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ABSTRACT 

 

 

ANDREW MICHAEL HILL, Bastion of the dispossessed: the Free People of Color’s 

fluid identities across the Haitian Revolution. (Under the direction of DR. CHRISTINE 

HAYNES) 

 

 

 Take a step back in time to the western half of the island named Saint Domingue in 

the 1780s, a place we now call Haiti. In 1785, the island produced more sugar and coffee 

than any other colony in the western hemisphere.  French colonial administrators created a 

hierarchy of political inclusion based on racial categories. One category of subject on the 

island, the Gens de Couleur Libres or Free People of Color, had never existed as a single 

cohesive unit—thanks in part to racist French policies. Free Coloreds resisted their 

exclusion from equal rights, but often owned slaves and excluded other blacks. Finally, the 

French Revolution put a match to this powder keg of racist hegemony and transformed 

Free Coloreds’ allegiance to the metropole. 

 The French Revolution provided Free Coloreds with the language they needed to 

challenge their previous exclusion, and colonial society progressively broke down after 

1789. This thesis traces the Free Coloreds’ sense of exclusion from the colonial period 

through the Haitian Revolution, analyzing its influence on nation building. The Free 

Coloreds never lost their French culture, yet developed an anti-European identity based on 

liberty and race rather than cultural unity. The Free Coloreds’ unique colonial position 

eventually encouraged them to support revolution, put them in a position to participate in 

post-revolutionary nation-building, and finally triggered internal political conflict—partly 

causing Haiti’s initial failure to create a unitary national identity. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

A disastrous earthquake struck the island of Hispaniola in 2010, wreaking havoc 

on the infrastructure of impoverished Haiti. Chaos ensued and a teacher at a small school 

in Lizon decided she could not handle the stress and poor conditions. A young man from 

North Carolina volunteered to fill in for the rest of the school year, and spoke to a plethora 

of Haitian people during the next four months. One fact stood out: none of them agreed on 

what it meant to be Haitian. Some of the locals attached their identity to religion, language, 

or a political leader. Nonetheless, the only common link in their descriptions of Haitian 

identity was blackness. Research in graduate school led me back through Haitian history 

to discover that the Haitian national identity had changed shape many times over the years. 

The island nation had apparently never completely recovered from the turbulence and inter-

group conflict of the nineteenth century. Why did the new nation fail to create a unitary 

sense of national identity and what does this denote for modern nationalism as a whole?  

Stepping back into the world of revolutions, I found the answer to be even more 

complex than I had ever expected.  This conflicted national identity dated back to the pre-

revolutionary period in Saint-Domingue, the island’s name before the Haitian Revolution. 

One category of French subject on the island, the Gens de Couleur Libres or Free People 

of Color, had never existed as a single cohesive unit—thanks in part to racist French 

policies. They also intentionally separated themselves from bossales, slaves directly from 

Africa, or petit blancs, poor whites. The French government intentionally situated the Free 

Coloreds as an intermediary group between the slaves and the whites but used legal codes 
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to purposefully exclude them from some French rights, such as official titles or the right to 

bear arms. The French Code Noir established a distinct legal precedent protecting slaves 

from their masters, but also limiting the rights of blacks. One might expect Free Coloreds 

to band together with slaves and revolt against French racism. However, many Free 

Coloreds did not support independence until the late-1790s and never existed as a unified 

revolutionary entity. The racial categories, though often permeable suggestions, did pose 

distinct problems for Free Colored social or political advancement. They would challenge 

this exclusive political ideology from the colonial period across the Haitian Revolution.  

What brought revolution to Saint Domingue? In 1785, the island produced more 

sugar and coffee than any other colony in the western hemisphere, but wealthy planters in 

colonial Saint Domingue soon found themselves drawn into two dramatic revolutions in 

North America and France. These revolutions used the ideas of the Enlightenment to 

redefine exactly what liberty and equality meant, setting fire to the built-up kindling of 

decades of European oppression. The American Revolution redefined liberty and 

citizenship, breaking them apart respectively as human right and granted status—though 

these would not be codified in Saint Domingue until the French Revolution. It also proved 

that colonial subjects could rise up and overthrow their European leaders, arguing that 

citizens of a modern nation deserved adequate representation and protection of their 

individual rights. Granted, these rights often only applied to white, propertied men. The 

American Revolution sparked a plethora of discussion on limited government, individual 

freedoms, and the legitimacy of colonial rule. Free Coloreds used these concepts to contest 

the social limitations forced on them without challenging the Old Regime, but much of that 

changed in 1789 with the outbreak of the French Revolution. 
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The French Revolution signed the death certificate for the Old Regime and inspired 

revolutionaries for centuries to come. Colonial subjects eventually demanded the equality 

voiced in the Declaration of the Rights of Men and Citizens—regardless of its actual 

implementation in France. The French Revolution had no single revolutionary party or 

interest group. Rather, the Jacobins and other political groups struggled for power and 

popular support as the revolution grew more radical. Free Coloreds and white planters 

immediately petitioned the National Assembly for representation and political reform, but 

debate raged over the unequal status of black citizens. How could a new regime based on 

the ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity exclude their free black compatriots? 

Citizenship was not codified or normalized prior to the French Revolution, but neither was 

it created ex nihilo. The ideas of citizenship in the French Revolution came from decades 

of redefining state membership through titles, wealth, or patronage—all while moving 

toward racial exclusivity in said state.1 Free Coloreds’ sense of exclusion grew ever more 

pronounced and the island colony more politically unstable. This led them first to support 

France against the revolting slaves, then to favor partial independence within the French 

realm, and eventually to demand international recognition of an independent nation.  

In the revolutionary context, the Free Colored planters from the colony lobbied the 

French government for representation and debated the meaning of equality—while slaves 

petitioned the colonial government for better living conditions or redefined manumission 

laws.  As early as 1789, riots disturbed this “peaceful plantation economy” and the colony 

quickly erupted into open rebellion. French forces suppressed much of the revolution by 

                                                           
1 William Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany (Cambridge, Mass: 

Harvard University Press, 1992). 
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1802, but the French offensive collapsed in 1804. Political unrest during the revolution 

brought black men, such as Toussaint Louverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines, to power. 

Toussaint’s eventual capture then helped to spark the final wave of revolutionary fervor, 

which brought about the birth of an independent nation, Haiti, under Jean-Jacques 

Dessalines. This revolutionary government soon collapsed, leading to civil wars and failed 

revitalizations of the plantation system.2 Two leaders, Petion and Cristophe, ruled a divided 

Haiti for roughly a decade before Jean-Pierre Boyer reunited it.3 Boyer accepted the French 

demand for reparations in 1825 and borrowed the money to pay roughly one-hundred and 

fifty million francs in return for France’s recognition of Haitian independence—finally 

gaining global recognition of the Haitian nation. However, none of these changes could 

erase French cultural influences. 

Influenced by the American and especially the French revolution, Free Coloreds 

changed their allegiance to France between 1780 and 1805, which ended the old aristocratic 

regime and brought about a series of Republics attempting to increase individual rights and 

democratic processes—with limited success. The initial slave revolts in Saint Domingue, 

foreign invasions, and the continual danger of economic collapse increased the division 

between the French and the Free Coloreds and caused conflict between Colored groups. 

Some Gens de Couleur Libres changed sides to support the ex-slaves or a foreign power. 

Some remained loyal officially while demanding political change and equality—the most 

well-known are Toussaint Louverture and Julien Raimond. Napoleon’s rise to power and 

desire to reinvigorate the sugar plantations eventually led to renewed French support for 

                                                           
2 Laurent Dubois, Haiti: The Aftershocks of History, (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2012), 64-69.  
3 W. W. Harvey, Sketches of Hayti, from the Expulsion of the French to the Death of Christophe, (London: 

F. Cass, 1971), 389-410. 
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slave plantations—contrary to the ideals of the French Revolution. In this way, each 

transgression by the French government gradually pushed the Free Colored majority to 

support independence by the 1800s.  

However successful the revolution was, it failed to create a unitary sense of 

nationalism. Vincent Ogé and other Free Coloreds had continually revolted against French 

rule long before the Free Coloreds supported revolution en masse in the period after 1802, 

even drawing criticism from powerful Free Coloreds. Newly enfranchised slaves and black 

military leaders had different political desires than their Free Colored counterparts. This 

meant that constitutions and future rulers could not fulfill the demands of the various 

groups. They did not even agree on the extent to which they would include French cultural 

symbols or whether to use the French language in lieu of Haitian Creole. Therefore, 

colonial society and revolutionary concepts from the U.S and France shaped the Haitian 

identity crisis—complicating its racially-defined citizenship. All of these conflicts forged 

the Haitian identity crisis in the fires of decolonization and revolution.  

The Free Coloreds’ group identity is the focus of this thesis. They had often owned 

slaves, but also frequently supported the renegotiation of black rights in the French system 

or fought for the end of the slave-based plantation system. Their hierarchy shifted 

considerably across the revolution: some supporting the English invasion, some grasping 

onto French culture and rule, and some demanding equal rights for Free Coloreds or 

supporting independence from France. Many of the Free Coloreds loyal to France fled the 

island, which may have increased the power of revolutionary factions in the colony.  Most 

importantly, the Gens de Couleur Libres maintained a firm connection with French culture 
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across the revolution—showing how deeply the French colonial structure in Saint 

Domingue encouraged the growth of post-revolutionary factionalism. 

Free Coloreds in Saint Domingue have been studied by John Garrigus, Laurent 

Dubois, and others, but this thesis expands upon their work to explain how exclusion and 

the ideas of citizenship which existed in the colony influenced the formation of nation.4 

Their descriptions of Free Colored citizenship, the colony before the revolution, and the 

shift from old colonial policy to modern nationalism across the Atlantic serve as the 

supportive puzzle pieces—buttressing my argument that the identity of the Gens de 

Couleur Libres was a post-colonial obstruction to nation building. Nowhere else in the 

French Caribbean did Free Coloreds’ power play such an important role in the nation-

building process, thanks to both their numbers on the island and the unique timeframe. 

Historians of Haiti have discussed how Free Coloreds developed a culturally French 

lifestyle in the short period between manumission and revolution, but they have never tied 

the colonial constructs to Free Coloreds after the revolution—a gap this thesis attempts to 

remedy. Linking the colonial systems, revolutions, and the founding of Haiti together 

makes a previously ignored point: the Gens de Couleur Libres’ developed a group identity 

based on liberty and anti-white politics but never let go of their European cultural roots.  

The primary sources for this research principally come from the archives in Aix-

en-Provence. Moreau de St. Mery, a Creole lawyer and politician, compiled a particularly 

useful collection of documents which have featured in every post-1800 history of Saint 

Domingue. Among these documents are letters between Gens de Couleur on the island and 

petitions to France. Many documents in the French archives are nearly unusable, due to 

                                                           
4 See Chapter 1 on the historiography of the Haitian Revolution. 
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poor physical state or illegible handwriting. Fragments on the Free Coloreds of Saint 

Domingue exist in the archives at the University of Miami and in the Amistad Research 

Center. However, those documents primarily discuss the Haitians who fled the revolution. 

The French National Archives at Pierrefitte-sur-Seine also supplied a few legal documents 

related to the rights of Free Coloreds in Saint Domingue. The Digital Library of the 

Caribbean is probably the best source for international scholars of the Haitian Revolution. 

The last available resource is collections of primary documents, such as the well-known 

documentary history by David Geggus5 or the lesser known collection of Creole documents 

by Marie-Christine Hazaël-Massieux.6 The search for primary evidence on the Free 

Coloreds leads to many dead-ends or language barriers, making it necessary to support 

many arguments about their group identity through secondary or hostile sources.  

Together, these sources demonstrate that the identity of Free Colored groups in 

Saint Domingue across the revolution was by no means foreordained. Edouard Glissant 

labeled the identity of colonized people as a doctrine of “opposed to” nationality, defined 

against the colonizer, but this was not true in the case of the Free Coloreds. They 

incorporated aspects of French identity into a discourse of resistance. The Free Coloreds 

saw themselves as spatially and politically separated from France, yet culturally allied. This 

made their exclusion from political rights doubly frustrating and influenced their part in 

the discussion of nation-building, tying their concept of nationalism to liberty and race 

rather than cultural unity. The French Revolution highlighted ideas of liberty and equality, 

directly opposing the race-based social and agricultural systems of Saint Domingue. The 

                                                           
5 David Patrick Geggus, “The Haitian Revolution: A Documentary History,” (Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing Company, Inc., 2014). 
6 Marie-Christine Hazaël-Massieux, Textes Anciens en Créole Français de la Caraïbe: Histoire et Analyse, 

(Paris: Publibook, 2008).  
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French had not known how to deal with slavery in the colonies, in contrast to their more 

racially unified home-front—as evidenced by the internal conflict between abolitionists 

and pro-slavery factions in France.  

These debates between French political groups and the French laws they inspired 

exacerbated the preexisting sense of ostracism, encouraging the Free People of Color to 

push for political reform. Between 1780 and 1805, Free Coloreds continually appealed to 

France to end their inequality and marginalization, eventually shifted to support 

independence, then helped create a new nation with other black elites. They did so without 

giving up French aspects of their culture and colonial economic ideas, which separated 

them from ex-slaves supporting the popular notion of completely anti-European and anti-

white nationalism. The new Haitian government would mix French symbols and ideas from 

the American and French revolutions with African culture, a unique blend of European 

cultural ideologies in a violently anti-European national identity. Therefore, this thesis 

argues that the unique colonial position held by Free Coloreds forecast their support of 

black equality and revolution, separated them from France to take part in the post-

revolutionary discussion of nationalism without breaking their ties to French cultural 

traditions, and finally triggered internal political conflict which partly caused Haiti’s 

ultimate failure to create a unitary national identity. 



 
 
 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: SECONDARY SCHOLARSHIP AND CARIBBEAN CONNECTIONS 

 

 

Violent revolution in the colonial Caribbean did not spring from a void, but 

developed in a toxic state of distance, racial exclusion, and second-class citizenship. This 

thesis builds upon several major concepts in the historiography of the Haitian Revolution, 

starting with inclusion and exclusion in colonial society. A plethora of scholars have 

addressed the Haitian Revolution to discuss Free Colored society, the transformation of the 

colonial Caribbean, or the impact of the revolution on the Atlantic world. None of them 

have specifically addressed how inclusion, allegiance, and citizenship changed for the Free 

Coloreds across the revolution. However, the secondary sources on the Free Coloreds and 

the Haitian Revolution highlight historical shifts toward regional studies, bottom-up 

history, and the legacy of decolonization. 

