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‘Caribbean genocide: racial war in Haiti, 1802–4’ (referred to as ‘Caribbean genocide, 1802-04’ hereafter), written by Guadeloupean French academic Philippe R. Girard and published in Patterns of Prejudice in 2006, is an article that makes the dramatic claim that Jean-Jacques Dessalines oversaw an intentionally planned proto-genocide against the white French slave owners, planters, military forces and other civilians, with repeated allegations of grotesque violence and atrocities committed against the French within Haiti[footnoteRef:1] targeting every white French inhabitant regardless of their culpability or treatment of the black and mulatto[footnoteRef:2] Haitians. To evidence his argument, Girard cites epistolary novels and French slavers who were ideologically opposed to a revolution in Haiti, while entirely failing to interrogate the obvious biases and fictions inherent to these sources, and makes strange and fanciful claims about the intentions and personal morals of the Haitian leadership. His engagement with other scholarship on genocide is deeply flawed and not rooted in any popularly agreed definition: while he is happy to cite Raphaël Lemkin’s initial creation of the term, he chooses not to interact with the 1948 United Nations Genocide Convention, instead taking ‘two basic critera’ from Lemkin’s previous publication ‘Axis rule in occupied Europe: laws of occupation, analysis of government, proposals for redress'[footnoteRef:3]. Girard also often finds himself in the position of either tacitly or actively downplaying the atrocities of colonial powers, both in Haiti and elsewhere

Girard’s historiography is often suspect. As evidence of the atrocities committed against the French in Haiti, the book ‘Secret History; or, The Horrors of St Domingo, in a Series of Letters, written by a Lady at Cape Francois to Colonel Burr’[footnoteRef:4] by Leonora Hassall Sansay is cited, claiming a woman was hanged ‘by the throat on an iron hook in the market place, where the lovely, innocent, unfortunate victim slowly expired’. While long understood as a factual document from Saint Domingue at the time of the revolution, Sansay’s work has since been agreed to be a novel. The letters comprising the novel were once believed to have been written by Sansay’s stepsister Mary Hassall[footnoteRef:5]; that Girard cites this under the name of Leonora Sansay instead indicates that, at the very least, he should have been aware there was a shift in consensus, and at worst that he was entirely ignoring the current consensus to cite a particularly striking example of the brutality of the colonised Haitian people.

Throughout ‘Caribbean genocide,1802–4‘, Girard finds himself unable to separate himself from his inherently sympathetic view of the colonial French regime in Saint Domingue. As he described himself in his book ‘The Slaves Who Defeated Napoleon: Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian War of Independence, 1801-04': [1:  While Haiti was known as Saint-Domingue by the French at this time and as St. Domingo by the Anglophone world, Haiti will be used as the name throughout this review.]  [2:  The term ‘mulatto’ or ‘mulatre’, while grossly offensive and outdated, is used within Haiti as a separate racial and political class to such an extent in the years covered by ‘Caribbean genocide, 1802-04’ and by historiography published since that it is necessary to use in the context of this review.]  [3:  Philippe R. Girard, ‘Caribbean genocide: racial war in Haiti, 1802–4’, Patterns of Prejudice, 39.2 (2006), 138-161 (p. 141). <DOI: 10.1080/00313220500106196> [accessed 4 January 2026]]  [4:  Girard, ‘Caribbean genocide: racial war in Haiti, 1802–4’, p. 140.]  [5:  Raphael Hoermann, ‘‘A Very Hell of Horrors’? The Haitian Revolution and the Early Transatlantic Haitian Gothic’, Slavery & Abolition, 37.1, pp. 183-205 (p. 185). <DOI: 10.1080/0144039X.2015.1086083> [accessed 4 January 2026]] 


‘As a twenty-first-century scholar, I have little patience for the racism and labor exploitation that underpinned Bonaparte's colonial project in Saint-Domingue and can only rejoice at the thought that the former slaves won the war. As a white native of Guadeloupe, however, I tend to view French imperialism in a more positive light than is customary among my academic colleagues, especially those of Haitian descent. As a thirtysomething educated French male, I am also prone to empathize with the young officers who died so far from the patrie, when other observers might look at them as greedy, oversexed monsters’[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  Philippe R. Girard, The Slaves Who Defeated Napoleon: Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian War of Independence, 1801-04. (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2011), pp. 9-10. <https://archive.org/details/slaveswhodefeate0000gira> [accessed 4 January 2026]] 

This sympathetic gaze upon the French military officers who Girard willingly admits were guilty of such atrocities as torturing black Haitians to death by methods illegal in France (though it should be noted that this is also sourced from Leonora Hassall Sansay’s ‘Secret History’, which is known to be a work of fiction.), gassing Haitians to death en masse in the hold of ships, and having black Haitians torn apart by hunting dogs as a spectator sport[footnoteRef:7] may explain why he is unwilling to refer to their actions as an attempted genocide. In his 2013 publication ‘French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence’, Girard states that: [7:  Girard, ‘Caribbean genocide: racial war in Haiti, 1802–4’, p. 150.] 

