
Page 1 of 3 

Student Name: Mike Fleurme 
Grade: 12 
School: Boynton Beach Community High School 
Sponsoring Teacher: Sara Jean-Baptiste 

Introduction 

In the firmament of the great historical figures, some stars shine with a particular intensity, 

illuminating well beyond their time. Jean-Jacques Dessalines, that maroon who became 

emperor, represents for me much more than a simple Haitian national hero. He embodies the 

quintessence of human resilience, the purest materialization of that universal truth: “that no 

chain is strong enough to hinder indefinitely the aspiration to freedom.” Through this 

reflection, I propose to examine how this historical figure, born in the abjection of slavery, rose 

to the rank of timeless symbol, and why his legacy still resonates so deeply in my consciousness 

as young Haitian of the 21st century. 

1. From Servitude to Revolutionary Staff

The historical archives tell us that the young Jean-Jacques, born around 1758 on the Cormier 

dwelling, was marked early by the violence of the plantation system. Yet, what strikes me in his 

journey is this almost superhuman ability to transform humiliation into a driving force. Unlike 

other leaders of the revolution from the liberated elite, Dessalines draws his legitimacy from 

this carnal experience of oppression. As historian Carolyn Fick notes, "his body bore the 

stigmata of the whip, but his mind had turned it into a weapon". This personal alchemy 

between suffering and power is in my eyes the first heroic act of his legend. 

2. The military craftsman of the impossible victory

When I study the campaign of 1803, what strikes me is the tactical genius shown by Dessalines

in the face of the Napoleonic army, then considered invincible. His military orders, preserved in

the national archives, reveal a remarkable strategic intelligence. At the battle of Vertières, he
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did not just win - he orchestrated a truly revolutionary symphony where each movement 

answered to a 

 

perfect score. The French general Rochambeau noted in his diary: "These men fought as if they 

were already dead, and therefore invincible". This ability to instill such fervor in his troops 

demonstrates a charisma that goes beyond simple historical analysis to touch the very essence 

of leadership. 

 

 

As a student, I can't help but see the proclamation of independence as much more than a 

historical event. It was the first effective embodiment of the ideals of the Enlightenment. When 

Dessalines declared “Freedom must be consecrated by blood”, he was stating a fundamental 

anthropological truth that subsequent revolutions would only confirm. In my view, the creation 

of the Haitian flag by tearing away the colonial white represents one of the most powerful 

semiological acts in modern history - a total symbolic break with the old order. 

 

2. The Dessalinist project: 

 

between utopia and pragmatism an analysis of the imperial decrees reveals a surprisingly 

modern form of political thinking. His agrarian reform, aimed at redistributing land to former 

slaves, anticipated contemporary debates on restorative justice. Yet what touches me 

personally is his attempt to create a new Haitian citizenship. By imposing Creole as the official 

language and instituting the principle of collective ownership, Dessalines sought to forge a 

radically new national identity. As philosopher Jean Casimir writes, "his project was nothing less 

than an anthropological refoundation of society". 

 

1. Dessalines in the collective memory 

 

Even today, as I cross the Place Dessalines in Port-au-Prince, I can't help but feel the palpable 

presence of this historic giant. The way 
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in which his image has evolved - from the “Jacques le Sauvage” of colonial chronicles to the 

contemporary “Père de la Patrie” - speaks volumes about the memory struggles running 

through Haitian society. Recent research by historian Julia Gaffield shows how each generation 

has reinvented its own Dessalines, according to its own identity needs. 

 

2. A hero for our times 

 

In Haiti's current multidimensional crisis, the figure of Dessalines takes on a particular 

resonance for me. His message of national unity (“One people, one homeland”) and his 

intransigence in the face of foreign domination are invaluable moral resources. During the 

student demonstrations I took part in, it was often his image that floated at the head of the 

processions, proof that his revolutionary spirit continues to inspire new generations. 

 

Conclusion 

 

For me, Jean-Jacques Dessalines is not just a historical figure, but a living presence who 

constantly questions our relationship with freedom and sovereignty. His journey from slavery to 

the imperial throne is the most powerful refutation of all forms of social determinism. As a 

young Haitian, I see in him not a model to be slavishly imitated, but a source of inspiration for 

forging our own solutions to contemporary challenges. As the poet René Depestre wrote, 

“Dessalines is not in the history books, he is in the blood that beats at the temples of every 

indignant Haitian”. His true posterity, perhaps, lies in his enduring ability to remind us that 

freedom is never given as a gift - it is conquered, every day, through will and action. 