 The secondary sources can be traced back to the works of Gabriel Debien and 

Charles Frostin, published in 1954 and 1975 respectively. Debien looked at plantation 

records, political discussions, and a few pieces of personal correspondence to highlight 

dissent in the colonial government and the growth of autonomy on the island. With these 

few sources, Debien’s early work makes a considerable contribution by opening up the 

discourse on anti-French sentiment. 7 English scholars primarily ignored this earlier work 

in favor of his book, Slaves in the French Antilles, which influences almost every study of 

Haitian slavery or plantation life. He explicitly argues that most sources present the slaves 

                                                           
7 Gabriel Debien, Esprit Colon et Esprit d'Autonomie à Saint-Domingue au xviiie Siècle (n.p. [Paris]:

 Larose, 1954), Harvard Library Dataset (accessed February 16, 2013). 
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in a paradoxical way, showing their masters’ sentiments more than their own. His analysis 

of pre-revolutionary dissent it the ancestor to chapter two of this thesis, since it outlines 

Free Coloreds’ colonial dissention. 

Charles Frostin followed up on the concept of colonial dissent, analyzing the French 

politics tied to colonial unrest. His dissertation on the Haitian Revolution, The White 

Revolts, analyzes the role of whites in shifting revolutionary sentiment. Most works 

published after 1980 cite Frostin as the best source for pre-revolutionary sentiment and 

changing demographics. He makes several important points on the policy changes in the 

1780s, such as the restriction of honorary titles for the black population. Frostin argues that 

less wealthy whites faced a complex situation, competing for resources and jobs with the 

Free Coloreds and other, more powerful whites. He focuses on a very specific group of 

less-powerful whites and uses their plantation records and letters to argue that some 

planters in the colonies had become anglophiles, looking to the English colonies for 

support once the revolution occurred.8 Both scholars feature prominently in post-1990 

histories of Saint Domingue and the Haitian Revolution. Their evidence implies that whites 

intentionally separated themselves from their Free Colored colleagues, even considering 

the English a preferable substitute to French policies incorporating black equality. 

Even the French could not make up their mind what to do with Free Coloreds and 

increasing manumission. Anna Julia Cooper wrote her thesis and multiple books on the 

relationship between the Haitian and French Revolutions. Having been born in a slave 

family in 1858, her personal insights shed new light on the sentiments of the enslaved. Her 

                                                           
8 Charles Frostin, Les Révoltes Blanches À Saint-Domingue Aux XVIIe Et XVIIIe Siècles: Haïti Avant 1789 

(Rennes: Presses Universitaires De Rennes, 2008). 
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1925 dissertation discusses the hypocrisy of slavery in the colonies despite the anti-slavery 

movements in France. It excellently portrays the French government’s shift toward ending 

slavery, but does so without considering the agency of the blacks. In fact she says that 

blacks prior to 1787, “did not yet dream of claiming anything for themselves.”9 Her work 

focuses primarily on the growth of anti-slavery support in Saint Domingue and the 

formation of two Gens de Couleur Libres lobbying groups, “The Society of the Friends of 

the Blacks” and “The American Colonists.” The first group included all manner of 

powerful free men including Julien Raimond, Abbé Gregoire and Vincent Ogé. Cooper 

makes one incredibly relevant argument that this thesis proves and expands upon. She 

wrote that the ideas of French philosophers and discontent on the island had the Gens de 

Couleur Libres and Free Coloreds demanding equality and an end to slavery by 1788, prior 

to the French Revolution in 1789. This is what she called the “indestructible legacy” of the 

Society of the Friends of the Blacks and the French Revolution.10 

 

Politics and Leadership 

International politics immediately complicated the revolutionary period, initiating 

a long legacy of manipulation by foreign powers. Britain occupied parts of the island of 

Saint Domingue from 1793 to 1798, adding to the complexity of a historiographical 

analysis of the colony. David Patrick Geggus’ book Slavery, War, and Revolution analyzes 

the political history of the British in the colony and traces their involvement with racial or 

social groups. British troops isolated mulattoes in the West and shifted the balance of power 

                                                           
9 Anna J Cooper and Frances Keller, Slavery and the French and Haitian Revolutionists: L'Attitude De La 

France À L'égard De L'Esclavage Pendant La Révolution (New ed. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2006), 37. 
10 Ibid., 113-115. 
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in the north, encouraging free colored elites to revolt. Geggus argues that the British 

military policies “carried forward and extended” the revolutionary sentiment, by arming 

and training groups of slaves.11 The United States also played a part. Gordon Brown’s 

book, Toussaint’s Clause, uses a similar perspective on the Haitian Revolution, comparing 

it to American political thought after the American War for Independence. It illuminates a 

previously ignored topic, the American influence on the revolution and the impact of the 

revolution on American policy. Gordon Brown, an ex-diplomat and foreign ambassador, 

argues that the Haitian Revolution differed considerably from any other revolution, inciting 

a thorough social revolution rather than limiting political influence to the elites. The 

majority of the book focuses on the United States’ politics of trade with Haiti, first agreeing 

to continue trade with the island and later blocking trade to avoid conflict with France.12 

Brown’s argument clouds his most important revelation about nation-building. Total social 

revolution urged a renegotiation of the island’s identity, including newly freed slaves and 

the Free Coloreds—two different groups with contrasting desires and cultures.  

This argument on transforming local identities is supported by Doris Garraway in 

her analysis of Haiti in the Caribbean context, Tree of Liberty. The French and Americans 

influenced the Haitian Revolution, but the Haitian Revolution profoundly swayed the 

cultural and political future of the Atlantic world. She and several other authors attempted 

to shift the focus of Haitian historiography away from the historical events and toward their 

legacy in the Atlantic realm, including the historical role of memories and cultural 

interpretations. This work closely resembles Haiti in the Caribbean Context by David 

                                                           
11 David Patrick Geggus, Slavery, War, and Revolution: The British Occupation of Saint Domingue, 1793-

1798 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982). 
12 Gordon S. Brown, Toussaint's Clause: The Founding Fathers and the Haitian Revolution (Jackson: 

University Press of Mississippi, 2005). 
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Nicholls, except his collection focuses on the late 19th and early 20th century. Garraway 

points out how the Haitian Revolution shaped significant events and people in other 

Atlantic nations, such as Frederick Douglas.13 These sources connect the Haitian 

Revolution to events as early as French Colonial policies or as late as Civil War anti-slavery 

policies, supporting the concept of gradual change as a precursor for nation-building. She 

does not explicitly show the change in the Free Coloreds’ group identity, but her analysis 

beautifully illustrates the contest in which it transformed. 

Several similar transitions have shaped the historiography of the Haitian 

Revolution. First, histories moved from large-scale and leadership-focused to cultural 

analyses of specific periods. C.L.R. James started this shift and almost every post-1938 

history of the Haitian Revolution cites The Black Jacobins in its analysis. This book marks 

the beginning of a second historical concept, the analysis of the Haitian Revolution as a 

benchmark for Caribbean and African decolonization. James, an Afro-Trinidadian 

historian, directly links the Haitian Revolution to the ideologies of the French Revolution, 

but also to later third-world liberation movements. He utilizes a new perspective on the 

revolution: a revolt based on economic and class distinctions rather than race. Challenging 

the previous focus on Toussaint and race relations, it shows how the revolution gave 

Toussaint power—rather than Toussaint empowering the revolutionary movement—but 

still focuses on this leader as the spearhead of the revolution. He also discusses how the 

class distinctions and popular uprisings in France shaped the Haitian Revolution, with 

Toussaint as the tragic hero who saved the country and then died in a French prison.14  

                                                           
13 Doris Lorraine Garraway, Tree of Liberty: Cultural Legacies of the Haitian Revolution in the Atlantic 

World (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2008). 
14 C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'Ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1989). 
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The French Revolution, Haitian Revolution, and American Revolution all occurred 

within a twenty-year period, defining the political and racial interactions for the next 

century. Jeremy Popkin’s book, A Concise History of the Haitian Revolution, focuses on 

the Haitian Revolution’s part in transforming the definitions of slavery and race in the 

nation. He argues that Haiti defies discussion in European models and proves, often 

through hostile sources, that revolution can exist without a “revolutionary party or 

movement.”15 His evidence suggested that no single group formed the backbone of the 

revolution. The book contains a short and concise storyline for the revolution and 

incorporates various ideological shifts within the period, including side-changing parties 

who supported the French one year and fought them the next. Popkin provides a concise 

analysis of Dessalines’ founding of Haiti and the policies surrounding nation building in 

1804. All of these arguments support one idea in this thesis. If no single revolutionary 

group exists, then each group must have been reacting to global changes as predisposed by 

their sense of exclusion.  

 

Subaltern Studies and Inter-Group conflict 

Carolyn Fick wrote one of the earliest histories of Haiti that did not focus on world 

historical individuals and directly challenged James’ focus on the influence of the French 

Revolution. She argues in The Making of Haiti that ordinary people shaped the Haitian 

Revolution. While she does not deny French influences, she shifts the focus toward 

ordinary people and conflict on the island. This defined the second major transition. 

Historians began analyzing people on the island as distinct players and recognizing conflict 

                                                           
15 Jeremy Popkin, A Concise History of the Haitian Revolution (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 5. 
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within Haitian groups. Older studies focused on distinct conflicts, such as white vs. black 

or rich vs. poor, but Fick refuses the tidy boxes of old school history. She discusses the 

slaves who supported the Loyalist fighters and internal race wars, ideas which had received 

little attention. She argues that, by 1791, the slaves drove the revolution and often shaped 

the campaign for independence.16 Stewart King takes up the mantle from Fick and focuses 

exclusively on Free Coloreds in pre-revolutionary Saint Domingue. Free Coloreds were 

half of the free population in the colony prior to the revolution. According to King’s book, 

Blue Coat or Powdered Wig, these individuals fall into two competitive groups of military 

men and planters. He also argues that the mulatto and black groups divided themselves 

along distinct lines, distinguished by both wealth and skin color. Notably, Stewart shows 

that the Free Coloreds saw themselves in opposition to French policies as early as 1780. 

His evidence and arguments are the basis for this thesis’ discussion of racial categories on 

the island and point to the instability of the colonial system, which encouraged Free 

Coloreds’ shifting allegiances and later revolt.17 

The conflict between racial categories shapes most histories of Haiti after King’s 

book, such as Jeremy Popkin’s study of local people and inter-group conflict. How did the 

people living in Saint Domingue experience the revolution? After reading Madison Bell’s 

novels on the Haitian Revolution, Popkin decided to answer this question in his book 

Facing Racial Revolution. Popkin analyzes personal memoirs, popular myths, and first-

person narratives to take the arguments of Carolyn Fick to a new level. Fick simply shifted 

the focus from France to the Haitians, but Popkin analyzes the Haitian population from the 

                                                           
16 Carolyn E. Fick, The Making of Haiti: The Saint Domingue Revolution from Below (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1990). 
17 Stewart R. King, Blue Coat or Powdered Wig: Free People of Color in Pre-revolutionary Saint 

Domingue (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2001). 
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bottom up, purposefully highlighting the experience of civilians and slaves over those of 

revolutionary leaders. A remarkably well-researched book, it includes the written and oral 

stories of the white and mulatto population, even the stories of women and children. This 

marked a significant change in the historical analysis of the Haitian Revolution. Popkin 

highlights the racial conflict during the revolution and shows the extreme complexity of 

race relations and international policy.18 This challenges older romantic history and 

clarifies the brutality and oppression on both sides of the Haitian Revolution, including the 

slaughter of both French civilians and non-violent slaves. It also highlights the permeability 

of racial norms on the island, where wealth could bring Free Coloreds a similar degree of 

power and influence to their wealthy white counterparts.  

 

Colonial Concepts of Race and Social Norms 

The most recent scholarship on Haiti focused on specific ideologies and concepts 

in colonial or revolutionary Saint Domingue. Doris Garraway’s The Libertine Colony 

analyzes the relationship between sexual and political power to discuss the ideals of racial 

domination that shaped the French Caribbean. She uncovers a particularly important idea, 

which she calls Creolization. Slaveholding elites and scholars used the term “Creole” to 

distinguish themselves from the French and create a culture that signified their place in the 

colony. After analyzing the difference between a Frenchman, Moreau de Saint-Mery, and 

the Creole activist Julien Raimond, Garraway makes an incredibly relevant point for the 

current research. The sexual ideals tied to power before the revolution influenced the 

                                                           
18 Jeremy D. Popkin, Facing Racial Revolution: Eyewitness Accounts of the Haitian Insurrection (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
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constitution and the policies of Dessalines. Since the mid-eighteenth century, Creolization 

had included a language of sexual dominance. Dessalines continued this trend by expelling 

the white men while naturalizing the white women, making them “the libidinal spoils of 

black supremacy.”19 This thesis uses her idea of colonial power as a predecessor to nation-

building, but focuses on national identities and the Free Colored population. 

Garraway’s documents are also relevant, since she argues that French authors 

purposefully ignored the topic of slavery in the colonies to allow colonial trade to 

continue.20 Her analysis concerns the Code Noir, which codified slavery prior to the 

revolution. The Code Noir, the legal code for slavery since 1685, provided the basis for 

legal struggles in Haiti, both by slaves and about slaves. In short form, the Code Noir 

regulated the rights, treatment, and supervision of slaves—even shaping the requirements 

for manumission.21 However, planters increasingly ignored these rights. It also declared 

their lack of legal agency and prohibited them from buying or owning land. This Black 

Code and the fight to repeal it become the framework Garraway uses to discuss sex and 

gender norms in the colony.  The Code Noir changed several times before the revolution, 

complicating how Free Coloreds and slaves took part in the colonial government. 

These shifts in racial legislation influenced John Garrigus’ book Before Haiti, 

urging him to question how racial and social norms shifted between 1760 and 1790. 

Garrigus argues that the racial conflicts in mid-century Saint Domingue alienated the 

wealthy Free Colored and mulatto groups, which destabilized the colonial system and made 

the revolution possible. He uses a plethora of contracts, government documents, and 
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correspondence to show how revolutionary sentiment varied within the colony. The 

Southern Province of the colony welcomed the French in 1801 without firing a shot, while 

Toussaint’s army in the north contested every advance by Leclerc.22 Before Haiti clarifies 

the racial aspects which encouraged a shift from a quest for autonomy to decolonization. 

Notably, it connects class and definitions of citizenship, showing how economic variables 

and birth simultaneously created power for the colonial elites and supported racism.  

One of the newest books on the Haitian Revolution, The Old Regime, revisited the 

argument of C.L.R. James. Malik Ghachem, a professor of law, argues that the Old Regime 

in France influenced the Haitian Revolution more than the French Revolution. Ghachem’s 

sources range from French proclamations and court cases to sociological definitions of 

marronage. He moves away from the idea of revolutionary change in Haiti, making an 

argument for steady change in Haitian society over time. Ghachem points out how Haiti’s 

colonial past defined the character of slavery, freedom, citizenship, and acceptable 

government. Interestingly, he highlights the connection between colonial laws and the laws 

used by Toussaint, an example of continuity within the revolutionary changes in the 19th 

century.23 The ex-slaves and Free Coloreds mirrored this connection, as beautifully 

illustrated by Laurent Dubois in Colony of Citizens. Dubois focuses on ex-slaves’ attempt 

to redefine their inclusion in the French system, showing how these communities actually 

helped to shape the French Revolution. Throughout Dubois’ book, the newly enfranchised 

slaves tested the relationships between equality and liberty to redefine the relationship 
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between rights and property.24 Dubois discusses many colonies and their influence in 

France, but his arguments show how colonial challenges to the French system indicated 

the agency of Free Coloreds in the revolution. They continually fought to redefine their 

inclusion in the French state before breaking away to form a Haitian national identity. 

