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The French Revolution

The colonial system of France's ancien régime was one of its most
Splendid achievements. Government, colonists and merchants had built
the most diversified, technically advanced and well-fortified slave
plantations in the New World. They had pioneered New World coffee
cultivation, improved the variety of cane used for sugar-making, and
extended St Domingue’s capacity through elaborate irrigation works. A
Jave trade bounty and remission of duty on colonial re-exports had
promoted an extraordinary developiient of the French slave planta-
tons, helping to make them Europe’s chief suppliers of plantation
produce. Berween 1770 and 1790 the slave population of the French
Antilles rose from 379,000 to 650,000, while their exports reached
217.5 million livres (£9 million) in the year 1789, compared with
British West Indian exports of about £5 million, produced by 480,000
slaves; in land area the French islands were twice as large as the British.
The workings of the exclusif meant that as much as a half of the value
of colonial produce accrued as mercantile profits to metropolitan
interests; while_British planters received premium prices for their sugar
theFrench were squgxted to monopolisti "Wf_ﬁﬁmercial E;bloitation.
The brilliant prosperity of Bordeaux and Nantes derived from colonial
commerce. With some 465,000 slaves St Domingue was the largest and
most productive slave colony in the Caribbean in 1789; it had served as
a privateer base throughout the century without ever itself suffering
invasion. The colony’s 30,000 whites and 28,000 or more free people of
colour were organised and armed to defend slavery. Guadeloupe and
: Martinique were amongst the most productive and stable of the
Jacmel | colonies of the Lesser Antilles. On Guadeloupe, together with its small
island dependencies, there were 90,000 slaves, nearly 14,000 whites and
3,000 coloured affranchis; on Martinique there were 83,000 slaves,
10600 whites and 5,000 affranchis. Nearly all free males between
en and sixty were armed. The colonial militias acted as auxiliaries
regular garrisons — roughly 3,000 troops in St Domingue and the
. sumber in the Windwards — and naval squadrons.- French Guyana
mained something of a backwater with only 10,000 slaves; even fewer
‘be found on Ste Lucie and Trinidad, colonies turned over to
by the treaty of 1783. Louisiana, despite its French links, had
ded to Spain; nevertheless the vigour of the island colonies
the dream that they could be stepping stones to a new empire
ainland.!
urely military and diplomatic terms French participation in the
n War of Independence had achieved all that was hoped of it,
and defeating the traditional enemy. Since France was the
ustomer for North American tobacco there was commercial
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manufactures and their growing demand for raw cotton. The measures
modifying the exclusif were ‘generally and violently criticised” by
maritime centres in the cabiers they drew up for the Estates General.? If
the problems of the monarchy were compounded by colonial pros-
perity, then the fault lay with the former not the latter. The ancien
régime was a fortress of privilege and not a forum for articulating and

i

reconciling opposed initerests, such as those generated by the develop-
"ment of the colonies. Some of those enriched by the colonies enjoyed
Laccess to the privileges bestowed by the ancien régime, others resented
‘the increasing difficulty of gaining entry to the charmed circle. Either
'way colonial interests added to ‘the disparity, the disaccord, the
incoherence of the different parts of the monarchy’ about which
Calonne wrote in his ministerial memorandum to the King of 1786.% As
was only natural, those involved in American properties or trade tended |
to be deeply influenced by the institutions and example of the United
| States. The aristocrats with colonial estates lacked genuinely feudal
| roots or well-founded bourgeois stability, but they felt themselves to be
!"part of 2 new world in the making. Those creoles who pursued a
military career often enlisted in the artillery regiments. In politics many
colonial proprietors wavered between British and North American
models, admiring the oligarchic solidity of ‘illegitimate monarchy’ but
tempted by the expansive republicanism of the Virginians. British
occupation of Guadeloupe and Martiriique during the Seven Years War
had greatly benefited many planters and merchants, while the more
recent alliance with the North American rebels had nourished further
commercial contacts. Colonial proprietors subscribed to the political
clubs set up in the metropolis in 1787—8. A youthful minority tended to
an excited but inconstant radicalism: bearing ancient names they
wished to be distinguished by enlightenment and political influence
rather than inherited privileges. Among the noble young colonial
Proprietors whose volatile commitment was to mark the Revolution
were Charles Lameth, Alexandre Beauharnais and Louis Philippe Ségur.®
";.Cf)lonial proprietors resident in the Antilles were understandably
more content with the relaxation of the exclusif than were the
;‘C?S‘}?nts of the metropolis. But the decrees of 1784 which had :
~,§€rahse’d, trade were accompanied by regulations requiring planters
:_naisal:i’;‘?ansgers to give a stricter' accounting of their' financial
Vtry "r‘xpo‘u?n O‘f the treatment of thCl‘r slaves; these regulatnong were
COmP] 0p o?ihw“h the colomgl proprietors. The colonists 'habltua.lly
mcieffeétivenesS e tyranny egercxsed by royal officials though in practice
i ess of metropolitan rule was greatly reduced by corruption
had ;*;?S;?fturnovFr in the higher posts. In the 1780s St Domingue
3 ~ Quterent Governors and five different Intendants. The last
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According to one contemporary source there were no less than one
hundred and fifty owners of colonial property amongst the thousand or
5 membCfSA of the Constituent Assembly of 1789. The numbers of
those with interests linked to colonial commerce or administration
would have been even larger. The observations of Barnave quoted
above have seemed to some historians a striking anticipation of Marx’s
concept of ‘bourgeois revolution’. Yet in fact the implications are rather
different, since they highlight the economic vulnerability of the French
bourgeotsie. The Constituent Assembly was indeed a predominantl
bourgeois body, in the most literal sense of the term, with a signiﬁcan)t/
proportion of its urban-based, property-owning members dependent o
overseas trade.'” But the French bourgeoisie lacked the broad base an:i1
security of its more developedBntlshrwaI'I’heséhenceofcﬂz);nmer&

- and colonies reflected the comparative weakness of the internal market

{and domestic circuits of accumulation.

