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The impact of the French Revolution worldwide:

• A fundamental change occurred in European systems of 
government.

• The French Revolution also inspired revolutions around the globe.

• It advanced democracy and the recognition of human rights.

• It also encouraged the idea of nationalism abroad.

• However, it made Conservatives become defensive against these 
new trends.



The reasons for international opposition to the 

revolutionaries in France:

• European monarch and the British parliament were afraid 
that the revolution could spread to their own countries.

• Emigres told horror stories that spread fear among the 
aristocracy in neighbouring countries.

• Therefore Austria and Prussia joined in the Declaration of 
Pillnitz, which declared that the crisis of the monarchy in 
France was of concern to all European monarchs.

• The British prime minister, William Pitt, and the British 
parliament passed laws that restricted public assembly 
and made societies for political reform illegal.



Napoleon: The reaction against democracy and the 

modernisation of France.

• Napoleon Bonaparte was brought in by the Directorate to use the army to protect 
the new government.

• However, he took part in a coup in 1799 where the Consulate took over from the 
Directorate.

• Napoleon moved effortlessly into the leading role of First Consul in the 
government.

• Napoleon carefully nurtured his image as the saviour of the country.



Napoleon’s modernisation of France:

• Napoleon was a hard-working and intelligent head of government who oversaw the 
creation of:
• An entire new legal framework for France
• A highly efficient administration system, and
• A Secular educational system.

• Under Napoleon the French legal system was reorganised.
• Code Napoleon (the French civil code) was completed in 1804.
• Codes of criminal law and commercial law were added during the next five years.
• Equality before the law was introduced.
• He reformed the school system using military – type discipline.
• The Concordat was an agreement he made with the pope that allowed Catholics to worship 

freely and maintained the Roman Catholic Church as the majority church of France. Napoleon 
made this diplomatic decision because many of his people were devout Catholics.

• The metric system was introduced under Napoleon in 1799.



Napoleon’s reaction against democracy:

• In 1802, after a referendum, Napoleon was declared First Consul for life, with 
increased powers.

• Napoleon appointed all government all government ministers, prefects in 
charge of local government, and judges.

• According to his agreement with the pope, he also appointed all bishops – and 
priests had to take an oath of loyalty to him.

• Censorship was introduced over books, newspaper and stage productions. Little 
freedom of thought was permitted.

• However, the French people were on the whole pleased that he had restored 
order within France and restore their pride through his military successes.

• Napoleon exiled opponents to the French colonies.

• In 1804 Napoleon crowned himself emperor, after the people had approved of 
this in a referendum. He styled himself as the natural successor to Charlemagne 
and the other Holy Roman Emperors rather than the Bourbon monarchs.



• Once again, France had an absolute ruler. Napoleon ruled by decree as the new 
hereditary monarch in December 1804.

• Pope Plus VII attended this ceremony and blessed Napoleon but Napoleon 
placed the crown on his own head, and then also crowned his wife. Josephine.

• Napoleon also brought back noble titles for members of his family.

• He later created am imperial nobility of princes, dukes, counts, barons and 
knights. They had no social privileges, however.

• He also founded the Legion of Honour to reward men of talent.

• By 1804 Napoleon had created an empire, thus abolishing the Republic of 
France.



The spread of revolutionary aspirations in 

Saint – Domingue (present-day Haiti)

• The island of Hispaniola is in the Caribbean. The western part, about one third 
of the land mass, was a French colony named Saint-Domingue from 1659 to 
1804.

• Saint Domingue was France’s riches colony.

• It had very rich soil and the perfect climate for growing cocoa, coffee, cotton, 
fruit, indigo, sisal, sugar, tabaco and vegetables.

• The economy was built on slave labour brought in from West Africa.

• France required that all products were exported to France.

• The colonists had no formal representation in the French government.



The population of Saint- Domingue:
• The population of Saint – Domingue was divided into Grand Blancs, Petit Blancs, 

bureaucrats. Gens de Couleur, Black slaves and maroons.

• Grand Blancs:
• These white colonists were the wealthy was built on it.
• They supported slavery because their wealth was built on is.
• They were disenchanted with France as they were prohibited from trading with any 

nation other than France.
• They wanted independence for Saint-Domingue.

• Petit Blancs:
• These White colonists were less powerful than the Grand Blancs. They were the 

teachers, merchants, shopkeepers and artisans – all the middle and working-class 
Whites.

• They supported slavery as they thought that slaves would become economic and social 
competitors.