Historical works on Haiti moved away from racial revolution and grew increasingly 

topical by 2010. The newest book by Popkin solidified this point. You Are All Free analyzes 

the abolition of slavery in 1793 and 1794, contemplating its influence on the Haitian 

Revolution. Inspired partly by the political chaos of the U.S. invasion in Iraq, Popkin takes 

a closer look at the political context in which abolition took place and challenges the 

inevitability of the revolution, arguing that unexpected changes in French leadership and 

ideas on the acceptability of slavery had culminated in an opportunity for independence. In 

this argument, he completely removes any pretense of romanticism or predictability, 

pointing instead to a multitude of players and changing ideologies that clashed to bring 

down French rule. The Haitian Revolution, for Popkin, represents a climax of anti-slave 

sentiment and unforeseeable circumstances which drove an initial selective freedom, then 

a general freedom in Haiti, and finally the temporary abolition of slavery in all of France.25 

This book ties all of the historiographical trends together, looking at the multi-faceted 

nature of the revolutionary period from a bottom-up perspective and considering its 

implications for social change—both on the island and in the Atlantic World. 
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Haiti in the Caribbean World 

 The Caribbean underwent extreme social upheaval in the 18th Century, not just in 

Saint Domingue. Guadeloupe had many parallels to the Haitian Revolution, such as the 

uprising of General Louis Delgres. In 1802, the French sent a new white general to remove 

the black generals and reinstitute the old slaveholding policies. Delgres, a Gens de Couleur 

Libres opposed to slavery, revolted and adopted the “live free or die” ideals of pre-existing 

slave revolts.26 This struggle did not end in the birth of a new country, but in the slaughter 

of Delgres; his Guadeloupian colleague, Ignace; and over a thousand supporters of their 

movement. More pertinent for this thesis, the new French leaders passed legislation on 

May 20, 1802 to revert to the pre-1789 French slave policies. This essentially confirms 

Garraway’s argument that France attempted to ignore slavery and tragedy in the colonies, 

despite the political changes on the home front. Doris Kadish’s book, Slavery in the 

Caribbean Francophone World, tells exactly what followed. The French killed or deported 

Gens de Couleur Libres throughout the island, an inverted color purge to that of Saint 

Domingue. White planters then returned to rebuild their plantations.27 Most importantly, 

Kadish links revolutionary movements, both in Guadeloupe and the United States, to 

interaction with slaves or Gens de Couleur Libres fleeing Saint Domingue. The upheaval 

in Saint Domingue thus encouraged antislavery movements and popular uprising across 

the French Caribbean.  

David Geggus and Norman Fiering fit perfectly into this section with their book, 

The World of the Haitian Revolution. The book breaks down into three parts: part one on 
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the pre-revolutionary French colony, part two on the context and events of the revolution, 

and part three on the memory and impact of the revolution in the Atlantic world. It 

contained several articles on the development of modern nationalism prior to the French 

revolution. One article by Garrigus, analyzes Free Coloreds and how they, particularly the 

men under Dessalines, became the first to specifically articulate the idea of creating an 

independent nation in 1803. The second article, by Dominique Rogers, analyzes what 

citizenship meant for blacks and Free Coloreds before 1789, focusing on notarial and 

judicial archives. The third, an article by Fick, examines the ideologies of independence as 

they developed during the revolution.28 Interestingly enough, these three scholars did not 

present an in-depth analysis of this identity crisis during the colonial period as a precursor 

to nationalism. This thesis remedies that gap and tries to connect these three articles, tracing 

the Free Coloreds across each period to show a definite transformation in their allegiance. 

Garrigus wrote one major point that he did not develop, but which influenced the 

context of the revolutionary Caribbean. The Gens de Couleur Libres made up the majority 

of the police force in Saint Domingue, Jamaica, and many other colonies.29 Dominique 

Rogers combines this point with the growing number of wealthy Gens de Couleur Libres 

and the growing acceptance of Gens de Couleur Libres by the plantocracy. He suggests 

that Saint Domingue did not have racialized social standards; only the legal policies applied 

racial terminologies. In short, Rogers points out that colonial societies often had more 

lenient ideas of race than their French counterparts—wealth and affluence made more of a 
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difference in the daily life of wealthy elites. The Caribbean social structure had undergone 

a process of Creolization, making race secondary to social class.30 He points out that Free 

Coloreds in urban quarters experienced more discrimination and had higher chances of 

supporting revolution. For both authors, Saint Domingue represents the highest degree of 

Free Colored assimilation to be found in the Caribbean—although they admit that most 

Free Coloreds never obtained absolute equality. 

This discussion of equality drastically changed the Caribbean after 1800, moving 

towards independence and democracy. Mimi Sheller, a sociology professor, defines how 

these shifts occurred in both Haiti and Jamaica. Her central thesis argues that both nations 

developed a post-slavery sense of nation and freedom, influencing their move toward 

democracy. They had a “clear demand for full political participation and equal citizenship,” 

something France had denied the Gens de Couleur Libres.31 Particularly pertinent to this 

thesis, she points out a “systadic” event in the Caribbean, when “efforts to extend rights to 

former slaves (often through cross-class alliances) were thwarted, leading to peasant 

rebellions, state repression, reactionary elite consolidation, and… de-democratization.”32 

This systadic process in the Caribbean meshes with the pre-revolutionary sentiments and 

Free Colored agency described by Dubois and Gachem, making a valuable contribution to 

this thesis’ discussion of how Free Coloreds petitioned the French Government before and 

during the revolution. Citizenship and nationalism are tied together into a deadly dance of 

apparent versus accessible rights in the French colonies.  
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Theory and Myth 

The beginning of the Haitian nation is often shrouded in mythology and theory, 

making the theories and myths of nation especially relevant. Maximilien Laroche, a Haitian 

historian, wrote an in depth analysis of the mythology in his article, “The Founding Myths 

of the Haitian Nation.” Focusing on the myths from the revolutionary period, Laroche 

argues that Haitians based their defensive and political ideologies on ritualistic 

identification with revolutionary myths. He specifically uses Creole phrases from the 

Haitian Revolution to link failures in later Haitian development with their idea that 

successful revolution came from luck. When the mulattoes, blacks, and people from 

various ethnic backgrounds united against the French, what did this union entail and where 

did it come from? Laroche never answers this question, but opens it up for later study.33 

Michel Ralph Trouillot’s book, Silencing the Past, explores the production of history and 

used the Haitian Revolution as a case study on historical processes. Trouillot argues that 

the silences in history say as much as the documented facts. He shows how power and 

documentation shape the course of history and limit the abilities of later scholars. He also 

argues that French politicians did not believe the Haitian Revolution could occur, even 

during the initial revolts. Trouillot discusses revolt and nationalism as a sudden break, one 

that slaves and freedmen could not imagine prior to 1789. He contends that the revolution 

“was not preceded or even accompanied by an explicit intellectual discourse.”34 This 

argument focuses on the unthinkable nature of abolition and revolution among the slaves, 

but does not consider the anticolonial sentiments of Free Coloreds and discontented 
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planters as part of the transition. In some ways, the current research responds to his 

assertions and attempts to uncover the discourse preceding revolution and nationalism.  

These discussions of national identity need a theoretical framework, and this thesis 

uses the ideas of David Bell and Ahmad Aijaz. At what point do exclusive allegiances turn 

into nationalism and the actual political construction of nation? David Bell argues in The 

Cult of the Nation in France that modern nationalism, a cult of support for the “patrie” and 

its people, arose in the eighteenth century. He analyzes the entire century to show how the 

violent political upheavals incited discourse on the necessity of the patrie and the nation. 

He distinctly links two events in the creation of nationalism: the end of the feudal ideals 

that upheld religious or political hierarchies and the need to unite the majority of French 

subjects under a non-religious political organization. These concepts only marginally 

applied to Free Coloreds, who had very little interaction with French feudal notions or ties 

to a French homeland. Bell does not argue that the French Revolution created nationalism, 

but rather analyzes the unique process which enabled the French to develop a political “cult 

of nation” well before the revolution. Bell explaines the long-term ideological patterns in 

French society, which also show up in the writings of French planters and political elites 

from Saint Domingue. He makes several relevant points: nationalism distinctly refers to 

political constructions, nationalistic patterns evolve into political action over time, and 

French nationalism has roots in a century-long debate over patrie and cultural unity.35  

Consider the idea of nationalism Christopher L. Miller’s book, Nationalists and 

Nomads. He points out how the theories of nationalism, such as Anderson’s Imagined 
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Communities, do not apply as well to colonies as they do to independent regions. Print 

media had existed in Saint Domingue as a form of “print colonialism,” in which the 

newspapers focused on the metropole and aspects of French culture.36 Miller uses 

Anderson’s argument on the “convergence of capitalism and print technology” to discuss 

French newspapers as tools to force assimilation. 37 Most importantly, Miller tries to bridge 

the gap between traditional and hybrid theories of nationalism. In Saint Domingue’s Gens 

de Couleur Libres, African traditions mixed with the French cultural media and colony-

specific social norms. This formula has some parallels with Miller’s argument on post-

colonial African countries, in which nationalism initially asserts itself as resistance. This 

can leave the formation of a national identity suspended in favor of forming the political 

state.38 The same seems true in Saint Domingue, since both Toussaint and Dessalines 

focused on reinvigorating agriculture and solidifying power—leaving the various groups 

of Gens de Couleur Libres and ex-slaves with mixed loyalties and complicating their 

discussion of national identity. 

Those mixed loyalties encouraged these groups to interact within the colonial social 

distinctions based on race or class. Ahmad Aijaz analyzes literary works since 1960, 

discussing the terminologies in “colonial discourse theory.” His greatest contribution to 

this research comes from his analysis of nationalism. Ahmad describes nationalism as a 

plurality of various existing ideologies, without unity or patrie, which only evolves into a 

single definable shape after a specific power bloc utilizes it to solidify their political power. 
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He also clarifies the idea of decolonization by pointing out that colonization officially 

collapses when the ruling powers come from the colony, instead of the colonizing state. 

The French Revolution shifted the idea of nation and citizen from the subjects of divine 

leaders to the notion of a patrie. Thinking of the nation as a political father meshed with 

the new ideas of equality and undermined the very core of slavery, since fraternity made 

inclusion a human right.39 The exclusive racial categories, despite their permeability, no 

longer functioned as a political system and black citizens had just the terminology they 

needed to officially contest their exclusion from their white counterparts. However, when 

analyzing individuals or groups, the process of decolonization includes the “rejection of 

cultural dominance of the colonizing country,” which can take place well before the 

dissolution of the state. Free Coloreds did not reject French culture; rather they held on to 

it as a marker of superiority and tied their idea of national identity to anti-white politics 

and notions of liberty. 

In short, this thesis challenges the assertion that revolution in Saint Domingue was 

unthinkable, made by Trouillot and other scholars, and connects the colonial social order 

to revolutionary shifts and the birth of Haiti. It clarifies how the concepts of citizenship, 

identity formation and exclusion explained by Fick, Geggus, Popkin, and Dubois 

influenced the transformation of the Free People of Color. These authors’ arguments 

directly relate to how legal discrimination against the Free Coloreds limited membership 

in colonial society, which have been outlined in Auguste Lebeau’s work, De la Condition 

des Gens de Couleur Libres Sous l’Ancien Régime.40 These authors clarify how exclusive 
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French policies encouraged anti-French sentiment and revolution long before the violence 

in 1791, but this thesis makes an entirely new argument. I do not analyze the revolution 

from the top down or the bottom up, rather focusing on the Free Coloreds as an intermediate 

group. Connecting colonial society, exclusion, and nationalism to the power of Francophile 

culture explains how the Free Coloreds transformed in a longer timeframe. I do not trace 

only the colonial, revolutionary or nation-building periods, but instead trace the group 

across all three. In this way, the complex issues dividing Haitians after the revolution are 

related to concepts of modern nationalism developing in the 18th century Atlantic world 

and the social structures of colonial Saint Domingue. 

 

Map of Colonial Saint Domingue 
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CHAPTER 3: FREE COLOREDS FROM OLD REGIME TO REVOLUTION 

 

 

Step back to the French colonies before 1789. A wealthy Free Colored man rides 

through the streets of Port-au-Prince in a carriage, an item technically forbidden to men of 

color. When he gets home, he sips tea from French porcelain and makes a note to remind 

himself he has a court date tomorrow. In this tranquil scene, it seems hard to believe that 

life in the colonies was violently racist and ripe for revolt. Free Colored ancestry originated 

directly from colonial history, where white citizens often granted freedom to the children 

they had with slaves. Some slaves even managed to earn or buy their own freedom; held 

the title affranchis, or freedmen; and finally grew into a distinct social group. French 

administrators intentionally positioned the Gens de Couleur Libres as a buffer group 

between whites and slaves, granting them certain rights and social status but 

simultaneously limiting their social advancement. However, the often tranquil life of 

wealthy Free Coloreds and the official hierarchy hid a more complex poison in the veins 

of the colony. Poor whites disliked wealthy Free Coloreds, who in turn distanced 

themselves from poor whites or “lesser” blacks. Saint Domingue was not the paragon of 

peace, opportunity, and prosperity envisaged in its moniker, “Pearl of the Caribbean.” 

This simple example masks an extremely complex social order, which shifted 

considerably across the twenty-five years in question. In the late eighteenth century, society 

in the colony of Saint Domingue was structured around loose and fluid categories of 

pedigree and privilege. Elite planters attempted to maintain the racial categories supporting 

the plantation system. The Free Coloreds had their own complex hierarchy based on 
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wealth, French affiliations, or allegiance to political regimes—often making them more 

affluent than poor whites. Each Free Colored individual occupied a unique class and race-

based space within the colony, but they had developed some sort of group identity by the 

time of the revolution. This sent petitions to France in which they usually titled themselves 

“The Free People of Color” from a specific province. Only a few hundred out of roughly 

25,000 Free Coloreds in Saint Domingue in the 1770s had obtained the status of wealthy 

planters, let alone the modicum of equality it entailed.42 French legislation had attempted 

to limit Free Colored equality through legislation that, “forbid the affranchis to hold public 

office, practice privileged trades (such as law or medicine), assemble in public after 9pm, 

sit with or dress like whites, gamble, travel, or enter France.”43 Officially, they could not 

own weapons or add a French title to their name. These factors allowed white planters to 

degrade the Gens de Couleur Libres and encouraged wealthy Gens de Couleur Libres to 

push for legal redress since it technically relegated them to lower-class status and hampered 

their ability to trade internationally. As in most class struggles, the lower class whites 

encouraged the exclusion to continue. No social group desires the bottom rung on the 

ladder, thus making the lower classes the most common supporters of racially exclusive 

policies. 