The planters and merchants of the Antilles were split into two broad
camps on the eve of the Revolution: those whose primary links were
with the metropolis and those, often creoles, who aspired to autonom ‘ﬁ
or even scparation. The pro-metropolitan complex included absentez “
proprictors and their representatives, the principals and agents of the
french merchant houses, and the members of the civilian apparatus of
colonial administration. Governors and senior military officers, while
loyal to the Crown, often had ties to the large planters. It w)as not
uncommon for those holding senior colonial posts to acquire plkanta-
tions and other property: the membership list of the colonial
proprietors club formed in 1789 — the Club Massiac — reads like a roll
all of those responsible for French colonial administration, with such
names as .Choiseu], Bongars, Gallifet, Du Chilleau, and M;louet.\The
:Z:Qa(izsarligbgiri)str(')ngholds of thcimetrqpolitan.complex were Cap
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establishments had swollen during the vears of way wi
(1777-83) and seemed more than adequare
subordination and to deter invasion. Colonial administrago;
distrust the white creoles and the white colonists were prone g
success of the free people of colour. While the
- St Domingue’s 780 sugar.estates were owned by wh
;:" coffee estates in the West and South were owned b;hpc() le ol s
' sugar estates were far more valuable though also more Tike
encumbered with debr. A tacit understanding often existed - o
colonial officialdom and the free coloured population SIne
distrusted the proclivities of the white colonists.

The white creole grouping in the French Antilles included
cultivateurs, or resident planters, together with merchants engaj :
the legal or illegal trade with the United States or Britain, A gh
proportion of white creoles had some property or a profession whijl by
extention this “creole’ grouping also included proprietors who, though
born in France, had decided to settle permanently in the colonies. The

{ petits blancs were, to begin with, not clearly aligned with either the
i “metropolitan or the creole groupings; they included many recen
j' immigrants who hoped to make money and return to France. While
many petits blancs cherished links wich France, they usually had litte
love for metropolitan officials, whom they associated with ministerial
‘despotism’ and favouritism towards mulattos.  For the creoles
memories of the clashes of the 1760s had been reactivated by
confrontations of the 1780s. Commercial contacts with the British and
North Americans stimulated the desire for free trade and political
autonomy. Fnally there were planters heavily indebted to French
merchants, who dreamed of separation from the metropolis.
In St Domingue free people of colour were almost as numerous i
» white colonists, indeed possibly more numerous, The size of the free
- coloured population is not fully shown by official figures, which placed
it at 25,000 because acquiring a proper certificate of manumission was
a cumbersome and expensive business; in addition to those who held
such certificates there were thousands_of _persons_of colour-who were
' free de facto rather than de jurse: some of the former were known as the
libres de savane, who were free to move within a given region but still
beholden to a master who had not formally manumitted them. The
maréchaussée, a force devoted to catching runaway slaves and
supplementing plantation security, was recruited largely from the free

people of colour. The free coloured population also included a layer of |

proprietors who in St Domingue between them owned about 100,000

,slaves; nowhere else in the Americas did those of partly African descent -

“figure sG importantly in the ranks of the propertied classes. The pertits
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plancs and white cultivateurs were prone to resent the success of the

coloured proprietor or lawyer, and their rancour was not diminished if

the latter, as often happened, bore the distinguished name of a French -
father. In the Lesser Antilles the free population of colour was

pmportionately not so large as in St Domingue and racial tensions

amongst the free correspondingly less pronounced. But while racial

rvalry was already a well-established theme of colonial society,

especially in St Domingue, the free people of colour were still an

integral component of the slave-owning class and of the apparatus of

slave subjection.'?

Thus clamped on top of the slave economy, there was a complex of
interests, formed by the intersecting fields of force of a colonial and
mercantile system, an aristocratic political. order, a racial “Caste |
| Kierarchy, and a highly unequal distribution of private property within | ./
! both thie white and free coloured population. In the French Antilles of |

1788 the social antagonisms rooted in slave exploitation and oppression

were overlaid by conflicts stemming from this interlocking super-

sgructure of control. The revolution weakened the grip of the

metropolis and stimulated fierce factional strife, but this was a

protracted and complex process. The colonial regime had survived !

repeated battering in the wars and commotions of the previous century;
and it was so vastly profitable that it would not be abandoned until
every resource and expedient had been exhausted.

There were no major slave uprisings in the French Antilles in the
1770s and 1780s. In St Domingue a stream of runaways took
advantage of the colony’s extensive and mountainous interior and
common border with Spanish Santo Domingo. Maroon bands operated
n the Artibonite in the North-east, in the area known as ﬁymouth n
the South, and along the border. Smaller, but also more oppositional,
than their Jamaican equivalents, the maroon bands of St Domingue still
appeared to pose no threat to the slave order in 1789. Guadeloupe and
Martinique are the largest of the islands of the Lesser Antilles; the
lOlfmer had a rugged interior zone where maroons held out while on
Martinique there was a plantation uprising in 1789. But once again the
formidable resources of the colonial social formation were quite
sufficient to contain such challenges.?

;

%

In 1738, Just as the pre-Revolution unfolded, an abolitionist society, the
::;tﬁ: I\IIJOiﬁ(, was set up in Par%s and bcganlto circula_te anti-slavery
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o CIr activities it was that of the integrity of the nation and
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Empire as a whole, with these entities being unde
rather than exclusive sense. Abolitionism was 4 cause that dp
from radical aristocrats impatient with caste distinctj
bureaucrats hostile to corporate obstruction, ¢
by the security of the plantations and the loyalty of the plant,
concerned with the construction of a more humane social ord
members of the liberal professions committed to progress. The
supporters of organised abolitionism inclined to be somew
: members of the ruling order, with several bcing of Prg
i extraction, others linked to the world of high finance and:
© enjoying personal links with England or the United §
- the Amis des Noirs were sometimes accused of b
they saw themselves as the most cnlightened repre

rstood in. 5

man

sentatives of 3 truly

national interest, extending civic belonging to all inhabitants of the -

Empire. In a social formartion of rigidly separated orders and estates,
each with their own privileges and exemptions,
abolitionism were also the champions of an overriding national
authority, before which every citizen would have cqual rights, Naturally
the Amus laid claim to the French anti-slavery tradition. !

