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Note on terminology

This book deals with the histories of a number of different countries
and uses a range of terms, particularly racial terms, that are specific to
each. For instance, the term ‘free blacks’ is used here to denote those
African men and women, North and South, who enjoyed free status in
the USA during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. According to
modern usage, the term is inclusive: the key thing is that these people
were non-slaves. By contrast, the terms ‘free coloured’ and ‘free peo-
ple of colour’ have a very specific French Caribbean context and refer
to those men and women who were both free and of mixed black and
white ancestry (literally gens de couleur). The terms ‘mulatto’, ‘quad-
roon’ and ‘octoroon’ were commonly used in slave societies across the
Atlantic world, particularly in the French Caribbean and parts of the
American South (Louisiana, for example) and reflected finely grained
racial distinctions based on ancestry and hence skin colour. A mulatto
was the offspring of one white and one black parent; a quadroon was the
offspring of a mulatto and a white parent; octoroon referred to a person
with one-eighth African ancestry.
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