Despite their limitations in colonial society, Free Coloreds continually attempted to 

improve their social status, causing political backlash. Colonial policies began obviously 

discriminating against the Free Coloreds as early as 1778. The French government 
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expressly created a system of varied inclusion, without recognizing its possible future 

effects. French ambassadors described mulattoes as, “amiable toward the whites and loyal 

to France.” However, they thought it “necessary for France to encourage a stable middle 

group, the Free Coloreds and mulattoes, to separate slave from white and maintain the 

balance on the island.”44 Indeed, the ambassadors wrote that freeing slaves and enlarging 

the Free Colored community could pose problems for the whites on the island. They saw 

it as the only way of counteracting the disparity in population size between slaves and white 

colonists. The Free Coloreds gained in wealth and property across the eighteenth century, 

but this only increased the paranoia and racism of white Frenchmen. The French officially 

excluded the Free Coloreds with the Police des Noirs, law which set up administrative 

bodies to limit the number of colored people entering France. French officials had grown 

wary of slaves attempting to use French law to obtain their freedom and fearful of the 

growing number of interracial relationships. In August of 1778, they issued an order 

demanding the removal of all people of color from Paris: “His Majesty has ordained that 

all blacks, mulattoes, or other People of Color who have come to our country, or who have 

the intention to, must be arrested and taken to the nearest port for deportation.”45 The king 

officially ordered French officials to send all non-native blacks, including the Gens de 

Couleur Libres, back to their respective countries. Racism had come to the foreground as 

an official marker for discrimination.  
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These inequalities originated in an extremely complex system of racial distinctions 

and old French legislation, such as the Code Noir. Gens de Couleur Libres’ livelihood 

depended on the production of sugar, but their second-class status derived from the racial 

definitions that made this production possible. The transformation of the Code Noir shows 

how French policy changed over time to support this production process. Originally, the 

1685 legislation seemed to allow slaves to “enjoy the advantages of natural subjects,” and 

have “the same rights, privileges, and immunities enjoyed by freeborn persons.”46 It still 

harshly regulated runaways and allowed masters to beat their slaves, just not mutilate or 

kill them. In the 1780s, France reinstated the protective elements of the Code Noir, 

technically allowing blacks to legally indict whites—though in practice it rarely worked 

since the judges often had a colored bias. France also demanded slaves have small plots of 

land for cultivation—partly in response to the planters’ abuses. The Code Noir in the 1780s 

had grown into a guideline for ownership, with little to no enforcement of the regulations 

on slave brutality. Thus, the separation from white French society formed the basis of the 

Gens de Couleur Libres’ sense of “otherness.” This sense of “otherness” had a 

psychological effect, giving Free Coloreds a sense of limited membership in the state, 

encouraging a local proto-nationalism. 

Nationalism, per se, did not have a specific construct at this point in time, though 

the seeds of modern nationalism had already began to sprout. The slave-based economy 

and colonial trade made the island a crossroads for national identities. This meant that Free-

Coloreds adapted French cultural ideas, but often had no special ties to the French nation 
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as a homeland. The French restructured their idea of patrie in the 1780s to represent a 

defined place and shared culture as a marker for inclusion in a familial state organism, and 

Free Colored Assemblies would use the term during the Haitian Revolution. Free Coloreds 

grasped at the idea of a homeland in France throughout the revolution, but eventually 

conceptualized the island as their home. Their cultural history clashed with their definition 

of “high culture,” which had obvious consequences in their post-revolutionary discussion 

of national identity. Both local assemblies and elite Free Coloreds used the term patrie. 

Nevertheless, they almost always referred to France as their political sovereign, rather than 

a father figure or a homeland. 

This shift toward racial exclusion from “Frenchness” made it difficult even for 

wealthy Free Coloreds in port towns to obtain the civil rights of their white compatriots, 

but the possibility of manumission and self-betterment still existed, even in France. 

According to Colin Lucas, social status in France and the colonies came from a controlled 

mix of wealth, political connections, title, and patronage—which Free Coloreds tried to 

use to improve their social status after manumission.47 Marie Catherine Mercier and Marie 

Jeanne Angelique, two women of color, declared themselves free and won their freedom. 

Even more uncommon, they did so independently in a hierarchical system that normally 

required their husband or owner to declare them.48 They were part of an ever-growing Free 

Colored population in the French empire, a population growing increasingly desirous of 
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equality in the years to come. The Free Colored population desired advancement, so French 

administrators and racist whites considered them a dangerous colonial faction.  

This “dangerous faction” drove French politicians to reconsider black equality, but 

spurring a rash of anti-black legislation. A rumor of mass enfranchisement provoked the 

French government to create the Police des Noir law limiting the number of blacks in 

France.49 An unknown French Governor name Peineir wrote in 1788 that “the hope of 

liberation represents a sort of safety valve… and ending this hope would probably risk very 

dangerous movements.”50 In short, the Governor recommended that France avoid 

oppressing the Free Coloreds or stop allowing slaves to earn freedom. This Frenchman saw 

the possibility of revolt prior to the outbreak of revolution, clarifying that whites in the 

metropole and the colony saw the colored population as a threat. The Governor reasoned 

that improper treatment could incite violent repercussions in the colony. His warning 

resonated with Frenchmen, who had seen numerous slaves successfully sue their owners 

for freedom in Parisian courts.51 Court cases in Saint Domingue show that Free Coloreds 

and slaves had legally contested abuses by white for decades. Many authors cite the Le 

Jeune case in 1788, proving blacks contested their mistreatment all the way up to the 

revolutionary period. In that case, slaves took their master to court for violent abuse.52 Due 

to fear of attack, Mr. LeJeune killed and tortured some of his slaves to find out who wanted 

him dead. Several slaves registered complaints with the local authorities, but the court 
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dropped the case at the behest of white planters. This proves that Free Coloreds and slaves 

had challenged their inequality long before the revolution, until even Frenchmen feared 

revolt and used racial exclusion for protection. 

Though they only saw the French government as a political entity, some of the Gens 

de Couleur Libres sought inclusion in French society and a greater place in the social order. 

This desire often expressed itself through the purchase of French products. An item’s 

inclusion in a will identified it with a higher than average value, and items from France 

almost always showed up in the wills of wealthy Gens de Couleur Libres. French culture, 

in the early 1780s, still had an air of superiority and familiarity for the Gens de Couleur 

Libres in Haiti. It symbolized the opportunity to improve their social standing and wealth. 

Free Coloreds often fought for inclusion in the French system by owning guns—due to the 

edict that declared them necessary for the protection of the territory—which indicated their 

continued attempt to remain “French.”53 However, this also constituted an early challenge 

to the existing French social apparatus.  

The indignation of the Free Coloreds was exacerbated by the legal system’s use of 

the term affranchise as a marker of exclusion. Despite the permeability of most racial 

legislation, the Free Coloreds could not access the full breadth of French civil rights. 

French colonists would not allow Free Coloreds access to titles and many political offices, 

in fear of their growing wealth and influence.54 Ghachem, Garrigus, and Dubois have all 

written extensively on the topic of citizenship. They clarified one important point; the 

island’s size, racial makeup, class distinctions, and colonial legacy gave it a unique blend 
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of citizenship concepts. Of particular note, the legal system in Saint Domingue recognized 

Free Coloreds as citizens, meaning they could notarize contracts, file lawsuits, and join the 

military as members of the French political state. However, they did not have the same 

rights as white members of the state.  

This form of citizenship for Free Coloreds technically granted them rights which 

they deserved as culturally French parts of the nation, but which whites—especially poor 

whites—did not wish to grant them. Free Coloreds encompassed the second or third 

generation of many elite families, including the Casamajors and the Depas, who felt 

directly tied to France. This heightened their sense of exclusion, but also urged them to 

fight for positions of greater importance, such as official state jobs. A grandson of Michel 

Medina-Depas “became the first man of color to work as a notary in Aquin.”55 This is 

important, since the Free Colored descendants attached the African ancestral name of 

Medina to their French name. They evidently qualified their African roots as equally 

important to the French ones. This concept contrasts with the French idea of nationalism, 

allegiance to a single group with similar cultural ties. 

Free Coloreds cared little for any form of political independence before the 

revolution, as long as the current system offered them other means of social advancement. 

This allowed them to distinguish the more influential and “free” members of their own 

groups, distanced them from bossales and other slaves, and placed some of them on an 

equal footing with the lower ranks of the wealthy white planters.56 In fact, prior to the 

revolution, color seemed to be more of an official marker than a differentiating factor 
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between people. The numerous “inter-racial” links and the Gens de Couleur Libres’ limited 

autonomy suggest that they proudly existed as French people and took every opportunity 

to maintain a semblance of French culture. However, Geggus beautifully illustrated the 

limits of cultural imperialism: “Residence in the colony, the colony’s competitive position 

in the world market, and its ability to produce its own food… encouraged some planters to 

envisage Saint Domingue’s eventual independence.”57 Undoubtedly, both white and Gens 

de Couleur Libres planters could envisage separation from France and the possible increase 

in wealth or power it would entail.  

This mix of attachment to France and sense of exclusion was reconfigured by 

revolutions across the Atlantic world, beginning with the American Revolution. Many of 

the future revolutionaries had fought in Georgia during the Revolutionary War, including 

Riqaud and Christophe. They used military conscription as a means of resistance, though 

the French system still forced them to serve under white commanders. They took part in 

the American Revolution when “several hundred Gens de Couleur—free men of African 

descent—joined the French military and fought at the siege of Savannah.”58 The Gens de 

Couleur Libres felt an exemplary military career “could thwart racial prejudice” and 

increase their social standing.59 However, the Gens de Couleur Libres militia in Saint 

Domingue had strictly forbidden black commanders and only allowed whites to purchase 

exemptions from service. Charles d’Estaing, a French military commander, used the career 
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of successful Gens de Couleur Libres military men to encourage the use of black soldiers. 

By 1780, the French government had attempted to forcibly conscript Free Coloreds from 

each Parish of Saint Domingue, highlighting their unequal status and limited rights.60 

While no documentation has been found to suggest that these events turned revolutionary, 

there is no denying that men involved in these events became ringleaders of the Haitian 

Revolution or that such discrimination less than ten years before revolution influenced the 

sentiments of Free Colored revolutionaries. 

Military drafts and other racist policies encouraged powerful Free Coloreds and 

Frenchmen to join together in support of racial equality. Many American states had free 

black communities, and by 1785 the Society of the Friends of the Blacks had been created 

in France. Its founding members exhibited a “fascination with the convention then in 

progress in Philadelphia,” seeking to define their own idea of natural freedom and rights.61 

Combine this American redefinition of freedom with the powerful anti-slavery movements 

in England during the 1780s, and the atmosphere seems heavy with revolutionary tension. 

It is impossible to envision the final outcome of future revolutions, but thoughts of 

independence and revolution had already been stirred in connection with the United States 

and France.  

These thoughts originated from the direct link which existed between these nations 

and the colony of Saint Domingue. International businesspersons often traveled to the 

island and carried with them discussions of humanity, freedom, and nationalism. English-

born Elizabeth Beauveau (born Brown) moved back and forth between Cap François and 
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Philadelphia with Jean-Pierre, her French husband. Jean-Pierre, whom she had married in 

Philadelphia before moving to Saint Domingue, eventually died in the violence 

surrounding the Haitian Revolution, which prompted Elizabeth’s return to Philadelphia 

with her five daughters. Her daughter Sophie then married a French-born merchant and 

helped to found the affluent Borie family. 62 The Borie papers also include records from 

Philadelphia-based companies who sent goods to Toussaint Louverture during the 

Revolution and records from Jean Claude Saluaze, a French merchant in Saint Domingue 

married to another of the Beauveau daughters. Saluaze had to flee the Island in 1802 and 

had his property destroyed by rebels.63 All of this occurred between 1756 and 1802, 

illustrating the inter-related nature of these nations—all of which were currently revising 

their ideas on citizenship and emancipation. 

In a period of such turbulent philosophical and racial upheavals, it takes an excess 

of naiveté to say that a slave revolt looked unimaginable to French officials or Free 

Coloreds, earlier espoused by authors such as Trouillot. Events in Saint Domingue were 

directly affected by the changes taking place in France. The Third Estate, the name for the 

French “common people,” began reformatting the idea of nation in 1789, to mean a 

political body representing the people—expressly stating that the “Third Estate recognizes 

the principle of colonial representation.”64 This came just after the debacle over 

representation for the Third Estate in France, and tied the conversation on the rights of 

citizens to one of political representation. The arguments about the Third Estate clarify the 

concepts which Free Coloreds would use to argue against their own inequality.  The use of 
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French political terms in colonial legislation shows the French Revolution “was intricately 

tied to events in France’s most important colony, Saint-Domingue, where the weakening 

colonial governance and the emergence of new political language and new possibilities for 

mobilization—including the enslaved—set the stage for radical revolution.”65  

The “Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen” in France then tied all 

of these ideological arguments into one document that influenced every aspect of both the 

French and Haitian Revolutions. The very first article states that “Men are born and remain 

free and equal in rights.”66 By not clarifying any racial distinction between men, this article 

called into question the very essence of slavery and Gens de Couleur “otherness.” Free 

Coloreds and other blacks read or discussed the declaration, proven by their use of new 

political terms and the outcry for equality after 1789. They would be forced to further 

recognize their exclusion from equal status and representation, adding insult to injury.67 

The Free Coloreds began to question exactly what their place was in this new French 

nation, a concept which had yet to solidify. 

In the years prior to 1789, the idea of the nation and the “patrie” had shifted 

considerably for the French people, starting to represent the nation as a father figure rather 

than the aristocracy as a ruling body.68 Article Three of the Declaration of the Rights of 

Men and Citizens solidified these discussions by differentiating between the ruling body 

and the nation: “The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body 
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nor individual may exercise any authority which does not proceed directly from the 

nation.”69 This presented a radical change from the historical norm, in which the aristocracy 

and monarchy ruled without the need for consent. It also defined the nation as an entity 

separate from both the general populace and the governing bodies.  

This new concept of nation rested on every individual’s ability to participate in the 

formation of laws through a representative, a right article six of the declaration explicitly 

granted to French citizens: 

“Law is the expression of the general will. Every citizen has a right to 

participate personally, or through his representative, in its foundation. It 

must be the same for all, whether it protects or punishes. All citizens, being 

equal in the eyes of the law, are equally eligible to all dignities and to all 

public positions and occupations… without distinction except that of their 

virtues and talents.”70  

This clear statement of equality contrasted with the Gens de Couleur Libres’ exclusion 

from public office and their lack of equal representation in either the colonial or national 

government. The Gens de Couleur Libres had not been allowed an official representative 

in the French government despite article six and quickly grasped the implications.  

Divided by their interpretation of the declaration, white colonial assemblies almost 

immediately split into two camps, while Free Coloreds eventually relied on a French 

political group as their champion. The Assembly of the Province of the North and the 

Assembly of St. Marc debated the legal implications of independence and the idea of 
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separation from France until 1790, when the western group then officially decided to lobby 

for independence and the eastern group firmly decided to espouse reconciliation with 

France. The Gens de Couleur Libres had very little representation in either group, but 

would have been influenced by their discussions on whether Free Colored men had the 

right to equal representation.71 Since they had no real political party to support them, the 

Society of the Friends of the Blacks led the fight for Free-Colored equality in France and 

the colonies, much to the chagrin of white and black planters. 