• They were interested in independence for Saint-Domingue, but not as much as the 
Grande Blancs.



Gens de Couleur :

• The Gens de Couleur were free people of colour.

• About half were mulattoes (children of white Frenchmen and slave women).

• The other half were freed Black slaves, who had either bought their freedom or 
had been freed by their owners.

• These free people of colour were often wealthy, and sometimes owned their 
own slaves.

• They supported slavery.

• This group did not have the rights of French citizens.

• They tended to support independence from France.

• They considered slaves greater enemies that Whites and tried to distance 
themselves from them by adopting White culture completely.



Black slaves:

• There were about 500 000 slaves on Saint-Domingue in 1789. This was almost 
90% of the population.

• Saint-Domingue’s slave system was one of the cruellest.

• There was an important division among the slave class:
• 100 000 were domestic slaves in households, and were treated better.

• 400 000 were field hands, who were treated very harshly.

Maroons:

• Maroons were runaway slaves living a subsistence life. There were tens of 
thousands of maroons living in the mountains of Saint-Domingue.

• They were anti-slavery.



The impact of the French Revolution on Saint-Domingue:

• The divided society of Saint-Domingue experienced increased tensions after 
the French Revolution.

• On 28 March 1790 the National Constituent Assembly in Paris gave the 
colonists in Saint-Domingue control over local government. Their decree 
stated that all proprietors(owners) would be citizens with rights and influence 
at a local-government level.

• The Gens de Coleur were not excluded from this, so it seemed that they had 
also been given these rights- although this had not been clearly stated.

• However, the Whites on Saint-Domingue did not allow the Gens de Couleur to 
become citizens.

• In addition, White society on Saint-Domingue was divided. The Petit Blancs 
formed an assembly for home rule in Saint Marc, while the Grands Blancs 
formed an assembly in Cap Francois (present-day Cap Haitian).



• The Gens de Couleur were frustrated when the right granted by the French 
government were not forthcoming in reality.

• In November 1790 two mulattos, Vincent Oge and Jean-Baptiste Chavannes, 
led a military uprising against the Whites. However, they refused to draw on 
the support of the slaves. They were defeated by the Whites and killed.

• The slaves sensed an opportunity for freedom within this turmoil.



The slave rebellion begins:

• The number of maroons increased dramatically during the French Revolution period 
because many left their plantations.

• On 14 August 1791 a voodoo service led to a woman being possessed and naming 
who should lead the slave rebellion. Word spread rapidly of this prophetic religious 
service.

• Maroons and slaves readied themselves for a mayor assault on the Whites and on 21 
August 1791 the rebellion began. A thousand White plantation owners were 
murdered, and two hundred plantations were burned to the ground.

• Many of the Gens de Couleur joined the rebellion. The Whites realised they needed 
to ally with the Gens de Couleur against the rebellion. Therefore they recognised the 
rebellion. Therefore they recognised the citizenship of the Gens de Couleur, who then 
became their allies against the slave rebellion.

• By January 1793 the slave rebellion was temporarily under control.

• Toussaint l’Ouverture , a freed slave who had risen to a leadership position in the 
rebellion, played an important role in the negotiations for peace, which looked like 
they might succeed.



The slave rebellion continues:

• Then the leaders of the rebellion learned that the French had executed their 
king. Accustomed to dealing with a king, they felt they could not trust the new 
republic.

• Toussaint turned to the Spanish, who occupied the eastern part of the island of
Hispaniola, and made a deal with them. Arme d and supplied by the Spanish, 
the rebellion then continued.

• But on 20 June 1793 some of the French army joined with some of the Grande 
Blancs in a rebellion against Leger Sonthonax, a French commissioner in charge 
of the colony.

• To help him quell this rebellion, Sonthona needed the help of the slave army. 
So he granted citizenship to 15 000 members of the slave army in return for 
their support, as well as their families. Sonthonax defeated the rebellion 
because of this deal.



• On 29 August 1793 he freed the rest of the slaves as well so that they would 
help him fight against the British who were preparing to invade Saint-
Domingue.

• The Grande Blancs, the Petit Blancs and the Gens de Couleur were very angry 
about this, but Toussaint, leader of the slave rebellion, was impressed.

• He had read about the ideas of liberty and equality that stemmed from the
French philosopher, and had been influenced by these ideals.

• When the British invaded Siant-Domingue on 19 September 1793, Toussaint 
and his army supported the French. They were no longer in rebellion.



