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THE PEOPLE OF HAITIAN REVOLUTION: 1789 - 1804 
BACKGROUND READING 

 

DIRECTIONS: Actively read the following text.  As you read, 
think about the socio-politcal identity spectrum.  Highlight any 
key words, phrases, facts, numbers that help you categorize the 
various groups of people of the Haitian Revolution in their 
accurate socio-political identity category on the spectrum. 
 

The Creation of  
Saint-Domingue (also known today as Haiti) 

1492 - 1697  
What we today know as Haiti was once known as Saint-Domingue.  It is located on an island in the Caribbean called 
Hispaniola.  The French colonized first by the Spanish, and the island of Hispaniola then.  By the end of the 17th century, the 
Spanish had claimed Santo Domingo in the east and the French claimed Saint-Domingue in the west.   

 

 On December 6, 1492, Christopher Columbus arrived on his first voyage to the Americas.  
Columbus and his men took control of the island and created a colony called Santo Domingo.  
Because of harsh conditions and the spread of diseases, much of the island’s native population 
perished.  Many Spaniards intermarried with indigenous women. The indigenous population 
numbered just 60,000 by 1509. Right around the same time, Santo-Domingo’s mines ran out of 
gold.  Settlers left and looked to other areas for profit.   
 
 Those who stayed behind could no longer depend on gold for profit.  They began to grow 
sugar and raise cattle.  Because the indigenous population was depleted, the Spanish imported 
enslaved people from Africa to work in the sugar mills and plantations.  The first enslaved people 
from Africa in the Americas were brought to Hispaniola in 1502.  By 1546, there were 
approximately 12,000 enslaved people on the island.  Because of the trade for sugar and 
cowhides, the city of Santo-Domingo became a thriving port and a key location in Spain’s 
growing colonial empire.   
 
 On the eastern part of the island, Spanish colonial administrators forced Santo Domingo’s 
population to live close to the city of Santo Domingo to limit illegal trading.  This left a large 
portion of the island open for settlement.  Through the 1620s, British and French increasingly 
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occupied the western third of Hispaniola.  A treaty in 1697 gave France official control of the 
western third of Hispaniola. They 
called this western section of the 
island Saint-Domingue.    

 
France & the 
Colonization of 
Saint-Domingue 
 For a long time, France’s 
colony of Saint-Domingue was the wealthiest colony in the Caribbean.  By the mid-1700s, it was 
the world’s largest sugar exporter, and was dependent on enslaved people from Africa for this 
wealth.  The growth of both Saint-Domingue’s economy and its enslaved population in the latter 
part of the 18th century far exceeded other Caribbean colonies.  European colonies in the 
Caribbean were truly “global” economies. In Saint-Domingue, as in other Caribbean colonies, 
enslaved people from Africa generated the wealth of the Caribbean for the benefit of Europe. All 
goods produced in Saint-Domingue were sent to France, where they were re-exported to other 
European countries. Saint-Domingue quickly became a crucial part of the French economy. The 
French devoted nearly all land in Saint-Domingue to plantations, growing mainly sugar, coffee, 
and tobacco.   
 
 For most of Saint-Domingue’s French-born planters, Saint-Domingue was a colony of 
“production” rather than a colony of “residence.”  This meant that many planters hired managers 
to administrate their properties while they remained in France.  By 1791, there were only about 
32,000 whites in the colony, as compared to half a million enslaved people.   
 

The Enslaved Africans of Saint Domingue 
 Most enslaved Africans in Saint-Domingue were from the Congo region and present-day 
Angola, while some were from as far away as Mozambique.  The religious practices, agricultural 
techniques, languages, political ideas, and military knowledge of these enslaved Africans heavily 
influenced colonial society.  Life for enslaved people was dangerous work in the mills or back-
breaking work in the fields.  They generally rose before dawn and finished after dark.  Some 
owners did not provide their slaves with enough food.  At times, enslaved people negotiated with 
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their owners to receive small plots of land that they 
could work in their free time to grow their crops.   
 

