
How Did the Revolution in Haiti Begin? (I): 

The Free People of Color 
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Revolts/Rebellions in the  
18th-Century Caribbean 

• Gaoulé in Martinique 
(1717) 

• Scattered white revolts 
in colonial Saint-
Domingue, and by free 
people of color in 1760s 

• Makandal in 1757-1758 

• Tacky’s revolt in Jamaica 
(1760-1761) 

 
This image is public domain 

3



Growth of the free colored population 
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12.3% 
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population 

Note: These figures almost certainly significantly undercount the 
actual numbers of free people of color, since they are based on 
the official census figures which did not include persons 
manumitted informally so as to evade payment of the freedom 
tax after late 1730s/early 1740s. 
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Article 55 
 
Masters twenty years of age may free their 
slaves by any act toward the living or due 
to death, without their having to give just 
cause for their actions, nor do they require 
parental advice as long as they are minors 
of 25 years of age. 

Article 55 
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Aerial view of Le Cap 
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Article 59 
 
We grant to freed slaves the same rights, 
privileges and immunities that are enjoyed 
by freeborn persons. We desire that they 
are deserving of this acquired freedom, 
and that this freedom gives them, as much 
for their person as for their property, the 
same happiness that natural liberty has on 
our other subjects. 

Article 59 

8



11 Degrees of Racial Separation 

Mulattos (also called 
sang-mêlés): persons 
born of one white 
and one black 
parent, or a mulatto 
parent and a 
mulâtresse, or a 
quarteron and a 
griffe 
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11 Degrees of Racial Separation 

• Griffe: child of a mulatto and a black person (3/4th 
black) 

• Quarteron: a person of ¼ black background 

• Mestifs: 1/8th black 

* 

• A language of biological criteria based on social 
conventions 

• Racial “mixture” corrupts 

• Translating sexual fantasy and anxiety 
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1770 Map 
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Julien Raimond, 1791 pamphlet on the history  
of white prejudice against free people of color 

 
 

• Louis XIV had “granted to freed persons, properly 
understood, the right of citizens.” 
 
 

• “Will the National Assembly be less just than a 
despot?” 

Raimond on free colored rights 
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Robespierre, May 1791 
 

• The issue was not whether to “accord 
political rights” to the free people of 
color, but rather whether to 
“conserve” rights they already 
enjoyed prior to the Revolution. 
 

• “[T]he old laws” (“les lois 

anciennes”) had never been 
abrogated, and had vested free people 
of color with “the same rights as 
white colonists.” 

Robespierre on free colored rights 
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Title Page of Code Noir (1735) 
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Opening ¶ of Code Noir 
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Article 26 
 
Slaves who are not fed, clothed and maintained by 
their masters according to what we have ordered by 
these articles will be able to notify our attorney general 
and provide him with their statements, on the basis of 
which, and even on his own initiative, if the 
information comes to him from elsewhere, the masters 
will be prosecuted upon his motion and without cost, 
which we wish to be observed for the crimes and 
barbarous and inhumane treatment of masters towards 
their slaves. 

Article 26 
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Article 42 
 

Only masters shall be permitted, when they 
believe their slaves so deserve, to chain them 
and beat them with canes or rope.  We forbid 
masters from applying torture to their slaves or 
from inflicting any kind of mutilation, on pain 
of confiscation of the slaves and special 
prosecution of the masters. 

Article 42 

19



Moreau le Jeune drawing of Code Noir invoked by slave, 
frontispiece to Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Voyage à l’Isle 

de France (1773) 
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