Toussaint’s power grows:

• Toussaint became a brigadier-general in the French army, and then lieutenant 
governor of the colony.

• After a power struggle with Toussaint, Sonthonax left for France on 27 August
1797. This left Toussaint as the most powerful person in the French colony, and 
his power increased further when the British withdrew.

• On 26 January 1801 Toussaint’s forces also took Santo Domingo, The Spanish part 
of the island, for France. The French colony of Saint-Domingue now encompassed 
the whole island of Hispaniola.

• On 26 July 1801 Toussaint published a constitution for the enlarged colony of 
Saint-Domingue, making himself governor-general for life.

• Instead of selling the colony’s products only to France, Toussaint befriended the 
newly independent USA to gain market-related prices for the products of Saint-
Domingue. What the landowners lost by paying their emancipated slaves they 
made back because of these increased prices.



• All this was done without permission from Napoleon and this displeased him. 
He wanted tighter control over the colony.

• On 2 February 1802 Napoleon’s general, Charles Leclerc, arrived in Saint-
Domingue with 12 000 soldiers. His instructions were to keep it a lucrative
French colony by deporting the Black leaders, disarming the Black people and
reinstalling slavery.

• When Leclerc’s forces arrived in Cap Francois, Toussaint’s forces burned the 
city to the ground and retreated to fight a guerrilla war, so that the French 
could not take control of a functional city. This was the pattern for much of 
the war that followed.

• Although the French were weakened by yellow fever’ on May 1802 Toussaint
and his forces had to surrender to them.

• His generals, Jean-Jacques Dessalines and Henri Christophe started working 
for the French.

• Toussaint was deported to France and died in jail next year from poor 
conditions and disease.



The rebellion starts up again:

• Toussaint’s deportation caused outrage on the island, and when Leclerc tried 
to disarm the Blacks they feared that slavery might be brought back and this 
gave them the impetus to revolt again.

• As this rebellion became more likely to succeed, and the power of the French 
weakened because of yellow fever, Dessalines and Christophe crossed back to 
the side of the rebels.

• On 18 May 1803 Britain declared war on France and the French could no
longer get reinforcements to Saint-Domingue. Therefore they withdrew from 
the island later that year.



The colony of Saint-Domingue becomes independent Haiti:

• On 1 January 1804 Saint-Domingue became the independent Republic of 
Haiti.

• The new nation had emerged through the effort of the revolutionaries and
their belief in the ideals of the French Revolution.

• But most of its people were uneducated and struggling for survival, and little 
help was forthcoming from the slave-owning states of the USA, Britain and 
France. They all feared that the slaves in their colonies would be encouraged 
to rebel because of Haiti’s successful rebellion. Therefore it was decades
before they recognized the Republic of Haiti.

• For 200 years, the new independent state of Haiti has continued to be
plagued by incompetence, poverty and tyranny, but has retained its 
independence – the first slave state to do so.



The legacy of the French Revolution:

• Historians generally agree that the French Revolution is the ‘dawn of the modern 
era.’

• The power of the aristocracy was reduced significantly.
• The wealth of the Roman Catholic Church was drained substantially.
• The ideal of liberty became popular. People recognized the natural rights of the 

individual – freedom of thought, religious belief, speech and expression.
• The importance of a constitution became increasingly established.
• Women gained easier divorce laws (but not, at this time, the vote)
• The principle of equality was highlighted, and equality before the law became the

aim.
• The acceptance of privilege was replaced by the recognition of human rights.
• Regression tax systems were removed.
• Republicanism became an enduring alternative to having a monarch.
• The ideal of a nation became popular, rather than states being the property of a king. 

People became citizens, not subject, and national symbols were introduced.



• The idea of modern democracy was spread. People accepted that ordinary 
people have a right to participate in the governing of a nation, either through 
voting or by standing as a candidate.

• Participatory politics became part of everyday life – people listened, read and 
talked in new ways in the political arena.

• Revolution became more of an option to the oppressed, and the French
Revolution influenced revolutions in places such as Russia and China.

• The transformative power of terror was illustrated, and probability influenced 
Joseph Stalin and Moa Zedong, among other.

• New political terms came into use: ‘Left wing’ meaning radical, ‘right wing’ 
meaning conservative, ‘center’ meaning moderate.

• Vladimir Illyich Lenin studied the French Revolution as a ‘model for change’.

• Rebuilding from scratch as in the French Revolution was echoed in the Chinese 
Cultural Revolution and Cambodia in the late 1970’s.
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