The Society of the Friends of the Blacks were immediately shunned and criticized 

by deputies and wealthy citizens in Saint Domingue for supporting black equality, 

including the Count of Raynaud and Archbishop Thibaud.72 These two gentlemen signed 

a letter in 1789 addressed to the National Assembly, arguing that the island colony faced 

“Two equally perilous threats;” the English attempt to control the island and steal the slaves 

and the seditious representation of the Society of the Friends of the Blacks, who sought to 

“cause an uprising against slavery.”73 They feared the end of the slave-based plantation 

system and the wealth it accrued. This concept grew more popular after the official 

emancipation of the slaves by France, when many planters began supporting the English 

in an attempt to preserve their property rights. Either way, placing an equal rights group on 

the same footing with a foreign invasion shows just how vehemently these groups detested 

the Society of the Friends of the Blacks and the idea of ending slavery. 
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The Society of the Friends of the Blacks responded directly to these fears of mass 

manumission and equality, using the language of The Declarations of the Rights of Man to 

their advantage. An unknown author addressed the National Assembly in 1790 and called 

upon the “rights of man” and “these rights, you have written in that immortal monument” 

to question the continued inequality of blacks. The society accused both the assembly and 

the merchants of libel. Free Coloreds and the society wanted improvements for the slaves, 

rather than an end to all slavery.74 They went on to explain that the gravest issues were the 

extremely poor living conditions and the treatment that Blacks were subjected to, which 

was contrary to the ideas of humanity in the Rights of Man. The Society of the Friends of 

the Blacks even argued that slavery should continue, to keep whites from discounting their 

request for Free Colored equality. Julien Raimond worked with them to convince the 

National Assembly that rights for the black community would strengthen slavery and gain 

the support of the Gens de Couleur Libres.75 For at least some Free Coloreds, revolt and 

alliances with slaves did not mean an end to slavery because abolishing the slave-based 

plantation system would also destroy their greatest asset. 

Most members of the Society of the Friends of the Blacks did not see an issue with 

the lack of a deep patriotic loyalty or a sense of the patrie in Gens de Couleur Libres 

groups. J.P. Brissot wrote a letter to the National assembly in 1790, arguing in favor of the 

Gens de Couleur Libres as loyal French subjects.76 In fact, he argued that the human rights 
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dictated in the French revolution also belonged to the Gens de Couleur Libres because 

Saint Domingue belonged to France at the time of the French Revolution. France had to 

dictate the rights of Frenchmen since, “The National Assembly does not have the right to 

cede to any other assembly the ability to decide the fate of a class of people.”77 He then 

claimed that the National Assembly must decide the fate of the Gens de Couleur Libres 

and that the Gens de Couleur Libres constitutionally had the same rights as any other 

citizen of France. Brissot implied that the Gens de Couleur Libres felt French, rather than 

simply desiring the fiscal security and status that came with French associations.  

However, the Free Coloreds did not truly identify themselves as “French.”78 

Without the same cultural filters or idea of France as a racially unified patrie, the Gens de 

Couleur Libres could not develop the same political constructs or “cult of nation.”79 By 

this time, Free Colored groups had begun using the term patrie to demand equal 

representation in the colonial assembly. Blacks used the term, but Free Coloreds only made 

one mass declaration of actual patriotism during this period, a forced vow of homage to the 

nation. The parish of S. Pierre du Terrier-Rouge called all the Gens de Couleur Libres in 

the parish together in 1790, read them a declaration of “fidelity to the nation and respect 

for the whites,” then had them all say “I so swear.” 80 Such a passionate and forthright 

declaration of earnest patriotism conjures images of brotherly equality, does it not? 

Sarcasm aside, the shift toward racism in legislation and the growth of exclusionary 

policies in Saint Domingue exacerbated the Gens de Couleur Libres’ sense of inequality. 
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The American Revolution had already encouraged a new discussion on human rights and 

equality, thereby invigorating a redefinition of citizenship and black rights. Add all of these 

changes to the white planters’ mounting fear that the plantation economy might collapse, 

and the colony already seems on the verge of revolt. The French Revolution in 1789 then 

redefined the idea of nation and created the first official treatise on what it meant to be a 

citizen. The instrumental use of terms such as patrie shows just how empty these ideals 

were for the Free Coloreds. Therefore, the Gens de Couleur Libres demanded more 

concrete terms of inclusion such as representation in the national assembly. The assembly’s 

refusal set flame to the already clear sense of exclusion highlighted by French Legislation 

and the fight against the Society of the Friends of the Blacks. The start of the French 

Revolution and the insecurity of colonial investments in the Caribbean thus created the 

context for violent revolution and the redefinition of Free Colored identity. 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4: SHOCKWAVES OF REVOLUTION IN SAINT DOMINGUE 

 

 

In 1791, a Free Colored planter might walk out onto his porch and be greeted by a 

massacre. Revolting slaves slaughtered their owners, pillaged towns, and took over large 

areas of northern Saint Domingue—invigorated by a Vodou ritual known as the Bois 

Caiman ceremony.81  In this context, Gens de Couleur Libres did not support this violence, 

still primarily supported the French government, and continued to resist exclusion in 

mostly nonviolent ways. They sought positions technically beyond their predefined social 

rank, which set the stage for the mayhem surrounding the decree of May 15th, 1791—

making 2nd generation Gens de Couleur Libres equal to whites under French law.82 Their 

fight for inclusion and the law itself demonstrates that the Gens de Couleur Libres had both 

felt excluded from French society prior to 1791 and challenged that inequality. All of these 

conflicts over equality, slavery, and individual rights contributed to the first violent 

uprisings of 1791. Between 1789 and 1800, allegiance was fluid, shifting continually 

during the violent revolutions and wars across the Atlantic. In the shockwaves of revolution 

within the metropole, French colonial power faltered, and the idea of equality for all called 

into question the slave-based plantation system, the core of Caribbean colonial societies. 
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This social structure could not withstand the combined turbulence of the French 

Revolution and colonial slave revolt. In the terms of Anthony Giddens, this “loss of 

ontological security” made nationalism a necessity.83 However, this notion does not take 

into account the unique identity of the Free Coloreds, who are not easy to pin down due to 

the complex system of racial definitions and divisions in Saint Domingue. Despite these 

particularities, the general trend from 1791 to 1801 does show increasingly anti-French 

sentiments across the board, which fueled a rise in opposition to the French and in loyalty 

to local groups in the colony. This chapter focuses on specific moments of shifting fidelity 

in certain Free Colored groups to show how conflicts with France provoked the growth of 

nationalism in Saint Domingue, a unique proto-nationalism tied to liberty and race. 

The Free Coloreds were just one of many groups involved in the revolutionary 

conflicts. Creole elites held leadership positions in the Haitian Revolution, but the term 

Creole can be a complicated mix of Gens de Couleur Libres and other people of mixed 

heritage.84 Bossales and maroons often formed the military might of a company, such as 

the maroon group that expelled the English from Port-au-Prince. Still, they only filled the 

leadership roles in exceptional cases.85 “Creolization” created a complex blend of racial 

and commercial politics; racial politics then mixed with an anti-European model of loyalty 

and gradually spiraled into revolution due to French political changes. A lesser-known fact, 

white planters nearly demanded independence from France before the Haitian Revolution 
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in response to debates over commercial rights, ending slavery, and civil rights for the Gens 

de Couleur Libres.86  

Gens de Couleur Libres and newly enfranchised blacks, such as Vincent Ogé or 

Toussaint Louverture, headed the majority of military campaigns. They either led anti-

French groups or conversely supported French campaigns throughout the various phases 

of the revolution.87 However, slaves quickly joined them because the anti-slavery 

movements of the 1780s had created a situation in which “expectations were rising in the 

slave quarters faster than they could be satisfied.”88 Combine this with the white resistance 

to both anti-slavery and pro-Free Colored legislation, and the amorphous nature of Gens 

de Couleur Libres’ allegiance across the revolution starts to make sense. Abolitionist 

discourse, slave dissatisfaction, and the French shift toward exclusive national policies 

isolated them and made them conscious of their unique identity. Isolated individuals cannot 

adopt a sense of patrie and cultural unity.  

In this period of transition and isolation, the Gens de Couleur Libres did not 

represent a single unified group in their opinions toward either revolution or nation. In fact, 

groups of them often supported whichever side best suited their economic or class interest, 

be it French, English, or revolting slaves. The Gens de Couleur Libres did not have a 

specific sense of nationalism or patriotism; they rather utilized French ideals of class and 

color to differentiate themselves from slaves or obtain a better social status.89 This lack of 

any specific patriotic sentiment toward France encouraged separatist ideals and, with the 
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American Revolution for context, caused international concern for the stability of overseas 

colonies. All of these revolutionary parties and interest groups show the extent of the 

division in the colony, separated mostly over slavery and political rights. 

The French administration avoided the subject of Gens de Couleur Libres rights 

and slavery, which proved fatal. The initial unrest included a vast number of discussions 

on two topics, the slave groups as a “lumpenproletariat”—a group incapable of 

independent revolution—and the redefinition of Free Colored enfranchisement in the 

colonies. Julien Raimond, a free-colored planter turned political activist, played a major 

part in these early debates. Raimond’s support for Free Coloreds earned him the moniker 

“master of the crossroads,” a term similarly applied to Toussaint. Raimond argued in the 

early 1790s that the Gens de Couleur Libres “were indebted to revolutionary France for 

recognizing their citizenship.”90 While that may be true, he did not seem to think that 

France had given them something undeserved or nonexistent. Raimond pointed out that the 

majority of Free Coloreds in Saint Domingue had been born free, meaning they deserved 

recognition as equal members of French society.91 The social reality in the Caribbean 

challenged the Republicanism of the Metropole and encouraged new Freedmen to actively 

challenge the political order which relegated them to inactive citizenship.92 Continual Free 

Colored resistance thus made the Haitian Revolution a “continuation of the colonial search 

for a well-ordered commonwealth in Saint Domingue by other means.”93  
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Within this search, both the Gens de Couleur Libres in Saint Domingue and 

Europeans involved in international politics had recognized the importance of the Free 

Colored population for colonial stability. Henri Gregoire, a French priest and firm 

supporter of abolition, joined Julien Raimond in the Society of the Friends of the Blacks. 

As early as 1789, he discussed the possibility of losing the colony due to insurrection. 

Gregoire had joined the Third Estate in France, continuing his abolitionism across the 

French Revolution. He wrote an article in favor of the Free Coloreds or sang-mêlés of St. 

Domingue, in which he suggested that France give the Free Coloreds a more equal status 

to whites. Finally, he argued this would “undoubtedly connect them to the Metropole, and 

truly earn France the title of patrie.”94  

Gregoire’s quote clarifies two aspects of Free Colored loyalty. It was not related to 

the notion of a homeland prior to the revolution, or the title would not have needed to be 

earned. Secondly, the Free Coloreds used the term patrie after 1790 to discuss their 

political loyalty as subjects to a governing power rather than as children of a homeland in 

the French fashion, which focused on the people’s familial connection to a country. 

Gregoire recognized the tentative nature of Gens de Couleur Libres’ loyalty to France. 

However, he also mentioned their tendency to grasp at straws for social advancement, such 

as their eager participation in an assembly to buy a gift for the King. He argued that the 

Free Coloreds only required recognition by the state and freedom of movement—between 

the colony and the Metropole—to unite them permanently with France and obtain their 
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gratitude. This meshes perfectly with King’s description of French cultural loyalty in Saint 

Domingue, where carriages, French products, and trips to the metropole denoted a higher 

social bracket or class superiority.95 This also highlights the fractured political allegiances 

and economic instability which allowed the Gens de Couleur Libres to shift sides 

throughout the revolution.  

For the Haitian economy, the collapse of the plantation system due to its 

dependence on slave labor spelled disaster, accompanied by many personal tragedies. All 

these tragedies would encourage Free Coloreds to further support independence. In league 

with Raimond, Jacques P. Brissot, a French member of the Girondist movement and 

founding member of the Society of the Friends of the Blacks, discussed the possibility of 

seditious or revolutionary activity by the Gens de Couleur Libres on the island in 1791.96 

Raimond’s response to Brissot illustrates the tensions giving rise to independence. 

Raimond quoted the arrest papers of a Free Colored man, Claude Labadie. A French 

official and his posse had taken him from his home by force, without trial in court. Raimond 

claimed that Labadie had done little more than assemble a large group of Gens de Couleur 

Libres at his home, which was his right as a citizen of France. Locals had accused him of 

inciting resistance against France, the supposed reason for the assembly of the Free 

Coloreds.97 Raimond also cited the assassination of Ferrand de Beaudiere for having 

“committed no other crime than writing a letter in favor of men of color.”98 These acts 

                                                           
95 King, Blue Coat or Powdered Wig, 203-220. 
96 The anti-monarchical Girondist movement supported revolution in France then lost to the Jacobins in 

1793, sparking a mass execution which included Brissot. 
97 M. Labadie was widely recognized by documents at the time as a traitor. He was charged with plotting 

against French rule and assassinated. The magistrates never made an official inquiry into the proceedings. 
98 Raimond, “Observations sur l'Origine,” 37-44.  



51 
 

violated any rights the Gens de Couleur Libres had as French citizens and tested their 

allegiance to a tyrannical foreign power. 

Raimond played a part in these discussions throughout the revolution, often due to 

his interaction with The Society of the Friends of the Blacks.99 However, his allegiances 

changed drastically over time, from supporting loyalist ideals in 1790 to helping Toussaint 

create an independent constitution in 1800. Political changes in Saint Domingue made clear 

that the Gens de Couleur Libres did not have an equal status or the same investment in a 

French national identity. The racism of the 1760s had meshed with French discussions of 

citizenship, which highlighted an important shift toward total equality in Free Colored 

demands. Raimond switched from arguing that light-skinned Free Coloreds have the status 

of “new whites,” to requesting equal status for all Gens de Couleur Libres by 1792, to 

supporting Toussaint against Sonthonax and the Third Commission by 1797.100 These 

changes show that even the loyalist Gens de Couleur Libres, which included Raimond 

before 1797, increasingly began to recognize that the developing French nationalism did 

not include them.101 Slaves, maroons, and Gens de Couleur Libres did not fit into the 

culturally and racially defined ideas of citizenship and patrie in France. Gens de Couleur 

Libres’ loyalties increasingly lay with cultural groups on the island itself and supported 

those governmental changes that boosted their social or commercial status. 