Assessing whether [French expedition leaders] Leclerc and Rochambeau truly intended to eradicate Saint-Domingue's population—article 2’s[footnoteRef:8] ‘intent’—is also difficult. Both wrote of exterminating all adult blacks, but such hyperbolic statements stood in direct contradiction with their actions. [footnoteRef:9] [8:  of the United Nations’ Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 1948]  [9:  Philippe R. Girard, ‘French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence’, Journal of Genocide Research, 15.2 (2013), p. 133-149 (p.145).  <DOI: 10.1080/14623528.2013.789181> [accessed 4 January 2026]] 

While he is willing to separate stated intent from an interpreted real intent in the case of Leclerc and Rochambeau, Girard does not offer this sympathetic interpretation to black Haitians. When Dessalines, in his 1804 Declaration of Independence, calls for the Haitian people to ‘live independent or die’[footnoteRef:10], Girard takes this as one of Dessalines’ many interpreted calls for genocide and mass violence. By contrast, Girard’s defence of the non-genocidal nature of the French colonial forces necessitates considering the statement from Leclerc that ’I will have to wage a war of extermination’[footnoteRef:11] was merely ’hyperbolic, and not indicative of a true genocidal desire. [10:  Jean-Jacques Dessalines, Haitian Declaration of Independence, 1 January 1804. Translation from <https://today.duke.edu/showcase/haitideclaration/declarationstext.html> [accessed 4 January 2026]]  [11:  C.V.E. Leclerc, Lettres du Général Leclerc commandant en chef de l’armée de Saint-Domingue en 1802, 6th edition, ed. by Paul Roussier. (Paris: Société de l'Histoire des Colonies Françaises, 1937), p. 238. <https://persee.fr/doc/sfhom_1961-8166_1937_edc_6_1> [accessed 18 November 2024]] 


[bookmark: _Int_O2MZf8VZ]There is a distressing undercurrent of racism throughout ‘Caribbean genocide, 1802-04'. Girard is unable to resist insulting the Black Haitian leadership throughout the article, with a special focus on his disdain toward Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who he refers to as ‘sadistic’[footnoteRef:12], ’brutal’[footnoteRef:13], wrathful[footnoteRef:14], cruel[footnoteRef:15], ’vengeful’[footnoteRef:16] and racist[footnoteRef:17] at various points throughout the article. When describing the atrocities of the French colonial forces, Girard still cannot resist calling Dessalines, who was responding to widespread racist violence against the black and mulatto populations of Haiti, ’a man usually not remembered for his compassion’[footnoteRef:18]. Girard’s antipathy toward Dessalines borders on the obsessive. When writing about the epidemic of yellow fever which decimated the French forces while affecting but not destroying the Haitians, Girard seemingly gives credence to the idea that Dessalines was capable of controlling disease itself.
 [12:  Girard, ‘Caribbean genocide: racial war in Haiti, 1802–4’, p. 160.]  [13:  ibid. p. 159.]  [14:  ibid. p. 148.]  [15:  ibid. p. 142.]  [16:  ibid. p. 141.]  [17:  ibid. p. 158.]  [18:  ibid. p. 151.] 

The epidemic was widely understood to favour the black camp. Having lived for years in Haiti, most Blacks were immune to the disease. White troops, on the other hand, routinely died within days of setting foot in Haiti. (...) In this context, to the French, the yellow fever epidemic was yet another weapon in the enemy’s arsenal, and one that the slaves might very well control. Or so Dessalines suggested at war’s end, explaining that nature obeyed the orders of ‘the angry genius [génie] of Haiti and sent ‘diseases, plague, devouring hunger, fires and poison’.[footnoteRef:19]
 [19:  ibid. pp. 149-50] 

To give even the slightest literal interpretation of Dessalines’ statement is absurd. Instead of seeing that Dessalines may be evoking religious imagery to show his people as righteous, Girard, knowingly or unknowingly, evokes the post-colonial spectre of Vodou mysticism; that slaves of Haiti ‘might very well control’ a then-uncontrollable, deadly disease, which is endemic in Haiti and climates like it, implies the use of literal magic. When discussing disease, Girard is also willing to comment on the ‘racist virus’ which claimed victims within the French officers, poor petit blancs, and planters[footnoteRef:20]. To describe racism as a contagion removes all agency from the willing participants in and beneficiaries of a slave state and implies that they had no racial biases while forcing black and mulatto Haitians into servitude but only developed them upon the beginning of the revolution. Notably, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, previously referred to as a racist, must therefore be seen as inherently racist. It is simply a part of his nature, as opposed to the innocent minded slave owners and resource extractors who were the victims of becoming racist. [20:  ibid. p. 156] 


When discussing the role of disease in colonialism, Girard once again assigns the blame for any death, destruction or ethnic extinction to a naive, innocent colonial force who are not intentionally brutalising the subjects of the slavery or forced labour systems they willingly employed on captive populations. When outlining his criteria to consider an action genocide, Girard touches on the Spanish conquest of Hispaniola against the actions of the Haitians. 