The tenor of French writing on slavery had often been more radical,
if also more rhetorical, than that to be found in Britain or the United
States, and less inclined to take the form of the systematic moral tract.
Attacks on slavery had been launched in the best-known works of
Montesquieu, Rousseau and Raynal. The Abbé Raynal saw himself as
an exponent of France’s true colonial interests.” Heclaimed that slaves
were treated better in the French than in the British colonies but he was
nevertheless concerned that huge aggregations of plantation slaves
endangered the colonial order. While he urged a relaxation of trade
restrictions, he was not sympathetic to colonial independence. In a new
edition of his Histo#y published in 1781 he added some proposals for
achieving the gradual emancipation of slaves by freeing those born to

slave mothers after a twenty-five-year apprenticeship period; Pechmeja’s
extreme anti-slavery passages were retained as a warning of what might
happen if a moderate reform was not adopted. The measures proposed
by Raynal would give the colonial state new power and authority in its
dealing with the planters. Raynal )
officials of the Colonial Bureau and for a time in receipt of a subsidy
from this quarter. The regulations of 1784 fel| well short of Raynal’s
proposals, but planter opposition to them was provoked by the
suspicion that they were simply the first instalment of a perilous official
experiment in philanthropy. 13
The practical bent of French.abolitionism received more disinterested
€xpression in the writings oﬁfxgggfg&%g%and In particular in an essay
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without taking any consequent action. During these same years the
French assemblies discussed almost every aspect of the colonial regime
other than slavery. Paradoxically by the time the Convention decreed
the abolition of colonial slavery in 1794 the Amis des Noirs no longer
functioned and most of its former members no longer played a role. It is
almost as if enlightened abolitionism was as much part of the old order
as the exclusif and the acquits de Guinée. Only once this whole super-
structure was in ruins could slave emancipation be adopted in the
metropolis. To explain why we must turn to the complex, multi-

cornered contest of the intervening years.

The Governor of Guadeloupe was shocked at the insolence and
assertiveness of the members of the colony’s new Assembly in 1788. But
the first colonists to seek a role in metropolitan politics were those from
the north of St Domingue who, angered at the suspension of the conseil
r of Cap Frangais and the absence of any colony-wide

petitioned in 1788 for colonial representation in the Estates
proprietor linked to

supérieu

assembly,
General. The Marquis Gouy d’Arsy, an absentee

the Duc d’Orléans, formed a committee in Paris which associated itself
with this demand; the Oriental Lodge of the Freemasons, of which
Orléans was president, was heavily involved in this faction. The
colonial ministry, headed by La Luzerne, formerly Governor of
St Domingue (1786-7), successfully opposed this petition, anticipating
that colonial representatives would simply undermine ministerial
authority and put their own special interests above the need for rational
reform — the former conseil at Le Cap had enjoyed a veto over fiscal
innovations. Notwithstanding this opposition several thousand white
colonists proceeded to elect deputies for St Domingue.’

‘When the Estates General met in May 1789 Gouy d’Arsy and other
supporters of the proposal for colonial representation made a direct
appeal, first to the Second Estate (many of the colonists were nobles),
d‘tben to the Third. The latter eventually accepted the principle of
‘m‘al representation largely because Gouy d’Arsy and his friends
ere “p,repared to support the Third in its battle with the King for
ority representation; after declaring themselves ready to swear the
 court oath the colonial deputies were admitted as suppléants and
port on colonial representation was commissioned from the
redentials Committece. Gouy d’Arsy requested that St Domingue be
d twenty deputies to take into account the colony’s commercial
ance and total population. Mirabeau, who had endorsed the first

t put out by the Amis, made a response that echoed the debate
US Constitutional Convention:
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Unlike the colonial deputies the Club Massiac rigorously abstained
from criticism of the exclusif and strove to maintain a common
position with deputies from the Atlantic ports.?? .

The events of 1789 aroused great enthusiasm among the colonists of the
French Caribbean. The storming of the Bastille had an electric effect on
the opponents of ‘ministerial despotism’ in the colonies. According to
one account:

Crowds of petits blancs gathered in the streets of [Cap Francais] and
discussed the Revolution and what it meant for the colony. The tri-coloured
cockade was adopted amid wild transports of joy, and government officials
who refused to wear it or to take the ‘civic oath’ were submitted to ill-
treatment and violence. But, on the other hand, the mulattos were
forbidden by the petits blancs to wear the sacred emblem.?

A group of patriot planters formed a National Guard under the
captaincy of Bacon de Chevalrie. This ‘turbulent nobleman’ soon
evinced autonomist inclinations. The National Guard arrested the
Intendant, Barbé de Marbois, and put him on board a boat for France.
By November 2nd a Colonial Assembly had been elected by the white
habitans and vested itself with full powers of internal self-government.
The Western and Southern provinces of St Domingue soon followed
suit. These assemblies hesitated formally to abrogate the exclusif, but
henceforth the colonial system became increasingly prone to leaks. The
- colonial assemblies invoked decrees which enabled them to import flour
© from North America in time of need; since the metropolitan Assembly
~ had banned the export of wheat it was in a weak position to object. The
real problem in the colonies was that of enforcement. The officials who
emained were not prepared to offend colonists who still declared
rmal allegiance to monarch and metropolis. In Martinique the threat
he exclusif came to the surface in a bitter factional dispute between
ercantile representatives from St Pierre and planter representatives
om the rest of the island — in a bid to secure an overall majority the
nters suggested that the parishes should be allotted representatives in
ortion to their populations, with slaves counting, as in the United
es, as three-fifths of a person. In this island an interim Governor
urged the mulattos to adopt the tricolour was also driven out after
lons from the petits blancs of St Pierre. Reports of the work of the
‘Noirs caused much consternation in the islands.2*
colonists tended to exaggerate greatly the impact of the
anda produced by the Amis. The latter had lost the battle over
- representation in the National Assembly and failed even to
ebate on slavery or the slave trade. Colonial issues were

o
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overthrow of colonial slavery would lead to the break-up of estates and
the distribution of property in France. It was said that Brissot would
satisfied until five or six enfants du Congo sat as legislators of

not be
b . : C
$ Bordeaux dispatched a squadron of its Patriotic Army to the

France.”
capital to demand assurances that the social order of the colonies be
The colonial report

safe from any tampering by the Assembly.
d by Barnave contained a guarantee no less categorical for its

studious avoidance of embarrassing references: ‘the National Assembly
does not intend to make any innovations in any of the branches of
commerce between France and the colonies, whether direct or indirect;
it puts colonists and their property under the special safeguard of the
nation and declares guilty of treason whoever secks to foment risings
against them.”?? The report granted internal self-government to the
colonies, but insisted that they could make no permanent changes in
commercial regulations without the sanction of the National Assembly
and that the political process should be conducted under the tutelage of
duly appointed colonial officials.
When presented to the Assembly

introduce

the pledge given to the colonies’

