It is difficult to ascertain whether the boundary between genocide and mass murder was crossed in Saint-Domingue between 1802 and 1804. Historical consensus varies within the subject itself: both French and Haitian forces, indisputably, committed mass murder over this time, but the intent of these actions is more disputable. The French expedition, led by Charles Leclerc and, after his death of yellow fever, the Vicomte de Rochambeau, killed both sympathetic and rebellious Black soldiers in great numbers, along with Black civilians. As the French occupation came to an end in 1804, Haitian forces acted on the command of Jean-Jacques Dessalines and massacred the White colonists, primarily French, over the course of around three months. Both the Haitian and French actions can be argued as acts of genocide, with the words of commanding officers Dessalines and Leclerc easy to interpret as directions of racialized mass murder. However, the actions of Dessalines immediately after the mass murder make clear that the intent, no matter how racialized the discussion, was always to remove the French who had colonized Haiti and enslaved its people. His constitution enshrined as noirs, and thus citizens of Haiti, White Polish and German soldiers who had been fighting with the French troops and remained on Hispaniola and renounced the actions of the French. It is therefore clear, in my opinion, that Dessalines’ description of his targets as White was denoting a political group to target, and not a racial group, despite his usage of the term. Under the United Nations definition of genocide, it is questionable whether this meets the criteria under Article 2: members of any political group are not an eligible group to have genocide enacted against them. It was indisputably a politicide, but I argue it was not a genocide. Contrastingly, the French expedition made no differentiation between Black rebels and civilians, and explicitly called for the mass murder of all Black residents of Saint-Domingue above the age of 12, and did not discriminate between allies and enemies, only caring that they were Black: thousands of colonial troops were drowned off Cap- Français, once 1,200 en masse, with no guilt being necessary. In my view, these actions were directed toward the racial group of Haitians and thus meet the United Nations defition for genocide.