Raimond’s transformation was one of many and the growing social status of Free 

Colored created paranoia in white colonial assemblies. A group of White parish assembly 
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members in the North recognized the need to use the Gens de Couleur Libres as an 

intermediary group after the May 1791 decree, which allowed second generation Gens de 

Couleur Libres to join parish assemblies. The Assembly in Gironde, a northern department, 

wrote a letter to the Colonial Assembly requesting a repeal of the decree. The letter 

specifically said that giving the Gens de Couleur Libres a higher rank in society could give 

slaves the idea that it was possible for anyone to be an equal citizen and, “if the blacks lose 

sight of their inferiority…, it will be impossible for 60,000 free people to manage 600,000 

slaves.”102 Furthermore, they argued that the Gens de Couleur Libres’ status did not make 

sense in a European mindset, because they occupied a position in the colony that relied on 

local nuances only found in the colonial realm. Finally, they pointed out that the recent 

political changes concerning the Free Coloreds put the colony in imminent danger and that 

they felt the need to warn the “true fathers of the homeland.”103 Perhaps jealousy spawned 

these feelings, but they highlight how the politics of the French government exacerbated 

the conflicts between the Free Colored population and the white colonial assemblies.  

Despite the 1791 decree, the Gens de Couleur Libres still did not have all of the 

same rights as their white counterparts, and violence or exclusion increasingly pushed 

certain groups of them toward treason. Raimond incited revolutionary feelings, thanks to 

his pamphlets and letters decrying disparate treatment of blacks. Nonetheless, Raimond 

very distinctly wrote his arguments within the bounds of colonial legislation and always 

referred to the equal rights of Gens de Couleur Libres and blacks under the new French 

ideals of equality and fraternity. 104 The assembly at Labadie’s home and resulting action 
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against him seem clear proof that anti-French discussions, a necessary precursor to 

nationalist dialogue, occurred among the Gens de Couleur Libres as early as 1791. While 

these discussions do not constitute nationalism, they do present clear evidence that the path 

to nationalism had origins older than the post-revolutionary independence treaties of 

Dessalines. They had roots in the racial exclusion inherent in the colonial system, the 

shifting political structure of the French metropole, and in the importance of Gens de 

Couleur Libres for colonial harmony. 

In the context of slave revolt, the white and colored citizens of Port-au-Prince 

signed a peace “concordat” in September of 1791. The document had two letters attached. 

The first letter—from the elected president of the Free Colored committee, P. Pinchinat—

declared that the French “fatherland” was in danger and the French must give them 

weapons and assistance to “avenge God, nature, the law and humanity.”105 The editor of 

the French National Publishing House also attached a letter in response to Pinchinat, 

seemingly condemning both the letter and the treaty with the Gens de Couleur Libres. He 

wrote that the authors of the catastrophe in Saint Domingue used the word patrie, without 

sincerity or fidelity, to obtain weapons or aid: “Enemies of France, philanthropists, and 

Negrophiles you have armed against us.”106 The Gens de Couleur Libres responded by 

arguing several major points: the formation of the National Assembly and new ideas of 

fraternity meant France must revise their unequal status, their station as citizens merited 

both access to weapons and support by the white leaders, and loyal Free Coloreds must 
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renounce those who had joined with revolutionary groups or besmirched their honor by 

causing the current conflict between the colony and the French government.107 Evidently, 

these Gens de Couleur Libres in Port-au-Prince distanced themselves from their 

revolutionary colleagues. However, to what extent did they actually feel allegiance to a 

fatherland? Even the editor’s letter implied that many readers considered nationalistic 

rhetoric a facade for subversion. This distrust made black and white cooperation unlikely. 

The Concordat was only the first treaty made that year, highlighting Free Coloreds’ 

attempt to work with the French colonists. On October 19, 1791, representatives from both 

white and Gens de Couleur Libres groups met in a house in Goureau, a parish near Port-

au-Prince, to create a second alliance. This specific group of Gens de Couleur Libres, again 

headed by Pinchinat, wanted peace and harmony with France, but felt that French officials 

had not lived up to the agreements made in September. The Gens de Couleur Libres at the 

meeting wanted to keep their property and feared the results of revolution; they even tried 

to obtain weapons to fight any revolutionaries they encountered.108 Interestingly, the peace 

treaty did not repeat the nationalistic or patriotic rhetoric from the document in September. 

It purely stated that, in fear for their property, these wealthy Gens de Couleur Libres 

attempted to obtain weapons and the white authorities of Port-au-Prince denied them, 

“regardless of their claim’s justification and legitimacy.” Therefore, they still found it 

necessary to make an alliance with the whites, but discovered that allegiances with white 

colonists had strict limitations.109  
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Despite the need for white support, Free Coloreds ignored any reference to a French 

identity, other than using the French title for citizen. They also accused the white planters 

and politicians of bringing about “the provinces’ unmistakable ruin,” by treating the Free 

Coloreds in ways contrary to the constitution and mishandling the insurrection for the last 

year.110 These Gens de Couleur Libres preferred to maintain the colonial status quo in Saint 

Domingue, because of their propertied interests, but did not specifically relate their 

allegiance with patriotism or a sense of filial loyalty. These emotional forerunners to 

independence illustrate the mental separation between the colony and mainland France. 

Despite any desire to change their excluded status, the Gens de Couleur Libres rarely based 

their decisions on patriotic or nationalistic sentimentalities. Even those in league with the 

French cited economic or political stability as their reason far more than they lamented the 

danger to the patrie, especially since many of them never saw France as their homeland.  

Keep in mind the outbreak of violence late in 1791 and the capture of Port-Au-

Prince by a mixed group of Gens de Couleur Libres and slaves. The fearful whites had 

reason to worry, since many Free Coloreds had decided to join the revolution by the end 

of the year. “Delays and contradictory signals from the metropole played their role in 

crystallizing an already tense situation in Saint Domingue.”111 This coincided with the fall 

of Louis XVI and the formation of a limited monarchy in France in 1792, which made 

representation in the National assembly an even more valuable prize. Various groups of 

Gens de Couleur Libres decided this equal status and the increase in social status promised 
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them would not be forthcoming, making an alliance with the slaves seem an even more 

profitable option. However, this does not hold true for every Gens de Couleur Libres group. 

Some Free Colored groups outright disowned the slaves and any Free Coloreds who 

supported them. In June of 1792, the Gens de Couleur Libres of Aquin parish wrote and 

signed a declaration of their fidelity to France without knowing that the National Assembly 

would soon revoke their new social status and behead the King. In their declaration, they 

thanked the National Assembly for “making them Children of the Fatherland” and 

promised to stay “loyal to the nation” who gave them this civil status.112 They even 

continued to thank the King for the decree, which “brought them under the flag of the 

fatherland.” After discussing the actions of more seditious Gens de Couleur Libres, they 

finally asked the King and white citizens not to hold the unpatriotic acts of others against 

them and to unite against the common enemy.113 In retrospect, their plea “fell on deaf ears,” 

for the Assembly again restricted their rights and beheaded the king within the next 6 

months.114 Even the language they used to voice their fidelity proves the lack of allegiance 

or patriotism before the revolution. The new decree had to “make them into children of the 

fatherland” and “bring them under the flag” through legislation. Using these phrases in 

response to a specific decree underlined a previous exclusion from citizenship and equality. 

Thus, once the new social status had disappeared, they no longer had reason to remain loyal 

or see the flag of France as a patriotic symbol—rather one of oppression. French officials 

had even imprisoned Julien Raimond for his inciting public unrest with egalitarian rhetoric. 
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Giving the Gens de Couleur Libres the feeling of being French and then taking it back 

made it ever clearer that they had not really been French at all.  

Subsequently, the Gens de Couleur Libres grew increasingly united with the slaves 

against colonial mismanagement, while the whites grew increasingly divided between 

political factions in Europe. In 1792, the situation was further complicated when the 

English and the Spanish entered the scene. Cap Haitien, an important northern town, soon 

lay in ruins due to fighting between English troops--with the slaves who supported them—

and maroon forces. As a result of this conflict, the colonial government lost any semblance 

of control over the maroons and slaves. Despite the chaos, Free Coloreds had not yet 

formulated the concept of racial unity against the Europeans. Slaves in the South of the 

island called the Gens de Couleur Libres defenders of black rights, but they lost a good 

deal of their credibility thanks to the Swiss Affair. Free Colored military commanders 

betrayed and subsequently marooned hundreds of black Swiss soldiers, their supposed 

allies sent by Switzerland to support their fight against English incursion and slave 

revolt.115 While lacking in specifics, this event clarifies the division between Free Colored 

groups, with some willing to turn on members of their own social group. All these events 

involved foreign powers, which encouraged General Sonthonax to free the slaves in only 

the Northern provinces. This tactical move in 1793 was supposed to protect the colony 

from foreign influences and rally blacks in the war-torn north to the French flag.  

Foreign powers continued meddling in colonial affairs, a worrying development for 

the cultural French Free Coloreds. On the fifth of Vendémiaire in 1794, a collection of 
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Gens de Couleur Libres met to write a petition to the National Assembly.116 They addressed 

the “fathers of the fatherland” and demanded action against white colonists who conspired 

with England. As with earlier documents, these Gens de Couleur Libres did not highlight 

a patriotic principle but started their petition by discussing the damage to commerce.117 

The authors wrote that seditious white colonists had accused France of creating “laws 

destructive to their property” and having “taken away these tyrants’ right to own 

people.”118 Basically, the seditious colonists felt that revolutionary France no longer 

supported the plantation system or slavery, their source of wealth. According to the Free 

Coloreds, only one thing could unite the remaining colonists with France to fight off the 

English advance and the traitors, freeing all the slaves. They named powerful colonists 

who aided the British, and closed by requesting the freedom of Julien Raimond.119 Keep in 

mind that some Gens de Couleur Libres fought with the British to resist the emancipation 

of the slaves and the French efforts to retake the island.  

Therefore, Gens de Couleur Libres on the French side fought among themselves 

with some fighting against French-allied Free Coloreds in support of the British. The idea 

of a patriotic homeland or patrie did not seem to hold much sway when personal gain or 

equality seemed possible. Ironically then, they utilized the idea of citizenship as an 

instrument to play on France’s fear of British commercial power. Free Colored demands 

caused three things: it goaded the French into taking stronger action against British agents, 
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discredited certain powerful men who posed a problem for their businesses, and finally 

used the names of these discredited men to ask for Raimond’s freedom.120 Even powerful, 

commercially oriented Gens de Couleur Libres sometimes utilized revolutionary rhetoric 

for selfish motives, rather than criticizing exclusive and racist French politics.  

Consider the use of the term patrie by Free Coloreds in previous paragraphs, to 

demand military support or equal representation. White assemblies argued blacks used the 

terms duplicitously, with no real sense of allegiance. Even whites during the revolution 

were unclear on the meaning of the word for colonists. The Free Colored citizens from the 

parishes which made up St. Marc published a letter in 1793, discussing the complicated 

nature of their place between whites and slaves. They used the term themselves, in an 

attempt to proclaim their loyalty: “We owe everything we have to this fatherland which 

has given us our existence. Would we be able to sink low enough to abandon the fatherland 

in that very moment in which its representatives are threatened? NO!”121 

The assembly defined all Free Coloreds as “revived citizens” and argued that the 

slaves had confused and tricked their southern associates. According to them, Free 

Coloreds in their own parish plotted against the crown and had no claims of loyalty to the 

patrie. One of the Free Coloreds, Tanguy Laboissierre, wrote about this in his letter 

lamenting the situation: 

At this very moment in St.-Marc a letter is being composed by a group of 

citizens of color who are dazzled by the strangest fanaticism, a letter in 

which apparently all citizens are being called to murder… (I) See citizens 
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wherever there are free men… fellow citizens of color are even more to be 

commiserated since they are being employed as a blind tool.122 

 

Obviously, this Free Colored man linked his citizenship to France. However, his letter 

shows that many Free Coloreds had already joined riotous slaves and developed what he 

calls fanaticism. This fanaticism could constitute the first inklings of what we might 

interpret as nationalism, proto-nationalism developing from the pre-existing sense of 

exclusion. The distraught author called the representatives at Saint Marc tools, but they 

acted on their own and without his sense of French loyalty. 

The Free Colored Assembly at Saint Marc did send a letter to the National 

Assembly, though they primarily argued that the Assembly excluded them and did not 

fulfill the philosophical goals of the French Revolution. They also lamented the 

mistreatment of their fellow Free Coloreds, for them a brutal abuse of citizens who had 

simply demanded their rights. 

The unfortunate Ogé whose fate we are still mourning, just as well as the 

fate of 35 to 40 of our fellow citizens who have become victims of the 

cruelty of European settlers, vicious men. What had they done to inflict 

upon themselves such terrible torture and pain? They had only requested the 

implementation of national decrees for their fellow men.  

 

Not only did these Free Colored disagree with the executions, they saw the demands 

made by these poor men as part of their rights as French citizens.  

They continued this discussion of equality using Free Colored policemen in the 

colony, and argued that these men deserved the same rights as their white counterparts: 

These men are still fighting in every city in order to achieve their rights and 

have them officially acknowledged: These same men will eventually live 

free or die… How can it be that we carry all the charges of a citizen, we 

protect the colony against barbary, injustice and the pride of  haughty 
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Europeans, and above all this, we are true to our principles of living and 

dying as French citizens. So why should we not be citizens like them? No, 

Messieurs, there are only the objections of the old regime. 

 

Their use of the popular phrase, live free or die, both clarifies their developing anti-colonial 

sentiment and highlights their knowledge of the revolutionary language being used in the 

metropole.  They avidly claim their French citizenship, but use their hard work and 

devotion as a means of petitioning the National Assembly for equality. Most importantly, 

they demand France include them in the lawmaking progress as “born citizens.” The use 

of the word “haughty” to define Europeans can only represent the growing hostility towards 

the French government. No wonder their colleagues in Aquin parish had begun to worry.123 

They worried within reason, since even those Gens de Couleur Libres allied with 

France did not seem to possess a strong sense of national patriotism toward France. Rather, 

they waxed increasingly allied to certain groups or icons in Saint Domingue, such as 

Raimond or Toussaint, and equally aware of their separation from France. In this way, their 

racial identity developed from the growth of an exclusive nationalistic rhetoric in France 

and allegiance to their exclusive cliques on the island. These Gens de Couleur Libres social 

groups often excluded slaves, which posed problems for the later nation-building process. 

As a matter of fact, some Gens de Couleur Libres even considered an alliance and treaty 

with England in 1793—one which would only have protected the rights of mulattoes or 

Gens de Couleur Libres and reinstated the property/civil rights that existed before the 

revolution.124 Only an oath of allegiance to England could ratify the treaty, which proves 
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that this specific group of Free Coloreds valued their commercial interests over allegiance 

to any government or country. 