indirect trade’ and to the colonists’ ‘property’ was greeted with noisy
enthusiasm by the deputies linked to colonial and commercial interests.
Two supporters of the Amis tried to speak on the report but were
shouted down with calls for an immediate vote. The report was
{orthwith adopted by acclamation. The Committee on Colonies now
proceeded to draw up instructions concerning implementation of the
decree. The most delicate question concerned the procedures to be
he election of the colonial assemblies. The National
ed a number of representations on behalf of the free
people of colour, urging that they be given the right to ‘active
citizenship’ on the same terms as white colonists. There was a small but
well-established mulatto grouping in France which, with the help of the
Amis des Noirs, ensured that the question of mulatto rights came before
“the Assembly. Among the leaders of this group were two lawyers: Julien
imond and Vincent Ogé. These men were well educated and
respectable — Raimond was the legitimate son of a marriage between a
planter and a coloured woman — but nevertheless the services of a white
:ad_vocgte were engaged to place the petition before the Assembly and its
QDlgl Committee. It was couched in sufficiently moderate and
suasive terms to make an impact on both bodies. The free people of
our were evidently a crucial component of the colonial social order.
maréchausée and the Légion depended upon them, while in some
.of the south and west of St Domingue the majority of estates
I the hands of coloured proprietors. To exclude men of colour
met the financial criteria for “active’ citizenship (that is, voting and

adopted in t
Assembly had receiv
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to those who principally provided them. The triumvirate would have
confused its followers and compromised its credibility if it had urged
the Assembly openly to flout the ‘national catechism’ or if it had
recommended constitutional principles for the colonies which explicitly
replaced the property qualification by that of skin colour. By the same
token many of the leaders of the democratic opposition — Grégoire,
Robespierre, Reubel and others — were in a position to avenge their
defeats on the definition of ‘active citizenship’ by their vigilant defence
of mulatto rights. The sincerity of their commitment to ‘the Rights of
Man’ only added to the zeal with which they assailed any equivocation
or inconsistency in the formulas of the colonial committee. Barnave’s
compromise was eventually accepted by the Assembly after a consider-
able debate. Though its studied ambiguity was attacked by democrats
and abolitionists it uid not supply the white colonists with the clear-cut
guide-lines they were seeking and was bound to stimulate conflict
between rival colonial factions.

The planter faction in Martinique was skilfully led by the thirty-year-
old Louis—Francois Du Buc. This man was a descendant of the leader of
the Gaoulé — a famous colonial rebellion of 1717 — and the son of
Jean-Baptiste Du Buc, a friend of Raynal and premier commis of the
colonial department in Choiseul’s Ministry in the 1760s. Louis—
Francots Du Buc and other large planters on Martinique eventually
succeeded in dominating the island’s Assembly, in winning the support
of the Governor and in decreeing, with the latter’s support, temporary
suspension of many of the provisions of the exclusif. This latter action
provoked intense hostility from the merchants of St Pierre, who alleged
that planters like Du Buc were seeking to evade their debts to French
merchants, and opposition from the Intendant, Foullon d’Ecottier — the
latter was son of the Comptroller General of Finances in the metropolis.
When a detachment of the mulatto militia was massacred by the petits
blancs in St Pierre, Du Buc was able to persuade the Governor to send
in garrison troops to arrest those responsible. Sixty of the petits blancs
were deported to France on the grounds that they were recent arrivals
W}thout a domicil in the colony. Though his’ departure was more
dignified the Intendant was also persuaded to return to the metropolis.

U Buc’s success was soon menaced, however, by a patriotic sedition
amongst the garrison troops who were persuaded that the petits blancs
had been dealt with in an unjust and arbitrary fashion by a Governor
and Colonial Assembly that had little loyalty to France or its revolution.
ing this mutiny the Patriots regained possession of St Pierre; the
nial Assembly and the Governor were obliged to withdraw to the

b}
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more explosive implications given the larger absolute and relative sjze
of its free mulareo cOmmunity and the vag commercial significance of
s trade. In the French Windwards whites outnumbered free people of
colour by two to one. The position of the mulattos of S Domingue,
who were richer as ‘well as more numerous, wasg strengthened by the
return to the colony of several wealthy coloyred proprietors — men such
as Pierre Pinchinar, J.B. Lapointe and J.B. Villatte — whe had been
accustomed to respectfy] treatment in Frapce. Vincent Ogé, the lawyer

who had sought to vindicare mulatto  rights before the National
Assembly, also returned to
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predictable refysa] from the Governor and Assembly of the North Ogé
raised the standard of revolt, with support
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swiftly overwhelmed; he and his followers were subjectred to summary
trial, torture and execution in 3 display of ‘exemplary’ justice. This grim
fate encouraged the leading mularres of the South to make more
effective Preparations; the mulatro proprietors fortified their estates,
arming and training thejr slaves, and conspiring with the mularto
veterans and under-officers of the Legion and maréchaussée. Villate,
one of the larger proprietors, had himself fought in North America. The
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potential strength of the mulatto community was based in the South

and West; not in the North where Ogé had raised the standard of
revolt.”

In St Domingue all factions amongst the white colonists distrusted
the metropolis. They suspected it of radicalism with regard to the
régime intérieur (slavery and the caste system) and of a rigid
conservatism vis-a-vis the régime extérieur (the exclusif and its
accompanying apparatus of administration and invigilation). A moder-
ate planter faction came to dominate the provincial assembly of the
North, meeting in Le Cap, while a radical faction dominated the first
colony-wide General Assembly, which met in Saint Marc, on the West
coast, in February 1790. In all provinces the resident planters, or
cultivateurs, evinced hostility to absentees, to commercial restrictions
and to colonial officialdom. Those with the strongest animus against
ministerial despotism, or those with the heaviest debts to French
merchants, were likely to be among the more politically active. The
planter class of St Domingue, by comparision with that of Martinique
or Guadeloupe, was weakened by divisions — there were different
regional interests and a higher proportion of both absentee and mulatto
proprietors. No single leader of the stature of Du Buc emerged in
St Domingue and planter hegemony of the countryside was less secure.
The relative weakness of the planters of St Domingue led them to make
demagogic appeals and concessions to the petits blancs: given the
volatility of the political passions of the latter this was a dangerous
game. It also carried with it the danger of driving into open opposition
the relatively large group of propertied mulattos. The political leaders in
St Domingue were largely drawn from the planter class, but the support
of the petits blancs was encouraged by granting voting rights to all male
whites with one year’s residence in the colony, regardless of whether
they owned property or paid direct taxes. The General Assembly at
St Marc organised new elections following receipt of the March decree
and instruction but, while rigorously excluding mulattos, they retained
the-wide franchise for whites. Thus the peculiar régime intérieur of
St Domingue led it to a swifter ‘democratisation’ of the political process
among whites than was seen in the metropolis. The patriotic sentiments
) the petits blancs were outraged that the National Assembly had
Pa§§§d-a' decree which clearly deprived many of them of voting rights
while being ambiguous enough to enfranchise the propertied mulatto.
¢ radically autonomist and anti-ministerial planters who domin-
ﬁt t:rs‘z Marc.Assem_bly mobi]ised the prejudices Qf the petits blancs
, cessarily feeling them so intensely. At earlier and later stages
evolution the cultivateurs of the West and South showed
selves ready to make agreements with mulatto proprietors. The
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legislation and the bases constitutionels agreed by the s, Mare A
were chiefly concerned with asserting far~reaching rights witl
framework of the monarchy and not with racial  quest
Assembly acted as if it was a sovereign body eng
directly with the monarch. The functions of the colo
and judiciary were entirely suspended and the Asse
itself the right to propose commercial legi

