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Introduction

§ Rereading the Haitian 
Revolution.

§ An indigenous critique of 
sovereignty.

§ Decolonisation and state-
form.

Office Hours:
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Friday, 09:30-10:30
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Revolution
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Susan Buck-Morss
The Haitian Revolution as the 
dialectical resolution of the 

unrealised abstract principles of 
the French Revolution: Liberté, 

Equalité, Fraternité

François-Dominique Toussaint Louverture, 1743-1803
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“The framework of realisation entails the 
diminution of revolutionary action to the 

realm of extension and application. 
Paradoxically then, in re-inserting the 

subaltern at the centre of the history of 
modernity, this interpretation risks reducing 

their contributions to what Frantz Fanon 
described as ‘The minor term of a dialectical 

progression’.”
Adom Getachew, Universalism After the

Post-Colonial Turn, p.826.

François-Dominique Toussaint Louverture, 1743-1803
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“It is absolutely necessary that we 
understand that there is no ‘French 
Revolution’ in the French colonies. 
There is in each colony a specific 

revolution, born on the occasion of 
the French Revolution, connected to 
it, but unfolding according to its own 

laws and with its own objectives.”
Césaire, Toussaint L’Ouverture, p.24

Aimé Césaire, 1913-2008



An 
Indigenous 
Critique of 

Sovereignty



“Asserting a right to sovereignty has significant implications. In 
making a claim to sovereignty — even if they don’t really 

mean it — they are making a choice to accept the state as the 
model and to allow indigenous political goals to be framed and 

evaluated according to a ‘statist’ pattern. Thus, the common 
criteria of statehood — coercive force, control of territory, 
population numbers, international recognition — come to 

dominate the discussion of indigenous peoples political goals 
as well.”

Taiaiake Alfred, Peace, Power, Righteousness, pp.56-57
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Matter and Form
1) Sieyès: Mechanical state gives form to the 

organic matter of the nation, enabling the 
nation to act.

2) Alfred: The state as a formal entity is 
disembedded from traditional practices of 
indigenous communities, so state form is 

disabling. 
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Coercive Recognition
1) Recognition as a self-governing community requires 

reciprocal recognition of the legitimacy of other states.
2) To be recognised as self-governing, indigenous communities 

must recognise the legitimacy of settler colonies. 
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“The mythology of the state is hegemonic, and the 
struggle for justice would be better served by 

undermining the myth of state sovereignty than by 
carving out a small independent space for indigenous 

people within it.” 
Taiaiake Alfred, Peace, Power, Righteousness, pp.56-57
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Decolonisation 
and 

State-Form
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“The rights of peoples and 
nations to self-determination is 
conceived as a prerequisite for 

the enjoyment of all 
fundamental human rights.”

Decolonisation
§ Principle of Self-Determination 

laid out in Art.1 of UN Charter; 
Intended to preserve integrity of 

existing state-system.
§ Decolonisation movement 

attempted to appropriate the 
principle for their cause.

Bandung Conference, 1955



‘The exercise of the right [to self-determination] must 
be subordinated to the maintenance of world peace. 
[…] In particular it was argued that [the right to self-
determination] discriminated against certain states, 

which was contrary to the principle of equality 
contained in Article 1 and 2.’

UN Yearbook 1952, p.441
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‘The representatives of Australia, the United Kingdom 
and the United States pointed out that no definition of 
terms such as ‘peoples’, ‘nations’ and ‘the right to self-

determination’ had been established. […] The word 
‘peoples’ was open to different interpretations, each 
giving rise to extremely complex problems which had 

not been sufficiently studied.” 
UN Yearbook 1952, p.441
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1. The subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination 
and exploitation constitutes a denial of fundamental human 
rights, is contrary to the Charter of the United Nations and is 

an impediment to the promotion of world peace and co-
operation.

2. All peoples have the right to self-determination; by virtue of 
that right they freely determine their political status and 

freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 
development.

UN General Assembly Resolution 1514
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Federalism
§ State system granted legal independence, but left post-colonial 

state economically tied to the metropole
§ Federalist experiments sought to produce regional economies to 

undercut economic dependence.
§ See Nkrumah, Neo-Colonialism:

The Last Stage of Imperialism
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Summary

Office Hours:
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Friday, 09:30-10:30

§ The State as a false universal.
§ Methodological issue of how 

non-European narrative are 
placed in the intellectual history 
of the state.

§ From a non-European 
perspective, is the state an 
enabling or a disabling political 
entity?


