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Between 1776 and 1804, three powerful, interconnected
revolutions changed the political trajectory of the world.
People in a series of Britain’s North American colonies, in
France, and in Haiti rose up against their monarchs and
masters, overthrowing centuries of political tradition to cre-
ate new constitutions based on principles of freedom, equal
rights, and self-government. Though each revolution failed
to fully live up to its ideals, each did succeed in founding or
re-founding new governments that became models for mod-
ern governments around the world. Today, the United States,
France, and Haiti all look back to these revolutions as the
starting point of their national identity.
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The American Revolution took
place after Britain’s North Amer-
ican colonies declared their inde-
pendence in the summer of 1776.
General George Washington and

a poorly equipped army patched
together from colonial militias
defeated Britain in a final decisive
battle at Yorktown, Virginia in the
fall of 1781. The former colonies
then proceeded to create a repre-
sentative democracy without the
leadership of a king. After the initial Articles of Confederation proved ineffectual
in governing the diverse states, a new Constitution was proposed that would bal-
ance the need for a centralized government with the desire of the states for local
control. The Constitution went into effect on June 21, 1788, with George Wash-
ington elected as the first President of the United States. Yet the language of
universal of equality for this new government stood in stark contrast to the to the
reality of brutal enslavement of large numbers of Black people as well as limits
on access to voting rights to just propertied white men.

Map of the American War of Independence, 1775-1783

During the American Revolution, Marquis de Lafayette, a French aristocrat,
fought alongside Washington and secured France’s financial support for the
American colonists. Inspired by the success of the American Revolution and
Constitution, thousands of French people discontent with the monarchy began
the French Revolution in the summer of 1789. Like the American colonists, the
revolutionaries in France wanted to
trade their antiquated monarchy for a
new government based on the ideals
of liberty, equality, and fraternity. But
some French revolutionaries felt that
the new constitutional republic cham-
pioned by Lafayette and others did
not go far enough. A radical phase

of revolution began in 1792, creat-
ing chaos that led to a 1799 military
coup by Napoleon Bonaparte, return-
ing monarchy to France. In later decades, France vacillated between forms of
monarchy and republic, but living up to the revolution’s ideals remained import-
ant to large groups of people.

Map of the French Revolution, 1789-1799

As the events of the French Revolution were unfolding, in 1791 slaves working
French colonial plantations on the Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue—the
western part of the island of Hispaniola—rebelled against the violence and op-
pression of slavery. They invoked the revolutionary ideals of freedom, natural
rights, and representative government under the leadership of general Toussaint
Louverture, who himself had been born into slavery. The Revolutionary govern-
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ment in France abolished slavery in
1794, but Napoleon Bonaparte attempt-
ed to reinstate mass enslavement of
Black people in order to raise revenues.
This reversal angered many free Blacks
in Saint-Domingue, leading Toussaint to
declare independence from France. By
1804, the Haitian Revolution had suc-
ceeded in establishing a constitutional
republic under Black leadership includ-
ing the first President of Haiti, Jacques Dessalines, and the colony was renamed
Haiti, which comes from the indigenous Taino name for the entire island.

Map of the Haitian Revolution, 1793-1809

The American, French, and Haitian revolutions are not merely historical events

in world history: They also constitute the founding stories of each of these three
nations as they developed in later decades. The history of the revolutions have
been told and retold over time to teach each new generation who they are as
citizens and patriots, to help them understand the nature and costs of freedom, to
value their own individual rights and respect those of others, and to participate in
their own government as voters and public servants. To help people remember the
events and principles of the revolutions, governments and private organizations
have put up public monuments that capture important messages or moments asso-
ciated with their founding revolution.

This module examines how the United States, France, and Haiti have represent-
ed their founding stories over time through those monuments. As you study each
of the three revolutions, you will look at various monuments that were erected
to commemorate the events of the revolution, its leaders, or its principles. Some
of these monuments depicted historical figures, while others were meant to con-
vey abstract concepts through symbolism. All of them tell us as much about what
Haitians, Americans, and the French wanted people in later generations to think
about their founding revolution as they do about the revolution itself.

In this module we will study:

* Major events and figures of the Amer-
ican, French, and Haitian Revolutions,
comparing their similarities and differ-
ences
* Major philosophical principles of the
three revolutions, including freedom,
equality, and natural rights
* Monuments created to commemorate Monument of George Washington, Boston
each revolution at various points in Public Garden
time

We will not only learn about each revolution and its monuments, we will also
employ skills of historical analysis and critical assessment to ask challenging ques-
tions about the ways monuments represent and misrepresent history, who created
them, why they were created, and how effective they are at interpreting the mean-
ing of each revolution.
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