of the exclusif the St Marc Assembly will have hoped to k
possibility of achieving a modus vivendi with the metropolis. Some-

members of the Assembly may already have wished for complete-
separation, but this was not the outlook of th ‘
decrees went quite far enough to antagonise t

as a virtual declaration of independence and dispatc

it. The forces assembled by the Governor mounted an effective blockade
of St Marc, while the Assembly found that its patriotic rhetoric and
ith the entirety of the former cavil and

slipped away to their plantations. The remainder, eighty-five out of
more than two hundred, took advantage of a mutiny aboard the
warship Léopard, then in St Marc’s harbour, to make their escape.
They persuaded the revolutionary sailors to take them to France where

they could appeal directly to the National Assembly and to public

opinion as victims of ministerial

and the triumvirate received these

partisans of colonial liberty coolly
and suspiciously, Despite

the fact that his kinsman, Bacon de
Chevalerie, was one of the léopardins, Barnave denounced the bases

constitutionels adopted by the St Marc Assembly while praising the
loyalty of the Assembly of the North. Eventually the St Marc deputies
were permitted to appear before the Committee on Colonies; forty-five
isavow the more extravagant claims of the

The events in both the Windward Islands and in St Domingue put the
triumvirate in a very difficult position. The commercial and manufac-
turing interests ‘involved in colonial trade knew that the colonists were
exploiting the disturbed condition of colonies and metropolis to
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ractise a large-scale contraband. North American, British and Dutch
merchants were now making massive and brazen encroachments on the
French colonial trade. Though Barnave and the triumvirate had
; ,epudiated the more extreme manifestations of planter patriotism they
* had not successfully defended the exclusif. This failure was the critical
concern for the commercial interests of the metropolis. Towards the
dose of 1790 fresh forces and new Governors were dispatched to the
Caribbean in an attempt to restore metropolitan authority. La Luzerne
was replaced as Colonial Minister; his officials had been notably
indulgent to grands blancs who had reciprocated by support for the
monarchiens. The Committee on the Colonies now assumed more direct
responsibility for colonial policy. The new Governor in Martinique
swiftly came to terms with Du Buc, who had the island well under
control. With the dispersal of the St Marc Assembly autonomism in
s Domingue had acquired new sponsorship — this time from the
Assembly of the North, with fulsome backing from Gouy d’Arsy in the
National Assembly. Metropolitan authority in the colonies was
represented by Governors and military commanders who lacked both
the means and the desire to enforce the commercial regulations
tigorously. The distinction insisted on by the Committee on the
Colonies between an ‘exterior regime’ and an ‘interior regime’ proved
quite artificial. The forced departure of the two crucial Intendants —
Barbé de Marbois and Foullon d'Ecottier — had been accompanied by
the disintegration of the system of metropolitan regulation of colonial
commerce. Without ‘interior’ support the ‘exterior’ regime simply could
not be enforced. The Governors and military commanders had always
been drawn from the military aristocratic caste. They tended to
sympathise with patrician grands blancs and not with the more uncouth
Patriots of the towns; yet the latter included many of the clerks,
notaries and petty officials upon whom an effective commercial system
ﬁh,‘adfo depend. The triumvirate in Paris was not suited to resolving this
foblem, since their own background and inclinations aligned them
with the more respectable and enlightened planters rather than with
ot enthusiasts prone to fomenting mutiny and insubordination.
By the early months of 1791 the triumvirate’s conduct of colonial
rs came under attack in the Revolutionary Clubs and in the
tuent Assembly. Barnave and the Committee on the Colonies
be criticised for permitting Patriots to be persecuted in the
€s, .for failing to enforce the exclusif, for giving a free hand to
ocratic royal officials and for failing to uphold mulatto rights.
criticisms might not be consistent with one another but were
hg 1e§s damning for that. The collapse of the commercial system
articularly damaging impact, uniting different constituencies
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itself, or even on the precise powers to be allotted to the colonial
assemblies. Indeed in the end controversy was to centre upon a very
restricted aspect even of the issue of mulatto rights. Deputies
sympathetic to the Amis des Noirs, supported by a number of Jacobins,
proposed that the new Instructions should extend political rights to
those free people of colour who were otherwise qualified to vote and
both of whose parents had themselves been free-born. It was clear that
there were very few free mulattos or blacks who met this criterion — as
it transpired about four hundred in St Domingue.*®

Evidently this battle over the rights of a handful of free people of
colour reflected and symbolised other issues. It highlighted the principle
of metropolitan responsibility and gave the revolutionary democrats an
issue on which they could embarrass Barnave. The question of slavery
was taboo for the great majority of deputies to the Constituent
Assembly, while metropolitan sovereignty was a taboo question for
most colonial representatives. The Constituent deputies wished to see
the return of a profitable colonial system and did not believe that
attacking slavery was the way to achieve this. The leading planters, on
the other hand, desired self-government, but most of them stll felt
themselves to be French and to be subjects of the French King. They
looked to the metropolis to maintain order in the colonies and they felt
bound to it by personal ties. They generally avoided open attacks on the
principle of metropolitan regulation of commerce and contented
themselves with rendering it ineffective. Some planters may have felt
that the exclusif was a price worth paying for the benefits of association
with the wider French empire; others that it would be tactically unwise
to provoke into opposition the entire commercial lobby of the
metropolis. The mulatto issue had the advantage for both colonists and
Constituent deputies of posing the question of the ultimate control of
colonial policy without broaching the even more delicate questions
raised by slavery or the commercial system. So far as the petits blancs
were: concerned the enfranchisement of even a small number of
mungOs would be the thin end of the wedge. The grands blancs and
Cuhfl{ateurs did not see in mulatto rights a mortal threat to their
position but they definitely did not want to see such rights imposed
ﬁ'? A he outside; given the opportunity the planter representatives
31:ay3'-5p9ke of their great benevolence towards the mulattos, even
xgn enying rights to them. So far as the Constituent was concerned

