
that advertisements began to guarantee that properties were ‘safe from
maroon raids, well protected in spite of the remoteness’.” Thus, marronage
created a liminal space beyond slavery but before liberty. Jungle and mountain
shrouded maroons from the reach of their master, and when he came after
them, the hostile tropical geography would remind him of the physical
limits of his power.”® The struggle of the maroon was different from the
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struggle of the revolutionary. However, in marronage, there is a tantamount
rejection of the material conditions of slavery mediated through the limited
means of an individual or small collective of fugitives fleeing into the jungle.
Maroons thus began to imagine physical liberty, utilising spaces beyond
planter society and connections within planter society to undermine the
domination and alienation that was the germ of the plantation system.

Conclusion: Revolutionary actions

I do not mean to say that all those forgotten Africans who committed suicide,
poisoned, practised Vodou or ran away from the plantation were necessarily
revolutionaries. However, this interpretation of their actions produces new
understandings of ways in which acts of resistance demonstrate a purposeful
and calculated effort to uproot the power of the ruling planter class. Suicide
demonstrated a principal awareness of the logic of slavery and of symbols of
power that reinforce servitude. Beyond suicide, slaves consistently engaged
with and repurposed symbolism to undermine the planter’s monopoly on
power. Through poison and Vodou, slaves constructed communities within
secret spaces wherein an economy of ideas and identities could take root.
From secret spaces, slaves reclaimed their souls, manifested their own spirits
into the world and destroyed the soulless figure of the slave that possessed
their bodies. Finally, through marronage slaves seized control of their body
and the fruits of slave labour to live a life reliant on networks of support
beyond and between the sites of planter power. These practices were not
universal but were constant in their individual and collective forms, as the
enslaved never accepted the identity fashioned for them by the planters. The
slaves grasped at the world around them, taking hold of what they could
and fashioning it to be their own or destroying it to antagonise the powers
that oppressed them.

From Bois Caiman onwards, resistance may have changed in means and
outcome, but the same engagements with the system of slavery are evident
in a new revolutionary context. The slaves present on that fateful Sunday
night, their only free day, left their plantations and entered the transient
in-between normally inhabited by maroons.”” There they invoked spiritual
practices inherited from Africa, killing a pig to consecrate the forest and,
through drinking the blood, their bodies as secret spaces. Just as Father
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Labat, and countless others had acted out against them, the ‘symbol of the
god of the whites” was cast away and destroyed.” In physically destroying
abstract sites of power, the manifestation of the plantation regime was
reversed; then, through seizing the minds, bodies and souls that had been
taken through slavery, the labour could begin to construct a system of
their own.

The full details of the events that followed August 1791 lie beyond the scope
of this article.”” However, in the final act of the struggle—independence—
we again see the same mechanisms at play. In writing the Haitian Declaration
of Independence from France, the secretary of Jean-Jacques Dessalines,
Boisrond Tonnerre, wrote:

To prepare the independence act, we need the skin of a white
man for parchment, his skull for a desk, his blood for ink, and a
bayonet for a pen. The French name still grieves this land.'®

In exorcising the lingering spirit of the French nation, the physical body
of the white planter was disassembled into tools. Liberation was a clear
reversal of the physical and spiritual relation of slavery, writing freedom
instead of domination onto the skin of a body to destroy an oppressive
spiritual presence. The French name was exorcised, and the new nation of
Haiti was spoken into existence in Creole by Dessalines on 1 January 1804.
Thus, the history of the Saint-Domingue Revolution is not just a political
history but also a history of power, of magic, of body and of spirit.
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