 On the eve of the Haitian Revolution in 1791, 
about two-thirds of enslaved people were African-
born.  Because 5-10% of enslaved people in the 
colony died each year from disease, malnutrition, and 
brutal work conditions, planters constantly needed to 
import more.  At the same time, production on the 
island increased and the demand for labor 
skyrocketed.  The number of slaves imported 
increased from about 2,000 per year in 1725 to 
nearly 48,000 per year in 1790.  Some estimate that 

as many as 50% of all people who were enslaved and brought to Saint-Domingue arrived within 
the 15 years leading up to Revolution.   
 
 Enslaved people came from many cultures and spoke a variety of languages.  While most 
were born in Africa, some were born on the island.  Those born on the island tended to be better 
off than first-generation slaves.  This was because they were more accustomed to growing their 
own crops and selling the surplus.  They tended to have more family ties and practice 
Catholicism, although this was often used to disguise Vodou religious practices.   
 

 Some enslaved people were considered “elite.” They were given positions of authority, for 
example as domestics working in estate homes, as commandeurs, or “drivers” who supervised 
groups of workers, or as artisans like carpenters and blacksmiths.  Most elites were born on the 
island.  Planters considered them to be reliable and trustworthy.  Many eventually used their 
positions of power to become some of the Revolutions most effective leaders and organizers. 
 
  

 In addition to the large slave population, there was also a growing number of free people of 
color (gens de couleur l ibre ), or affranchis. (Affranchi means “ex-slave” and was often used by 
whites as an insult because it related free people of color to the system of slavery.)  By 1789, there 
were nearly as many affranchis as whites in Saint-Domingue.  Most affranchis were of mixed 
descent.  Many were the illegitimate children of white planters and the African women these 
planters took as mistresses, or descendants of these groups.  Others had bought freedom for their 
owners.   
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 Despite restrictions imposed on enslaved 
Africans, the gens de couleur, or free people of color, 
began to amass considerable wealth and power in the 
1750s.  Several hundred became wealthy planters 
and merchants and some even had slaves of their 
own.  Many others served in the colonial militia and 
the maré chaussée, a local police force created to 
control the growing slave population. White French 
colonists, also known as grand blancs , were 
concerned about the growing status of the gens de 
couleur as it posed a threat to the wealthy status of 

most white French colonists. By the time the revolution began in 1791, there were approximately 
32,000 whites, 28,000 affranchis, and 500,000 enslaved people in the colony.   
 

Conditions of Slavery in Saint-Domingue 
 To control the gens de coleur, white planters and administrators created a highly 
structured, repressive society. This repression goes back at least to 1685, when France’s King 
Louis XIV issued a Code Noir, or Black Code, that outlined France’s position on slavery in the 
colonies.  The code established people who were enslaved as personal property of their masters 
who could not assemble for any reason (even for a marriage or to dance).  These codes were 
enforced with violent punishments.  Fugitives could have their ears cut off, be hamstrung (a 
method of crippling by severing leg muscles) or killed.  Free blacks who helped enslaved people 
could lose their freedom.  The Codes also gave planters the right to shoot on site anyone they 
thought to be a fugitive.   
 
 The Code did outline some protections for slaves.  For example, it required that owners 
serve slaves a specific amount of food and set a maximum amount of hours they could work.  It 
also limited the brutality that owners could use against their slaves.  However, these protections 
were often not enforced. Many planters used violence and terror to control their enslaved people 
and motivate them to work.  They used a variety of brutal punishments such as burning people in 
ovens, pouring boiling sugar cain over their heads, or putting slat, pepper, or lemon in wounds 
left by whippings.  The abuses were so bad that in 1784 the French government reissued many 
provisions of the Code Noir to provide further protection for enslaved people.  But there was 
little people could do to protect their rights.  
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   The grand-blancs 
also attempted to 
control the 
population of free 
people of color.  
Many of the grand 
blancs felt threatened 
by successful 
affranchis.  In the 
1760s, the colonial 
government issued 
decrees to limit the 
ambitions of 

affranchis. Affranchis found that they were stripped of many of the freedoms and privileges they 
had enjoyed.  New laws forbid them from sitting with or dressing like whites, holding public 
offices, practicing privileged trades (such as law or medicine) and assembling in public after 9pm.  
These offenses were punishable with fines, imprisonment, loss of freedom, or amputation of 
limbs.   
 