~chtorcement of mulatto rights, even the rights of a very small
tive :tfmocf“rll:ulattos, wquld require the rehabi].itation of an administra—

e responsible to the metropolis. Moreover it would
rcut the moral and political credentials of the colonial Patriots
threatening slavery. French ‘patriotism’ was defined by civic
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o unfree persons, or freedmen, since these were
members of a ‘foreign nation”. Such concessions made little impact on
the colonial representatives, who did all in their power to oppose and
cabotage implementation of the May 15th decision. The Colonial
Ministry and the Committee on Colonies were equally obstructive. The
Governor of St Domingue sent a Jetter to the Constituent Assembly
warning that introduction of the decree would provoke civil war,
secession or even an invitation to the British fleet.
The extent of colonial resistance to the decree of May 15th began to
undermine support for it in the maritime centres and in the Constituent
Assembly. But the course of colonial policy was by no means
determined solely by colonial events. The flight of the King in June, and
the popular demonstration which escorted him back to Paris after his
on at Varennes, created a new political situation. The
f the King created problems for the triumvirate, who were
ect of a constitutional monarchy. The latter was
he majority of the possessing classes since the
monarch could serve as a rallying point for the disparate forces of
property and commerce, for colonial planters and metropolitan
merchants, for landowners and peasants, for regular officers and
members of the burgeoning National Guard. But a constitutional
monarchy required a constitutional monarch and this was a role which
Louis XVI and the more ardent royalists were unprepared to play. The
King's flight and the growing strength of the counter-revolution
encouraged some leaders of democratic opinion, such as Condorcet, to
canvass the republican alternative. But most members of the Constitu-
~ent Assembly were more frightened of the populace and of the hazards
of democratic experiment than they were of counter-revolution.
Barnave and the ‘Lamethists’ formed a bloc with Malouet and many of
the monarchiens in an effort to shore up the crumbling project of a
constitutional monarchy. This new grouping, the Feuillants, had
powerful backing from colonial interests, including those associated
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of the garrison and of the royal squadron inclined to intransigent
monarchism as did a number of the agents of metropolitan in-
werests. The decree of May 15th encouraged the mulattos, who had
already begun to mobilise, to assert their rights arms in hand. The
Governor lacked either clear instructions or reinforcements of loyal

troops.

These ragged conflicts, following nearly two years of uncertainty and
revolutionary rhetoric, and accompanied by market pressures that made
planters and managers avid for increased output, created the conditions
for the most remarkable explosion of slave rebellion ever seen in the
French Caribbean. Factional conflict had involved the fortification of
some plantations and the arming of some slaves. The revolt took place
in August, towards the close of the harvest secason. White employees
would, in many cases, have left the plantations, for recreation in the
towns. Economic as well as political conditions had promoted a
contradictory relaxation/intensification of the slave regime. Elite slaves
circulated more freely, markets in slave produce flourished and the
maréchaussée and police were distracted. Yet working conditions for
the mass of slaves were no better, with overseers anxious to push their
slave crews to the limit. On the one hand, the elaborate apparatus of
slave subjection was weakened and divided. On the other, some slaves
had unprecedented opportunities for meeting, for comparing experi-
ences and for arming themselves.

The slave uprising began on the night of August 21st in the vicinity
of Le Cap, the epicentre of struggles between colonial factions. A newly
elected Assembly dominared by white Patriots was just about to meet in

the northern capital. According to legend the outbreak was planned at
meeting of clite slaves held in the Bois-Caiman on the stormy night of
V‘Vgust 14th. Boukman Dutty, a coach-driver, presided over the
gathering and it was agreed that there would be a simultaneous revolt
on a series of major plantations: Noé, Clement, Flaville, Gallifet, and
thers in the region of Limbé and Acul. At a voodoo ceremony the
onspirators pledged themselves to one another and to victory over the
hites and their evil God, crying out in Kréyole: ‘Couté la Liberté dan
ur fiznous', (Listen to the voice of Liberty which speaks in the hearts

1he revolt spread rapidly across the northern plain, involving tens of
usands of slaves. The Colonial Assembly, now besieged in Le Cap,
%o claim that 180 sugar estates and 900 coffee and indigo estates
-engulfed by the revolt, with 100,000 slaves affected; though they
ably exaggerated certainly nothing like this had been seen in
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clear that a new power had been born; the rebels themselves issued no
general programme or plan. When proper reports of the insurrection
reached France at the beginning of November the most alarming aspect
of the matter in the eyes of metropolitan observers was the planters’
appeal to the Governor of Jamaica — an alarm that was increased by the
fact that the London newspapers seemed much better informed about
developments in St Domingue than the ministry in Paris. These
metropolitan suspicions were, in fact, eminently justified, since a leading
member of the Colonial Assembly, Cadusch, not only contacted the
Governor of Jamaica but also sent a letter to Pitt inviting the British
government to occupy St Domingue. A British warship arrived with
supplies at Cap Francais on September 22nd and was given an
enthusiastic welcome by the white inhabitants. Reports of such ominous
events as this reached France more or less at the same time as news of
the insurrection itself. Those most interested in colonial affairs believed
that colonists always exaggerated the extent of slave rebellions and that
such outbreaks, even when serious, could always be contained sooner
or later — separatist movements, as the North Americans had proved,
were a graver threat to metropolitan interests.**

Following the insurrection in St Domingue about 20,000 former
slaves left their estates and formed encampments in the foothills
surrounding the Northern plain and at Ounaminthe near the border.
The Northern capital at Le Cap remained in the hands of the Governor
and the white Patriots of the Assembly. In some parts of the South and
West there were smaller outbreaks of slave rebellion. Such outbreaks
were not as extensive or as destructive of plantation property as the
insurrection in the North.

Throughout the colony slaves who had family ties and garden plots
were often reluctant to leave the plantation for the uncertain and
rudimentary existence of the maroon. The planters or their managers
acknowledged changed conditions by making concessions to their slaves
~anextra free day per week, or more extensive cultivation rights — and
Inthis way retained a work-force. In some parts of the country such
concessions could be made because of high prices for sugar; in much of
North they might be made because the sugar mills were in no state
fesume output in any case. The existence of rebel columns in the

; surrounding woods and hills was itself an inducement to plantation

agers to be attentive to their crews. Most of the leaders of the slave
o 8, large or small, were prepared to negotiate with planters and
olitical authorities to secure liberty for themselves, and their

; @medlate followers, and better conditions for the mass of rebellious

‘¢s. The leaders of the insurrectionary columns in the North —
SO : - . .
Ou, Jean Frangois, Toussaint Bréda — described themselves as
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us.”*® So long as the colonial power resisted civic concessions to
mulatto proprietors and commanders, it was not well placed to regain
its influence over the different regions of the colony.