The treaty clarified the shifting tide of Gens de Couleur Libres allegiance for both 

Europeans and Free Colored businessmen abroad. Louis Gaterau, a colonist from Cap-

Francais, wrote multiple responses to an American journalist in Philadelphia who had 

criticized the Gens de Couleur Libres. He cited an anonymous author, who had published 

a report in the 1796 edition of the Courrier Francais. This author blamed the Gens de 

Couleur Libres for three things: authoring the disorder and ruin of Saint Domingue, 

illegally forming armies against the whites, and opposing the French because of the 

uncertain nature of their rights under the new National Assembly.125 Gaterau went on to 

say, with delightful sarcasm, that the author felt the need to express his zeal for the interest 

of white-skinned people and had done so with such valor that he had to subscribe to the 

newspaper, just so he could oppose the author’s ignorant gibbering.126  

In contrast to the author’s gibbering, Gaterau outlined his opinion on the poor 

treatment the Gens de Couleur Libres had received in the years leading up to the revolution 

and argued that the injustices of the whites had mixed with French Revolutionary ideals to 

create the revolutionary chaos in Saint Domingue. Thus, he alleged the Gens de Couleur 

Libres did not deserve any blame for the violence and revolutionary activities.127 While his 

arguments wilt in historical hindsight, his discussion related the Haitian Revolution to 

racist and exclusionary policies that existed before 1791, which makes it a conceptual 

predecessor to this thesis. Even in international discussions, the Free Coloreds existed as 

                                                           
125 Louis Gaterau, Response aux Libelles Seditieux Publies a Philadelpie Contre les Hommes de Couleur de 

Saint-Domingue (June 1796), 93, ANOM 87MIOM/16. 
126 Ibid., 94. 
127 Ibid., 14-17. 



63 
 

both an intermediary French racial group and a political group whose loyalties did not adapt 

to the still-developing French notion of nationalism. 

The division between different groups of Gens de Couleur Libres is exemplified by 

the affair of “30 Ventôse.” It occurred just after the peace treaty with Spain and the signing 

of the new French Constitution, darkly underscoring the otherwise successful efforts of the 

French to consolidate power. The French made Étienne Laveaux Governor and gave 

leadership positions to other Free Coloreds, such as Jean-Louis Villatte and Toussaint 

Louverture. However, many Gens de Couleur Libres, even those who had earned these 

positions, did not support the Republic or its choice for Governor. “A group of “citizens of 

color” arrested Governor Laveaux, apparently beating him and throwing him in prison. The 

municipal authorities of Le Cap declared, “In the name of the people, the Governor and 

Intendant have just been imprisoned; they have lost the confidence of the people.” General 

Villatte had taken his position as governor, a clear breach of trust clarifying the degree of 

conflict within the Free Colored group.128  

To rectify this breach of French trust, Toussaint immediately marched on Port-au-

Prince and freed the duly chosen representative of France. At this time, he apparently still 

supported reuniting the colony with the French. This event has two very important 

implications for the current thesis. It marks the point when Toussaint solidified his political 

position, which he would use to lead the colony toward independence. This also clarifies 

the fluidity of allegiance during the revolutionary period.129 Not only did a group of Free 

Coloreds take part in the arrest of Laveaux, but two highly ranked Free Colored officials 
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supported different sides of the colonial administration. This crisis of governance “in turn, 

exacerbated the frustrations of those in the colony who felt they deserved a greater political 

and economic role.”130 The Gens de Couleur Libres exclusion had reached a critical point, 

one which would eventually lead even Toussaint to abandon his support of French 

governance for support of a new nation. In fact, Sonthonax returned to the Island in 1796, 

then claimed that the majority of the Gens de Couleur Libres had lost all allegiance to 

France by that time. 

Sonthonax’s declaration seems to be fairly accurate, since the Gens de Couleur 

Libres rapidly turned toward complete independence in the period between 1796 and 1801. 

The French tried to revitalize the plantations, but only succeeded in causing the fearful ex-

slaves in the north to riot, again. These uprisings “killed most of the remaining white 

colonists in the region.”131 The United States cut trade with the island, to show their 

disapproval of radical Jacobin politics. However, Toussaint petitioned the US government 

and further alienated himself from his French supporters with “Toussaint’s clause,” which 

guaranteed his protection of trade vessels in the region and allowed rebels to acquire much 

needed goods from the United States.132 The well-covered story of Toussaint does not need 

much elucidating. It is necessary to note that he amassed a massive army of black soldiers 

during his reign as governor of the island. Toussaint had roughly 20,000 soldiers by 1798, 

while Andre Rigaud had approximately 10,000—both armies composed mostly of ex-

slaves.133 These armies and the tenuous loyalty of Toussaint set the stage for the final break 

in 1798-1799, as France attempted to replace Toussaint with French generals and sent an 
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army to the island in an attempt to regain control. While this attempt failed, it encouraged 

the new commander-in chief of Saint Domingue to commence rather treasonous political 

philandering and trade negotiations with Great Britain and the U.S., somehow avoiding 

open war with France.134 

Napoleon Bonaparte finally settled France’s international wars with those nations 

and refocused French energies on the colony after 1800, while Free Coloreds and blacks 

still argued among themselves. However, Napoleon’s policies reinstituted racially-

exclusive policies from the 1780s, inciting fear in old and new free blacks: “Bonaparte’s 

1799 constitution had vaguely specified that colonies would be governed by distinct laws, 

which seemed to imply that he did not recognize colonial subjects as full-fledged French 

citizens and that he might restore slavery one day.”135 The influx of French troops and the 

new constitution in France further testified to France’s inability to accept the Gens de 

Couleur Libres and other blacks as equal citizens, legally separating the colony from the 

metropole to allow for continued exclusion. Even at this crucial stage, the Free Coloreds 

did not represent any sort of unified group.  

The lack of cohesion between the Gens de Couleur Libres could not have been 

clearer color, but the color boundary in the colony grew ever more permeable. Free 

Coloreds did not have a one drop rule or a clear lineage pattern to denote inclusion in the 

group. A clash known as “the War of the Knives” is a perfect example of the confusion. It 

broke out between Andre Rigaud—with his the lighter-skinned Gens de Couleur Libres 
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supporters—in the southern areas around Port-au-Prince and Toussaint’s darker-skinned 

supporters—Gens de Couleur Libres and ex-slaves from the north of the island.136 

Toussaint defeated Rigaud and his southern counterparts in this conflict to become the all-

powerful commander-in-chief of a black and Gens de Couleur Libres regime. However, he 

reached the limits of Napoleon’s patience in 1800 when he annexed the Spanish half of 

Hispaniola and attempted to assert military control over the entire island. He had reached 

the point of no return. Free Coloreds would be forced to finally rally around Toussaint and 

the island as an independent entity or lose all the rights and privileges they had fought for 

since 1789. In the words of Umberto Eco, “National identity is the last bastion of the 

dispossessed. But the meaning of identity is now based on hatred, on hatred for those who 

are not the same.” Free Coloreds and blacks finally used their hatred for oppressive white 

control after 1800—developing their own, exclusively black nation. 
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CHAPTER 5: MEN IN TATTERS AND NATIONAL MATTERS 

 

 

In the stories of heralds, Toussaint pulls his sabre and slashes the white section from 

the flag—forever purging the poisonous whites from Haiti. Napoleon emphasized the 

separation between colonial subjects and French Citizens soon after he took power. His 

address to citizens of Saint Domingue stated, “Brave black men, remember, that the French 

people alone recognize your liberty and the equality of your rights.”138 This sentence 

separates the old Gens de Couleur Libres and newly freed black men from French citizens. 

It also argues that their rights derive from the benevolence of a separate governmental 

entity, pointing out their inequality within the French system. It is nearly impossible to 

distinguish old Gens de Couleur Libres from their newly freed counterparts during this 

period. Often, the only common racial denotations are black, mulattoe, and white. 

However, Napoleon had to respond to Toussaint’s actions and sent General Leclerc to Saint 

Domingue with express orders to destroy the regime of Toussaint and forcibly remove 

Gens de Couleur Libres commanders. Couple this with the language of Napoleon’s new 

constitution, which directly distinguished between the French metropole and the colonies, 

and conflict loomed on the horizon. Toussaint, Dessalines, and the Free Coloreds could not 

accept their continued exclusion, uniting them with ex-slaves who feared the return of 

slavery. One thing united this extremely varied group, resistance to oppressive French rule.  
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Both white and black authors discussed the anti-French sentiment, but always tied 

it to racial exclusion. Around 1800, this disunion encouraged a young white man, born in 

Cap Haitien, to write and publish a “call for union.” He argued that the Gens de Couleur 

Libres and Creole elite had chosen to pursue power at the cost of peace with France, and 

were “simple and savage” enough to consider it a fight for political progress.139 He 

lamented: “One fatal aspect of revolutions …passion always excessively influences the 

arguments and ideas.”140 Basically, he thought that Gens de Couleur Libres and white 

planters had acted on passion, rather than considering the good of the colony. While 

condemning their activities, this also points out several important Free Colored sentiments. 

According to him, slaves and Free Coloreds had sought equality and enfranchisement for 

a long time: “The difference in color has long been a poison in the veins of the island.” He 

showed sympathy for the Free Coloreds, arguing that France had not been fulfilling its role 

as the Patrie. Finally, he quoted a Free Colored citizen to have said, “My father may have 

been troubled by the changes, while I ignored them. I have never experienced the troubles 

of his mind, and even the sweetest filial caresses could not provide comfort in his grief.” 

The brunt of the message is simply that the Patrie had suffered through revolutions at home 

and abroad, but that Free Coloreds ignored its plight.141 This call to unity shows the 

discontent of white citizens in the colony, but also how Free Coloreds were disconnected 

from France, like sons who did not care about their father’s plight. 

The Gens de Couleur Libres and Toussaint did more than not care, they began 

espousing complete independence—encouraged by Napoleon’s political oppression. 
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Toussaint plays too important of a role in this period to exclude him. His constitution in 

1801 and his refutation of a speech by Vincent-Marie Viénot, count of Vaublanc, pointed 

out the continuity of the Free Colored sense of otherness. He did so by dividing liberty 

from the idea of nation. Vaublanc had argued that the “ignorant and crude negros” of Saint 

Domingue could not discern between “unbridled license” and “austere liberty.”142 

Toussaint responded with a key phrase which shows how he separated political allegiance 

from cultural allegiance. He said: “If the friends of liberty classify under this respectable 

denomination men subject to the heart and soul of the French Constitution, to its beneficent 

laws, the men who cherish the French, friends of their country, then we swear that we have 

and will always have the right to be called French Citizens.”143 This response divided 

liberty from nation, separating the French national identity from the ideals he respected. 

Not only that, he categorized the French as friends of his nation, rather than members of 

his nation. This illustrates how some Gens de Couleur Libres in Saint Domingue had come 

to accept certain aspects of French citizenship and the French legal code while maintaining 

a sense of exclusion from French nationality. For Free Coloreds, “the intention behind “the 

honor in refusing the honorable” is the willingness to separate from the French if that is 

necessary to maintain their sense of liberty.”144 

Toussaint’s constitution in 1801 embodied this liberty and set the stage for the 

second large scale revolt and eventual declaration of independence. Julien Raimond and a 

politician name Pascal supposedly wrote the treaty, which declared the official religion to 

be Catholicism. This idea clashed considerably with the dominant religion of the black 
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slave population, Vodou. It also lays out two very important points for the coming revolt. 

It declares the colony of Saint Domingue to be “a single colony that forms part of the 

French empire but which is subject to its own laws.” Secondly, it states that “There can 

exist no slaves in this territory, where servitude is forever abolished and all men are born, 

live, and die free and French.”145 This last statement seems to imply an acute sense of 

French-ness, but the previous paragraph distinguishes exactly what he meant. For the 

majority of the Free Coloreds, French culture had provided them a sense of class and social 

standing, but they had remained loyal to liberty and the good of the local populace over the 

demands of a foreign entity. By 1802, a definitive sense of otherness, created by distance 

and racism, made their local loyalty supersede their sense of cultural French-ness.  

In 1802, their complete rejection of oppressive colonial policies would clash with 

Napoleon’s attempt to reinstitute slavery and reinstate the plantation system. General 

Leclerc arrived on the island with the express mission of taking control from Toussaint. He 

focused his attack on the Gens de Couleur Libres, viewing them as the fuel behind the fires 

of independence. The French eventually captured and deported Toussaint, but this fueled 

continued fighting with other black commanders, such as Christophe and Dessalines. 

Sparse at best, the documents between 1802 and 1804 contain very few Gens de Couleur 

Libres writings. However, Dessalines and Christophe officially declared Haitian 

Independence in 1803 after crushing the French forces at Vertieres. Numerous documents 

surrounding this period point out the past abuses of the French, using them to gain support 

for independence. Poetry from 1804 elucidates popular anti-French sentiment. A Haitian 
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hymn from 1804, “What? Native Race! Would You Remain Silent?” declares the 

revolutionaries to be heroes who “return rights stolen.”146 It argued that the French wanted 

nothing but slavery, and all black people should live “united, proud, and free.” Loaded with 

liberal rhetoric, poems from this period always point out a long history of French 

oppression, a sense of nationalism opposed to dominant French culture.147 

Another poem from 1804 firmly recited the Declaration of the Rights of Man as a 

justification for independence, one example of continuity across the revolution. It hails 

Nature’s wisdom in creating all men as equals, with equal desire for liberty and justice. In 

language similar to American condemnation of Great Britain, it challenged France as a 

“cruel tyrant” and proclaimed “equality forevermore.”148 Finally, a third poem declared 

Haiti free from the longstanding “curse of France.” These poems make slavery and French 

oppression the key support for Haitian independence, but would have been used by the 

newly freed slaves, rather than the Gens de Couleur Libres. The Gens de Couleur Libres 

rarely feared being enslaved, focusing instead on their claim to power or prestige. Wealthy 

families in Haiti continued to use the French language or their wealth as a symbol of 

superiority, even into the twenty-first century. However, these poems do show how the 

rhetoric of the French Revolution continually influenced the Haitian Revolution, one of 

many ways in which French symbolism influenced the developing nation.  

The Gens de Couleur Libres and new black leaders even maintained aspects of 

French symbolism in the creation of the Haitian flag. Catherine Flon, a relative of 

Dessalines, reportedly sewed the new flag—making her a widely celebrated icon of Haitian 
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independence. History shrouds the actual creation of the flag in mist. Phillippe Girard 

describes this phenomenon as a “contentious story,” and historians argue over which of 

various renditions of the Haitian flag first appeared or if Catherine Flon ever saw it.149 

Regardless, the use of two colors from the French flag and the removal of the white center 

show how the Haitian Revolution reversed the colonial racial exclusion while still 

recycling French cultural symbols. 

However, the independence movement’s use of French symbols, such as the flag, 

clarifies several revolutionary connections between the colony and the metropole. The 

concept of nation and independence had grown so attached to a flag that a mulattoe captain 

supposedly went down with his ship instead of striking his colors. Also, the common use 

of red and black or blue symbolized the union of black and mulattoe against a white 

enemy—one more example of racialized national identity as opposed to the metropole. 

Girard noted that internal conflict between the mulattoe and black leaders had already given 

rise to debate over which color should have dominance in the flag. The ex-slaves seemingly 

distrusted the Gens de Couleur Libres and mulattoe population, due to the group’s earlier 

support for the French and their continued love for French culture. 

Much of the symbolism in new Haitian government related directly to the French 

Revolution. This appealed to the Free Coloreds because it represented the “revolutionary 

regime that had brought liberty.”150 The earliest renditions of the Haitian coat of arms even 

had the “liberty cap” held or worn by a white woman, a direct reference to lady liberty in 

French and American iconography. However, that was quickly replaced by a tree, since a 
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white woman neither represented their racialized notions of nation or their male dominated 

hierarchy. Changing this symbol shows how Free Coloreds increasingly supported a 

racially exclusive national identity, but could not completely discard their French heritage. 