 Enslaved people found ways to resist slavery before the revolution.  Infanticide (killing 
one’s own child), suicide, and plots to kill the master or overseer were not uncommon. For many, 
resistance to slavery also meant finding ways to reaffirm their human dignity. For example, 
enslaved people across the island practiced Vodou (a religion combining elements of African 
traditions and Catholicism). Other cultural activities, such as dancing, gave enslaved people ways 
to express themselves and have lives independent from the confines of slavery.  
  
 Many chose to run away from plantations. Commonly known as “maroons” these runaways 
held to interior mountain regions of the island and formed their own communities.  Some joined 
with maroons from Santo Domingo.  It was in these communities that the Haitian language 
developed, mixing elements of Spanish, French, Portuguese, and a number of African languages.  
Enslaved people who remained on the plantation supported maroons.  They would provide 
maroons with shelter, food, supplies, and information.  Maroons were later crucial to the fight for 
Haiti’s independence.  Maroon leaders were some of the Revolution’s most powerful figures, 
responsible for organizing attacks and uniting rebel groups throughout the colony.   
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HW QUESTIONS: HAITI BACKGROUND 

 
1. Why were enslaved Africans originally brought to Hispaniola? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Why was Saint-Domingue valuable to France? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Why were there so few whites living in Saint-Domingue by 1791? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What aspects of identity did enslaved people of Haiti share? How were enslaved people of 
 Haiti diverse? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. What was the life of enslaved people like? 
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6. Who were the affranchis?  What privileges did they have? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. In 1791, what was the population of the following groups in Haiti? 
a. Whites: _______________ 
b. Affranchis: ________________ 
c. Enslaved people:______________ 
 
 
8. What is the Code Noir, or Black Codes?  What did this code do? 
 
 
 
9. How did enslaved people resist slavery before the revolution?  What are “maroons”? 
 
 
 
10.) Categorize the various groups of people of the Haitian Revolution to their respective socio-
political identities. 
 

 

   WORLD HISTORY II / UNIT III: AGE OF REVOLUTION 

SOCIO-POLITICAL IDENTITY SPECTRUM 
DIRECTIONS: As we go throughout UNIT THREE and examine various groups of people within each revolution, categorize each group according to their 
corresponding political identity using rich historical evidence (i.e. primary source quotes, landmark historical events) to support your reasoning. 
 

LEFT                   RIGHT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 

RADICAL 
(Ultra-Liberal) 

LIBERAL MODERATE CONSERVATIVE REACTIONARY 
(Ultra-Conservative) 

Definition: Those in favor of a 
thorough or complete political 
and social reform of 
government & society.             -                                             
 
i .e .  “Change everything.” 

Definition:  Those in favor of 
new ideas for societal progress 
& maximum individual liberty 
in political and social reform of 
government & society.           – 
i .e .  “Change things often, 
as change is  necessary.”  

Definition: Those in favor of 
both reform and conserving 
gov.t policies without excessive 
action in changing policy or 
maintenance of tradition.      – 
i .e .  “Change some things,  
leave some things alone, 
both without excess  force” 

Definition: Those in favor of 
keeping traditional attitudes 
and values and caution about 
change or innovation in gov.t 
policy or societal standards.      - 
i .e .  “Change very l i t t le  
and very s lowly.” 

Definition: Those in total 
opposition of political or social 
liberalization or reform of 
government & society.             - 
 
i .e .  “Change nothing.” 

 
 

    