Meanwhile, developments within the metropolis strengthened the
position of those associated with the Amis des Noirs and further
antagonised the white planters of the Antilles. Brissot and. Condorcet
were both members of the Legislative while all former members of the
Constituent had been debarred from presenting themselves as candi-
dates. In the clubs the influence of the Amis des Noirs was growing, as -
Barnave was discredited by his capitulations to arrogant and racist
colonists.*” Brissot now became the most effective opposition leader in
the Legislative and the champion of a new forward policy which would
take France to war in Europe and would reassert metropolitan
authority in the Antilles. Both objectives required a rehabilitation and
expansion of the nation’s armed forces and administrative machine.
Popular support for such aims could be aroused by proclaiming the
need to end foreign encouragement of the counter-revolution and foil
the plots of aristocratic emigrés and colonists. The King, foolishly
devoted to a politique du pire, permitted the formation of a new
ministry committed to the ‘Brissotin’ programme, led by Roland and
Claviére, the latter, of course, a sponsor of the Amis. The ‘Jacobin’
ministry was formed on March 15th 1792. One of its first acts was to
introduce a decree on April 4th conceding full civic and political rights
to all free adult males in the colonies, regardless of colour.

Brissot did not trust the white colonial factions and looked to the
gens de couleur to recoup the situation. In St Domingue support from
the free people of colour would be essential to the restoration of
authority and the rehabilitation of the colonial system. In much of the

fWést the ‘concordat’ between white and coloured proprietors had
 already been based on recognition of the necessity to unite the free

lation, whatever their colour, in the face of slave insurgency. The
tevolts had created a new situation in which both metropolitan
le interests recognised the advantage of enlisting the support of
-people of colour. The ‘concordat’ had been devised with the
~“the Civil Commissioners but implemented by municipal
ies who increasingly acted for themselves without reference to a
~and distant metropolis. So far as many proprietors were
s 1t was a step towards self-reliance and self-government; and
sorted happily with their practice of free trade. Several

mulatto proprietors and merchants decided that their
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they accepted other men of colour as their equals; similarly the’ grands
plancs had been prepared to exploit the racial resentments of the petits
plancs but did not wish to see them occupying positions of influence.
Up to this point the larger planters had dominated the colonial
assemblies — though admittedly more securely in Martinique than
St Domingue. Petits blancs had been allowed to vote but they had not
stood as candidates; indeed not only petits blancs but also lawyers,
priests and clerks had been largely absent from representation in the
colonial assemblies. The Brissotin programme allowed these excluded
layers of the white population to gain official posts at the risk of further
alienating the richer planters and merchants, together with their
hangers-on. It was hoped that the creole planters and merchants could
be brought to accept the newly refurbished colonial state, since this
would offer them a guarantee of slave subordination. Much as planters
appreciated the profits of contraband it was hoped that security would
be their overriding consideration.
The Legislative Assembly, aware that the colonial system could not
be rebuilt without a much stronger metropolitan presence in St
Domingue, dispatched a new Civil Commission and an expeditionary
force of 6,000 men — 2,000 troops of the line and 4,000 National
Guards — in July 1792; a smaller force was sent to the Windwards in
the following month. The Civil Commissioners for St Domingue, of
whom there were three, were entrusted with very wide powers by the
Legislative Assembly enabling them to summon or dismiss the colonial
assemblies and to investigate and restructure every branch of adminis-
tration. The Commission comprised three members: Sonthonax,
Polverel and Ailhaud.
. Sonthonax, a twenty-nine-year-old lawyer and journalist, was a
fember of the Jacobin Club, a friend of Brissot and a supporter of the
mis des Noirs. He could generally count on the support of another,
ore cautious, Brissotin Commissioner, Polverel. Ailhaud was to return
France before revealing a distinctive political orientation. The
edition was accompanied by a new military commander and
rnor, Desparbés, who was to be subordinate to the Commis-
rs. The expedition left France at an extraordinary moment. A
n general was poised at the head of a counter-revolutionary
my to invade France. The intrigues of the King and court, underlined
the wholesale defection of royalist officers, had created an
here of the greatest alarm and suspicion. Brissot had declared
patrie est en danger’ and Robespierre had joined with him to
a united patriotic mobilisation on June 28th. The fédérés who
ed on Paris to celebrate the anniversary of the fall of the Bastille
ied the treason of the King and Queen. The Patriots of
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the Commission managed to win over most of the metropolitan troops
and colonial militia; D’Esparbés, together with his entire staff and
rwenty-five other officers, were arrested and sent to France. The
Commissioners were assisted by the arrival of reinforcements and two
ranking metropolitan commanders loyal to the Republic: Rochambeau,
who stayed in St Domingue from November to January, and Etienne
Laveaux, a ci-devant noble and participant in the recent Republican
victories at Valmy and Jémappes. With this help the Commissioners
began to reconstruct metropolitan authority in the colony along the
lines embodied in their instructions. An appeal was made to the leaders
of the black revolt, offering them their liberty in exchange for help in
restoring order to the colony. But the black generals replied that those
who had just overthrown their King were in no position to promise
anyone freedom. The Commissioners, hoping to attract the support of
daveholders of all colours, ordered military operations against the rebel
encampments. They were puzzled to discover that the blacks would
often prefer to withdraw than to give battle.

Polverel and Ailhaud left for the West and South while Sonthonax
took charge in the North. Because of the threat still posed by the black
rebels in the North none of the metropolitan reinforcements could be
subtracted from this province, leaving the Commissioners in the South
and West at the mercy of local forces unsympathetic to the Republic.
Ailhaud found such resistance to his authority in Port au Prince that he
decided to return to France to warn of the colony’s imminent defection.
Polverel had more persistence and won support from coloured militia
officers who welcomed the decree of April 4th. Fear of slave revolt and

a desire not to antagonise the gens de couleur induced many planters
and merchants to feign acceptance of the Republican authorities until
~‘there was a real prospect of replacing them.*
‘ hile wealthy mulatto proprietors continued to participate in the
ntrigues of the autonomist municipalities the majority of the free
ople of colour were attracted by the anti-racist policies of the
Republican Commissioners. Because there had been a steady drain of
white emigration the free mulattos and blacks now outnumbered the
hites by perhaps two to one. In many places they already formed the
¢ militia units. Coloured officers and soldiers were impressed by
lent determination of Sonthonax and Polverel to dismantle racial
mination. The Commissioners had no hesitation in promoting
d veterans who had held commissions in the militia and in the
ﬁ'de St Domingue: important commands were given to Rigaud in
uth, Chanlatte, Beauvais and Pinchinat in the West and Villatte in
rth The Légion de St Domingue became the Légion d’Egalité.
nax defeated D’Esparbes with the help of the pompons rouges
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The French Revolution