The first criterion - intent - was unmistakably in play in 1804. Unlike the early sixteenth century, when Spanish conquerors unwittingly wiped out the Taino population of Haiti through hard work and European diseases, there was a clearly stated desire to annihilate the enemy race in 1802-4.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  ibid. p. 141] 


To describe the starvation, forced labour and intentional massacring of the Taino as ‘hard work and European diseases’ is, at best, an insultingly passive and sympathetic sanding down of the actions of the Spanish Empire, and at worst, an active denial of any European culpability in the destruction of an entire race of people. To describe a system in which Spanish colonial rulers destroyed the Taino population by the encomieda as ‘unwitting’ once again ascribes innocence to the beneficiaries of a colonial regime.

Girard makes many bizarre, unsubstantiated and historically illiterate claims when referring to actions taken both within Haiti and abroad. His racist tone persists when describing the agricultural society in post-revolution Haiti, as he interacts with his claimed genocide in the economic lens of the 1820s Haitian landscape.

Economically, the genocide also exterminated planters who, for all their faults, were the most educated and entrepreneurial members of Haiti’s population. By the 1820s the large sugar plantations had been divided into small lots cultivated by illiterate subsistence farmers. The shift pleased the former slaves immensely, but it shattered Dessalines’s hopes[footnoteRef:22] for large-scale agriculture.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Dessalines, who died in 1806, was unaware of his feelings on the matter.]  [23:  ibid. p. 142] 


The emphasis on the ‘educated’ status of the white French planters against the ‘illiterate subsistence farmers’ of the black Haitian population is one borne in a paternalistic view of Haitians as being more suited to be passive subjects of their smarter, more educated French superiors. The emphasis is not unique to this passage, as Girard later mentions as part of academic debate a theory that ‘illiterate African peasants had a parochial outlook, reacting to local events (such as a plantation manager’s excessive cruelty) rather than more abstract concepts of freedom borrowed from the European Enlightenment.’[footnoteRef:24] While Girard claims ’existing evidence supports (a different) thesis’[footnoteRef:25], his usage of the same verbiage indicates a sympathy for this theory of black ’peasants’ as passive actors. In other writing, Girard described Port-au-Prince and its citizens upon a visit as ’an anthill, but one whose inhabitants roamed with chaotic freedom rather than heeding the whims of some all-powerful queen’[footnoteRef:26]. When paired with his sympathetic outlook on French imperialist forces, it can be inferred that the ’all-powerful queen’ he speaks of is the absent French power. Outside of Haiti, Girard speaks about various historical genocides briefly. In doing so, he makes the unsourced claim that the Holocaust was the result of German military losses in the Second World War[footnoteRef:27], refers to the Khoekhoe people by the outdated and racially insensitive term ’Hottentots’[footnoteRef:28] and describes the Srebrenica massacre as having ’coincided with the Bosnian War’[footnoteRef:29]. Girard fails to notice that by saying this was coincidental, he is claiming the Srebrenica massacre simply happened to line up with the Bosnian War, instead of being directly caused by it. [24:  ibid. p. 144]  [25:  ibid. p. 144]  [26:  Philippe R. Girard, Paradise Lost: Haiti's Tumultuous Journey from Pearl of the Caribbean to Third World Hotspot (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005) p. 1. <https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781403980311_1> [accessed 4 January 2026]]  [27:  Girard, ‘Caribbean genocide: racial war in Haiti, 1802–4’, p. 148.]  [28:  ibid. p. 159.]  [29:  ibid. p. 148] 

I am troubled that Philippe R. Girard’s ‘Caribbean genocide, 1802-04' has seen widespread use as evidence that the Haitian government under Dessalines enacted a war of genocide against the white French in widely accessible online resources. It is repeatedly both quoted and cited in the Wikipedia article for the ‘1804 Haitian massacre’, which is explicitly placed in the category of ‘genocides in North America’[footnoteRef:30], though it should be noted that as of the writing of this review, there is a warning that Girard’s writing ’appears to contradict itself’[footnoteRef:31]. While this can be said to be true, it is not one of the serious flaws with the article. It makes moralistic claims that the black Haitian leaders, most prominently Jean-Jacques Dessalines, were morally repugnant, vengeful murderers, who were hypocritical, greedy slavers and not truly interested in the freedoms of their people, as opposed to the white French leaders, who can actively call for the extermination of black and mulatto Haitians and still be described as not truly having genocidal intent, but instead being hyperbolic, stressed officers of an army far from their home, fending off both real and psychosomatic Caribbean diseases seemingly controlled by the impossibly powerful Jean-Jacques Dessalines. There is little of appreciable value that can be taken from this article, and it should not be used as a serious historical resource. [30:  Wikipedia, 1804 Haitian massacre (2026). <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1804_Haitian_massacre> [accessed 4 January 2026]]  [31:  ibid.] 
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