The use of such symbols by the revolutionary forces also indicates the importance of the 

French Revolution, as the point when France sought to depart from the exclusive rule of 

monarchy without including Free Coloreds. Therefore, the flag represents the Gens de 

Couleur Libres’ sense of otherness transformed into a revolutionary ideology which used 

symbols related to that moment of hope in the French Revolution.  

This same vocabulary of hope shows up in Dessalines’ Declaration of 

Independence in January of 1804—further illustrating how the black leaders attempted to 

gain international recognition. The regime firmly abolished slavery but avoided any 

implication of continued revolution in the Caribbean. 151 The language in this document 

clarifies several key factors. It states that the people of Haiti drove out the French, who had 

injured their island “for two centuries.”152 The new government attempted to connect the 

island itself with national identity, despite their lack of actual island heritage. This language 

also points out how they viewed the French presence as an extended grievance, including 

the years before the revolution. The last line of that paragraph played on a popular anti-

slavery phrase, seen below, from the 1780s, writing “live independent or die” rather than 

“live free or die.” The Gens de Couleur Libres and black military leaders attempted to 

increase ex-slave support with these slogans, but avoided inciting other revolts.    
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153 

The declaration continues in a similar tone, arguing that French culture still infected 

every part of the island. It claims that the French had defeated the colonists for fourteen 

years, through false legislation. Interestingly enough, that statement places the beginning 

of the struggle in 1789. Using 1789 as the start date does two things: it links the struggle 

to the French Revolution and highlights the exclusion of blacks prior to the revolts of 1791. 

Dessalines and the authors of the constitution felt that France had excluded them prior to 

the revolution itself. The declaration also demands that “whoever is born French and defiles 

this land of liberty” should be put to death.154 Dessalines’ regime openly sought to establish 

the French as an archenemy of independence and use them to unite the island’s inhabitants. 

This meshes perfectly with the post-colonial ideology of nationalism as an ideal opposed 

to the metropole. Phrases forbidding the presence of Europeans or “whites of whatever 

nation” would feature in almost every Haitian Constitution until 1918.155 However, the “us 
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versus them” mentality does not mean they were united. Even after independence and the 

formation of Haiti, Free Coloreds did not coalesce into a unified group. The historical 

division between the “generally darker skinned” military elite and the Colored 

“plantocracy” initiated tension during the early national period.156 

The period of time just after the Declaration of 1804 is characterized by bloodshed 

and betrayal. A widespread purge of the remaining white population either killed or 

forcibly expelled the remaining white planters. For nearly two months, officers and soldiers 

under Dessalines’ orders executed any remaining whites. Dessalines then declared himself 

emperor, reminiscent of the actions taken by Toussaint. Finally, he ordered the construction 

of a new constitution in 1805, the last legal document discussed in this thesis. Something 

to note, disenchanted associates quickly assassinated the emperor and created a new 

constitution, less than a year later. Christophe and a list of other Gens de Couleur Libres 

or black military leaders put their names to this constitution, the second of many, but would 

quickly support a revision after Dessalines’ demise.  

The Constitution of 1805 contains many phrases directly reacting to the 

exclusionary sentiments described earlier in this thesis. It starts by decreeing slavery 

abolished forever. The third piece in article one makes a particularly pertinent declaration. 

“The Citizens of Hayti are brothers at home; equality in the eyes of the law is incontestably 

acknowledged, and there cannot exist any titles, advantages, or privileges, other than those 

necessarily resulting from the consideration and reward of services rendered to liberty and 

independence.”157 The phrasing demands the equality between citizens that the Free 
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Coloreds had expected in 1789, and again with the legislation of 1791. Secondly, the thinly 

masked disgust for official titles is a direct reaction against pre-1789 legislation, which had 

officially denied the Gens de Couleur Libres any French title or status symbol. Plainly, the 

pre-revolutionary exclusion from equality in the French system still resonated with the new 

political administration and Free Coloreds. 

The requirements for citizenship under this administration expressly related to the 

oppressive treatment of the ex-slaves, but also to the anti-European sentiments of 

Dessalines’ administration. A Haitian person could lose their citizenship and never return, 

under fear of death, if they moved to a new country. It prohibited citizens from disinheriting 

their children or going bankrupt, also forbidding white men of any nation from living or 

owning property on the island. The fourteenth and last statement of article one attempted 

to simplify prior divisions between members of the black community, stating that all 

children of one father “shall hence forward be known only by the generic appellation of 

blacks.”158 This would have removed the very complex distinction between people with 

varied percentages of black blood, such as Quarteron or Quadroon, which had influenced 

social status prior to the revolution. Note that this did not completely remove distinctions 

of color, leaving Gens de Couleur Libres and mulattoe groups the ability to distinguish 

themselves from blacks. This idea allowed the debate over black and mulattoe equality to 

continue well into the twentieth century, and still influences social dynamics in modern 

Haiti. Finally, the constitution denotes the national colors to be black and red, a direct 

reference to the unity of black and mulattoe groups against the French, instead of blue and 

red. This shift occurs several times between 1800 and 1806, denoting the continued debate 
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over the use of French symbols. By Dessalines’ regime, Haitian nationalism was more 

connected to the island than the French government, without any sense of familial politics 

the concept contained in France. 

The Gens de Couleur Libres on the island grew increasingly supportive of complete 

independence after 1800, particularly in response to French invasion and pro-slavery 

actions carried out by Leclerc and Napoleon. Free Coloreds grow increasingly difficult to 

distinguish across the revolution. The only popular uprising of note during this period came 

from ex-slaves in the north, revolting against Toussaint’s agricultural policies and power 

grabs. Therefore, this chapter relies on the legal documents of powerful Gens de Couleur 

Libres and the constitution forced on the average Free Coloreds by their leaders. Still, these 

documents illustrate how Gens de Couleur Libres exclusion prior to 1789 carried over into 

legislation and the formation of a political nation. Each document pointed out the extended 

nature of French grievances, clarified the need for equality rather than exclusive titles, and 

discussed the use of French symbols in the new nation. The Gens de Couleur Libres never 

abandoned their French cultural ties and continued to use the French language, colors, and 

legal phrasing in the new nation. However, they no longer had the same cultural dominance 

over their ex-slave counterparts. This could be the origin of the continued debate over 

language and color equality on the island. Some Haitians still regard French as a language 

of oppression. Regardless, the pre-revolutionary ideologies manifested themselves in every 

legal document between 1800 and 1805 and show just how the Gens de Couleur Libres 

sense of exclusion influenced the construction of the new Haitian nation.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

In closing, the sources analyzed in this thesis clarify how Gens de Couleur Libres 

in Saint Domingue transformed their sense of loyalty and identity across the Haitian 

Revolution. Post-colonial nations often develop an identity opposed to that of the colonizer. 

The Haitian Revolution used this type of anti-colonial rhetoric, but within complex racial 

and unbreakable cultural ties. The Free Coloreds prior to 1789 used French goods and the 

French language as a marker of social status, seeking to differentiate themselves from 

slaves and whites of lower socio-economic status. The tone of colonial legislation and 

administration had grown increasingly racialized and oppressive. The Gens de Couleur 

Libres found themselves denied everything from carriages to official titles. French laws 

between 1770 and 1790 had both ejected Blacks from France whenever possible and 

attempted to use the Free Coloreds as a middle class, between White and slave, but with 

serious restrictions. These regulations and lower-class treatment increasingly validated the 

Gens de Couleur Libres’ sense of exclusion. Few of them expressly demanded inclusion, 

but organizations, such as the Society of the Friends of the Blacks, had already started 

demanding equality. 

As early as 1788, politicians recognized and expressly stated the possibility of 

violent insurrection or revolution. Ironically, the first discussion of independence can be 

found in the merchant class, which included a large number of wealthy Free Coloreds, 

during a discussion of the problems posed by distance and taxation. However, by this time 

the Atlantic world was a hotbed for the rhetoric of liberty and independence. The French 

government forcibly conscripted Free Colored soldiers to fight in the American 
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Revolution. The list of Free Colored and Mulattoe soldiers in this group is practically a 

registry for upcoming revolutionaries. The French Revolution in 1789 provided just the 

spark needed to ignite this hotbed resistance. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

Citizen presented the language that Gens de Couleur Libres and ex-slave revolutionaries 

would use well into the 19th century. The revolutionary forces eventually used American 

and French symbols for liberty and independence, illustrating the connection between these 

three revolutions. Already by 1790, the French regime feared mass manumission and the 

collapse of the plantations, because Julien Raimond and J.P. Brissot had already written 

documents demanding fair treatment for their Gens de Couleur Libres colleagues. The 

growing power of anti-slavery societies and the increase in wealthy Gens de Couleur Libres 

spurred even harsher regulation on the island. 

However, the Gens de Couleur Libres’ fight for equality exhibited a distinct sense 

of “otherness.” The Gens de Couleur Libres lacked any unified sense of nationalism due 

to distance, the lack of representation, and the complexity of their cultural inheritance.159 

Julien Raimond argued that France could not grant the Gens de Couleur Libres equality 

they already deserved, only cease oppressing them. The majority of them had been born 

free, yet bore a second-class status due to their color. As more Gens de Couleur Libres 

discussed their rights, more white Frenchmen violently responded. Gens de Couleur Libres 

activists, such as Vincent Ogé and Claude Labadie, lost their lives due to violent protection 

of the French colonial administration by white planters or elitist Free Coloreds. This 

happened before most Free Coloreds had joined the revolt, further clarifying the oppressive 

nature of French rule. Vincent Ogé had watched the French Revolution taking place, then 
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returned to the colony in 1790 and started his own revolt—made entirely of Free Colored 

men—to demand Free Colored voting rights. This occurred before the massive slave 

uprising normally considered as the first phase of the Haitian Revolution and exacerbated 

the already tense situation, causing white colonists to demand even more limits on Free 

Colored power.160 White colonial assemblies even wrote letters to the National Assembly 

in the early 1790s, demanding France limit the rights of Gens de Couleur Libres. The first 

slave revolts had occurred by this time, and the mostly white colonial government had 

begun to recognize the dangers posed by the black majority.  

Not all Gens de Couleur Libres demanded an entirely new system. A self-

proclaimed assembly of Free Coloreds headed by P. Pinchinat requested a return to the old 

regime, where their social status and property seemed safer. By 1794, the British had 

invaded the island and the Free Coloreds had grown even more fractured. Some Gens de 

Couleur Libres joined the British and attempted to sign a peace treaty that reinstated the 

old regime under British rule, guaranteeing the equality and liberty of mulattoes and Gens 

de Couleur Libres, but returning all slaves to their plantations. The Free Coloreds’ sense 

of exclusion had developed into a demand for equal rights, regardless of the party or nation 

granting them. By 1796, with Toussaint rising to power, many Gens de Couleur Libres had 

fled the island for Louisiana or France. However, blacks and maroons still fought 

Toussaint—with slave uprisings occurring at regular intervals—because Toussaint’s 

regime still used French legal codes and supported the continuation of plantations. Free 

Coloreds and Toussaint increasingly supported complete independence because it 
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solidified black military leadership and discreetly challenged French authority. Despite 

never officially breaking with France, Toussaint and other Free Coloreds had developed an 

exclusive identity, a sense of allegiance based on liberty and independent from the idea of 

patrie. This left them with only the island and anti-European sentiment to rally around.  

Toussaint’s arrest and the invasion of General Leclerc between 1801 and 1802 rang 

the death toll for allegiance to France in Saint Domingue. Napoleon and his commanders 

blatantly acted in the interest of reinstituting slavery without yielding to Gens de Couleur 

Libres demands for equality. As the old saying goes, “The enemy of my enemy is my 

friend.” Ex-slave and Gens de Couleur Libres military commanders defeated the French 

and officially declared independence in 1804. Poetry from the period and the legislation of 

Dessalines’ regime highlight how the Gens de Couleur Libres sense of exclusion, 

exacerbated by the atmosphere of revolution and slave revolts, meshed with ex-slave 

resentment of the old regime to create a new national ideology violently opposed to 

whiteness and inequality. However, the Gens de Couleur Libres and some ex-slave 

commanders still retained their love for French culture. The new leaders mixed the French 

flag colors, symbols of liberty, and language from the French Revolution with African 

culture and a nativist discourse—creating a unique mix of European cultural ideologies in 

a very weakly unified national identity violently opposed to French whiteness. 

This narrative shows how the Gens de Couleur Libres’ sense of exclusion grew 

increasingly revolutionary over time and eventually supported the creation of an 

independent nation, while failing to create a unitary sense of nationalism. France, the 

United States, and other countries developed their modern national identities during the 

same period, but Haiti is the only instance of slave and Gens de Couleur Libres revolt 
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successfully creating a new nation. Though they never existed as one unified group in 

support of France or Independence; the Free Coloreds’ sense of racialized exclusion 

manifested itself in various forms. Gens de Couleur Libres groups sent delegates to 

renegotiate the legislation aimed at Free Colored people, others merged with maroon 

communities, and still others joined the British in an attempt to take over the island. 

However, in all of these groups the Gens de Couleur Libres expressly sought the rights and 

powers previously denied them. As the French continued to deny those rights and other 

possibilities dwindled, the Free Coloreds allied with ex-slaves to form a nation based on 

liberty and opposed to the white-dominant colonial system.  

In this way, Gens de Couleur Libres exhibited an “otherness” long before 1789 and 

eventually incorporated their unique identity into Haitian nation-building, an attempt to 

create a national identity influenced by the colonial period. Their new idea of nation 

allowed them to hold onto aspects of French Culture, without directly supporting any idea 

of a European father figure or homeland. Liberty became the ultimate goal of nation for 

Free Coloreds, a national identity with roots in the resistance of slaves and Free Coloreds. 

Their Francophile roots did not mesh well with the firmly anti-European ideas of recently 

freed slaves or the culturally diverse backgrounds of their black compatriots. This clash 

resulted in the ideological conflicts during the creation of the nation and the Haitian 

Constitution, fracturing the Haitian national identity into various group identities allied 

only by their location and a desire for liberty.  

Haiti never rectified this fracture, and the nearly constant upheaval since then has 

pitted these groups against one another time and again. The government constructed by 

Dessalines immediately fell apart, and the country lapsed into civil war. In the fifty years 
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after the revolution, no fewer than nine different regimes ruled the island, each with its own 

definition of racial exclusion and equality. As Haiti moves into the 21st century, the legacy 

of the revolution still remains and the impoverished nation seems barely more united than 

the 1800s, still arguing over American and French influences. U.S. influence even played 

a major role in the sham elections in August of 2015, showing that foreign powers still 

manipulate the Haitian government. Despite this manipulation, the modern Haitian identity 

shares only two common factors with Dessalines’ regime, racially defined inclusion and 

the idea of liberty for all—the legacies of the revolution. One can only hope that Haitians 

eventually escape the vicious cycle initiated in colonial Saint Domingue and break their 

bonds of internal division as they once broke the iron bands of slavery.  
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