Republican emblem

News from Europe encouraged the planters and colonial establishment
of the Windwards to declare for the King in September and October
1792. Significantly enough the assemblies of these two colonies,
dominated as they were by the large planters, had meekly accepted the
decree of April 4th when it arrived in June. In a fraught situation the
planters realised that it would be folly to alienate a critical section of
the free population. The news which precipitated planter rebellion in
the Iles du Vent was that of the confrontation between the King and the
patriot forces in July and August. Garbled reports relayed by
neighouring British colonies led many to believe that the King had re-
stablished his authority and that the Duke of Brunswick, at the head of
- victorious counter-revolutionary army, had crushed the democratic
_agitations of the Paris rabble. The naval and garrison commanders
_Delieved that the time had come to honour their oaths of loyalty to the
~King. The autonomist-inclined and planter-dominated assemblies were
Persuaded to form a Federation of the Iles du Vent and to hoist the
ite flag. The more astute leaders of the planters may have discounted
- fumours of royalist victory but they clearly sensed that a moment
,d. rrived in which, with royalist help, they could negotiate a deal
Gl-"the British. Aware of the unpatriotic disposition of the planters of
71\?5 du Vent the Legislative Assembly had assembled an expedition
QOO men commanded by General Rochambeau to restore
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metropolitan authority there. This expedition
10th, apparently unaware of the Republican i
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the rebellion. On the islands themselves royalist officialg suppressed the
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commander had remained faithful to the metropolis.
The newly elected Convention despatched an envoy, Captain
Lacrosse, to inform the colonists of the Iles duy Vent of the proclamation

of the Republic. Lacrosse arrived in early December aboard the frigate
Felicite. Discovering thar ¢
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The French Revolution

proved Sympathetic to the republican appeals. The patriot forc
swelled by v1§tims of royalist persecution and by the return of resf et
from nearby islands. Fearing the outcome of an armed clash the y Ugf_es
planters and officials evacuated first Martinique and then Guadr(l)ya N
To patriot cheers the Felicité sailed into St Pierre on Januar 7teh0u}')el;
an enormous bonnet rouge on its mast; in a ceremon o)f/ lwlt
Lacrosse embraced a leading coloured citizen. ’ eeome
The patriot order in the lles du Vent, based on the su
metropolitan merchants, a few cultivateurs and the majority F(’)[;Off 'Of
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now the turn of patriots to persecute royalist colla’boram?s U o “}’:5
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o regain the French colonies. The Princes had
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1793 there were said to be 2,000 colonial émigreés then serving with the
princes in Germany and eager to return to the Antilles. Montalembert,
Bouillé and even Dumouriez were canvassed as possible commanders
for these French forces. As hostilities between Britain and France
commenced the British government laid plans for an expeditionary
force to be sent to the Caribbean to capture the French islands;
proﬁtable in itself, the capture of the French colonies would also, it was
hoped, place Britain in a good position to exploit the weakness of
Spain, now its nominal ally. For their part the Spanish authorities
intended themselves to have a hand in deciding the future of
st Domingue.”’

The revolutionary threat to the Bourbons had led to a state of
undeclared war between French St Domingue and Spanish Santo
Domingo even before the formal declaration of hostilities in March
1793. The military commander on Santo Domingo, the Marquis de
Hermonas, was quite prepared to help black soldiers who were fighting
the French Republicans. The rebel columns had been pushed back by a
Republican offensive in the last months of 1792 and were desperately
short of the supplies needed to maintain the struggle. While Candy, the
mulatto leader of a rharoon community, came to terms with the French
the principal black commanders accepted supplies from Spain and
eventually received commissions in July 1793. Jean Frantgois and
Biassou, commanding several thousand soldiers each, became lieutenant-
generals in the army of the Spanish King. One of the most effective
black commanders was Toussaint Bréda, or Louverture, an affranchi
who had joined the rebels shortly after the uprising of August 1791. A
“man of about forty-six years of age with knowledge of medicine and
administration, he had become secretary and aide-de-camp to Biassou;
he now commanded his own force of about six hundred men. In a
separate negotiation Toussaint obrained a commission as a colonel.
The Spanish had acquired invaluable auxiliaries and an influence over a
potentially dangerous band of ex-slaves. Spanish officers and French
royalists were assigned to advise the black troops. While the Spanish
uthorities were happy to recognise the freedom of black soldiers, they
“gave their new recruits strict instructions to respect the regime of slave
- subordination.’®

our wearing years of revolution had unravelled the complex skein of
French colonial regime. Royal power, the exclusif, the racial caste
1erarchy had all disintegrated. Beginning in August 1791 the slaves in
Dommgge had begun openly to contest their subjection. The intensity
the factional conflicts between Patriots and monarchists, whites and
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mulattos, creole autonomists and p
weakened the slave order. The t
concentration and numerical preponderance of the s
made the revolt impossible to defeat. In the smaller |
gens de couleurs had been much weaker and the d;
not resorted to the arming of slaves; knowledge of
m St Domingue probably contributed to the avoi
the tussles between royalists and Republican
The slave risings in St Domingue w
but the mass of blacks, whether ip
power. Like the first tremors of an
shaken every colonial institution,
weakening those which remained standing.
mulatto rights had been transformed by the sight
burnt-out plantation buildings and ¢
inclinations of the French
help to Britain and Spain,
slave revolt. These two colonial
consistent and effective defender

a metropolis mired ip revolutionary turmoil. British and Spanish
planters and officials on the spot had not waited for instructions before
conspiring with French royalists.

As of the spring of 1793 all cont
Caribbean were stj]] committed to the
of the British, despite the abolitionist protestations of Pitt and
Wilberforce; of the Spanish, despite their bold alliance with black

rebels; of the French Republicans, despite the fact that they were led by
self-styled ‘Friends of the Blacks’; of the colonial Patriots, despite their
vaunted detestation of tyranny; of the free people of colour, despite the
calls of racial solidarity; of the b

ack generals, despite their resistance to
their own enslavement.

In peacetime conditions it might just have been possible to
reconstruct French colonial slavery without 2 monarch and without
racial privilege. But could it be done with the black rebels still
undefeated and in wartime conditions? In the early months of 1793 the
Republican order in the French colonies appeared, against the odds, to
have staved off complete disintegration. It had brought together a
metropolitan-led alliance of petits blancs and free people of colour
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advance across the border. Sapped from within by planter treason and
slave rebellion it seemed that only a miracle could save the Republicans.
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